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PREFACE 
Steven T.  Katz 

The presen t anthology , culle d fro m th e voluminou s writing s o f Rabb i 
Jacob B . Agus , i s intende d t o mak e availabl e i n on e easil y accessibl e 
work a  samplin g o f Rabb i Agus ' larg e an d importan t corpu s o f pub -
lished an d unpublishe d material . I n addition , i t serve s a s a  compilatio n 
of primary material s tha t complement s an d run s paralle l t o a  new se t o f 
original essay s o n th e though t o f Rabb i Agu s publishe d b y Ne w Yor k 
University Pres s i n 199 6 unde r th e titl e American  Rabbi:  The  Life  and 
Thought of Jacob B.  Agus  an d edite d by Steve n T . Katz . 

The selection s o f Agusan a reprinte d her e wer e mad e b y th e distin -
guished contributor s t o th e paralle l volum e o f origina l papers . I n eac h 
case the selecto r chos e materia l tha t h e fel t woul d illuminat e th e partic -
ular subjec t matte r o f his contributio n t o American  Rabbi. Thu s th e tw o 
publications ar e closel y interconnecte d an d reader s wil l benefi t fro m 
consulting both , thoug h eac h stand s o n it s ow n resources . A  ful l tabl e 
of content s fo r th e secon d collectio n ca n b e foun d a t th e en d o f thi s 
Preface. 
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I 
JACOB B . AGU S — A N 

I N T R O D U C T O R Y OVERVIE W 
Steven T.  Katz 

LIFE 

JACOB AGU S (Agushewitz ) wa s bor n int o a  distinguishe d rabbinica l 
family i n th e mont h o f Heshvan 5671—correspondin g t o Novembe r 2 , 
1911—in th e shtet l o f Sislevitc h (Swislocz) , situate d i n th e Grodn o 
Dubornik regio n o f Poland . Descende d throug h bot h parent s fro m 
distinguished rabbinica l line s (hi s mothe r bein g a  member o f th e Katz -
nellenbogen family) , th e youn g Agus , on e o f a  famil y o f seve n chil -
dren—four boy s an d thre e girls—earl y o n showe d sign s o f intellectua l 
and religiou s precocity . Afte r receivin g tutorin g a t hom e an d i n th e 
local heder , h e joined hi s olde r brothers , Irvin g an d Haim , a s a studen t 
at th e Mizrachi-linke d Tachnemon i yeshiv a i n Bialystock . Her e h e 
continued hi s intensiv e talmudi c an d classica l studies , winnin g hig h 
praise as an illui  (a genius) fro m th e faculty o f the yeshiva, and also began 
to b e expose d t o th e wid e variet y o f Jewish lifestyle s an d intellectua l 
positions—ranging fro m secularis t and bundist t o Hasidic—tha t existe d 
among Eastern Europea n Jews. Raised i n a n almos t totall y Jewish envi -
ronment, h e kne w littl e Polis h an d ha d limite d relation s wit h th e non -
Jewish world . 

In th e mid-1920s , a s economic an d politica l condition s worsene d i n 
Poland, man y member s o f th e Jewis h communit y o f Sislevitc h emi -
grated t o Palestine . Thi s migrator y wav e als o include d th e Agushew -
itzes, wh o arrive d i n Palestin e i n 1925 . Unfortunately , th e economi c 
conditions an d th e religiou s lif e o f th e Yishuv,  th e emergin g Jewis h 
community i n the land o f Israel, were not favorable , an d the Agushewit z 
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family, includin g Jacob, no w sixteen , move d agai n i n 1927 . Thi s tim e 
they travele d t o America , wher e Jaco b s father , R . Yehud a Leib , ha d 
relocated on e yea r earlie r t o fil l th e positio n o f rabb i i n a n Eas t Sid e 
New Yor k synagogue . R . Yehud a Lei b late r becam e a  schochet  (ritua l 
slaughterer). 

The famil y settle d i n Bor o Par k (Brooklyn) , an d Jacob, wh o alread y 
was abl e t o rea d an d writ e i n Englis h a t a  hig h schoo l level , attende d 
the hig h schoo l connecte d wit h Yeshiv a University . Thi s marke d a 
turning poin t i n hi s personal life , fo r i n thi s American yeshiv a no t onl y 
did student s pursu e a  talmudi c curriculu m but—o n th e ideologica l 
presumption tha t al l tru e huma n knowledge , th e whol e o f creation , 
reflected God' s wondrou s ways—the y wer e als o expose d t o a  wid e 
variety o f secula r an d scientifi c subjects . Fo r th e remainde r o f hi s life , 
Jacob Agus would adher e t o thi s religious-philosophical model . 

After completin g hig h school , Jacob attende d th e recentl y establishe d 
Yeshiva University , wher e h e continue d bot h hi s rabbinica l an d secula r 
studies, distinguishing himsel f in the secula r realm in the area s of mathe-
matics and science. He was so good a t chemistry tha t he was encourage d 
to atten d course s i n thi s subjec t a t Columbi a University , whic h h e did . 
He eve n briefl y flirted  wit h th e ide a o f graduat e wor k i n chemistry . 
However, hi s deepest , commitmen t wa s t o Jewis h studie s an d t o th e 
Jewish people , an d h e therefor e chos e a  rabbinical career . A  favorit e o f 
the founde r an d president o f Yeshiva University , R . Bernar d Revel , an d 
the outstandin g studen t o f R . Mosh e Soloveitchik , th e hea d o f th e 
rabbinical school , Agu s receive d hi s rabbinica l ordinatio n (smicha)  in 
1933. After tw o further year s of intensive rabbinical study, Agus receive d 
the traditiona l "Yadi n Yadin " smicha  in 1935 , an ordinatio n intende d t o 
place Agus on th e same level as those rabbinica l student s who graduate d 
from th e European yeshivas and to enabl e him to ac t as a Poseik (halakic, 
or legal , decision maker) . 

While stil l a t Yeshiv a University , Agu s als o serve d a s a n assistan t t o 
R. Le o Jung , a  distinguishe d membe r o f th e America n Orthodo x 
rabbinate. I n thi s role , a t R . Jung s request , h e researche d th e basi s fo r 
requiring a  mechitza  ( a partitio n betwee n me n an d women ) i n th e 
synagogue an d conclude d tha t ther e wa s n o firm  biblica l o r rabbinica l 
basis for thi s halaki c requirement—a n earl y sig n o f important decision s 
to come . 

After graduatio n fro m Yeshiv a University i n 1935 , Agus too k hi s first 
full-time rabbinica l positio n i n Norfolk , Virginia . Her e h e bega n t o 
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learn th e trad e o f a n activ e pulpi t rabb i whil e continuin g hi s Jewis h 
education. Foremos t amon g hi s educationa l pursuit s a t thi s tim e wa s a n 
intensive stud y o f midras h (th e rabbini c commentarie s o n th e Bible) , 
guided, vi a th e mail , b y Professo r Loui s Ginsber g o f the (Conservative ) 
Jewish Theologica l Seminar y o f America , th e grea t authorit y o n mid -
rash. 

Having satisfie d himsel f tha t wit h thi s contro l o f th e vas t midrashi c 
material, alon g wit h hi s talmudi c erudition , h e ha d reache d a  suffi -
ciently well-rounde d knowledg e o f classica l Jewish materials , Agu s be -
gan t o pursu e furthe r secula r studie s i n a  seriou s an d concentrate d 
way. Convince d tha t thes e pursuit s require d a  more intensiv e academi c 
environment, h e lef t Norfol k i n 193 6 for Harvar d University , wher e h e 
enrolled i n th e graduat e progra m i n philosophy . A t Harvar d hi s tw o 
main teacher s wer e Professo r Harr y A . Wolfson , a  maste r studen t o f 
the histor y o f Jewis h philosophy , an d Professo r Ernes t Hocking , a 
metaphysician o f distinction . 

While i n the Boston area , Agus paid his way by taking on a  rabbinical 
position i n Cambridg e an d continue d hi s rabbinica l learnin g wit h 
R. Joseph Soloveitchik , th e so n o f his Yeshiva Universit y mentor , wit h 
whom h e quickl y forme d a  close friendship. Fo r severa l years, Agus an d 
the younger Soloveitchi k me t weekl y t o study Maimonides , philosophi -
cal and rabbinica l works , a s well a s to discus s a  host o f more contempo -
rary theologica l an d halaki c issues . 

It wa s als o i n Bosto n tha t Agu s me t hi s futur e wife , Miria m Shore , 
the daughte r o f Bernard Shore , a  Lithuanian Jew wh o ha d immigrate d 
to Americ a an d becom e a  Boston businessman . Th e Aguse s marrie d i n 
1940, with R.Josep h Soloveitchi k officiating . 

Harvard, however , wa s no t al l joy. I n thi s grea t cente r o f learnin g 
Agus fo r th e first  tim e i n hi s lif e encountere d serious , eve n intense , 
criticism o f traditiona l Judaism . I n response , h e decide d t o devot e a 
good dea l o f hi s energ y fo r th e remainde r o f hi s lif e t o explicating , 
disseminating, an d defendin g th e ethica l an d humanisti c value s embod -
ied i n th e Jewish tradition , particularl y a s these value s wer e interprete d 
by it s intellectua l an d philosophica l elites , beginnin g wit h th e Prophet s 
and runnin g throug h Philo , Saadya , Maimonides ; an d suc h moder n 
intellectual giant s a s Herman n Cohe n an d R . Abraha m Isaa c Kook . 
Agus' first  ste p o n thi s pat h wa s hi s doctora l dissertation , publishe d i n 
1940 unde r th e titl e Modern  Philosophies  of Judaism, whic h criticall y 
examined th e though t o f th e influentia l Germa n triumvirat e o f Her -
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mann Cohen , Fran z Rosenzweig , an d Marti n Buber , a s wel l a s th e 
work o f Mordeca i Kaplan , wh o i n 193 4 ha d publishe d th e classi c 
Judaism as  a  Civilization  tha t establishe d hi s reputatio n a s th e leadin g 
American Jewish thinker . 

After receivin g hi s doctorate fro m Harvard , an d wit h th e encourage -
ment o f R. Revel , wh o wishe d t o strengthe n th e foundation s o f mod -
ern Orthodox y i n th e Midwest , Agu s accepte d th e pos t o f rabb i a t th e 
Agudas Achi m Congregatio n i n Chicago . Thoug h th e congregatio n 
permitted mixe d seating , i t was still considered a n Orthodox synagogue . 
In thi s free r midwester n environment , remove d fro m th e yeshiv a worl d 
of his student days , the orthodox y o f Yeshiva University , an d th e inten -
sity o f Jewish Boston , Agu s began t o hav e doubt s abou t th e intellectua l 
claims an d dogmati c premise s o f Orthodo x Judaism . I n particular , h e 
began t o redefin e th e meanin g o f halakah an d it s relationshi p t o reaso n 
and independen t ethica l norms . Encouraged i n thi s directio n b y Chica -
go's leadin g Conservativ e rabbi , Solomo n Goldman , an d b y th e radica l 
reconstructionism o f Mordeca i Kaplan , Agu s ha d initiate d th e proces s 
of philosophica l an d theologica l reconceptualizatio n tha t woul d defin e 
his increasingly revisionis t an d non-Orthodo x thought . 

In 1943 , disenchanted wit h hi s Chicag o pulpit , Agu s accepte d a  cal l 
to Dayton , Ohio , wher e thre e smal l synagogue s merge d t o for m a 
liberal Orthodo x congregatio n tha t becam e a  Conservativ e congrega -
tion durin g hi s tenure . Give n th e proximit y o f Dayto n t o Cincinnati , 
he began a n ongoin g an d cordia l dialogu e wit h th e facult y an d student s 
of the Reform movement s Hebre w Unio n Colleg e (HUC) . I n particu -
lar, Agu s became a  colleague o f R. Abraha m Joshua Heschel , wh o ha d 
fled war-tor n Europ e an d take n u p a  positio n a t HUC . Lik e Agus , 
Heschel wa s th e hei r o f a  grea t rabbinica l famil y an d a  maste r o f al l 
branches o f classica l Jewish an d rabbinica l learning , wit h a  special affin -
ity fo r th e though t o f Maimonides . Alienate d fro m th e "tone " o f 
classical Reform, whic h stil l dominated HUC , Hesche l became a  regu -
lar visito r a t th e Agu s hom e o n Sabbath s an d holidays , an d Agu s an d 
Heschel forme d a  lifelon g intellectua l an d persona l collaboratio n tha t 
later manifested itsel f in joint effort s t o alte r the curriculu m an d charac -
ter o f th e Jewish Theologica l Seminary , whos e facult y Hesche l joine d 
in 1945 , an d i n commo n undertaking s o n behal f o f Jewish—Christia n 
dialogue an d various politica l causes . 

Because o f this intensive rethinkin g o f modern Jewish thought—an d 
perhaps als o a s a  consequence o f hi s engagemen t wit h Heschel—Agu s 
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turned hi s attentio n t o th e though t o f R . Abraha m Isaa c Kook , th e 
remarkable mystica l personalit y wh o ha d serve d a s the firs t chie f rabb i 
of modern Palestin e afte r Worl d Wa r I . (Koo k die d i n 1935. ) Th e resul t 
was Agus ' Banner  of  Jerusalem, publishe d i n 1946 , whic h sough t t o 
explore Kook' s neocabalistic , panentheisti c notio n o f holiness (kedusha), 
that is , th e doctrin e tha t God' s presenc e wa s suffuse d throughou t cre -
ation an d incarnate d mos t concretel y i n th e Jewish people , th e lan d o f 
Israel, an d th e Torah . Deepl y impresse d b y Kook' s intens e spiritualit y 
and authenti c mystica l vision , Agu s yearne d t o invigorat e America n 
Orthodoxy wit h somethin g o f th e sam e visionar y passion . Ye t a t th e 
same time , hi s dee p engagemen t wit h Kook' s traditiona l cabalisti c Welt-
anschauung persuaded Agu s tha t thi s essentiall y medieva l worldvie w wa s 
one h e di d not , an d coul d not , share . Moder n Judais m ha d nee d o f 
much tha t Koo k ha d t o teach , bu t i t require d tha t Kook' s lesson s b e 
made availabl e throug h a  differen t vehicle , i n a  for m mor e suitabl e t o 
the moder n temperament . 

At thi s poin t Agu s stil l hope d h e coul d achiev e hi s goa l o f effectin g 
meaningful religiou s an d structura l chang e withi n th e parameter s o f th e 
Orthodox community . Lik e Mordeca i Kaplan , h e no w advocate d th e 
creation o f a  reconstituted , metadenominationa l Sanhedri n (suprem e 
Jewish religiou s legislative body) tha t would possess the power t o alter — 
to modernize—Jewis h religiou s lif e an d practice . Thoug h severa l im -
portant member s o f th e Orthodo x rabbinate , includin g R . Le o Jun g 
and R . Josep h Lookstein , apparentl y wer e sympatheti c t o thi s cal l i n 
private, none , includin g R . Josep h Soloveitchik , woul d suppor t i t 
openly. This lack of support, a s well as Agus' own increasingl y expansiv e 
and universalis t spiritua l an d intellectua l odyssey—on e tha t wa s eve r 
more appreciativ e o f Western, non-Jewis h cultur e and eve r more critica l 
of wha t Agu s too k t o b e certai n form s o f Jewis h parochialis m an d 
chauvinism—led him , afte r hi s failur e t o gathe r suppor t fo r a n agend a 
of chang e an d halaki c refor m a t th e Orthodo x Rabbinica l Counci l o f 
America (RCA ) conventio n i n 194 4 and 1945 , to brea k decisivel y wit h 
the organize d Orthodo x communit y an d it s institutions . 

This repercussiv e decisio n als o reflecte d hi s persona l experienc e a s a 
community rabb i i n a  relatively smal l midwestern tow n lik e Dayton; fo r 
here Agu s face d severa l ne w challenges . First , h e ha d t o b e th e forc e 
behind th e restructurin g o f three congregation s int o on e new , cohesiv e 
synagogue. Second , h e ha d t o respon d t o th e persona l need s o f a 
religiously divers e grou p o f Jews. Third , i n th e fac e o f th e unfoldin g 
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catastrophe tha t engulfe d th e Jews o f Europe , h e ha d t o offe r Jew s o f 
limited learnin g wh o wer e attracte d b y th e seductiv e option s o f assimi -
lated lif e i n Americ a a  Judaism tha t wa s intellectuall y an d spirituall y 
meaningful. Moreover , t o hi s surprise h e had discovere d tha t h e derive d 
great satisfactio n fro m hi s dutie s a s a  congregationa l rabbi . H e enjoye d 
presenting sermon s an d lecture s t o hi s congregants—task s a t whic h h e 
became ver y proficient , havin g hired a  voice teache r t o hel p hi m refin e 
his ora l delivery—meetin g thei r pastora l needs , an d eve n bein g activ e 
in the day-to-da y affair s o f the synagogue management ; fo r example , h e 
was very involved i n th e architectura l desig n o f the ne w sanctuary . 

Disaffected fro m th e Orthodo x rabbinica l community , Agu s officiall y 
broke wit h th e RC A i n 1946—194 7 and joined th e Conservativ e move -
ments Rabbinica l Assembly . I n thi s ne w context , b y virtu e o f hi s 
rabbinical erudition , hi s Orthodox smicha,  an d the force o f his personal -
ity, he became a  powerful presenc e an d an agent o f change. Over agains t 
the conservativ e forc e exerte d b y Chancello r Loui s Finkelstei n an d th e 
great Talmudis t Sau l Leiberman , wh o betwee n the m controlle d th e 
faculty o f th e Jewish Theologica l Seminary , whic h i n tur n dominate d 
the procedura l processe s o f the Conservativ e movement , Agus , i n con -
sort wit h like-minde d Conservativ e rabbi s suc h a s Solomo n Goldman , 
Robert Gordis , Morri s Adler , Milto n Steinberg , Be n Zio n Bokser , an d 
Theodore Friedman , argue d fo r a  mor e ope n an d dynami c halaki c 
process within th e movement . 

As a  firs t majo r ste p i n thi s direction , Agu s propose d tha t th e La w 
Committee o f th e Conservativ e movemen t b e restructure d int o th e 
Committee o n Jewis h La w an d Standard s (CJLS)— a chang e i n mor e 
than name , th e rational e fo r whic h i s explaine d i n hi s essay s i n Guide-
posts in  Modern  Judaism. H e was , i n turn , appointe d t o thi s committe e 
(and to others ) an d remained a  member o f it for nearl y forty years , unti l 
his death . 

One o f the earlies t and best example s o f his view o n ho w th e halaka h 
should b e interprete d i s reflected i n th e importan t "Responsu m o n th e 
Sabbath" tha t wa s issue d b y th e Committe e o n Jewish La w an d Stan -
dards i n 1950 . Thi s responsu m state d tha t th e us e o f electricit y wa s 
permitted o n th e Sabbat h an d tha t ridin g t o an d from th e synagogu e o n 
the Sabbat h wa s also permitted. Th e first  decisio n wa s arrived a t by us e 
of th e traditiona l halaki c process , wit h on e majo r exception , an d th e 
second wa s justified a s a  takkanah  ( a rabbinic enactment ) respondin g t o 
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the "need s o f th e hour. " Bot h instantiate d Agus ' vie w tha t a  reveren t 
and reasone d approac h t o chang e an d th e admissio n o f wher e th e 
halakah wa s lackin g wer e require d t o revitaliz e Judaism i n th e contem -
porary world . 

It shoul d als o be remembere d tha t thes e decision s wer e embedde d i n 
a lengthy repor t tha t place d centra l emphasi s o n a  proposed progra m t o 
"revitalize sabbat h observance" ; thi s wa s no t merel y a  cal l fo r radica l 
change an d a  capitulation t o modernity . Th e progra m wa s t o consis t o f 
standards t o b e promulgate d fo r al l Unite d Synagogu e membe r syna -
gogues t o lif t th e level s o f observance . I n th e lat e 1940 s and earl y 1950 s 
observance b y laypeopl e wa s extremel y lax—fe w attende d services , 
many worked , fe w ha d Friday-evenin g dinners , an d man y Jewish com -
munal organization s hel d event s tha t violate d th e Sabbat h an d a t whic h 
nonkosher foo d wa s served . 

R. Agus , impelled b y a  drive fo r honest y an d integrity , hel d i t wron g 
to encourag e peopl e t o atten d th e synagogu e o n th e Sabbath , wit h th e 
knowledge tha t man y individual s woul d hav e t o driv e there , an d the n 
to insis t tha t drivin g was an averah  ( a sin). In general , h e though t tha t i n 
keeping wit h moder n sensibilitie s an d th e intellectua l level s o f congre -
gants, th e primar y emphasi s shoul d b e place d o n encouragin g mitzvo t 
and no t o n allegin g averot.  Th e doin g o f eac h mitzva h wa s a  goo d i n 
itself an d woul d lea d t o th e doin g o f othe r mitzvot . Thi s positiv e 
view, stressin g th e appropriat e performanc e o f mitzvot , i s expresse d i n 
Guideposts and was an underlying principle o f Agus' halaki c decisions . 

As a  recognize d halakist , Agu s wa s als o aske d b y th e Unite d Syna -
gogue t o defen d th e principl e o f mixe d seatin g i n tw o secula r cour t 
cases—one i n Ne w Orlean s an d on e i n Cincinnati—bot h o f whic h 
occurred i n th e earl y 1950s . I n bot h case s a  decease d perso n ha d lef t 
funds i n hi s wil l t o hi s synagogu e o n conditio n tha t th e synagogu e 
remain "traditional. " A t th e tim e o f th e deaths , bot h synagogue s ha d 
separate seating for men an d women, bu t the y di d not hav e a halakically 
acceptable mechitza.  I n fact , b y 195 0 bot h congregation s wante d t o 
introduce mixe d seating , a  mov e tha t prompte d a  minorit y grou p o f 
congregants t o su e fo r th e retentio n o f separate seatin g o n th e ground s 
that mixe d seatin g was a  violation o f the tradition . 

In response , Agu s pointe d ou t tha t neithe r synagogu e ha d a  mechitza 
and ye t eac h ha d bee n considere d traditiona l i n th e eye s o f th e now -
deceased donor . Therefore , on e coul d argu e tha t mixe d seatin g wa s n o 
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less traditiona l tha n separat e seating . H e als o explaine d th e lac k o f an y 
clear halaki c basi s fo r separat e seatin g an d th e natur e o f chang e withi n 
the tradition . 

To the Orthodo x member s o f the Agudas ha-Rabbonim, th e organi -
zation o f European-trained rabbis , thi s wa s wholl y unacceptable . The y 
were engage d a t th e tim e i n a n effor t t o forc e al l Orthodox synagogue s 
to maintai n a  mechitza  a s a  wa y o f drawin g a  distinctio n betwee n 
Orthodox an d Conservativ e synagogues . I n th e earl y 1950s , unde r th e 
aegis o f R. Josep h Soloveitchi k s Halachah Committee , th e Rabbinica l 
Council o f America issue d a  statement tha t mechitzas  were required . 

The Aguda s ha-Rabboni m wen t furthe r an d issue d a  rulin g tha t 
prayer within a  synagogue withou t a  kosher mechitza  was not permitte d 
and would no t fulfil l a  person s religious obligations . I n th e sam e ruling , 
they place d R . Agu s i n herem  (excommunication ) fo r teachin g fals e 
ideas. Intermarriag e wit h R . Agu s an d hi s immediat e famil y wa s pro -
hibited. I t shoul d b e noted , however , tha t tw o o f th e gedolai  ha-dor 
(recognized halaki c authorities) , R . Aharo n Kitle r an d R . Mosh e 
Feinstein, wh o wer e friend s o f R. Yehud a Lei b A . Agushewitz , denie d 
knowledge o f an d repudiate d thi s action . Thre e othe r rabbis — 
Eisenstein, Groubard , an d Greenfield—wer e als o specificall y place d i n 
herem. However, severa l years later th e leader s o f the Aguda s repudiate d 
this document an d claime d tha t i t had neve r been properl y executed . 

In 1950 , R. Agu s accepted th e position o f rabbi a t the newl y forme d 
Conservative congregatio n Bet h E l i n Baltimore . A  smal l congregatio n 
of some fifty  families whe n h e arrived , i t grew ove r hi s three decade s as 
its rabb i int o a  majo r congregation—s o popular , i n fact , tha t i t ha d 
to restric t ne w memberships—an d on e o f th e premie r Conservativ e 
synagogues i n th e Unite d States . 

In hi s rol e a s communit y rabbi , Agu s attende d th e dail y mornin g 
minyan (praye r quorum) , taugh t Mishna h o r Talmu d fo r te n t o fifteen 
minutes t o thos e wh o came , an d alway s returne d fo r th e evenin g dail y 
service as well. He visited the sick weekly, paid shivah (week-of-mourn -
ing) calls , attende d committe e meeting s i n th e evenings , an d me t con -
gregants a t al l hours. He gav e serious forty-minut e lecture s t o th e men' s 
club eac h week , an d hundred s o f me n attende d o n a  regula r basis . H e 
did ora l book review s fo r th e sisterhood . Agu s als o starte d adul t educa -
tion institute s fo r th e whol e community , attende d b y thousands . H e 
planned th e curriculu m fo r th e Beth E l schools an d taugh t th e post—ba r 
mitzvah class . He produce d a  siddur (praye r book) fo r everyda y us e tha t 
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allowed service s t o b e o f a  moderat e length . H e als o change d th e 
content o f th e service s fo r lat e Frida y night , Saturda y morning , an d 
holidays i n way s tha t retaine d th e traditiona l cor e o f th e liturg y bu t 
made th e service s more aestheticall y pleasing , intellectuall y challenging , 
and time-efficient . Hi s approac h t o service s include d intellectua l ser -
mons an d beautifu l congregationa l singing—al l i n a  two-hour package . 
Congregants cam e o n tim e an d participated . 

As a  consequenc e o f al l thi s effort , Bet h E l move d t o ne w suburba n 
surroundings i n i960 , reopene d it s membershi p rolls , an d gre w t o a 
congregation o f mor e tha n fiftee n hundre d families . I t wa s typica l o f 
Agus tha t i n th e constructio n o f th e ne w buildin g h e worke d closel y 
with th e architect s an d designer s t o ensur e tha t i t woul d b e bot h 
aesthetic an d Jewishly pleasing . 

Here a  word needs to be said about Agus ' view o n th e rol e of women 
in the synagogue . Consisten t wit h hi s more genera l theological position , 
he fel t tha t artificia l barrier s t o th e ful l participatio n o f wome n shoul d 
be eliminated . However , h e cautione d tha t societa l chang e mus t occu r 
at a  pac e an d i n a  manne r tha t allowe d people' s sensibilitie s t o evolv e 
and ne w mean s o f orde r an d value-teachin g t o develop . H e wa s ver y 
concerned tha t th e famil y b e strengthened , no t weakened , an d feare d 
that a  radica l transformatio n rathe r tha n measure d progres s o n th e rol e 
of wome n woul d disrup t th e famil y an d socia l order . I n lin e wit h thi s 
understanding, h e establishe d a  bas mitzvah ceremon y o n Frida y night s 
because th e issu e o f a  woman' s receivin g a n aliyah  (cal l t o th e Torah ) 
had no t ye t bee n addresse d b y th e Rabbinica l Assembly . Onc e i t was , 
and onc e th e assembly' s CJL S approve d aliyot  for women—wit h Agus ' 
active suppor t a s a  member o f th e committee—h e institute d th e prac -
tice a t Beth El . Likewise , whe n th e countin g o f women i n th e minya n 
was approve d b y th e CJL S wit h Agus ' endorsement , Bet h E l followe d 
suit. 

The issu e o f femal e rabbi s prove d mor e complex . Agu s fel t tha t th e 
CJLS shoul d addres s th e subissue s o f wome n a s judges, witnesses , an d 
shlichit tzibbur  (leaders o f public prayer ) befor e tha t o f rabbi. Fo r politica l 
reasons, th e Jewish Theologica l Seminar y addresse d th e issu e b y settin g 
up a  commission , whos e repor t attempte d t o skir t thes e halaki c issues . 
R. Agu s wa s upse t a t th e process—h e though t th e repor t wa s deliber -
ately disingenuou s i n no t addressin g th e othe r issue s o f status , sinc e 
everyone kne w tha t onc e ordained , femal e rabbi s woul d perfor m al l o f 
the function s no t addressed . Thoug h h e agree d wit h th e result , h e 
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disagreed with th e process. Therefore, i n a  move tha t surprised both th e 
left an d th e right , h e le d a  grou p o f Rabbinica l Assembl y member s i n 
rejecting th e report' s recommendation . 

During th e 1950s , despit e hi s congregationa l responsibilities , Agu s 
continued hi s scholarl y work . H e wa s a  regular contributo r t o a  variety 
of Jewish periodicals , suc h a s th e Menorah  Journal, Judaism, Midstream, 
and The  Reconstructionist,  an d h e serve d o n severa l o f thei r editoria l 
boards. H e als o published o n occasio n i n Hebre w journals. At th e sam e 
time, h e bega n t o teac h a t John s Hopkin s Universit y i n a n adjunc t 
capacity, lectur e a t Bna i Brit h institutes , an d spea k a t college s an d 
seminaries aroun d th e country . I n 195 9 h e publishe d hi s well-know n 
study The  Evolution of Jewish Thought,  an outgrowt h o f his lectures. 

During thi s period , Agu s als o too k a n activ e interes t i n nationa l an d 
international affairs . A  fir m supporte r o f Frankli n D . Roosevel t durin g 
the 1930 s an d 1940 s an d a  supporte r o f th e creatio n o f th e Unite d 
Nations, h e distruste d socialis m an d hate d communism . However , h e 
believed i n th e necessit y o f moderat e dialogu e wit h th e Sovie t Unio n 
and supporte d publi c figure s suc h a s Adlai Stevenso n wh o advocate d a 
less belligerent relationshi p wit h th e USSR . H e wa s a  significant oppo -
nent o f Senato r Josep h McCarth y an d openl y fough t McCarthyism , 
testifying o n behal f o f individual s wh o wer e unde r suspicion , an d h e 
invited Professo r Owe n Lattimor e o f Johns Hopkin s Universit y t o lec -
ture a t Beth El . Agus fought fo r th e limitation o f nuclear weapons, eve n 
for nuclea r disarmament . H e eve n disregarde d a  federa l requiremen t 
that Bet h E l buil d a  nuclea r shelter , arguin g tha t suc h a n actio n legiti -
mated th e ide a o f nuclea r war . H e supporte d th e Civi l Right s move -
ment an d effort s t o desegregat e Baltimore , thoug h h e oppose d affirma -
tive actio n program s a s unfair an d ha d a  visceral fea r o f black inner-cit y 
violence, whic h threatene d man y Jewish shopkeepers . H e wa s a n earl y 
and consisten t opponen t o f the Vietnam War an d supported th e antiwa r 
political position s o f Senator s Eugen e McCarth y an d Georg e McGov -
ern. I n th e 1970s , Agus wa s a n activ e participan t i n a n interfait h grou p 
started b y Sargen t Shrive r t o discus s th e intersectio n o f religio n an d 
politics. 

Beginning i n 1968 , Agus , whil e continuin g hi s rabbinica l dutie s 
in Baltimore , accepte d a  joint appointmen t a s professo r o f Rabbini c 
Civilization a t th e ne w Reconstructionis t Rabbinica l Colleg e (RRC ) 
in Philadelphia an d a t Temple University . Thoug h no t a  reconstruction -
ist, Agu s ha d a  long-standin g relationshi p wit h Mordeca i Kaplan , th e 
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founder o f th e reconstructionis t movement , an d h e respecte d wha t 
promised t o b e a  seriou s an d innovativ e rabbinica l trainin g program . 
Agus taugh t i n thi s capacit y unti l th e en d o f the academi c yea r in 1970 , 
when h e resigne d fro m th e R R C i n a  dispute ove r th e curriculu m an d 
the amoun t o f Talmud student s should be require d t o learn . Th e facult y 
wanted t o reduc e th e hour s devote d t o talmudi c study , whil e Agu s 
wanted t o increas e them . However , h e retaine d hi s professorshi p a t 
Temple Universit y an d continue d t o teac h graduat e course s a t tha t 
institution unti l 1980 , whe n h e resigne d an d accepte d a n adjunc t ap -
pointment a t Dropsi e Colleg e i n Philadelphia . H e hel d thi s positio n 
until 1985 , when hi s health woul d n o longe r permi t th e heav y schedul e 
of trave l tha t professorshi p entailed . Agu s als o ha d serve d a s visitin g 
professor i n 196 6 a t the Rabbinica l Seminar y i n Buenos Aires , affiliate d 
with th e Jewish Theologica l Seminar y o f America . 

In additio n t o forma l teaching , R . Agu s taugh t th e member s o f th e 
local rabbinat e o n numerou s occasion s ove r th e years . Whe n h e first 
came to Baltimore , h e assiste d local Conservative an d Reform rabbi s o n 
an informa l basis . I n late r year s h e gav e seminar s t o rabbi s i n th e 
Baltimore-Washington are a o n a  bimonthl y basis . Agu s cam e t o b e 
known a s th e "rabb i o f th e rabbis " i n th e Baltimore-Washingto n area , 
because rabbi s from al l denominations o f Judaism cam e t o hi m no t onl y 
to lear n bu t als o fo r advic e o n bot h persona l an d halaki c issues . Whil e 
his teaching was well known, th e persona l contact s wer e i n confidence . 
The rabbi s di d invit e hi m t o spea k befor e thei r congregation s o n a 
regular basis ; for example , fo r a  number o f years h e wa s invite d t o giv e 
a serie s o f fou r lecture s a  yea r a s par t o f th e Sunda y Schola r Serie s a t 
Washington (Reform ) Hebre w Congregation . Also , ove r th e year s stu -
dents a t th e Ne r Israe l ultra-Orthodo x yeshiv a i n Baltimor e woul d 
come t o se e Agus a t his house lat e a t nigh t t o stud y Talmud . Thi s stud y 
was kept secre t becaus e i f it had becom e known , i t would hav e resulte d 
in th e students ' expulsio n fro m Ne r Israel . 

Another environmen t i n whic h Agu s taugh t wa s Christia n seminar -
ies. H e lecture d a t Woodstoc k (Jesuit) , Unio n Theologica l i n Ne w 
York City , an d St . Mary' s Seminar y i n Baltimore . St . Mary' s i s th e 
largest schoo l fo r Catholi c priest s i n th e Unite d State s an d i s under th e 
direct supervisio n o f th e Vatican . R . Agu s wa s th e first  nonpriest , 
let alon e Jew , officiall y authorize d b y th e Vatica n t o teac h Catholi c 
seminarians. H e lecture d o n th e Jewish backgroun d an d conten t o f th e 
Gospels for ove r ten years on a  regular basis. 
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During th e 1960 s and 1970s , Agus was also active i n projects tha t cu t 
across th e line s o f Jewish organizationa l life . Fo r example , h e becam e 
involved in the recently founded organizatio n o f Jewish academic schol -
ars an d helpe d t o establis h a  Jewish Philosophica l Society . H e worke d 
with th e American Jewish Committe e a t both th e local and th e nationa l 
level o n variou s communa l issues , wit h th e Synagogu e Counci l o f 
America o n Jewish-Christian issues , and wit h a  host o f Jewish commu -
nal agencies . 

In 1979-1980 , Agu s becam e par t o f a  grou p o f fiftee n rabbis—fiv e 
Orthodox, five  Conservative , an d five  Reform—tha t wa s put togethe r 
by th e leader s o f th e Rabbinica l Counci l o f Americ a (Orthodox) , th e 
Rabbinical Assembl y (Conservative) , an d th e Centra l Committe e o f 
American Rabbi s (Reform ) an d tha t met in secre t for a  number o f years 
to explor e issue s o f theolog y an d practice . Muc h o f th e earl y wor k o f 
this grou p wa s base d o n paper s prepare d b y Agus . H e wa s ver y inter -
ested i n an d excite d b y thi s undertaking , a s i t brough t hi m bac k int o 
contact wit h peopl e fro m Yeshiv a University , includin g R . Josep h 
Lookstein, a n ol d mentor . H e foun d significan t area s o f commonalit y 
among the movements an d eve n harbored som e optimis m tha t hi s ques t 
to creat e a  viable, religiously base d Judaism fo r Americ a woul d begi n t o 
move forward . Unfortunately , hi s illnesses and othe r factor s aborte d thi s 
effort. 

From th e 1950s , Agu s likewis e wa s activ e i n th e Jewish-Christia n 
dialogue, i n th e hop e o f reducing anti-Semitis m an d helpin g t o restruc -
ture th e Christia n understandin g o f Jew s an d Judaism . H e worke d 
closely wit h th e America n Jewish Committe e i n developin g interfait h 
programs an d wa s directl y involve d i n relationship s wit h Cardina l Be a 
that bor e frui t i n Vatica n II . H e worke d wit h th e Nationa l Counci l o f 
Christians an d Jews an d activel y participated i n interfait h conversations , 
programs, an d educatio n a t the loca l and stat e levels. 

R. Agu s becam e rabb i emeritu s a t Bet h E l i n 1980 . Fro m 198 0 t o 
1986, despit e poo r health , h e continue d hi s academi c work , publishin g 
his las t book , The  Jewish Quest,  i n 1983 . H e die d o n th e twenty-thir d 
day o f Elul, Septembe r 26 , 1986 . 

THOUGHT 

Despite al l hi s rabbinica l teachin g an d publi c roles , Jacob Agu s i s bes t 
known a s a n importan t Jewis h thinke r an d studen t o f Jewish thought . 
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This scholarl y activity , whic h spanne d nearl y hal f a  cen tu ry—beg inn in g 
wi th hi s Harvar d doctora l dissertation , whic h becam e hi s firs t book , 
Modern Philosophies  of  Judaism (1941)—cover s a n enormou s historica l 
and conceptua l range , stretchin g fro m th e biblica l t o th e mo d e r n era . 
No th ing Jewis h wa s alie n t o Agus , an d hi s researc h an d reflection s 
involved talmudic , philosophical , an d cabalisti c sources , thoug h quit e 
clearly th e philosophica l materia l ha d prid e o f place . 

In Modern  Philosophies  of  Judaism, Agu s under too k th e tas k o f explicat -
ing an d criticizin g th e wor k o f th e grea t Germa n Jewis h thinker s 
H e r m a n n Cohen , Fran z Rosenzweig , an d Mart i n B u b e r — C o h e n an d 
Rosenzweig bein g littl e k n o w n i n Americ a a t th e t i m e — a s wel l a s th e 
radical theolog y o f Mordeca i Kaplan . A m o n g thi s grou p o f semina l 
thinkers, Agu s wa s attracte d mos t especiall y t o th e wor k o f Fran z 
Rosenzweig: " T h e spiri t whic h permeate s hi s wor k perforc e escape s 
analysis. An d tha t spiri t i s grea t an d bright , glowin g wi t h th e fire  o f 
G o d " (209) . I n particular , Agu s wa s draw n t o Rosenzwei g s  nonliteral , 
nonpropositional theor y o f revelation , which , h e argued , "wil l b e foun d 
to accor d wi t h a n enlightene d vie w o f traditio n an d wi t h th e way s o f 
thinking o f th e earnestl y critica l mode r n mind " (350) . C o h e n h e foun d 
too abstract , hi s conceptio n o f Go d to o distan t fro m "th e patter n o f 
religious emot ion " (126) . Buber , w h o m Agu s sa w a s a mystic , accordin g 
to th e criteri a o f mystica l experienc e se t ou t b y Willia m James, 1 i s 
criticized fo r hi s subject ivism—"Devot io n uncontrolle d b y reaso n i s a 
greater dange r t o societ y tha n selfishness , histor y prove s abundantly . W e 
find thi s t rut h scrawle d al l ove r th e stor y o f mankind , i n letter s o f fire 
and b lood " (276)—an d fo r hi s rejectio n o f rational , objectiv e criteri a i n 
religious an d ethica l matters : 

Those o f us , however , wh o ar e constraine d t o judg e th e valu e o f thes e 
"inner calls " b y externa l standards , ma y wel l fee l uneas y a t th e tota l 
absence o f th e rationa l elemen t i n th e decisio n advocate d b y Buber . I f 
only w e wer e certai n tha t th e cal l cam e fro m God ! But , wha t i f Sata n 
should interven e instead ! Ho w ar e w e t o tel l th e voic e o f th e "Eterna l 
Thou" fro m tha t o f the "demoni c Thou? " (I s not Hitler , too , a  mystic? ) 

Alternatively, Kaplan , thoug h describe d a s a  rationalis t an d a  pragmatist , 
is found wantin g becaus e o f interna l contradiction s withi n th e structur e 
of hi s thought , th e inabilit y " t o develo p [his ] ow n conceptio n o f Go d 
to th e poin t wher e i t coul d serv e a s th e basi s o f a  lif e o f religion " (315) , 
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and a n excessiv e nationalis m that , i f no t carefull y counterpoise d b y " a 
deep convictio n i n th e realit y o f th e universa l valu e o f ethics " (322) , 
could lead t o disastrou s consequences . 

But interestingly , beyon d th e systemati c difference s amon g hi s fou r 
subjects an d hi s individua l criticism s o f thei r work , Agu s foun d a  com -
mon cor e i n al l o f them . A s distinctivel y Jewish thinkers , al l were sai d 
to recogniz e tha t 

the mora l law appears in consciousnes s a s an absolute command , spurn -
ing al l selfis h an d unworth y motives . I t ca n onl y b e understoo d o n it s 
own face value, as an objective law of action, deriving from th e structur e 
of reality. An essentia l part o f ethical experienc e i s the feelin g tha t ther e 
is an outside source to our judgments o f right and wrong, tha t the stamp 
of validity attache s t o ou r apprehension s o f the rightnes s an d wrongnes s 
of things. 

This convictio n i s no t onl y commo n t o th e philosopher s discusse d 
in thi s book ; i t constitute s th e mai n vantag e poin t o f thei r respectiv e 
philosophies. While the y expres s this fluid intuition i n radically differen t 
ways, they agree in founding thei r systems of thought upo n it . (330 ) 

This convictio n wa s also Agus: 

The intuitio n o f th e objectiv e validit y o f ethica l value s mus t b e take n 
into consideration . I n moment s o f intens e mora l fervor , w e fee l tha t 
rightness an d wrongness ar e eternally fixed i n the schem e o f things; tha t 
it i s no t ou r ow n persona l dictate s an d impulse s tha t ar e th e sourc e o f 
ethical feeling ; tha t th e sens e o f authority attachin g t o ou r ethica l judg-
ment i s not derive d eithe r fro m th e opinion s o f other me n o r fro m th e 
unconscious influenc e o f society ; tha t th e thing s w e cal l "good " an d 
"bad" ar e similarl y designate d b y th e Eterna l One , Wh o stand s outsid e 
of us and yet dwells within us, speaking through our mouths in moment s 
of great, ethical exaltation . 

This intuitio n i s the basi s o f my philosophy an d religion . I  believe it , 
not onl y becaus e o n man y occasion s i t ha s com e t o m e wit h dazzlin g 
clarity, but , fa r mor e becaus e thi s insigh t ha s bee n share d b y th e grea t 
thinkers o f humanity , i n particular , b y th e religiou s geniuse s o f Israel . 
(340-41) 

All hi s late r philosophica l reflection s ar e predicate d o n thi s religio -
ethical premise . 

14
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Agus' secon d book , Banner  of  Jerusalem: The  Life,  Times  and  Thought 
of Abraham  Isaac  Kuk  (1946) , intende d a s a  complemen t t o Modern 
Philosophies of  Judaism, o n it s fac e deal t wi t h a  surprisin g subjec t fo r 
Agus, give n hi s modernizin g sympathies , hi s reservation s abou t nat ion -
al ism—including certai n formulation s o f Z i o n i s m — a n d hi s ofte n se -
vere criticism s o f cabala ; fo r R a v Koo k (Kuk ) (b . 1865 ; d . 1935) , th e 
first Ashkenaz i chie f rabb i o f mode r n Palestin e (1919—1935) , was , vis-a -
vis halakah , a  traditiona l rabbinica l figure , a n arden t religiou s Zionist , 
and th e mos t origina l an d creativ e cabalis t o f th e twentiet h century . Ye t 
Agus, w h o share d muc h i n th e wa y o f biograph y wi t h R . Kook , wa s 
drawn t o Koo k s  profound spirituality , hi s intens e religiou s passion , hi s 
concern fo r al l Jews, hi s suppor t o f th e rebirt h o f al l type s o f Jewish lif e 
in th e renewe d lan d o f Israel , hi s unwaveringl y religiou s Zionism , hi s 
mystical embrac e o f al l thing s a s par t o f th e divin e life , hi s respec t fo r 
the religiou s potentia l o f al l men . Kook , fo r example , ha d wri t te n tha t 

it wa s indee d prope r tha t th e whol e conten t o f holines s shoul d hav e 
reference t o humanit y i n general , fo r th e perceptio n o f holiness i s univer -
sal an d th e conten t o f holiness , th e bon d betwee n ma n an d God , i s 
independent o f an y nationality . Thi s universa l conten t would , i n tha t 
event, hav e appeare d fo r Jews i n a  specia l Jewish garment , bu t th e wav e 
of moral perversio n tha t se t i n late r i n worl d histor y cause d th e element s 
of holiness t o b e forgotte n amon g al l men. An d a  new creatio n wa s mad e 
in Israel . .  . .  Nevertheless , ther e ar e stil l titan s o f th e spiri t wh o fin d th e 
cosmic elemen t i n th e roo t o f Adam's soul , which stil l throbs i n th e hear t 
of mankind generally. 2 

Agus als o wa s draw n t o K o o k s intens e effor t " t o mee t th e manifol d 
challenges o f modernis m thr u [sic]  th e deepenin g o f piet y an d th e 
inclusion therei n o f th e ne w an d aggressiv e values " (Banner , 20 ) an d t o 
what Agu s describe d i n th e "Prefac e t o th e Secon d Edi t ion " o f Banner 
of Jerusalem (retitle d High  Priest  of  Rebirth) a s Kook s  "generous, outgoin g 
humanism" (High  Priest,  ix) : 

The ritua l o f Judais m i s designe d t o replenis h th e mystica l spring s o f 
idealism i n huma n society . Loyalt y t o Israel , [Kook ] taught , wa s wholl y 
in accor d wit h unalloye d faithfulnes s t o humanism , sinc e Israe l wa s "th e 
ideal essenc e o f humanity. " Wit h al l hi s intens e nationalism , h e neve r 
allowed himsel f t o forge t tha t th e ultimat e justificatio n o f nationalis m 
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consisted in the good tha t i t might bring to th e whole rac e of mankind . 
{High Priest,  240 ) 

It i s also mos t probabl e tha t Agu s was draw n t o R . Koo k becaus e h e 
saw in variou s o f R. Koo k s halakic enactment s a  prototype fo r hi s ow n 
halakic reforms . Thus , fo r example , on e feel s th e passio n i n Agus ' 
reprise o f Koo k s creativ e stan d o n th e questio n o f th e observanc e o f 
sh'tnittah (th e biblica l la w tha t i n th e sevent h yea r th e lan d shoul d no t 
be cultivate d o r worked ) i n th e fledgling  agricultura l settlement s o f th e 
renewed Jewish communit y i n Palestine. R. Kook , developin g an earlie r 
ruling, allowe d for sal e of the land to a  gentile as a way of circumventin g 
the stric t rule tha t agricultura l work ceas e during th e "sabbatica l year o f 
the land. " Despit e intens e oppositio n fro m man y i n th e Orthodo x 
community, Koo k hel d firm, an d hi s ruling was adopted b y mos t o f the 
religious agricultura l settlements . Her e i s R . Agus ' descriptio n o f 
R. Kook' s mora l courag e durin g an d afte r thi s religious crisis : 

Aware o f the undeserve d abus e heape d upo n hi m b y man y wh o sough t 
to mak e partisan , politica l capita l ou t o f th e affair , but , certai n o f th e 
Tightness o f hi s position , h e di d no t permi t eve n a  dro p o f ranco r t o 
enter his mind. As soon as the storm o f controversy subsided , the Jewish 
world i n Palestin e an d abroa d recognize d i n him , no t onl y a  grea t 
Talmudic scholar , bu t on e o f th e gentl e saint s i n Israel . Almos t despit e 
himself, h e becam e a  centra l figur e i n worl d Jewry , th e symbo l o f 
brave and adventurous leadership i n Orthodo x Judaism an d th e hero fo r 
thousands o f young yeshivah  student s i n ever y par t o f th e globe . Thos e 
who maintaine d tha t Orthodo x Judais m wa s no t rigi d an d petrified , 
hopelessly caugh t i n th e paralyzin g gri p o f ancien t la w an d doctrine , 
were able to point to the rabbi of Jaffa a s proof of the pliancy, adaptabilit y 
and courage of genuine Orthodo x leadership . (High  Priest, 83 ) 

For Agus , thi s typ e o f religious leadershi p wa s require d mor e generall y 
within th e Orthodo x world ; an d i n certai n rea l way s h e worke d t o 
effect, a s h e sa w it , simila r halaki c transformation s withi n th e orbi t o f 
American Jewry. What Agu s said of R. Koo k migh t als o be take n a s the 
theme o f Agus' ow n life' s work : 

He transforme d Orthodox y b y revivin g th e component s o f humanis m 
and secula r cultur e i n th e Jewis h tradition . An d h e appeale d t o th e 
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secularists t o appreciat e an d reverenc e th e depth s o f mystery , ou t o f 
which spring man's genuine values. He lived "on the boundary" betwee n 
the sacre d an d th e secular , betwee n th e mystiqu e o f particularis m an d 
the outreac h o f universalism . An d i t i s t o thi s boundar y tha t w e mus t 
find ou r way in every generation. (High  Priest, xiii ) 

In 1954 , R . Agu s continue d hi s significan t publishin g activit y wit h a 
collection o f essay s title d Guideposts  in Modern Judaism. I n th e openin g 
essay, "Th e Impac t o f America n Culture, " Agu s expresse d hi s admira -
tion fo r America n liberalism , hi s stron g (correct ) belie f tha t Zionis m 
cannot b e a  substitut e religio n fo r America n Jews—thoug h critica l o f 
this vicarious Zionis m an d variou s politica l form s o f Zionism, h e wa s a 
Zionist an d defende d th e basi c concep t o f a  Jewish stat e i n th e lan d o f 
Israel—his (correct ) vie w tha t anti-Semitism i s receding as an importan t 
issue i n formin g Jewis h identit y i n America , hi s (correct ) vie w tha t 
ethnicity i s declinin g a s a  factor i n Jewish identit y i n America , an d hi s 
judgment tha t religion i n America i s distinctively pragmati c i n tone an d 
value. Th e second , quit e provocativ e essa y i s a n extende d revie w an d 
critique o f various trend s i n th e moder n branche s o f Judaism. Agu s is , 
not surprisingly , a  kee n criti c o f al l th e variou s conceptua l effort s tha t 
have bee n advance d t o explain , justify, o r alte r Judaism i n th e moder n 
period. Hi s critica l comment s o n th e philosoph y o f halaka h o f hi s 
former clos e friend, Ra v Joseph Soloveitchik , ar e notable (37—44) , while 
his own sympath y fo r th e Conservativ e movemen t i s clear in his analysi s 
of that movement s handlin g o f halakic matter s (133—37) . 

The thir d essa y i n Guideposts,  "Th e Jewis h Community, " revolve s 
around th e semina l issu e o f nationalism, tha t is , how an d i n wha t sens e 
Judaism i s Zionism . I n particular , th e essa y i s critica l o f Ahad Ha'Am' s 
and Mordeca i Kapla n s cultura l for m o f Zionis m an d o f th e classica l 
Zionist doctrine , espouse d b y Davi d Ben-Gurion , amon g others , o f 
"the negatio n o f the diaspora " (shelilat  ha-golah).  (Agus was critica l o f all 
purely secula r forms o f Zionism, al l forms o f Zionism tha t calle d fo r th e 
"normalization" o f the Jewish people , an d al l effort s t o den y th e legiti -
macy o f th e golah—Jewish lif e outsid e th e lan d o f Israel. ) I n America , 
Judaism mus t dominat e th e Jewish agend a a s religion , no t nationalism . 
The fourt h essay , "End s an d Mean s o f Jewish Lif e i n America, " origi -
nally publishe d i n th e Menorah  Journal i n 1949 , argue s th e sam e poin t 
but advance s th e argumen t b y introducin g a n ide a tha t hencefort h 
would b e centra l t o Agus ' genera l positio n o n Jewish matters : wha t h e 



i8 
Steven T.  Katz 

calls th e "meta-myth " an d define s a s "tha t indeterminat e bu t all-too -
real plus in the consciousnes s o f Jewish difference , a s it is reflected i n th e 
minds o f both Jews an d Gentiles " (Guideposts,  181). Fo r non-Jews , thi s 
meta-myth manifest s itsel f in th e belie f that 

the Jew i s differen t i n som e mysteriou s manner . I n th e imaginatio n o f 
the untutore d h e ma y appea r t o b e no w partakin g o f divin e qualities, 
now borderin g o n th e diabolical , no w superhuma n i n hi s tenacity , no w 
subhuman i n hi s spitefu l determinatio n t o survive ; bu t always , i n som e 
dim sense , th e traditiona l stereotyp e o f th e Je w hel d b y th e Gentile s 
includes th e apprehensio n o f dee p cosmi c distinctio n fro m th e res t o f 
humanity. 

This feelin g ha s bee n reflecte d i n th e mythologica l substructur e o f 
antisemitism from it s very origins. (Guideposts,  181 ) 

Both positiv e an d negativ e aspect s o f Jewish-Gentile relationship s ove r 
time—and her e Agus includes both anti-Semitis m an d Zionism—hav e 
been directed , affected , an d shaped by this belief Bu t Agu s oppose s thi s 
myth i n al l it s forms . Instead , h e agai n argue s fo r optimis m abou t th e 
status o f th e Je w i n Americ a an d fo r th e centralit y o f th e religiou s 
dimension i n America n Jewish life . Agus ' mora l idealism , hi s unceasin g 
universalism, neve r wavers : 

The tru e Jewish wa y i s t o ris e abov e th e hatre d b y recognizin g i t a s a 
universal evil , found i n ourselve s a s well as in others , an d to labor fo r it s 
cure bot h withi n ourselve s an d i n th e tota l societ y o f whic h w e ar e a 
part. 

By cleavin g t o th e spiritua l interpretatio n o f Jewish experienc e w e 
provide a  means for th e non-religious amon g us to progress in the real m 
of the spiri t through thei r Jewish identification. T o be sure, we have now 
shown how the gulf in many men's minds between adherenc e to spiritua l 
values and th e conviction s o f religion ma y be bridged. Ther e i s in fac t a 
plus o f conviction i n religiou s faith , wit h regar d t o th e root s i n eternit y 
of spiritua l values , whic h canno t b e obtaine d b y th e cultivatio n o f a 
humanist attitud e alone . Spiritually minded people will  still find congre -
gational lif e th e bes t means  o f continuin g thei r ow n spiritua l progress , 
through self-identificatio n wit h Jewish experienc e i n the religious inter -
pretation, an d b y promotin g it s values i n th e socia l groupin g o f whic h 
they are a part. (Guideposts,  201 ) 
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This cardina l them e i s furthe r develope d i n "Buildin g O u r Futur e i n 
America." Whi l e continuin g t o criticiz e th e not io n o f a  Jewish "mis -
sion," Agu s her e advocate s wha t h e call s " th e concep t o f a  'creativ e 
minority/ "  b y whic h h e mean s tha t th e America n Jewis h communi t y 
should emphasiz e "autonomy , o n creativeness , [which ] wil l cheris h an d 
foster whateve r cultura l an d spiritua l value s ar e generate d b y ever y 
individual interpretation , ever y aspiration , withi n th e communi ty " 
(Guideposts, 213) . Tha t i s t o say : 

A "creativ e minority " is , first , a  minorit y tha t sense s it s underlyin g an d 
essential unit y wit h th e genera l population , eve n a s i t i s consciou s o f it s 
own distinguishin g attributes . W e ar e no t a s a  lonel y island , battere d b y 
the endles s wave s o f th e encirclin g ocean , bu t on e o f a  chai n o f island s 
which for m a  solid continuou s rang e beneat h th e raging , restles s surface . 
Distinctive a s our histor y an d traditio n are , they ye t constitut e a  vital par t 
of th e real m o f idea s an d experienc e upo n whic h America n civilizatio n 
is based . Thu s w e ar e par t o f Christia n culture , thoug h apar t fro m it ; 
and, eve n a s we cheris h an d cultivat e ou r ow n specifi c heritage , w e mus t 
not ignor e th e massiv e historica l reality , th e "Judeo-Christia n tradition, " 
which form s th e spiritua l substratu m o f Western civilization . 

Secondly, a  "creativ e minority " evolve s ne w value s fo r th e genera l 
community, o f which i t i s a part, ou t o f the peculia r circumstance s whic h 
set i t apart . Whil e no t officiousl y seekin g t o lea d o r teac h o r preach , i t 
expands th e cultura l horizon s o f th e whol e communit y b y developin g 
the implication s o f it s uniqu e position . I n thi s sens e th e Jewish commu -
nity, b y faithfull y tracin g ou t th e inne r logi c o f it s tradition s an d devel -
oping th e implici t truth s o f its peculiar status , migh t unfol d fres h insight s 
for th e guidanc e o f the entir e America n nation . 

Thirdly, a  "creativ e minority " i s value-centere d an d oriente d t o th e 
future. Neithe r exhauste d b y th e elementa l struggl e fo r bar e surviva l no r 
overcome b y th e grea t glor y o f th e past , it s fac e i s turne d towar d th e 
sunlight o f spiritua l growth . I t refuse s eithe r t o chaf e vainl y agains t th e 
boundaries tha t enclos e i t o r t o loo k abov e the m wit h Olympia n detach -
ment a s if they di d no t exist . (Guideposts,  214—15 ) 

T h e Jewis h communi t y wil l an d shoul d remai n i n Americ a an d ca n 
flourish here , i f i t work s t o maintai n an d enhanc e it s religio-spiritua l 
identity. 

T h e remainin g essay s i n Guideposts  ar e mor e directl y theologica l i n 
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nature, beginnin g wit h a  two-part essa y titled " A Reasone d Faith " an d 
subtitled "Th e Ide a o f God. " Th e first  hal f o f thi s essa y tries , wit h 
considerable success , t o establis h th e conceptua l basi s fo r a  knowledg e 
of God ; th e secon d hal f deals with Go d a s known throug h ou r experi -
ence. Here Agus argues for th e intuitionis t position : "Whe n w e ar e fac e 
to fac e wit h a  striking truth , a n ac t o f triumphant goodnes s o r a n even t 
of surpassin g beauty , w e recogniz e th e qualit y o f time-transcendin g 
reality, a s an immediate , direc t experience , an d w e thril l t o i t a s a  fact , 
not merel y a  reasoned argument" (Guideposts,  257) . The mos t importan t 
theological clai m advance d i n thi s essay , however , i s tha t Go d i s t o b e 
conceived o f in personal rathe r tha n impersona l terms : 

Shall we think o f Him in physical-philosophical term s such as Principle, 
Power, Absolute , For m o r Cause , o r shal l we emplo y th e personalistic -
biblical term s o f Father , th e Mercifu l One , th e Livin g God ? Manifestly , 
the only concept which, in our experience constitutes the polar opposit e 
to th e concep t o f mechanical causation . Yet, God i s not th e Sel f or Sou l 
of th e universe , but , a s the Kabbalist s correctl y pointe d out , H e i s th e 
Soul o f the Soul , etc . o f the universe . And w e hav e no wa y of knowin g 
how man y link s ther e b e foun d i n th e spiritua l chai n o f being. (Guide-
posts, 268 ) 

The secon d theologica l pape r deal s wit h th e absolutel y essentia l an d 
Jewishly unavoidabl e issu e o f "Tora h Mi-Sinai, " tha t is , th e natur e an d 
claims of revelation. Rejectin g th e rejection o f faith whil e affirmin g th e 
authenticity o f revelation , ye t awar e o f th e philosophica l problem s tha t 
the traditional , literalis t notio n o f revelatio n ha s engendere d i n th e 
modern world , Agu s attempt s t o stee r a  middle groun d tha t argue s fo r 
the realit y o f nonpropositiona l revelation . Go d speak s t o u s i n ou r 
ethical intuition , i n ou r religiou s feelin g (piety) , an d i n moment s o f 
inspiration—our ethica l intuitions bein g th e mos t "objective " categor y 
(Guideposts, 288)—rathe r tha n i n the literal legal and historica l formula -
tions o f the Bible : 

Since revelatio n occur s betwee n ma n an d God , i t i s obviously unscien -
tific an d therefor e untruthfu l t o assum e tha t th e huma n o r particula r 
element i s no t fel t i n th e conten t o f revelation . Inevitably , th e "Tora h 
speaks the language of men," in all its finiteness, limitation and particular-
ity. Thus, objectively , God s speec h i s not verba l expression ; God' s com -
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mand i s no t a  specific precept ; God s behes t i s not th e fire,  clamo r an d 
whirlwind o f dogmatic rivalries . (Guideposts,  291-92 ) 

What make s Judaism distinctive—wha t make s Judaism, Judaism—i s 
that i t translate s thi s encounte r wit h Go d int o lega l categories—"th e 
command o f God," (296) , the halakah : 

Halachah i s for u s th e wa y i n whic h God s wor d i s progressively bein g 
shaped int o way s o f life . Thi s vie w i s i n perfec t harmon y wit h ou r 
historical knowledge o f the evolution of Halachah. The laws of Halachah 
were no t onl y consciousl y ordaine d fo r th e purpos e o f fosterin g th e 
"normative" consciousness ; the y wer e als o i n par t subconsciousl y 
evolved ou t o f the inner religious drive , to translat e "feeling " int o "law. " 
In thi s way , th e regime n o f Halacha h mad e th e observan t Jew fee l tha t 
the whol e worl d wa s encompasse d b y th e swa y o f Divine Law . (Guide-
posts, 297 ) 

However, th e halaka h is , like al l products o f revelation, a n admixtur e o f 
human an d divin e elements : 

We mus t mak e i t clea r fro m th e objectiv e viewpoin t tha t th e reveale d 
character o f Jewish legislatio n refer s t o th e genera l subconsciou s spritua l 
drive which underlie s the whole body o f Halachah, no t t o th e detail s o f 
the Law. The vita l fluid of the Torah-tree derives from th e numinous soi l 
of the Divine , but th e actua l contour s o f the branches an d the leaves are 
the product o f a variety of climatic and accidental causes. It is of the very 
essence o f the reasonin g proces s t o recogniz e tha t th e particula r i s acci -
dental an d contingent . .  . .  All tha t w e ca n an d d o affir m i s the Divin e 
character o f th e principl e o f Halachah . Fro m th e viewpoin t o f history , 
we kno w tha t th e Shulcha n Aruc h di d no t sprin g fullblow n fro m th e 
mind o f Moses. I t i s the produc t o f gradual evolution , i n whic h divers e 
social an d economi c factor s wer e conjoine d wit h thos e o f a  purel y 
religious character . (Guideposts,  298—99 ) 

And th e outcom e o f thi s complex , evolutionary , historica l process , 
according t o Agus ' criteria , allow s fo r change , modification , an d inno -
vation i n th e halakah—bu t no t fo r th e rejectio n o f the La w itself , tha t 
is, a  full denia l o f the categor y o f halakah pe r se . 

Agus the n applie s thi s understanding o f the halaka h i n th e nex t thre e 
essays, whic h ar e devoted , respectively , t o (1 ) "La w i n Conservativ e 
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Judaism"; (2 ) "Law s a s Standards" ; an d (3 ) "Pluralis m i n Law. " H e 
rightly recognize s th e fundamenta l differenc e betwee n hi s understand -
ing o f halakah (als o that o f the Conservativ e movement ) an d tha t o f th e 
Orthodox tradition . Wit h honest y h e acknowledges , "Manifestly , then , 
the Conservativ e movemen t canno t b e describe d a s fallin g withi n th e 
limits o f 'Halachah'—tru e Judaism . O n th e othe r hand , i t doe s no t 
reject 'Halachah ' i n th e slightes t i n theor y an d i t doe s no t accep t 
Halachah ver y largel y i n practice " (Guideposts,  310—11). Alternatively , 
he contend s that , fo r th e Conservativ e movement , "th e presen t i s mor e 
determinative tha n th e past " (312) ; an d therefor e th e movemen t mus t 
depend o n th e legitimac y o f it s ow n considere d takkanot  (rabbinica l 
enactments), i n orde r t o moderniz e th e halaka h a s i t deem s necessary . 
To aid in thi s process, Agus supported th e creatio n o f a modern Sanhe -
drin, empowere d t o make halaki c chang e a s necessary: 

I woul d therefor e sugges t th e creatio n o f a  Synhedrin-Academ y t o 
consist o f Jewis h scholar s an d leader s i n ever y fiel d o f cultur e an d 
achievement, chose n fro m amon g th e world-wid e communit y o f Israel . 
Meeting annually, this convocation o f the best representatives of the spiri t 
of Judaism would dea l with th e moral and spiritua l problems o f the land 
of Israel , o f th e Jewis h people , an d o f humanity . It s discussion s an d 
decisions would , o f course , no t b e bindin g upo n th e governmen t o f 
Israel, though i t would n o doub t tak e up for revie w and critica l appraisal 
the moral issues involved in the debates and proceedings of the Kenesset . 

The discussions of the Synhedrin-Academy, constitutin g as they would 
a running commentary upo n the varied problems of the Jew in particular 
and o f ma n i n general , woul d i n tim e perhap s com e t o for m a  ne w 
Talmud, expressive of the best thought o f our time. World Jewry, through 
its leadin g representatives , woul d b e give n th e opportunit y t o thin k 
together, an d t o unfol d th e implication s o f Jewis h traditio n fo r th e 
understanding o f the crises of our own day and age. (Guideposts,  376-77 ) 

Guideposts' collection o f essay s end s wit h tw o critica l boo k reviews : 
the first  o f Mordecai Kaplan' s The  Future of the American Jew (Ne w York , 
1948), th e secon d o f The  Theology  of  Paul  Tillich,  volum e 1  i n th e 
Library o f Living Theology (Ne w York , 1953) . 

R. Agus ' fourt h majo r publicatio n wa s Evolution  of  Jewish Thought 
(1959). Growin g ou t o f a  variet y o f teachin g contexts , thi s stud y set s 
out to provide an educated review o f the main historica l stages of Jewish 
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thought. I t opens with chapter s o n the Bible and the Rabbinic period — 
including, interestingly , a  chapte r o n "Th e Secessio n o f Christianity " 
(chapter 4)—an d the n move s throug h "Th e Ris e o f Jewish Rational -
ism" (chapte r 6) , "Th e Declin e o f Rationalism " (chapte r 7) , cabal a 
(chapter 9) , Hasidism (chapte r 10) , and "Th e Ag e o f Reason." Thi s las t 
chapter analyze s th e wor k o f Baruch Spinoz a an d Mose s Mendelssoh n 
and th e repercussiv e intellectua l an d politica l issue s tha t aros e fro m th e 
debate ove r Jewis h emancipatio n afte r th e Frenc h Revolution . Th e 
specific characte r an d the academi c strength s an d weaknesses o f individ -
ual aspect s o f thi s lon g an d fascinatin g history , a s retol d b y Agus , ar e 
treated a t lengt h i n severa l o f th e origina l essay s i n th e companio n 
volume t o th e presen t anthology . Fo r m y part , I  woul d cal l attentio n 
not onl y t o Agus ' wid e eruditio n an d master y o f th e entir e rang e o f 
rabbinical philosophical , an d cabalisti c material s but , mor e importantly , 
to hi s methodological insight : 

In thi s volume , w e propos e t o sho w tha t Judais m i n nearl y ever y ag e 
resembled a n Orienta l tapestr y i n th e plenitud e o f color s an d shade s i t 
embraced an d unified . Th e comparativ e unit y o f law an d custo m con -
cealed the great diversity of thought an d sentiment. Within the authenti c 
field o f Jewish consciousness we recognize an unending struggle betwee n 
the self-exaltatio n o f romanti c nationalis m an d th e self-dedicatio n o f 
prophetism; betwee n th e auster e appea l o f ruthles s rationalit y an d th e 
beguiling seductio n o f self-flatterin g sentiments ; betwee n th e gentl e 
charm o f moralisti c an d pietisti c devotion s an d th e popula r preferenc e 
for routinized rites and doubt-proof dogmas. The mighty tensions within 
the sou l o f contemporar y Wester n ma n wer e reflecte d faithfull y an d 
clearly i n th e current s an d cross-current s o f the histori c strea m o f Juda-
ism. (Evolution,  6 ) 

In contradistinctio n t o older , monolithi c rendering s o f the Jewish past , 
Agus her e expresse s th e mos t importan t insigh t generate d b y th e bes t 
modern Jewish scholarship , namely , tha t Judaism i s a  "rich spectru m o f 
colors ranging fro m th e twiligh t mood s o f mysticism t o th e star k clarit y 
of rationalism , fro m th e loft y height s o f universa l idealis m t o th e dar k 
depths o f collective 'sacre d egoism ' "  (400) . 

Yet despit e thi s diversity , thi s absenc e o f a  centra l authority , thi s 
tolerance o f variou s intellectua l approache s an d understandings , ther e 
was an abiding "unit y o f the Jewish tradition. " Thi s lay 
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in th e text , th e contex t an d th e emphasi s o f al l schools i n Judaism. Th e 
unity of a river consists of the bedrock and banks of the channels throug h 
which i t flows,  th e interminglin g o f the tributarie s i n th e cours e o f it s 
flow an d th e impetu s o f directio n share d b y it s waters . I n Judaism, th e 
unity o f source is the chain o f sacred literature, the unity o f source is the 
chain o f sacred literature , th e unit y o f bedrock i s the socia l structur e o f 
Jewish life an d the unity o f impetus is the ques t for th e realization o f the 
Godlike qualitie s o f th e huma n personality . Th e tex t i s th e serie s o f 
sacred documents , th e Pentateuch , Bibl e an d Talmud , an d al l the varie d 
books o f the classica l tradition. Al l interpreters o f Judaism, a s far a s their 
ideas may range , retur n fo r inspiratio n an d guidanc e t o th e sam e sacre d 
books. There exists also the unifying cod e of conduct regulating worship, 
home ritua l and everyday life. {Evolution,  413 ) 

Despite Agus ' desir e to "modernize " centra l aspect s of classical Judaism, 
he wa s to o roote d i n th e rabbinica l traditio n t o fai l t o understan d (an d 
to want that ) som e residu e o f vital meaning an d authorit y remai n i n th e 
canonical text s o f the traditio n an d in th e ongoin g Jewish community . 

However, wit h regar d t o th e Jewish people , Judaism, an d th e Jewish 
community, Agu s i s quic k t o add—sensitiv e t o th e criticis m regularl y 
directed a t Jews an d Judaism, tha t the y ar e "narrow-minded " an d paro -
chial i n thei r interest s an d concerns—tha t Jew s an d Judaism nee d b e 
neither o f thes e things . I n particular , h e reinterpret s th e doctrin e o f 
Israels chosenness , o f the Jews a s the "chose n people, " in thi s way : 

Is it the intention o f this concep t tha t th e people ough t t o b e dedicate d 
to th e ideal s o f God , o r doe s i t mea n tha t th e lif e o f th e peopl e i s 
supremely importan t becaus e th e ideal s o f Go d ar e attache d t o it ? Th e 
two alternative s d o no t appea r t o b e mutuall y exclusive . Ye t ther e i s a 
real choice between th e tw o attitude s in ever y concret e situation . I n th e 
one cas e the communit y act s as a "prophet-people," gaugin g it s policies 
by means of universal, ethical principles and sacrificing it s own tempora l 
welfare fo r th e sak e o f it s ideals . I n th e othe r cas e th e welfar e o f th e 
nation itsel f i s ranke d a s th e suprem e valu e an d embrace d wit h th e 
wholeheartedness and totality of devotion that is characteristic of genuine 
piety. In  effec t th e secon d alternativ e turn s nationalis m itsel f int o a 
zealous religio n an d al l universa l ideal s ar e accorde d onl y secondar y 
significance. Th e postur e o f a "prophet-people" i s still assumed, bu t th e 
ideals o f prophecy ar e n o longe r th e goa l o f the natio n s existence an d 
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the measurin g ro d o f it s actions , onl y s o muc h guis e an d disguise , 
(Evolution, 419—20 ) 

Ever sensitiv e t o th e universa l ethica l implication s o f religious dogmas , 
Agus her e onc e agai n decipher s th e traditio n i n broad , humanistic , an d 
nonexclusivist terms . 

Agus' nex t majo r publicatio n wa s hi s two-volum e The  Meaning  of 
Jewish History  (1963) . Thi s ca n fairl y b e describe d a s a n ideologica l 
history o f th e Jewis h peopl e fro m biblica l time s t o th e present . Th e 
concern o f th e narrativ e i s to sho w th e breadt h an d diversit y o f Jewish 
historical experience , it s plura l spiritua l an d politica l forms , whil e de -
mythologizing it s essentia l character . I n th e cours e o f hi s exposition , 
Agus continuall y throw s ligh t o n th e dialecti c betwee n ethni c an d 
universal loyaltie s i n thi s history , arguin g agains t th e ethnic , mystical , 
romantic, an d chauvinisti c an d fo r th e ecumenical , rational , philosophi -
cal, and broadly humane element s within th e tradition . Th e latte r value s 
and principles ar e to be ou r mode l an d guid e int o th e Jewish future . 

Two historica l case s discusse d a t som e lengt h ar e especiall y notable . 
The first,  "Th e Jewish-Christian Schism, " i s of unusual interes t becaus e 
of Agus ' lon g an d profoun d involvemen t i n Jewish-Christian dialogue . 
According t o Agus , th e missionizin g succes s o f Christianit y wa s th e 
result o f tw o phenomena . On e wa s th e specifi c Christia n resolutio n o f 
the tensio n withi n Judaism between th e Jewish peopl e an d others : 

First, the tension between th e Jewish people and humanity. I t is not tru e 
that the Christian s were more universalis t tha n th e Jews, opening up th e 
boon o f salvation to al l men, whil e th e Jews sought t o keep th e Promis e 
all t o themselves . Bu t i t i s true tha t Christianit y wa s les s nation-centered 
than Judaism . Th e fac t i s tha t withi n Pharisai c Judais m ther e wa s a 
powerful, libera l tren d tha t aime d t o disseminat e th e fait h amon g th e 
nations an d tha t taugh t "th e piou s o f th e nation s hav e a  shar e i n th e 
world t o come. " Ther e wa s als o a  tendenc y t o tak e accoun t o f th e 
monotheistic current s o f piety , flowing  beneat h th e surfac e trend s o f 
paganism. O n th e othe r hand , i n th e first  tw o centuries , Christia n 
thought wa s distinctl y illiberal , discountenancin g th e belie f tha t Go d 
reveals Himself in different way s to different peoples . Did not the Father s 
consign th e vast majority o f mankind t o perdition an d open th e gate s o f 
paradise only to those who accepte d thei r dogmas ? 
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Yet th e Christia n communit y wa s fa r bette r dispose d fo r th e winnin g 
of converts tha n th e Jewish people , precisel y becaus e i t was a  church, no t 
a historical-sociologica l group . Th e essentia l differenc e la y i n th e fac t 
that th e Christia n communit y consiste d of  individuals,  wh o gaine d o r los t 
their ow n titl e t o salvation . Anyon e coul d ente r an d anyon e coul d leav e 
this "Israe l o f th e spirit. " Th e promis e o f salvatio n an d th e warnin g o f 
damnation wer e directe d t o th e individual . I n Judaism , th e individua l 
could dissipat e o r enlarg e hi s heritage , bu t th e fait h wa s stil l hi s heritage , 
as a member o f "th e people. " 

In Christianity , th e balanc e betwee n th e individua l an d th e histori c 
community wa s shattere d b y th e rejectio n o f "th e people " a s th e focu s 
of Divin e concern . An y numbe r o f individua l Jew s coul d ente r th e 
Christian community , bu t "th e people " a s such was repudiated. (Meaning, 
1:167-68) 

T h e othe r p h e n o m e n o n wa s th e wa y i n whic h th e Churc h shattere d 
the tension , inheren t i n Judaism, betwee n prophec y an d priesthood : 

The evolutio n o f events wa s paradoxical . Fo r i n th e beginning , i t was th e 
renewal o f the mystical-ecstati c phas e o f prophecy tha t serve d a s a substi -
tute fo r th e priestl y concer n wit h ritual . T o becom e a  Christia n wa s t o 
be baptize d b y th e "Hol y Spirit. " (Meaning,  1:168 ) 

T h e secon d cas e concern s th e developmen t o f th e Talmud . A s a  tru e 
talmid chacham,  Agu s kne w hi s Talmud , an d therefor e hi s reflection s o n 
its creation , organization , an d m e a n i n g — i n ligh t o f hi s libera l philoso -
phy o f halakah—ar e ful l o f theologica l interest . H e doe s no t disguis e 
the narro w aspect s o f talmudi c teaching—fo r example , regardin g th e 
difference betwee n Israe l an d th e na t ions—bu t h e i s a t pain s t o indicat e 
that th e opposit e tendencie s ar e t o b e foun d i n th e Talmu d a s well . An d 
he leave s n o doub t a s t o wher e hi s preference s lie : 

Within th e Talmud , th e tensio n betwee n humanis m an d ethnicis m wa s 
continuous an d unresolved . I t wa s possibl e fo r Talmud-traine d peopl e t o 
effect thei r ow n resolutio n o f thes e conflictin g trends , som e magnifyin g 
the on e aspec t o f th e traditio n an d som e emphasizin g th e othe r aspect . 
As w e hav e note d previously , th e masse s o f th e peopl e probabl y incline d 
toward th e pol e o f ethni c prid e an d prejudice , whil e th e saintl y fe w 
thought i n universa l an d humanisti c terms . (Meaning,  1:222 ) 
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In th e secon d volum e o f The  Meaning of Jewish History,  Agus take s hi s 
narrative forwar d int o th e medieva l an d moder n eras . O f th e tw o 
chapters o n th e medieva l period , th e first  i s a  rathe r lon g essa y o n 
what migh t b e calle d Jewis h socia l history . I t intelligently , an d wit h 
considerable historica l learning , seek s to explor e th e perplexin g issu e o f 
Jewish surviva l i n thi s hostil e epoch . Agu s rightl y stresse s tha t Jew s 
were subjects , a s wel l a s objects , wh o too k responsibilit y fo r thei r 
circumstances an d acte d t o defen d thei r interest s an d assur e thei r collec -
tive survival . An d Agu s pay s specia l attentio n t o th e rol e o f messianis m 
in thi s historica l contex t (Meaning,  2:269—80) . Th e secon d essa y deal s 
critically wit h wha t Agu s call s "Th e Triump h o f Subjectivism : Qabba -
lah." Agu s i s fundamentall y unsympatheti c t o thi s traditio n o f esoteri c 
speculation, whic h h e describe s i n thi s way : 

While philosoph y seek s t o explai n lif e i n term s o f th e categorie s o f 
spirit—logic, ethics , and estheti c harmony—Qabbala h aim s to tak e ac -
count o f man' s existence , especiall y th e destin y o f th e Jew, i n term s o f 
the categorie s o f life—the rhythm s o f the Divin e Bein g an d th e variou s 
emanations derivin g fro m it . T o th e philosopher , al l huma n histor y i s 
ultimately reducible to mechanical forces and mathematical formulae. T o 
the Qabbalist , al l explanations ar e ultimately th e narratio n o f a series o f 
events in the Divine  Pleroma (th e Emanations an d Sefiroth) , whic h stand s 
between Go d an d man . Ye t Qabbala h i s no t altogethe r a  reversio n t o 
pagan mythology , sinc e th e impetu s o f monotheis m i s stil l containe d 
within it . The Qabbalis t strains with al l the powers o f personality towar d 
the dark , comfortin g shadow s o f insulated piety , but ther e i s a desperate 
tension in his soul for he has been drive n from th e paradise of naivete by 
the subtle serpent o f speculation. 

It is important t o take a good look at the bizarre pattern o f Qabbalistic 
speculations, fo r Qabbala h wa s no t merel y a  temporar y aberratio n o f 
Medieval Jews. As a  matter o f fact, Qabbala h capture d th e Jewish min d 
at th e en d o f th e fifteent h century , a t th e ver y tim e whe n th e divers e 
movements o f Renaissance , Reformation , an d Counter-Reformatio n 
were strugglin g fo r supremacy . Steadil y throug h th e sixteent h an d eigh -
teenth centuries , i t dominate d th e mind s o f Jewish thinkers . (Meaning, 
2:287-88) 

Agus attribute s th e powe r an d attractio n o f cabalisti c though t t o th e 
oppressive situation i n which Jews found themselve s in the late medieva l 
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and earl y moder n eras . Ami d th e brutalit y an d persecution , cabal a 
provided a  "piou s fantasy " tha t console d th e Jewish peopl e whil e the y 
waited "supinel y fo r th e Messiah " (2:289) . Agus ' understandin g o f 
cabala i s not flattering,  an d ther e i s more t o b e sai d about th e natur e o f 
cabalistic teaching s tha n Agu s says , bu t h e i s certainl y correc t i n hi s 
historical judgment tha t 

Qabbalah .  . .  aide d th e Jew i n hi s struggl e fo r surviva l unde r advers e 
conditions, bu t i t als o separate d hi m fro m an y intellectual-ethica l com -
munion wit h th e emergin g societ y o f mankind. I t provided a n excitin g 
mythology, elevatin g ever y Jewis h custo m an d ever y nuanc e o f th e 
liturgy t o th e ran k o f a  world-savin g enterprise . A t th e sam e time , 
the speculativ e notion s an d th e debri s o f ancien t philosophica l system s 
contained withi n it s volumes offere d substitut e satisfaction s t o th e insis -
tent ques t o f th e intellectuals . Bu t thes e service s o f Qabbala h wer e 
purchased a t th e hig h pric e o f deepening th e isolatio n o f the Jew Th e 
ritual barrier s wer e raise d higher . Eve n mor e important , th e divisio n 
between Je w an d Gentil e wa s no w univerall y assume d t o b e on e o f 
metaphysical substanc e an d origin . I t wa s n o longe r a  matte r o f belie f 
that separate d th e Jew fro m "th e nations, " bu t th e fac t tha t th e Jewish 
souls were derived from th e Divine Being, while the souls of the nation s 
were sparks from th e satani c Pleroma  o f shells, the s o called "othe r side " 
(Sitra Ahra). O n thi s basis , ther e coul d no t possibl y b e an y kin d o f 
intellectual contac t between Jews and Gentiles . (Meaning,  2:295 ) 

In hi s treatmen t o f th e moder n period , Agu s begin s b y tracin g th e 
influence o f cabala i n Sabbatianis m (seventeent h century ) an d Hasidis m 
(eighteenth century) . H e the n turn s t o th e proces s o f emancipatio n i n 
Western Europ e an d retell s th e familia r tal e o f Spinoza ; Mendelssohn ; 
the Haskalah ; th e "Jewis h Question " before , during , an d afte r th e 
French Revolution ; earl y Zionism ; bundism ; Napoleon ; romanticism ; 
Reform Judaism ; Dubnow' s "autonomism" ; an d th e ris e o f moder n 
anti-Semitism. Agu s ha s rea d widel y o n al l thes e matters , make s sobe r 
judgments (whethe r o r no t on e agree s wit h al l o f them) , an d is , i n 
general, a  reliable guid e t o thi s comple x historica l development . Wha t 
make th e exercis e interestin g ar e Agu s "opinionated " view s o n nearl y 
every subjec t reviewed . H e know s wh o th e "goo d guys " an d th e "ba d 
guys" are—an d h e ha s though t throug h th e merit s o f th e variou s 
ideological position s reporte d on . 
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In the "Epilogue, " Agus discusses the rebirt h o f the Stat e o f Israel an d 
the stat e o f Jewish lif e i n America . On e mus t remar k tha t th e thirty -
odd years since the publication o f the The  Meaning of Jewish History have 
shown Agu s t o b e abou t hal f righ t i n hi s vie w fo r th e futur e o f Arab -
Israeli relation s an d o f America n Jewry—hal f righ t o n th e forme r 
because, whil e hi s insistenc e tha t peac e wa s achievabl e ha s been prove n 
true i n th e peac e wit h Egypt , Jordan, an d th e accor d wit h th e Palestin e 
Liberation Organization , hi s idealism tha t cause d him t o counsel : 

At thi s writing , w e canno t foretel l th e cours e o f Israel s development , 
nor ca n we outlin e a  specific polic y fo r immediat e implementation . Bu t 
this can be said with certainty , the moral health and the very life o f Israel 
depend upon it s finding ways to win ove r the Arabs. The tas k is not on e 
of concluding pacts with the neighboring governments , but o f achieving 
true bonds  of fraternity with the Arab people. To this end, the Arabs within 
Israels border s an d thos e encampe d o n it s periphery mus t b e converte d 
into a bridge of friendship betwee n th e two ancient peoples. By working 
for them and with them , smolderin g hates can be transmuted into a  new 
blaze of amity and unity. (Meaning,  2:466 ) 

still seems ou t o f touch wit h th e hars h mas s situation o n th e ground . 
Likewise, Agus ' optimis m vis-a-vi s Americ a wa s largely correct . Th e 

United State s has proven t o be a  "golden land " o f unlimited opportuni -
ties fo r Jews , especiall y i n th e las t thirt y years . Ye t th e correspondin g 
erosion i n commitmen t t o th e identit y an d precept s o f Judaism—indi-
cated mos t clearl y b y th e rat e o f intermarriage—withi n th e America n 
Jewish communit y i s unprecedente d an d threaten s th e ver y shap e an d 
enduring vitalit y o f the community . 

In 1966 , Agu s publishe d hi s matur e view s o n Jewis h ethic s i n The 
Vision and  the  Way.  Polarit y agai n dominate s hi s thought . Ethic s i s 
born o f tw o sources , th e intellec t an d feeling . Jewish ethic s i s notable , 
commendable, b y virtu e o f th e fac t tha t i t manage s t o hol d thes e tw o 
"pillars" i n creativ e tension . I n consequence , th e transrationa l visio n 
which assert s tha t Go d i s the sourc e o f al l goodness an d beyon d huma n 
judgment i s balanced b y "th e Wa y o f 'justic e an d righteousness, ' "  tha t 
is, a rational, universa l ethic which require s that ethica l norms be subjec t 
to huma n investigatio n an d judgment : "T o believ e i n God , Wh o i s 
beyond Natur e an d unlike  all things, and , a t th e sam e time , t o insis t tha t 
the moral-rationa l Way , a s i t i s manifes t i n th e ligh t o f reason , i s a 
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revelation o f Hi s Will—thi s dua l convictio n establishe s th e centra l 
polarity i n biblica l religion" {Vision  and Way,  33). 

Agus trace s thi s fruitfu l polarit y throug h th e mai n ethica l categorie s 
of Jewish though t an d life. He draw s a rich picture o f Jewish ethic s fro m 
the talmudi c text s tha t provid e a n imag e o f a n "Idea l Society"—wit h 
its concer n fo r socia l justice, th e poor , an d th e oppressed ; it s "massiv e 
philanthropic enterprises " {Vision  and Way,  63); and it s hop e fo r messi -
anic perfection , brough t o n b y human deeds , a t which tim e evi l will b e 
finally eradicate d an d th e goo d vindicated—an d a n "Idea l Personality " 
(chapter 4 ) i n whic h th e mora l "her o i s the incarnatio n o f the ideal(s) " 
(73), a n hei r o f th e prophets , a  person wh o blend s priestlines s an d th e 
virtues o f the "Discipl e o f the Wise" (78) : 

Unlike th e saint , he neve r forgets th e claim s of humanity—of family , o f 
work, o f innocent delights . H e i s aware o f the "Evi l Desire " an d o f the 
many way s i n whic h i t corrupt s man' s bes t intentions , bu t lik e th e 
philosopher, h e revere s th e regenerativ e an d intellectua l qualitie s o f hu -
man nature. ( Vision and  Way 79) 

In addition , Agu s decipher s "Th e Virtu e o f Obedience, " "Th e Infi -
nite Dimension o f Purity," "Th e Ethic s o f Self-Realization," an d "Free -
dom an d Determinism. " Fo r eac h topic , h e present s th e traditio n i n it s 
variety, it s strengths an d limits . I n sum , th e boo k is , through hi s exten -
sive quotatio n o f primary materials , mainl y a n antholog y o f rabbinica l 
doctrines o n th e goo d life , compile d b y a  master anthologizer . 

In regar d t o th e contemporar y situatio n i n comparativ e historica l 
perspective, Agus makes the importan t observatio n tha t 

looking a t the tota l spectrum o f Jewish ethics , on e see s that th e popula r 
notion, tha t th e La w govern s ever y questio n i n Judaism, i s a  fallacy. A s 
has been pointe d out , ther e wer e indee d time s whe n nearl y al l creativ e 
principles wer e locke d int o th e rigi d categorie s o f an all-embracin g la w 
that was presumed to be God-given. But pan-halachism is more character -
istic o f extremis t Orthodox y i n th e moder n perio d tha n o f th e pre -
modern tradition . I n th e Talmu d th e cast-iro n logi c o f legalis m wa s 
balanced b y severa l factors—th e projectio n o f a n ethica l domai n "be -
yond th e law " (lifnim  mishurat hadin),  the recognitio n o f th e validit y o f 
the more s an d moral s o f civilize d humanit y (derech  eretz),  and b y th e 
mystical o r philosophical notion s tha t were cultivate d i n esoteri c circles . 
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As late a s the sixteent h century , whe n th e Shulha n Aruc h wa s codified , 
the real m o f Perfectio n beyon d th e La w wa s cultivate d i n pietisti c an d 
mystical literature. (Vision  and Way, 321 ) 

He goe s o n t o argue : 

An analysi s o f th e inne r dynamic s o f Jewish ethic s doe s no t revea l a 
monolithic philosophy of life. It is possible to resolve the tension between 
the Visio n an d th e Wa y by choosin g an y on e o f many position s withi n 
the ethical-religious polarity. Tolerance of differences i s a marked charac-
teristic o f rabbini c discussions—"thes e an d thes e ar e th e word s o f th e 
Living God. " A  broa d consensu s o n an y on e issu e ma y emerg e a t an y 
one time , bu t w e ca n hardl y dignif y an y on e synthesi s a s bein g th e 
Jewish, o r the "normative " one . (Vision  and Way, 324 ) 

Once again , Agu s call s fo r a  rational , nonracial , non-"in-group " ethic . 
Such a n inclusiv e ethi c include s a  concer n fo r th e worl d order , th e 
search fo r internationa l justice, disarmament , th e en d o f nuclea r weap -
ons, an d suppor t fo r th e Unite d Nation s s o a s t o mitigat e conflic t an d 
prevent ne w crime s agains t humanity . 

Tradition and  Dialogue, publishe d i n 1971 , continued Agus ' reflection s 
on a  variety o f contemporar y issues . Her e th e essay s concer n th e Jew -
ish—Christian dialogue ; Agus ' ongoin g dialogu e wit h Arnol d Toynbe e 
over the continuin g vitality o f Judaism (fo r Toynbee s change o f opinio n 
regarding Judaism, du e t o Agus ' influence , se e volum e 1 2 of Toynbee s 
A Study  of  History: Reconsiderations,  whic h include s tw o essay s b y Agu s 
published a s a n appendix) ; hi s respons e t o th e "Go d i s Dead " move -
ment, i n tw o sympatheti c bu t critica l essay s collected unde r th e headin g 
"Dialogue wit h th e Ne w Atheists" ; a  variet y o f issue s identifie d a s 
"Dialogue wit h Secula r Ideologies" ; an d last , te n essay s o n interna l 
Jewish matter s rangin g fro m "Th e Prophe t i n Moder n Hebre w Litera -
ture" t o "Th e Concep t o f Israel" and "Assimilation , Integration , Segre -
gation: Th e Roa d t o th e Future. " 

What strike s on e i n readin g thes e divers e piece s i s th e breadt h o f 
Agus' Jewis h learning . No t onl y ar e biblical , talmudic , medieval , an d 
modern source s criticall y evaluated , bu t Hebre w poet s suc h a s Hayi m 
Nahum Biali k an d th e moder n Hebre w author s Sau l Tchernichovsky , 
J. H . Brenner , an d Ur i Zv i Greenber g ar e engage d i n a  seriou s an d 
informed way . 
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In 1978 , Agu s publishe d hi s nex t t o las t book , Jewish Identity  in  an 
Age of  Ideologies. Thi s i s a  sustaine d effor t bot h t o situat e th e Jew an d 
Judaism vis-a-vi s th e mos t importan t Europea n ideologie s o f th e pas t 
two hundre d year s an d t o vie w thes e ideologie s fro m a  Jewish perspec -
tive. H e begin s wit h Mendelssoh n an d th e issu e o f Jewish-Christia n 
relations i n th e ag e o f Enlightenment . H e the n review s Immanue l 
Kant's hostilit y towar d Judaism an d th e effort s b y Jewish Kantian s suc h 
as Morit z Lazarus , Herman n Cohen , an d Le o Baec k t o brin g abou t 
some rapprochemen t betwee n Kantianis m an d Judaism . H e consider s 
the attitud e o f th e Germa n romantic s towar d religion , Judaism , an d 
religious reform , includin g a  critiqu e o f Jewish "romantics, " tha t is , 
those wh o deprecat e th e rol e o f reaso n i n th e religiou s life , suc h a s 
Samuel Davi d Luzzatt o (1800-1865 ) and , i n Agus ' controversia l view , 
Samson Raphae l Hirsc h (1808-1888) . I n chapte r 4 , titled "Ar e th e Jews 
'Ahistorical'?" Agu s take s u p a  critica l dialogu e wit h G.W. E Hegel' s 
historicism an d thre e Jewish response s theret o by , respectively , Samue l 
Hirsch (1815-1889) , Solomo n Formsteche r (1808-1889) , an d Nahma n 
Krochmal (1785-1840) . Hirsc h an d Formsteche r trie d t o mee t Hegel' s 
criticism o f Judais m b y callin g fo r th e interna l refor m o f Judaism . 
Krochmal, a  fa r deepe r thinker , trie d t o respon d t o Hege l b y denyin g 
the applicabilit y o f th e Hegelia n syste m t o Judaism; tha t is , h e argued , 
in contradistinctio n t o Hegel' s systemi c claims , tha t Judaism i s not  sub-
ject t o th e norma l law s o f national developmen t an d deca y tha t gover n 
other nations . Othe r school s an d movement s deal t wit h b y Agu s ar e 
nationalism; socialis m i n it s various forms , namely , bundis m an d Marx -
ism; Zionism ; racis m i n it s myria d forms ; Bergsonia n vitalism ; Jewis h 
existentialism (Bube r an d Rosenzweig) ; biblica l criticism ; Barthianis m 
(Karl Barth [1886—1968]) ; an d Toynbeeis m (Arnol d Toynbee) . I n ever y 
instance Agu s i s a  seriou s an d respectfu l critic ; i n ever y dialogu e h e 
makes th e cas e for a  liberal, humanistic , nonromanti c Judaism, shor n o f 
the meta-myt h o f Jewish being . Thoug h on e ca n diffe r wit h Agus ' 
various judgments, on e ca n neve r ignor e o r dismis s them . I n th e end , 
he ha s accomplishe d wha t h e se t ou t t o achiev e i n thi s work : t o vie w 
Judaism from bot h withi n an d without a s it struggles with modernity . 

Agus' las t work , a  collectio n o f theologica l essays , wa s publishe d i n 
1983 unde r th e titl e The  Jewish Quest.  "Th e Jewish Quest, " h e tell s us , 
"is t o mak e onesel f an d th e worl d fit  fo r th e indwellin g o f th e Divin e 
Presence; theologicall y speaking , i t i s a  yearnin g fo r th e 'kingdo m o f 
heaven' "  (vii) . Her e familia r theme s ar e take n up , clarified , an d deep -
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ened: Americ a an d th e Jewish people , Jewish self-definition , classicis m 
and romanticism , th e meta-myth , Zionism , holism , nonlitera l revela -
tion, Jewis h ethics , Judais m an d th e worl d community , Maimonides ' 
philosophical rationalism , th e defens e o f Conservativ e Judaism , th e 
foundations fo r a  moder n revisio n o f th e halaka h anti-Semitism , an d 
various aspect s o f th e Jewish-Christian dialogue . T o th e en d Agu s wa s 
sober, cautious , yet hopeful ; oppose d t o fanaticism o f all sorts; an enem y 
of Jewis h "self-mythification, " o f "biblica l claim s o f singularit y an d 
uniqueness," o f "th e seductiv e fantasie s o f self-glorification " (Jewish 
Quest, 10) ; suspicious o f messianic an d self-servin g metaphysica l claims ; 
and intensel y committe d t o a  demandin g ethica l visio n tha t unite d al l 
peoples. 

Agus' philosophica l an d theologica l corpu s can , i n summation , b e 
seen a s extensive , consequential , an d provocative . Perhap s bes t charac -
terized a s a  neo-Maimonidean , Agu s belong s t o th e lon g chai n o f 
Jewish rationalist s tha t include s Philo , Saadya , Maimonides , an d Men -
delssohn, an d whic h ha s bee n mor e recentl y represente d s o brilliantl y 
by Herman n Cohen . Lik e Cohen , o f whom h e wrot e admiringly , Agu s 
held firm  t o the convictio n tha t Judaism was explicable and defensible i n 
universal rationa l an d ethica l terms . Possessin g thei r ow n dee p spiritua l 
integrity, th e classica l source s o f Judaism embodie d a  profoundl y hu -
mane mora l visio n tha t wa s both philosophicall y compellin g an d meta -
physically attractive . Thos e who , ou t o f religious frustratio n o r a  failur e 
of philosophica l nerve , see k t o tur n awa y fro m rationa l analysi s an d 
criteria i n thei r deconstructio n o f Judaism an d it s Go d d o a  seriou s 
disservice t o th e intellectua l an d spiritua l traditio n the y see k t o excavat e 
and defend . Her e i s th e groun d o f Agus ' shar p disagreemen t wit h 
Buber's dialogica l philosoph y an d hi s reservation s abou t th e wor k o f 
Abraham Joshua Hesche l an d othe r contemporar y religiou s existential -
ists. Agu s admire d thei r religiou s intention s bu t faulte d thei r metho d 
and logic . 

Agus wa s no t a  strange r t o religiou s feeling s o r dee p traditiona l 
religious commitments ; bu t h e hel d tha t thes e necessar y aspect s o f th e 
religious lif e mus t b e regulate d b y constraint s tha t onl y reaso n coul d 
supply. Thus , fo r example , thoug h a  longtim e colleagu e o f Mordeca i 
Kaplan, h e wa s critica l o f Kapla n s reconstructionis t views , no t onl y 
because the y lacked groundin g i n th e traditiona l halaki c an d intellectua l 
sources o f Judais m bu t als o becaus e Kapla n s systemati c revisio n o f 
Judaism alon g functionalis t anthropologica l an d sociologica l line s wa s 
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spiritually impoverishe d an d impoverishing . God , fo r Agus , ha d t o b e 
more tha n "th e powe r tha t makes for salvation" ; Jewish behavio r ha d t o 
be mor e tha n sociologicall y define d "sancta, " an d th e obligation s o f 
Torah an d halaka h mor e tha n pragmati c initiative s an d psychologica l 
panaceas. Indeed , i t wa s thi s tension , thi s firml y hel d belie f i n th e 
necessity o f holding ont o a  more traditiona l spirituality , tha t led Agus t o 
admire th e genuin e mystica l personalit y o f Rav Kook , eve n thoug h h e 
was profoundl y critica l o f th e cabalisti c Weltanschauung  that define d 
Kook s entire though t world . Kook' s spirituality , hi s sens e o f th e pres -
ence o f th e Livin g God , attracte d Agus—no t leas t becaus e h e share d 
the sam e opennes s t o th e numinous . 

Agus' rationalis m als o separate d hi m fro m al l form s o f romanticism , 
the mos t importan t moder n Jewis h manifestation s o f thi s inclinatio n 
being foun d i n certai n version s o f Zionism . Whil e h e define d himsel f 
as a  supporte r an d defende r o f th e Jewis h righ t t o a  nationa l state , 
Agus' outspoke n criticis m o f aspect s o f America n Zionism—tha t is , 
nationalism a s a  substitut e fo r authenti c religiou s commitment—mad e 
him man y enemies . I n arguin g fo r thi s position , h e manifeste d a n 
attitude clos e t o th e intellectual-spiritua l stanc e tha t ha d bee n struc k b y 
Franz Rosenzweig , thoug h Rosenzwei g wa s writin g i n th e 1920s , be -
fore th e Shoa h an d th e creatio n o f th e moder n Stat e o f Israel . Lik e 
Rosenzweig, an d unlik e Buber , Agu s wa s suspiciou s o f al l form s o f 
nationalism, includin g Jewish nationalism . I  believ e hi s stanc e vis-a-vi s 
the Stat e o f Israe l wa s to o critica l an d tha t h e wa s to o optimisti c wit h 
regard t o bot h th e futur e o f Jewish lif e i n th e diaspora , especiall y i n 
America, an d Israeli-Ara b relations , bu t h e wa s certainl y righ t t o war n 
of th e pseudomessiani c temptation s tha t th e creatio n o f a  renewe d 
Jewish state , an d especiall y Jewish victor y i n 1967 , ha s spawned . Th e 
State o f Israe l nee d no t b e th e messiani c stat e fo r i t t o b e Jewishl y 
necessary, legitimate , an d worth y o f ou r unwavering , thoug h no t un -
critical, support . 

If Agus ha d seriou s reservation s abou t th e systemati c wor k o f othe r 
nineteenth- o r twentieth-centur y Jewis h thinker s an d movements , h e 
shared, i n a  broad sense , thei r cal l fo r halaki c revision . Thi s h e di d o n 
ethical an d rationa l grounds—an d her e especiall y h e become s a  "mod -
ern" thinke r amon g th e pantheo n o f modern thinkers , stretchin g fro m 
the earl y reformer s t o certai n contemporar y feminists . However , eve n 
in thi s are a o f fundamenta l concern , hi s approac h wa s distinctive . A s a 
true talmid  chacham, h e demande d tha t the halaki c change s he supporte d 
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be undertake n i n a  way consisten t wit h th e spiri t o f the halaki c proces s 
as he understood it . In consequence , h e was considered to o conservativ e 
and traditiona l fo r man y o f hi s Conservativ e rabbinica l (an d other ) 
contemporaries, whil e fo r th e Orthodo x (an d certai n member s o f th e 
Jewish Theologica l Seminar y hierarchy ) h e was too radical . 

Agus wa s als o distinctivel y moder n i n hi s opennes s t o interreligiou s 
dialogue. Almos t al l majo r Jewis h thinker s o f th e twentiet h century — 
for example , Baeck , Rosenzweig , Buber , an d Heschel—hav e signifi -
cantly involve d themselve s i n reevaluatin g th e relationshi p o f Judais m 
and Christianity . Jaco b Agu s di d likewise . Give n hi s universa l ethica l 
norms an d broa d humanisti c concerns , thi s i s i n n o wa y surprising . 
Agus assume d tha t al l peopl e share d certai n basi c values , whic h wer e 
then individuall y expresse d i n th e world s differin g religiou s traditions . 
It wa s thi s dialecti c betwee n th e universa l an d th e particula r tha t la y a t 
the base of his deep, personal engagemen t i n this area and tha t energize d 
his theologica l conversatio n wit h suc h dialogu e partner s a s Arnol d 
Toynbee, Cardina l Bea , an d Baltimore' s Catholi c hierarchy . The n too , 
like man y Jewish thinker s befor e him—Philo , Maimonides , Mendels -
sohn, Cohen , an d Rosenzweig—hi s participatio n i n ecumenica l dia -
logue wa s no t fre e o f apologeti c concerns ; tha t is , h e sough t t o defen d 
Judaism agains t it s detractor s an d t o shar e it s spiritua l an d intellectua l 
resources wit h other s o n th e assumptio n tha t non-Jew s coul d benefi t 
from it s distinctive wisdom . 

Taken altogether , Agu s pursue d hi s ow n unique , quit e America n 
modernizing vision , whic h ardentl y sough t t o remai n i n touc h wit h th e 
wellsprings o f the rabbinica l traditio n whil e bein g ope n t o th e intellec -
tual and mora l current s o f his own time . 

CONCLUSION 

The selection s fro m R . Agus ' writings i n thi s volume an d th e selectors ' 
original essay s in the ne w companio n volum e title d American Rabbi: The 
Life and  Thought  of  Jacob B. Agus  (Ne w York , 1996 ) conside r th e mai n 
aspects o f Agus ' lif e an d wor k i n mor e detail . The y flesh  ou t th e 
broad an d repercussiv e theme s adumbrate d i n a  schemati c wa y i n thi s 
Introduction. An d take n a s a whole, the y present a  broad an d substantia l 
picture o f a remarkable America n rabb i an d scholar . On e doe s no t hav e 
to agre e wit h al l o f Agus ' views—I , fo r one , disagre e wit h aspect s o f 
his writing s o n Zionism , nonpropositiona l revelation , th e Torah , th e 
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vitality and future o f Conservative Judaism, an d th e basis for revisin g (o r 
not revising ) th e halaka h i n ou r time—bu t on e ha s t o admir e hi s 
commitment t o th e Jewish people everywhere , hi s profound an d unwa -
vering spirituality , hi s continua l reminder s o f th e ver y rea l danger s o f 
pseudomessianism an d misplace d romanti c zeal , hi s devotio n t o "Tal -
mud Torah " i n al l of its guises, his personal piety , hi s willingness t o tak e 
politically an d religiousl y unpopula r stands , hi s defens e o f such me n a s 
Owen Lattimor e an d Arnold Toynbee , hi s consistent fait h i n reason , hi s 
erudition i n Wester n philosophy , an d hi s tenaciou s ethica l humanism , 
which kne w n o ethni c o r racia l boundaries . I n sum , muc h o f th e bes t 
of Jewish an d Wester n traditio n wa s incarnate d i n a  yeshiva  bocher from 
Sislevitch. May hi s memory b e fo r a  blessing. 

NOTES 

i. Willia m James, Varieties  of Religious Experience (New York, 1958) , 292-93. 
2. Jacob B. Agus, High Priest of Rebirth (New York, 1972) , 154-55; hereafter 

cited a s High  Priest.  Thi s boo k i s th e retitle d secon d editio n o f Banner  of 
Jerusalem. 
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2 
THE IDEA L PERSONALIT Y 

THE ELA N o f a  religiou s cultur e i s frequently symbolize d i n th e on e 
or mor e hero-image s tha t i t produces . Th e her o i s th e incarnatio n o f 
the ideal . Greate r tha n life-size , h e represent s i n perfec t measur e tha t 
which other s mus t tr y t o emulat e i n whol e o r i n part . Th e sain t an d 
the knigh t ar e th e tw o chie f hero-image s o f medieva l Europe , a s th e 
philosopher an d th e warrio r wer e o f the Greco-Roma n age , th e mon k 
and th e missionar y o f earl y Christendom , th e many-side d artis t o f th e 
Renaissance, th e gentlema n o f Victoria n England , an d th e captai n o f 
industry o f the rapidl y expandin g American republic . 

In Hol y Scriptures , w e recogniz e a  deliberat e desig n t o avoi d th e 
exclusive adoratio n o f one hero-image . Mose s i s by fa r th e outstandin g 
personality, but , w e ar e told , h e wa s ineffectiv e b y himself . H e neede d 
the hel p o f Aaron an d th e suppor t o f th e seventy-tw o elders . "Ma n o f 
God" thoug h h e was , he was still liable to si n and t o punishment . Non e 
of the beloved patriarchs , prophets , kings , o r priests was either sinles s o r 
infallible, thoug h the y were "chosen " b y the Lor d a s His elect . Actually , 
God alon e i s th e hero , an d al l tha t ma n ca n achiev e i s t o attemp t "t o 
walk i n Hi s ways. " But , Go d canno t serv e a s a  hero-image , fo r ma n i s 
not allowe d t o imitat e Hi m i n al l ways; ma n ma y no t b e "jealous, " fo r 
instance, though th e Lord is jealous, fo r in Him thi s quality derives fro m 
His uniquenes s an d Hi s absoluteness . An d onl y th e Lor d i s Absolute . 

Several hero-images reflec t th e divers e ideal s o f the Bible . To the en d 
of th e biblica l perio d th e pries t remain s a  mos t revere d authority . 
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Abraham offer s tithe s to Melchizedek , "th e pries t o f God Mos t High. " * 
And Malachi , th e las t o f th e prophets , describe s th e pries t i n thes e 
glowing terms : 

The Tora h o f truth wa s in hi s mouth , an d n o wron g wa s found o n hi s 
lips. He walke d with m e i n peace and uprightness , an d h e turne d man y 
from iniquity . Fo r th e lips of a priest shoul d guar d knowledge , an d me n 
should see k instructio n fro m hi s mouth , fo r h e i s the messenge r o f th e 
Lord of hosts.2 

A pries t i s universally th e guardia n o f the tradition . H e perform s th e 
ritual i n th e ancient , wonte d ways , withou t questio n an d withou t 
deviation. Hi s life i s hedged abou t wit h specia l ordinances , whic h kee p 
him undefiled . I n Israel , onl y thos e bor n i n priestl y families , possessin g 
authenticated pedigrees , coul d officiate . Th e priest s forme d a  cast e o f 
their own , wit h secret s tha t wer e jealousl y kep t fro m th e eye s o f th e 
general public . I n term s o f religiou s needs , th e pries t respond s t o th e 
emotional-mystical phase s o f piety. T o th e worshipper , th e pries t i s th e 
surrogate o f the Deity . Th e ritua l i s mysteriously , magicall y effective — 
but onl y whe n th e pries t perform s it . Th e mor e archai c an d irrationa l 
the ritua l is , th e mor e i t symbolize s an d dramatize s th e myster y o f lif e 
itself. Th e pries t minister s t o th e feelings of religion—anxiety, guilt , th e 
need fo r lustration , th e desir e t o expres s gratitud e an d t o see k forgive -
ness. T o priests , worshipper s come , seekin g solac e an d comfort , th e 
blessing o f sharing i n th e redemptiv e Grac e tha t flow s fro m above . An d 
if they seek instruction, i t is the hallowed precepts o f tradition the y loo k 
for, no t origina l words o f wisdom. 

The priestl y hero-imag e wa s include d i n th e Bible , bu t i t wa s als o 
transcended. Mose s announce s hi s intentio n o f foundin g a  "Kingdo m 
of priest s an d hol y nation." 3 Ever y Je w i s t o shar e i n th e glor y o f 
priesthood, shunnin g "th e unclean " an d periodicall y cleansin g himsel f 
from "al l thei r defilements. " Whil e th e priestl y prophe t Ezekie l seem s 
to sa y that th e pries t alon e must no t ea t unclean an d improperly slaugh -
tered mea t (nevelah  uterefah), 4 the Tora h ordain s thi s law for al l Jews. 

The prophe t i s probabl y th e mos t distinctiv e hero-imag e o f th e 
biblical period . Whil e al l religiou s culture s hav e priest s o f on e kin d o r 
another, w e d o no t kno w o f exac t parallel s t o th e classica l prophets . 
The institutio n o f prophecy was , o f course , commo n i n th e Nea r East . 
But whil e th e Canaanit e prophets , lik e th e Hebre w "prophetizers, " 



41 
The Ideal  Personality 

were primarily ecstatics , the Hebre w prophet s were philosophers a s well 
as rhapsodists, statesmen as well as enthusiasts, religious innovators rathe r 
than templ e functionaries . Th e prophe t s source o f authority i s not th e 
tradition, bu t th e livin g Word , whic h i s lik e a  "burnin g fire"  i n hi s 
bones. H e articulate s a  personal inspiration , which , h e feels , ought  to b e 
convincing t o other s a s it is convincing t o him . 

The prophe t i s a  mediato r betwee n th e voic e o f reaso n an d con -
science, o n th e on e hand , an d th e feeling s o f mystical reverence , o n th e 
other.5 H e revitalize s th e traditio n precisel y becaus e i t i s transformed i n 
his consciousness , b y th e whit e fire  o f religiou s ecstasy . Th e prophe t 
sees the heavenl y Visio n o f Perfection, a s if it were concret e realit y her e 
on earth , bu t h e interpret s it s meaning i n th e rationa l term s o f everyda y 
life—the Wa y o f Wisdom. 

A renowne d biblica l schola r pointe d t o th e tensio n betwee n prophe t 
and priest , a s forming th e perennia l sourc e o f self-renewal i n th e West : 

The Judeo-Christia n religiou s continuu m i s historicall y a  synthesi s o f 
two mai n factors . First , w e hav e a  developin g patter n o f Covenant s 
between Go d an d earl y Israel , governin g faith , ethic s an d cult . Second , 
we se e th e interactio n o f tw o distinc t element s i n periodi c tension ; a n 
institutionalized hierarch y o f religiou s functionarie s an d a n upsurg e o f 
charismatic spiritua l leaders . Becaus e o f thi s ever-renewe d tensio n be -
tween hierarchy and charisma, the Judeo-Christian continuu m has always 
been capabl e o f periodi c self-criticism— a proces s t o whic h Wester n 
conscience owe s its persistent revival s of sensitivity6 

The Sag e i s th e thir d hero-imag e o f th e Bible . H e i s th e teache r o f 
practical wisdom , whic h i s concerne d wit h th e attainmen t o f succes s 
and happiness her e o n earth . Th e precept s o f wisdom wer e mor e o r less 
international i n character . Suc h book s a s Job, Proverbs , an d Ecclesiaste s 
deal wit h huma n problem s i n a  contex t tha t i s no t specificall y Jewish . 
Since th e biblica l cano n include s th e writing s o f th e Sage s a s wel l a s 
those o f the priest s an d prophets , i t temper s th e fiery  lav a o f propheti c 
revelation wit h th e coo l strea m o f gnomic wisdo m tha t i s both practica l 
and universal . Th e Sag e appeal s t o reason , huma n experience , o r th e 
common min d o f man . Th e tripartit e structur e o f th e Hebre w Bibl e 
suggests that th e wisdom o f the Sage s derives from God , a s much a s the 
prophets revelatio n an d th e priest' s tradition . Wisdo m asserts , "Th e 
Lord create d m e a t th e beginnin g o f Hi s work , th e first  o f Hi s act s o f 
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old."7 Thu s wisdo m antedate d th e Tora h i n th e min d o f God . T h e 
prophet Jeremia h wa s incline d t o equat e th e thre e component s o f th e 
sacred tradition : "Fo r ther e shal l no t b e los t th e Tora h o f th e priest , th e 
word o f the prophet , an d th e counse l o f the Sage / ' 8 Followin g i s Philo' s 
description o f th e statur e o f Mose s a s prophet , priest , an d philosopher : 

We hav e no w full y treate d o f two side s o f the lif e o f Moses, th e roya l an d 
the legislative . W e mus t procee d t o giv e accoun t o f th e third , whic h 
concerns hi s priesthood. 9 

. .  .  Th e chie f an d mos t essentia l qualit y require d b y a  pries t i s piety , 
and thi s h e practice d i n a  ver y hig h degree , an d a t th e sam e tim e mad e 
use o f hi s grea t natura l gifts . I n these , philosoph y foun d a  goo d soil , 
which sh e improve d stil l furthe r b y th e admirabl e truth s whic h sh e 
brought befor e hi s eyes , no r di d sh e ceas e unti l th e fruit s o f virtue show n 
in wor d an d dee d wer e brough t t o perfection . Thu s h e cam e t o lov e 
God an d b e love d b y Him , a s hav e bee n fe w others . A  heaven-sen t 
rapture inspire d him , s o markedl y di d h e hono r th e Rule r o f the Al l an d 
was honore d i n retur n b y Him . .  .  . 

But firs t h e ha d t o b e clean , a s i n sou l s o als o i n body , t o hav e n o 
dealings wit h an y passion , purifyin g himsel f fro m al l th e call s o f morta l 
nature, foo d an d drin k an d intercours e wit h women . Thi s las t h e ha d 
disdained fo r man y a  day , almos t fro m th e tim e when , possesse d b y th e 
spirit, h e entere d o n hi s wor k a s a  prophet , sinc e h e hel d i t fittin g t o 
hold himsel f alway s i n readines s t o receiv e th e oracula r messages . A s fo r 
eating an d drinking , h e ha d n o though t o f them fo r fort y successiv e days , 
doubtless becaus e h e ha d th e bette r foo d o f contemplation . .  .  . 10 

. .  .  Afterward s th e tim e cam e whe n h e ha d t o mak e hi s pilgrimag e 
from eart h t o heaven , an d leav e thi s morta l lif e fo r immortality , sum -
moned thithe r b y th e Fathe r W h o resolve d hi s twofol d natur e o f sou l 
and bod y int o a  singl e unity , transformin g hi s whol e bein g int o mind , 
pure a s the sunlight. 11 

In th e post-biblica l period , th e thre e biblica l hero-image s wer e 
blended int o a  ne w heroi c image , tha t o f th e Discipl e o f th e Wis e 
(talmid hacham).  Thi s popula r idea l emerge d slowly , afte r a  numbe r o f 
experiments. T h e earl y pietist s (hassidim  horishonim)  o f th e secon d cen -
tury, befor e th e c o m m o n era , forme d probabl y th e basi c societ y o f 
spiritual athletes , ou t o f whic h ther e diverge d i n late r year s th e Essenes , 
the Theraputa e o f Philo , th e sectarian s o f th e recentl y foun d Dea d Se a 
Scrolls, an d th e Pharisees . I n thei r turn , th e Pharisee s wer e pulle d apar t 
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by th e tension s betwee n a  militan t activis m an d a  submissiv e quietism , 
between zealou s exclusivenes s an d a  missionar y universalism , betwee n 
the passio n fo r individua l excellenc e an d th e idea l o f serving th e entir e 
community, betwee n th e puritanical ambitio n t o contro l ever y aspec t o f 
life an d a  human recognitio n o f the virtue s o f diversity . 

After th e destructio n o f th e Temple , th e idea l o f th e talmid  hacham 
began t o preemp t th e collectiv e energie s o f th e people . Th e Sage s o f 
the Mishna h an d th e Talmu d wer e calle d hacharnim,  Wis e Men , b y th e 
people, bu t the y referre d t o themselve s b y th e les s pretentious designa -
tion, Disciple s o f th e Wise . Thi s hero-image , th e talmid  hacham,  was 
modified i n subtle an d diverse ways in the various lands of the Diaspora . 
Yet, it s basic lineaments ma y be discerne d i n lif e an d literatur e dow n t o 
our ow n day . 

The Discipl e o f the Wis e i s a blend o f priest, prophet , an d sage . Like 
the priest , hi s lif e i s hedge d abou t wit h numerou s rituals , fro m th e 
moment h e awaken s t o th e readin g o f th e Shema  i n bed . H e eat s "hi s 
secular foo d i n accordanc e wit h th e priestl y requirement s o f purity." 12 

The la w envelops hi s life a s an Orienta l woma n i s wrapped i n garments , 
from hea d t o toe . H e delight s in obedience , shunnin g th e ver y though t 
of deviation . Rabb i Akiva , incarcerate d i n jail , wa s give n onl y a  smal l 
cup o f water , whic h h e coul d us e eithe r t o was h hi s hands , i n keepin g 
with th e injunctio n o f th e rabbis , o r drink . H e preferre d t o was h hi s 
hands, saying , "I' d rathe r di e tha n transgres s th e word s o f m y col -
leagues." 13 

Yet, th e Discipl e o f th e Wis e i s a  prophet , a s wel l a s a  priest . I n 
matters o f thought , h e i s restless. Disdainin g t o forc e hi s min d int o th e 
rutted groove s o f a  hallowe d tradition , h e question s an d assay s th e 
ancient answers . He seek s to understan d "th e reason s o f the Command -
ments"; he confront s th e realitie s o f the marke t plac e an d battles fo r th e 
amelioration o f the ill s o f society; h e i s cognizant o f the ethica l dimen -
sion, beyond th e line o f the Law; as an athlete o f the spirit , he endeavor s 
to reac h beyon d th e goal s o f moral perfectio n t o tha t mystica l consum -
mation o f Ruah  hakodesh,  when th e Spiri t o f Holines s lend s a  Divin e 
resonance t o ever y utterance . Hi s piet y i s activist , eve n i f no t militant , 
full-bodied an d community-minded , eve n whe n i t plumb s th e depth s 
of the sou l an d aim s a t the salvatio n o f the individual . I n addition , h e i s 
also a n hei r o f th e Sages , willin g "t o lear n fro m al l men, " keepin g hi s 
mind ope n t o th e varied challenge s o f the environment , an d continuin g 
the tradition o f coining brief, memorabl e precept s fo r instructio n i n th e 
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ways o f th e goo d life . H e i s a  lifelon g student , refusin g t o decid e a n 
issue "i n th e presenc e o f his master, " bu t h e i s also a  dedicated teacher , 
who offer s instructio n freel y t o al l who wil l listen, eve n a s God confer s 
wisdom freel y upo n al l who liste n with hear t an d soul . 

Like th e philosopher , th e Discipl e o f th e Wis e rank s th e pleasur e o f 
learning a s hi s chiefes t delight . Hi s visio n o f heave n i s a  gatherin g o f 
"saints sitting with thei r crown s upon thei r heads , enjoying th e radianc e 
of th e Shechinah." 14 But , i n thi s world , th e Discipl e o f th e Wis e 
must resis t th e temptatio n t o withdra w fro m th e communit y an d t o 
contemplate Divin e truth s i n splendi d isolation . For , like Moses , h e i s a 
"servant o f the Lord, " entruste d wit h Hi s work. I t i s his task to build u p 
the philanthropi c an d educationa l institution s o f the communit y an d t o 
supervise thei r operation . Wherever h e settles , "the problems o f the cit y 
become hi s problems." 15 Lik e th e prophet , h e know s tha t hi s tas k i s i n 
this world , her e an d now . "Mor e beautifu l i s on e hou r o f Tora h an d 
good deed s i n thi s world tha n al l the delight s o f the worl d t o come." 16 

But lik e th e pietist , h e conceive s o f Perfection a s subsisting beyond th e 
boundaries o f "thi s world" : "Bette r i s one hou r i n th e Worl d t o Com e 
than al l th e glorie s o f thi s world." 17 Lik e th e philosopher , th e Discipl e 
of th e Wis e seek s t o achiev e a  harmon y an d a n equilibriu m i n whic h 
no endeavo r i s carried t o excess . But, lik e the saint , he dare s to scal e th e 
heights an d storm th e heavens , seeking the "nearnes s o f the Lord, " wit h 
all hi s heart , al l hi s soul , an d al l hi s might . Yet , h e know s tha t t o lov e 
God i s "to b e occupie d i n th e upbuildin g o f the world, " no t t o nurtur e 
in seren e isolatio n a  glowin g embe r i n th e soul , bu t t o labo r i n th e 
community s o that th e Nam e shal l be beloved b y all. 18 

Unlike th e saint , he neve r forgets th e claim s o f humanity—of family , 
of work, o f innocen t delights . H e i s aware o f th e "Evi l Desire " an d o f 
the man y way s i n whic h i t corrupt s man' s bes t intentions , but , lik e th e 
philosopher, h e revere s th e regenerativ e an d intellectua l qualitie s o f 
human nature . " I hav e create d th e Evi l Desire , bu t ma n nee d no t b e 
enslaved b y it , i f h e wil l b e guide d b y Torah." 19 Th e goo d lif e i s 
possible, virtu e i s attainable , "th e Lor d create d ma n straight " an d "th e 
soul whic h Tho u has t give n m e i s pure"; 20 " a perso n commit s a  si n 
only whe n th e spiri t o f foll y enter s i n t o him." 21 Th e varie d pleasure s 
in lif e ar e no t evi l i n themselves , bu t onl y whe n the y ar e abused . 
Happiness i s not onl y possible , i t i s mandatory: "An d tho u shal t rejoic e 
before th e Lor d th y Go d i n al l that tho u puttes t th y han d unto. " 22 Th e 
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Shechinah rests upo n a  man onl y whe n h e i s joyous, an d a  perso n wil l 
have t o rende r a n accoun t fo r th e pleasure s tha t cam e hi s way , an d h e 
did no t enjoy. 23 

The ideal , w e recall , i s not o f an intellectua l elite , but o f all the people : 
"Every perso n shoul d tr y t o imitat e th e way s o f a  Discipl e o f th e 
Wise."24 I n practice , onl y a  few wil l qualif y fo r thi s distinction : "Wh o 
is a Disciple o f the Wise?—H e wh o i s worthy o f being nominate d a s a 
leader o f the community. " 25 

Aristotle speak s o f th e high-minde d ma n "wh o i s first  o f al l a  goo d 
citizen," an d "wh o ca n rul e an d b e ruled. " Th e Roman s enlarge d th e 
virtue o f citizenshi p int o th e idea l o f patriotism . Cicer o wrote : "But , 
when wit h a  rationa l spiri t yo u hav e surveye d th e whol e field,  ther e i s 
no socia l relation amon g the m al l more close , none mor e dea r than tha t 
which link s eac h on e o f us with ou r country . Parent s ar e dear ; dea r ar e 
children, relatives , friends; bu t on e native land embraces al l our loves." 26 

Since th e Sage s did no t belon g t o th e governin g elit e o f an indepen -
dent state , the idea l o f citizenship o r patriotis m assume d amon g the m a 
different aspect—tha t o f voluntar y leadershi p i n behal f o f communa l 
needs. The y acknowledge d th e validit y o f th e law s o f th e imperia l 
government—at least , th e late r Babylonia n rabbi s did—"th e La w o f 
the governmen t i s Law."27 Bu t the y shie d awa y fro m an y clos e associa -
tion wit h th e politica l an d militar y authorities. 28 Thei r patriotis m too k 
the for m o f organizin g philanthropi c organizations , primaril y fo r th e 
Jews, but b y extension als o to th e entir e community . 

We are to feed th e Gentil e poor alon g with th e Jewish poor , t o visi t th e 
Gentiles wh o ar e sic k alon g wit h th e Jewish sick , t o bur y thei r dea d 
together wit h th e dea d Israelites—i n orde r t o multipl y th e way s o f 

29 
peace. 

As an hei r o f the prophets , th e tru e discipl e i s likely t o be th e storm -
center o f society. With th e visio n o f Perfection glowin g i n hi s mind, h e 
will no t b e conten t t o submi t tamel y t o entrenche d evils : " A Discipl e 
of th e Wis e wh o i s liked b y all  the peopl e o f th e community—i t ca n 
only b e becaus e h e doe s no t rebuk e the m i n respec t o f thei r dutie s 
toward heaven. " 30 

While humilit y i s the highes t virtue , th e leade r mus t b e prou d o f his 
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work an d awar e o f th e hig h wort h o f hi s task ; hence , i n a  way , als o 
proud. " A Discipl e o f the Wis e mus t hav e one-eight h o f one-eighth o f 
pride."31 

The Disciple s o f the Wise supporte d themselve s b y thei r ow n labors , i n 
order t o b e independen t an d unbiased : "Rabba n Gamaliel , th e so n o f 
Rabbi Judah th e Prince , used to say : 'I t i s good t o combin e th e learnin g 
of Torah with th e acquisitio n o f worldly skills , for si n is overcome whe n 
one labor s i n bot h directions . Tora h withou t a  craf t lead s t o frustratio n 
and sin. ' " 3 2 The y wer e t o combin e th e refinemen t o f feeling , th e 
training o f the intellect , an d the rigor s o f practical leadership . 

Rabbi Hanina , th e so n o f Dosa , use d t o say : "H e whos e fea r o f si n i s 
prior t o hi s wisdom, hi s wisdom wil l endure . But i f his wisdom i s prior 
to his fear o f sin, his wisdom will not endure . 

"If his deeds are more than his wisdom, hi s wisdom will endure, but if 
his wisdom exceeds his deeds, his wisdom will not endure . 

"If one is liked by his fellow men, he is liked by the All-Present; i f one 
is disliked by his fellow men , he is disliked by the All-Present." 33 

Following ar e some o f the guideline s o f the idea l disciple . 

Ben Zoma used to say: 
"Who i s th e Wis e Man?—H e wh o learn s fro m al l .  . .  Wh o i s th e 

wealthy man?—H e wh o rejoice s wit h hi s portio n .  . . Wh o i s th e 
mighty man?—H e wh o conquer s hi s ow n desir e .  . .  Who i s the trul y 
honored man?—He wh o honor s his fellow men . .  . ." 34 

Rabbi Zado k used to say: 
"Do no t separat e yoursel f fro m th e communit y an d d o no t mak e 

yourself into a  pleader o f private causes , and d o no t mak e your learnin g 
a crow n i n whic h t o glor y o r a n ax e with whic h t o dig. " S o to o Hille l 
would say, "He who utilizes the garment of a scholar for private purposes 
is doomed. " Hence , yo u lear n tha t h e wh o make s persona l profi t fro m 
the words of Torah takes his life from th e world. 35 

Yehudah ben Tema used to say: 
"Be fierce a s a tiger, ligh t a s an eagle , swift a s a deer an d heroic lik e a 

lion to do the will of your father i n heaven . 
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Those wh o ar e bold-faced wil l g o t o hell , thos e wh o ar e shameface d 
will go to heaven." 36 

This i s th e wa y o f Torah—ea t brea d wit h sal t an d drin k wate r b y 
measure. Sleep on the ground and endure the hardships of life, while you 
labor in the Torah. If you do this, you will find happiness and goodness— 
you will  be happy in this life and attain goodness in the world to come. 37 

This is the way of a Disciple o f the Wise: 
"He i s humble an d lowl y o f spirit , aler t an d world-wise , belove d b y 

people an d no t domineerin g towar d th e peopl e o f hi s ow n household . 
While h e i s ever critica l o f himself [fearin g sin] , he judges othe r peopl e 
according to thei r deeds . He says—'al l the things o f this world, I  do no t 
really care for.' H e willingly covers himself with dus t by sitting at the fee t 
of th e wise.  N o ma n ca n se e evi l i n him . H e present s hi s question s 
logically, and he replies correctly . 

"Be a s a n ope n vessel , whic h doe s no t shu t ou t fres h air , an d a s a 
deeply plowed field which keeps its waters, like a waxed can which keep s 
its wine, but also as a sponge which absorb s all things. 

"Do no t b e a s a large openin g which make s the roo m drafty , bu t als o 
not a s a tiny opening, in order to avoid staleness and stagnation. .  . . 

"Let al l your way s b e fo r th e sak e o f heaven . Lov e heaven , bu t als o 
fear it . Tremble ove r the Commandments , bu t also rejoice i n them." 38 

A Disciple of the Wise must be modest in the way he eats, drinks, washes 
and oil s himself , dresse s an d carrie s himself , i n hi s manner s an d i n hi s 
deeds. .  . .  H e doe s no t spea k i n th e presenc e o f on e greate r tha n he , 
does no t interrup t th e words o f a colleague; he think s before h e replies ; 
he order s hi s words , an d i f h e doe s no t know , h e admit s th e fact ; h e 
always consents to the truth . 

He i s in perpetual pursui t o f truth, a s against falsehood, o f faithfulnes s 
as against robbery, of modesty as against vulgarity, of peace as against war, 
of the counsel s o f elders a s against thos e o f youth, o f courage a s against 
lust.39 

At time s th e Sage s describe d th e pat h o f th e Discipl e a s a n endles s 
upward climb , consisting o f the master y o f level after leve l o f virtue. 

Greater i s Tora h tha n priesthoo d o r royalty , fo r royalt y i s acquire d b y 
thirty rungs , priesthoo d b y twenty-fou r an d Tora h b y forty-eight — 
namely: 
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Learning, trainin g one' s ear , disciplinin g one' s lips , the understandin g 
of th e heart ; b y aw e an d reverence , b y humility , jo y an d purity ; b y 
serving th e wise , clingin g t o friends , b y discussion , reflectio n o n Scrip -
ture an d Mishnah ; b y lessenin g one' s preoccupatio n wit h business , th e 
ways of the world, pleasure, sleep, conversation and laughter; by patience, 
a goo d heart , trustin g th e wis e an d acceptin g anguis h cheerfully ; b y 
recognizing one' s place , rejoicin g i n one' s lot , hedgin g hi s word s an d 
avoiding self-righteousness ; b y bein g beloved , lovin g th e All-Present , 
loving people, loving justice, goo d deed s and rebuke ; by shunning hon -
ors, prid e an d authority ; b y sharin g th e burde n o f colleagues ; helpin g 
them toward the scale of merit and leading them toward truth and peace; 
reflecting o n hi s learning, addin g to what h e has learned by the dialecti c 
of question s an d answers ; learnin g fo r th e sak e o f teachin g an d doing ; 
sharpening th e wisdo m o f his teache r an d givin g righ t directio n t o th e 
tradition tha t he has heard. .  . .40 

This i s ho w a  Discipl e o f th e Wis e take s car e o f hi s healt h an d hi s 
appearance: 

Hillel th e Elde r use d t o wal k par t o f the wa y with hi s pupils , afte r the y 
left th e House o f Study. Said his pupils to him — 

"Our teacher , wher e d o yo u go? " Sai d he , "T o d o a  mizvah!'  "An d 
what is that mizvah?"  said they. He replied , "To wash in the bath-house." 
Said they, "What kin d of mizvah is this?" 

He explained , "Th e picture s an d statue s o f King s ar e washe d an d 
cleaned by men wh o ar e especially designate d fo r thi s task . I t i s consid -
ered a high honor. But, I , being created in the Divine Image, must surely 
deem it a privilege to take good care of His image."41 

A Disciple o f the Wise is deserving of death, i f a blemish is found o n hi s 
garment.42 

THE MODEST Y O F TH E HILLELITE S 

For three years, the houses of Shammai and Hillel debated—each factio n 
maintaining tha t th e law was in accord with it s position. The n a  Divine 
echo announced—"Thes e view s an d thes e view s ar e th e word s o f th e 
Living God , bu t th e la w i s i n accor d wit h th e word s o f th e Hous e o f 
Hillel." But if both opinion s are the words of the Living God, why is the 
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law according to the words of the Hillelites?—Because the y were modest 
and well-mannered. The y teac h th e doctrine s o f the Shammaite s a s well 
as their own ; furthermore , the y stat e thei r opponen t s position first , an d 
only then do they give their own opinion . 

Hence, we learn tha t whoever humble s himself , th e Hol y On e uplift s 
him, and whoever exalt s himself, the Holy On e humble s him. 43 

THE DIALECTI C O F TORAH-STUD Y 

When Ra v Kahana cam e up to the land o f Israel [fro m Babylonia , a t the 
beginning o f the thir d century] , Rav advise d him , "Don' t questio n th e 
decisions of Rabbi Yohanan for seven years." 

He foun d Res h Lakish , repeatin g th e dail y lesso n t o th e pupils . Ra v 
Kahana inquired, "Wher e i s Resh Lakish? " And they said, "Why d o you 
ask?" He answered—"On e ma y pose eve r so many question s [i n regar d 
to th e lesson ] an d giv e s o man y answers. " The n Res h Lakis h cam e t o 
Rabbi Yohanan and said, "A lion came up ou t o f Babylonia." 

On th e following day , Rav Kahana was placed in the firs t ro w in fron t 
of Rabb i Yohanan . Th e latte r state d on e law . Ra v Kahan a di d no t 
question it ; then , a  second la w was proposed; still , Rav Kahan a di d no t 
question. H e wa s then demote d seve n rows, til l he cam e to th e las t row. 
Said Rabbi Yohanan to Resh Lakish , "The lion you spoke  of turned ou t 
to be a  fox." 

Said Ra v Kahana , "Ma y thes e seve n row s coun t fo r th e seve n year s 
that Ra v aske d m e t o abstain. " H e stoo d o n hi s fee t an d aske d Rabb i 
Yohanan to repea t the lesson from th e beginning. When Rabb i Yohana n 
stated the firs t law , Rav Kahana confronted hi m with on e question , the n 
another, s o that he was returned t o the firs t row . 

Rabbi Yohana n wa s sittin g o n seve n pillows,  an d h e woul d remov e 
one pillo w fo r ever y questio n tha t h e coul d no t answer . I n th e end , al l 
the pillows were removed and he sat on the ground. 44 

Rabbi Yohanan was deeply grieved [ove r the death of Resh Lakish] . Said 
the Sages , "Wh o will  undertak e t o comfor t him?"—Le t Rabb i Elaza r 
Ben Pada t go , fo r hi s lesson s ar e ver y keen . H e cam e an d sa t befor e 
Rabbi Yohanan . Whateve r Rabb i Yohana n woul d say , Rabb i Elaza r 
would suppor t with additiona l evidence . 

Then Rabb i Yohana n crie d out , "Ar e you like Resh Lakish? " When-
ever I  woul d stat e a  law , h e woul d pu t t o m e twenty-fou r objections , 
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then fro m th e question s an d answers , the matte r woul d be clarified . Bu t 
you only say—"let me show you how right you are. " "Do I  need you t o 
tell me I  am right?" 

He the n stoo d u p an d tore hi s clothes , crying , "Wher e ar e you Res h 
Lakish? Where ar e you Resh Lakish?" 45 

THE MYSTICA L POWE R O F TORAH-LEARNIN G 

The Disciple s o f th e Wis e wer e heir s o f th e prophets . "Fro m th e da y 
when th e Templ e wa s destroyed, prophec y wa s taken fro m th e prophet s 
and give n t o th e wise. " 46 

The idea l Disciple o f the Wis e was , therefore , somewha t o f a mystic. 
His learning was more tha n an accumulation o f knowledge—it wa s also 
the attainmen t o f a  hig h degre e o f holiness . Th e Divin e Presenc e 
(Shechinah) was in attendanc e wheneve r th e Disciples debate d th e Law . 

"From th e da y when th e Hol y Templ e was destroyed, th e Hol y One , 
blessed b e He , possesse s i n Hi s worl d onl y th e fou r ell s o f Halacha." 47 

In th e Talmudi c period , th e Disciple s o f th e Wis e wer e believe d t o 
experience mystica l vision s an d t o posses s miraculou s powers . Whil e 
this phase o f their personalit y wa s no t alway s elaborate d b y wa y o f tales 
of wonder, mystica l potency forms par t o f the ideal . The Discipl e o f the 
Wise i s mor e tha n a  scholar ; h e i s a  pneumati c personality , a  spiritua l 
athlete, foreve r strivin g t o approac h th e Divin e Presenc e and , o n ex -
treme occasions , disposing o f superhuman powers . 

VICARIOUS ATONEMEN T 

Said Rabb i Yose , so n o f Abin : "Al l thes e year s tha t Rabb i Juda h th e 
Prince suffere d fro m toothaches , ther e wa s no t on e miscarriag e i n th e 
land of Israel and no woman suffered th e agonies of childbirth." 48 

Many legend s circulate d abou t th e friendl y relation s betwee n Rabb i 
Judah th e Princ e an d a  Roman Emperor . I n on e o f them, th e Empero r 
exclaims: " I kno w tha t eve n th e leas t on e o f your disciple s i s capable o f 
reviving the dead. " 49 

On th e day when Rabb i Judah the Prince died , a  Divine Echo (bath-kol) 
came ou t fro m heave n an d announced : "Whoeve r wa s presen t a t th e 
time when h e died is invited to the life o f the world to come." 
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"Ever sinc e h e died , ther e wa s n o longe r humilit y an d th e fea r o f 
sin."50 

THE GIF T O F TH E HOL Y SPIRI T 

When Haggai , Zechariah an d Malachi, th e las t of the prophets died , th e 
Holy Spiri t wa s remove d fro m Israel . Nevertheless , the y wer e abl e t o 
make us e o f th e Divin e Ech o (bath-kol).  One day , th e disciple s wer e 
sitting i n th e garre t o f Guria h a t Jericho, whe n the y hear d a  heavenl y 
Divine Echo announce : 

"There i s one here who i s worthy o f the Shechina h restin g upon hi m 
even a s i t descende d o n Mose s ou r teacher , bu t hi s generatio n i s no t 
worthy o f this honor! " 

Then th e Sage s directe d thei r eye s t o Hille l th e Elder , an d whe n h e 
died, the y sai d of him—"Oh, th e saint , oh , th e humbl e man , a  disciple 
ofEzra."51 

They sai d o f Rabb i Jonathan , so n o f Uziel,—A t th e tim e whe n h e 
would si t dow n t o lear n Torah , ever y bir d tha t flew  abov e hi m woul d 
immediately be burned. 52 

The stor y i s told o f Rabbi Yohanan ben Zakka i [die d c . 80 C.E. ] tha t h e 
was ridin g upo n a  donkey , wit h hi s discipl e Rabb i Elaza r be n Arac h 
holding the reins. Said Elazar, "M y Master , teach me a  chapter concern -
ing the Divine Chariot. " 

Said the Rabbi , "Di d I  not tel l you tha t on e ma y not teac h abou t th e 
Divine Chario t sav e to on e person a t a  time—and h e must be on e wh o 
understands by himself? " 

"May I  then presen t t o you som e teachin g tha t I  derived fro m you? " 
asked Elazar , an d Rabb i Yohana n consented . H e descende d fro m hi s 
donkey, wrapped hi s coat around hi m an d sa t under a n olive tree. "Wh y 
did you ge t off the donkey?" asked Elazar, and his teacher replied : 

"Can i t be tha t you will  speak of the Divine Chariot , an d the Shechi -
nah i s with us , and th e ministerin g angel s follo w afte r us , and I  shall be 
riding upon a  donkey?" 

Then Rabbi Elazar , son of Arach, began to preach o f the intricacies o f 
the Divin e Chariot , an d a  fir e cam e dow n fro m heave n an d irradiate d 
the tree s o f the field , whic h bega n t o sin g thei r praise s t o Go d .  . .  And 
an angel cried ou t o f the fire—"This , surely , is the righ t accoun t o f the 
Divine Chariot." 53 
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MIRACLES AN D MARTYRDO M 

Said Ra v Pap a t o Abay e [earl y fourth-centur y Babylonia n scholars] : 
"Why wer e miracle s performe d fo r th e earl y scholars , bu t non e see m t o 
happen t o us ? I s it o n accoun t o f Torah? I n th e day s o f Rav Yehuda , the y 
would lear n onl y th e Orde r o f Torts , whil e w e lear n al l si x Orders . Yet , 
the momen t Ra v Yehud a woul d remov e hi s sho e [t o begi n a  fast-day ] 
the rain s woul d com e down , whil e w e cr y an d tormen t ourselves—ye t 
no on e mind s us? " 

Rav Pap a replied : 
"The earl y scholar s use d t o giv e thei r live s fo r th e holines s o f th e 

Name, bu t w e n o longe r giv e ou r live s fo r th e sanctificatio n o f Hi s 
Name." 5 4 

CHARITY AN D COMPASSIO N FO R AL L 

T h e Disciple s o f the Wis e wer e t o bewar e o f an exces s o f piety an d zeal . 
Elijah th e Prophe t wa s punishe d fo r "demandin g hono r fo r th e Father , 
but ignorin g th e hono r o f th e so n (Israe l o r mankind). " The y wer e 
expected t o concer n themselve s wi t h th e institutio n o f charit y an d t o 
be charitabl e t o all . 

Rabbi Shimeo n an d hi s son, Rabb i Elieza r [second-centur y rabbis] , lived 
twelve year s i n a  cave . The n Elija h came , an d standin g a t th e entrance , 
called out , " W h o wil l tel l Rabb i Shimeo n tha t th e Empero r ha d die d 
and tha t hi s decre e i s nullified? " [Rabb i Shimeo n wa s suspecte d o f 
sympathy wit h Jewish rebels. ] 

Then, the y cam e ou t o f th e cav e an d sa w peopl e goin g abou t thei r 
work, plowin g an d sowing . The y crie d out , "What ? Thes e peopl e ne -
glect th e lif e o f eternit y an d concer n themselve s wit h th e lif e o f th e 
hour?" Whereve r the y focuse d thei r vision , tha t plac e woul d immedi -
ately burn down . The n a  Divine Ech o (bath-kol)  wa s hear d t o say : 

"Did yo u com e ou t t o destro y m y wor ld?—Retur n t o you r cave." 55 

Rabbi Juda h th e Princ e opene d hi s granarie s i n a  yea r o f famin e an d 
said, 

"You ar e welcom e t o enter , i f yo u hav e mastere d th e Pentateuc h o r 
the Mishna h o r th e Talmud , o r th e Law , o r th e legends—bu t thos e wh o 
are totall y ignoran t ma y no t enter. " 
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Then, Jonathan, so n of Amram [ a disciple] pushed himself to the fron t 
of the line, crying, "Rabbi , feed me. " 

Said he, "Did you learn Torah?" and Jonathan replied , "No. " 
"Did you learn Mishnah?" 
—"No." 
— "By what meri t shoul d I  feed you?" 
—"Feed me , as one feeds a  dog and raven." 
He wa s give n a  portion o f grain . Whe n h e cam e out , Rabb i Juda h 

was aggrieved—"Woe i s me, I  gave my bread to an ignoramus." 
Said hi s disciples , "Perhaps , i t wa s Jonathan wh o refuse d t o deriv e a n 

advantage from hi s knowledge o f Torah." 
Then, Rabb i Juda h realize d hi s mistake . Thereafter , h e woul d say : 

"Let al l enter to be fed." 56 

Whoever shut s hi s eyes to th e need s o f charity , i t i s as if he worshippe d 
idols.57 

Rabbi Eliezar would give a coin to the poor, and only then would he say 
his prayers.58 

The Discipl e o f the Wis e remaine d th e centra l hero-imag e o f Jewish 
life dow n t o th e presen t day , bu t differen t aspect s o f thi s idea l wer e 
emphasized i n th e differen t period s o f Jewish lif e an d amon g th e severa l 
schools o f thought withi n Judaism. 

The rationalist s woul d stres s th e philosophica l idea l o f universalit y 
and harmony— Ha-adam hasholem,  the complet e o r perfec t man , wh o 
is at home i n al l the domain s o f wisdom. H e studie s philosophy, follow s 
the progres s o f science , read s poetry , eve n a s h e faithfull y pursue s th e 
ways o f Jewish piet y i n prayer , Torah-stud y an d communa l responsibil -
ity. His guidelines ar e reasonableness an d moderation . 

The romanticist s woul d stres s th e superiorit y o f Jewish ove r secula r 
studies, and o f faith an d traditio n ove r reason an d th e genera l consensu s 
of mankind. The y woul d minimiz e th e importance o f a sense of balance 
and harmony , whil e the y woul d rhapsodiz e ove r th e wonde r an d mys -
tery o f th e transrationa l treasur e i n Judaism an d th e transnatura l visio n 
of the worl d t o come . The y woul d glorif y al l that i s specifically Jewish , 
and restric t thei r philanthropi c enterprise s t o thei r ow n people . The y 
would stil l stud y "externa l categorie s o f wisdom, " bu t largel y fo r th e 
purpose o f recognizin g th e "vanity " o f non-Jewis h learnin g an d o f al l 
worldly goods . I n th e mind s o f th e romanticists , th e Visio n o f eterna l 
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life an d th e Worl d t o com e triumphe d ove r th e concern s o f thi s worl d 
and the life o f reason. 

The grea t legalist s o f the Orthodo x traditio n wer e frequentl y neithe r 
rationalists no r romanticists , i n th e philosophi c sense . The y considere d 
all speculatio n t o b e a  danger-fille d area , borderin g o n th e forbidden . 
The La w encompasse d th e whol e o f life , an d meditatio n upo n it s 
intricacies wa s th e nobles t tas k o f the Jew. Th e Discipl e o f the Wis e o f 
this schoo l wa s a  legalis t an d a  pragmatist , satisfyin g hi s romantic -
mystical interests in private prayer , public worship , and the most scrupu -
lous observance o f the rituals . 

But, eve n th e dr y legalisti c Torah-schola r wa s no t a  strange r t o th e 
occult nuances o f mysticism. I t was essential to his own self-image . Her e 
are excerpt s fro m a  recen t boo k b y th e maste r o f a  Lithuanian , non -
Hassidic Yeshiva : 

. .  . an d i n pursuin g th e dialecti c o f th e la w yo u fee l ho w yo u ar e 
uplifted. You r soul unites itself with the spiritual currents, holy and pure, 
that flow from above , and you exul t i n sacre d delight . You begin t o fee l 
the sacre d an d exalte d joy fo r whic h ther e i s n o compariso n i n al l th e 
pleasures o f thi s worl d .  . .  You the n begi n t o fee l th e motivation s an d 
arguments o f the Law in al l the parts of your soul , and the right though t 
comes to you by itself, and thi s is a kind o f holy inspiration (meain  Ruah 
Haokodesh), lik e the Holy Spirit . .  . . 

He use d t o sa y tha t h e woul d hea r an d fee l a  kin d o f rin g above , 
whenever h e woul d rende r a  difficult decisio n i n matter s o f law, a  ring, 
which he was certain confirmed an d endorsed the truth. 59 

The mystic s an d th e Qabbalist s concentrate d o n th e singl e goa l o f 
achieving direc t immediat e contac t wit h th e Divine . The y would , a s a 
rule, spen d th e first  hal f o f thei r lif e i n mystica l studie s an d exercises , 
returning t o publi c activit y afte r the y ha d attaine d certai n "level s o f 
holiness." The y woul d the n b e honore d a s "hol y men, " whos e prayer s 
could wor k wonders . Th e Zaddiki m o f th e Hassidi c movemen t i n th e 
eighteenth centur y belonged t o thi s school . 
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3 
CONTEMPORARY ISSUE S 

LOOKING a t th e tota l spectru m o f Jewish ethics , on e see s tha t th e 
popular notion , tha t th e La w govern s ever y questio n i n Judaism, i s a 
fallacy. Ther e wer e indee d time s whe n nearl y al l creativ e principle s 
were locke d int o th e rigi d categorie s o f a n all-embracin g la w tha t wa s 
presumed t o b e God-given . Bu t pan-halachism  i s mor e characteristi c o f 
extremist Orthodox y i n th e moder n perio d tha n o f th e premoder n 
tradition. I n th e Talmu d th e cast-iro n logi c o f legalism wa s balanced b y 
several factors—th e projectio n o f an ethica l domai n "beyon d th e law " 
(lifnim mishurat  hadin),  th e recognitio n o f th e validit y o f th e more s 
and moral s o f civilize d humanit y (derech  eretz),  an d b y th e mystica l o r 
philosophical notion s tha t wer e cultivate d i n esoteri c circles . A s lat e a s 
the sixteent h century , whe n th e Shulha n Aruc h wa s codified , th e real m 
of Perfectio n beyon d th e La w wa s cultivate d i n pietisti c an d mystica l 
literature. 

Throughout th e medieva l period , th e inne r tension s withi n th e Jew-
ish community di d not disrup t the facade o f unity. There were recurren t 
struggles i n th e thirteent h centur y betwee n thos e wh o favore d th e 
rationalism o f Maimonide s an d thos e wh o insiste d o n unquestionin g 
faith. Later , th e Qabbala h impresse d it s theosophi c an d mystery-mon -
gering sea l upo n th e piet y o f som e localities , whil e othe r region s 
rejected i t i n part , i f no t entirely . However , prio r t o th e upsurg e o f 
Hassidism, th e popula r mystica l movemen t o f th e eighteent h century , 
these dispute s di d no t spli t th e communa l organization . Afte r th e first 

57 
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two generations , eve n th e Hassidic-rationalis t controvers y wa s largel y 
resolved. 

The centripeta l forc e tha t prevente d th e fragmentatio n o f th e scat -
tered communit y wa s th e authorit y o f th e Talmudi c law , whic h re -
mained unchallenge d unti l th e nineteent h century . Th e Qarait e rebel -
lion agains t th e Talmu d an d agains t th e Gaonic-Exilarchat e hierarch y 
hardly touche d th e Jews o f Christia n Europe , an d i n th e Nea r Eas t i t 
declined steadily . Th e la w o f th e Talmu d wa s loose-jointed , allowin g 
for considerabl e flexibility  an d adjustmen t t o loca l conditions . I n West -
ern an d Centra l Europe , ther e wa s n o concret e socia l focu s t o attrac t 
the rebellious , sinc e ther e wa s n o self-perpetuatin g hierarchy . An d th e 
rabbinate wa s no t s o closel y allie d wit h politica l powe r a s t o b e cor -
rupted by it. In addition, th e persistent pressure o f a hostile environmen t 
served t o cemen t th e beleaguere d communit y an d t o restrai n th e divi -
sive forces withi n it . 

With th e daw n o f th e emancipation , Jewis h peopl e plunge d avidl y 
into th e streams of secular thought . I n a  short time , the incisive criticis m 
of moder n philosoph y an d th e scientifi c approac h t o th e stud y o f 
religions mad e thei r impac t upo n th e Jewis h community . Toda y th e 
Reform Jew s n o longe r regar d th e La w a s divinel y reveale d an d eter -
nally valid . The y accep t th e dynami c moral-religiou s impetu s behin d 
the facade o f the Law—not th e detail s of its prescriptions. Th e Conser -
vatives accep t som e ritua l law s an d negat e others , o n th e groun d tha t 
the livin g communit y mus t b e th e judge a s well a s the custodia n o f th e 
heritage fro m th e past . Even thos e section s o f the La w tha t the y accept , 
the Conservative s regar d a s divinel y inspire d i n essence , no t i n detail . 
The entir e traditio n bear s th e contingen t mark s o f its human, historica l 
formulations. Fo r th e Conservatives , th e lega l patter n o f ritual s i s a 
series o f regulations , whic h th e histori c "congregatio n o f Israel " ac -
cepted, a s i f i t wer e ordaine d b y God . Thi s piou s rhetori c reflect s a 
twofold truth : first,  al l tha t i s done "fo r th e sak e o f Hi s Nam e i n love " 
is "revealed, " o r "inspired, " sinc e ou r lov e derive s fro m Hi m an d lead s 
to Him ; second , th e dedicate d communit y o f Israe l i s a  vehicle o f th e 
Divine Presenc e (Shechinah),  and it s authorize d spokesme n reflec t th e 
unity o f God, Israel , and Torah. Rabbinic ordinance s and interpretation s 
were therefor e considere d t o b e authoritativ e onl y whe n th e peopl e 
accepted them . 

For th e Orthodo x toda y then , Jewish ethic s tend s t o merg e int o th e 
accepted cod e o f laws (Shulhan  Arukh). However , Orthodox y to o can -
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not b e o f one mind , sinc e th e La w i s part o f a  more comple x tradition . 
The variou s partie s withi n Orthodox y deriv e thei r inspiratio n fro m th e 
diverse streams within tha t tradition . 

The ultra-Orthodox , le d b y th e Gran d Rabb i Joe l Taitelbaum , ar e 
most uncompromising . The y regar d th e Stat e o f Israel a s the produc t o f 
a sinfu l rebellio n agains t th e injunctio n t o wai t fo r th e Messiah. 1 Les s 
intransigent bu t stil l uncompromisin g ar e th e pietist s o f th e Agudat 
Yisroel, who conduc t a n independen t schoo l syste m i n th e Stat e o f 
Israel. Th e Mizrach i i n Israe l an d th e "moder n Orthodox " i n Americ a 
seek t o effec t a  "synthesis " between th e moder n real m o f ideas an d th e 
Talmudic way s o f thought . Naturally , the y to o ar e i n agreemen t onl y 
on basi c issues. 

In vie w o f th e wid e divergenc e o f basi c belief s amon g Jews , th e 
facade o f unity tha t communa l organization s presen t fro m tim e t o tim e 
is utterly misleading . Fo r example , ther e ar e basic differences  abou t suc h 
issues a s the sayin g o f nondenominational prayer s i n publi c schools , th e 
question o f federa l suppor t fo r Church-relate d educationa l institutions , 
the moralit y o f artificia l birth-contro l methods , etc . Th e semblanc e o f 
unity o n thes e socia l question s i s impose d b y "interdenominational " 
councils withi n th e Jewish community ; thes e organization s were , a s a 
rule, se t u p originall y i n orde r t o comba t anti-Semitism . I n regar d t o 
the questio n o f nondenominationa l prayer s i n publi c schools , Rabb i 
Shnaiurson, hea d o f the Liubavic h Hassidi c dynasty , wa s more "liberal " 
than th e "nondenominational " public-relation s experts , wh o ar e fre -
quently Jewish onl y i n a  marginal , ethni c sense . H e base d hi s positio n 
favoring prayer-assemblie s i n th e schoo l upo n th e ancien t principl e o f 
the "Seve n Noachid e Commandments, " whic h make s th e acknowl -
edgement o f a Supreme Bein g mandatory fo r peopl e o f all creeds. 

An analysi s o f th e inne r dynamic s o f Jewish ethic s doe s no t revea l a 
monolithic philosoph y o f life . I t i s possibl e t o resolv e th e tensio n be -
tween th e Visio n an d th e Wa y b y choosin g an y on e o f man y position s 
within th e ethical-religious polarity . Tolerance o f differences i s a marked 
characteristic o f rabbini c discussions—"thes e an d thes e ar e th e word s 
of the Livin g God." 2 A  broa d consensu s o n an y on e issu e ma y emerg e 
at an y on e time , bu t w e ca n hardl y dignif y an y on e synthesi s a s bein g 
the Jewish, o r th e "normative " one . 

However, som e sor t o f equilibrium betwee n th e Visio n an d th e Wa y 
is inescapable; th e momen t th e tensio n i s broken altogether , an d mora l 
energy i s drained int o on e o f the tw o polarities , the n th e characteristi c 
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dynamics o f Judais m ceas e t o b e operative . Thus , th e portraya l o f 
Orthodoxy a s shee r dr y legalism , o r a s unrestraine d mysticism , woul d 
be a  caricature. There i s no law in Judaism, eithe r in the relatio n o f man 
to ma n o r i n th e relatio n o f man t o God , tha t i s not complemente d b y 
the surg e o f creativ e love , fo r ma n a s wel l a s fo r God . B y th e sam e 
token, ther e i s no constructiv e an d endurin g lov e tha t i s not restraine d 
by th e law s tha t emerg e ou t o f th e structurin g o f society , an d ou t o f 
earlier crystallization s o f Divine Word . Apar t fro m th e contex t o f reli -
gious tradition , th e mora l tensio n i s between empathy , o r love , an d a n 
objective vie w o f th e goo d society ; philosophically , th e polarit y i s 
between th e subjectiv e ques t o f Utopi a an d th e rationa l law s o f righ t 
and wrong ; socially , ther e mus t b e tensio n a t any on e tim e betwee n th e 
existing patter n o f th e communit y an d th e Visio n o f Perfection . An d 
truth i s i n th e tension , o r rathe r i n th e proces s whereb y persona l an d 
social growth i s maintained . 

BEYOND IDEOLOGIE S 

In th e perspectiv e o f Jewish ethics , we develo p a n immunity t o ideolo -
gies. Soo n afte r th e people s o f Western cultur e stoppe d butcherin g on e 
another o n accoun t o f thei r differen t theologies , the y starte d t o us e 
ideologies a s fig  leave s wit h whic h t o concea l thei r collectiv e aggres -
sions. The ter m "ideology " implie s a n attemp t t o focu s al l the value s o f 
life upo n on e ide a o r ideal . Manifestly , tha t on e idea l i s elevate d s o 
high tha t al l othe r huma n concern s appea r t o b e inconsequential . Th e 
Absolute i s transferred fro m metaphysic s an d religio n t o socia l lif e an d 
politics; th e fragmentar y ligh t o f on e idea l i s substitute d fo r th e lif e o f 
the All . Thi s absolutizatio n o f politic s i s essentiall y a  contemporar y 
phenomenom. Whil e liberalis m and romantic nationalis m compete d fo r 
the loyalt y o f European me n throughou t th e nineteent h century , i t wa s 
only towar d th e en d o f tha t centur y tha t th e competin g ideologie s 
became impassione d an d all-embracing . I n th e twentiet h century , thi s 
trend wa s continue d wit h socialis m turnin g int o Bolshevism , national -
ism int o totalitaria n fascism , o r int o nihilisti c Nazism , an d th e ethic s o f 
self-realization int o individualism , cynicism , o r "Socia l Darwinism. " 

For each , th e goa l wa s t o "transvalu e al l values, " t o restructur e th e 
whole o f societ y i n term s o f a  scal e o f value s tha t i s self-contained , 
hence, absolutel y right . I n th e communis t mentality , ther e i s a  soli d 
logical structur e tha t begin s wit h a  fe w axioms , explain s al l history , 
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accounts for  al l deviations, an d leads to th e on e part y line . It s categorie s 
are par t o f a  close d syste m o f discours e tha t i s imperviou s t o th e fact s 
and argument s o f the outsid e world . I n th e cas e o f fascism an d Nazism , 
the primitiv e value s o f "blood an d soil, " power an d glory , hierarchy an d 
order, ar e foisted upo n th e natura l feeling s o f ethnic kinship . Th e resul t 
is a n attemp t t o imbu e th e technocrati c Utopi a o f th e enginee r wit h 
the savag e pathos o f a primitive wa r o f conquest. Modernisti c scienc e i s 
placed a t th e servic e o f a n ethi c tha t barel y rise s abov e th e leve l o f 
primitive times , whe n barbaria n horde s burs t ou t o f th e stepp e t o 
enslave o r t o exterminat e a  nativ e populatio n an d t o usur p it s land . 
Social Darwinism , glorifyin g th e fre e individua l i n hi s "struggl e fo r 
existence," i s th e secre t ideolog y o f mos t peopl e i n th e democracies , 
though i t i s rarely espouse d o n publi c occasions . 

Both communis m an d fascis m aros e ou t o f the miasm a o f disillusion -
ment an d despair . Philosophy , o r man s searc h fo r truth , wa s t o th e 
communists, a s t o th e fascists , a n unrea l self-delusion , becaus e t o th e 
former ther e wer e onl y class-truths , an d t o th e latter , ther e wer e onl y 
the myth s o f th e "collectiv e unconscious. " Similarly , religion , man' s 
quest fo r reality , holiness , an d tru e values , wa s fo r th e ideologist s o f 
both camp s a  panopl y o f propaganda , t o foo l th e naive . Th e Wa y o f 
Reason ha d turne d int o a  shamble s an d th e ligh t o f Religiou s Visio n 
had failed . Thi s wa s th e sa d experienc e o f millions i n th e aftermat h o f 
the Firs t Worl d War . "Go d i s dead, " Nietzsch e announced . Spengle r 
declared tha t th e Wes t was dying , an d tha t onl y i n th e blin d worshi p o f 
force ca n th e foundatio n b e lai d fo r th e civilizatio n o f th e future . T o 
G. Sorel , th e teache r o f Mussolini, violenc e wa s th e secre t o f creativity . 
Camus summe d i t al l up whe n h e spok e o f the "cul t o f the absurd. " I n 
our post-Christia n world , Pilate' s questio n "Wha t i s truth? " i s o n th e 
lips of millions. 

Yet, the tw o ideologie s contai n a  mock-image o f the religious philos -
ophy o f th e West . The y substitut e a n immanen t la w o f histor y fo r 
Providence, a  predestination tha t operate s with inexorabl e force , regard -
less o f "good an d evil, " in plac e o f the fre e individual , an d a  Utopia i n 
place o f the "Kingdo m o f God " a s the goa l o f al l history . The y assum e 
that th e cours e o f history i s driven b y a  transrational  force, whic h ca n b e 
sensed trul y onl y b y thos e wh o hav e bee n "converted, " o r b y thos e 
who wer e "chosen " fo r salvation . Betwee n th e "elect " an d th e 
"damned" ther e i s a n unbridgeabl e abyss . Peopl e ar e eithe r absolutel y 
right o r absolutel y wrong . The y recogniz e onl y on e satani c force , 
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capitalism, o r non-Aryanism , o r individualism . Thi s "monosatanism " i s 
a caricatur e o f th e Judeo-Christia n monotheis m agains t whic h the y 
rebel. 

The communist-fascis t ideologie s ma y be considere d a s "heresies" i n 
terms o f the fait h o f Western man . Th e rebellio n the y incit e i s directe d 
against th e dignit y o f th e individual , i n bot h hi s historica l facets , th e 
Hellenic an d th e Hebraic . I n the Helleni c world , th e individua l asserte d 
himself a s a  philosopher , a  ma n o f reason , and , i n th e Hebrai c world , 
man wa s give n hi s charte r o f wort h a s th e "imag e o f God. " Th e 
dehumanization o f man , whic h seem s t o b e th e inevitabl e by-produc t 
of the ideologies o f the twentieth century , may be traced to the ongoin g 
scientific revolutio n o f our time . Yet, science i n itsel f is neutral, an d th e 
humanity o f man, hi s unique wort h i n th e schem e o f things, i s basically 
a matte r o f faith . On e aspec t o f tha t fait h i s philosophy , i n it s origina l 
and essentia l meaning , th e ques t o f wisdo m fo r it s ow n sake . An d th e 
other aspec t i s th e assertio n o f a  sens e o f kinshi p betwee n man , th e 
Seeker, an d God , th e Creator . 

Does on e clim b ou t o f th e abys s o f nihilis m b y th e ladde r o f reaso n 
or wit h th e ai d o f religion? Bot h procedure s ar e commonl y followe d a s 
if the y wer e independen t o f on e another . Actually , ther e ca n b e n o 
vibrant humanis m withou t th e ardo r o f faith i n the uniqu e value s o f the 
human personality . No r ca n a  reassertio n o f fait h b e meaningfu l an d 
relevant i n ou r world today , i f it does no t accor d validity t o th e rational , 
ethical, an d estheti c ideal s o f man . W e maintai n tha t fait h an d reaso n 
are two phases o f the rhythmic bea t o f life. Fo r al l meaning i s in essenc e 
circular, th e relatio n o f a  par t t o th e whol e an d th e whol e t o a  part . 
The core-experienc e o f religio n i s a t onc e th e searc h fo r an d th e 
assurance o f meanin g fo r th e individual . I t i s therefor e trut h an d trus t 
blended together . 

In ou r analysis , philosoph y an d religio n ar e no t antagonisti c disci -
plines, bu t th e tw o aspect s o f on e endeavor . Religiou s experienc e i s 
essentially paradoxica l i n tha t i t i s at on e an d th e sam e tim e a  feeling o f 
possession an d o f privation. I n relatin g ourselve s t o God , w e sens e ou r 
unreality, ou r unworthiness , ou r frailty , ou r nothingness . But , a s thi s 
feeling deepens , we begin t o sense our belonging t o a  high, overarchin g 
realm o f meaning; we find  tha t we ar e embraced b y a  structure o f value 
and truth ; i t i s in Him , th e Absolute , tha t w e liv e an d mov e an d hav e 
our being . 

Thus, religio n ca n onl y affir m th e suprem e wort h o f man s spirit — 
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the ques t o f truth, goodness , reality , an d harmony , bu t i t canno t articu -
late it s insigh t withou t succumbin g t o huma n limitation s an d errors , 
failings whic h reflec t th e pressures , privations , an d prejudice s o f th e 
particular plac e o r time . "Th e Tora h spok e i n th e languag e o f man." 3 

Our livin g faith ca n onl y asser t tha t Go d exists,  not what  He is ; that Hi s 
Will i s aki n t o man's , whe n ma n i s mos t lovin g an d self-giving , bu t i t 
cannot giv e detaile d specifications ; tha t ma n is  potentially Divine , no t 
what he ca n d o t o attai n thi s end . W e hav e t o recogniz e th e distinctio n 
between th e psychologica l kin d o f faith an d it s social manifestations . 

Unfortunately, th e spokesme n o f religio n hav e frequentl y arrogate d 
to thei r rite s an d doctrine s th e sea l o f absolut e certainty . The y hav e 
elaborated th e aspec t o f self-assuranc e int o intricat e theologie s an d 
ignored th e correctiv e feeling s o f privation, a t least insofar a s the collec -
tive tradition wa s concerned. Hence , th e bifurcatio n betwee n Fait h an d 
Reason i n th e nineteent h century . Th e ques t fo r trut h wa s lef t t o th e 
philosophers, whil e th e religionist s contente d themselve s wit h religiou s 
feelings an d th e rhetori c o f symbolism . Philosopher s becam e profes -
sional "no-sayers, " t o th e riddle s o f existence , an d religionists , "yes -
sayers"; while th e disaffecte d an d th e disillusione d reverte d t o th e cras s 
idolatries o f primitive man . 

In thre e ways , th e creativ e tensio n i n th e huma n sou l rebel s agains t 
the moder n idolatr y o f ideologies . First , i t remove s th e Absolut e fro m 
the real m o f mundane affairs . Onl y Go d i s Absolute, an d al l our huma n 
plans, designs , and programs ar e o f relative worth an d adulterate d truth . 
Hence, i t migh t serv e t o preven t th e ideologica l mas s stamped e tha t i s 
the perpetua l dange r i n a  societ y dominate d b y th e agencie s o f mas s 
communication. Th e conservativ e rol e o f religio n i s probabl y mor e 
needed i n ou r restless , revolutionar y ag e tha n th e dynami c role , just a s 
on a  crowde d highway , goo d brake s ar e mor e importan t tha n goo d 
accelerators. Second , thi s dynami c equilibriu m return s u s t o th e sourc e 
of al l creativ e activity , th e individual , fo r th e imag e o f Go d i s reveale d 
in him , no t i n th e stat e o r i n an y socia l class , no r i n an y institution . 
Third, i t call s upon u s to recognize th e inne r unity o f religious faith an d 
the rationa l quest . I n substanc e i t point s t o th e dynami c progressiv e 
character o f al l tha t i s human. W e mus t neve r b e conten t t o stan d still , 
as if perfection wer e alread y here . A t an y on e time , th e huma n advanc e 
is a  slow an d pedestria n affair , a  walking alon g a  way, whil e th e Visio n 
of Perfection lure s man onward . "See k Me , an d live , saith the Lord." 4 

Essentially, th e ethi c o f religiou s humanis m i s a  blend o f tw o forces , 
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the on e symbolize d b y Socrates , th e othe r b y Amos . Bot h wer e path -
breakers. The y wer e alike , i n a  profoun d sense , thoug h th e fathe r o f 
classical philosoph y represente d th e voic e o f reason , whil e th e founde r 
of literary prophecy spok e in the name o f faith. Bot h Titan s o f the spiri t 
conveyed t o thei r contemporarie s th e psychi c syndrom e o f doubt , a 
higher faith , an d a  continuous quest . 

Socrates questione d th e certaintie s o f th e teacher s o f hi s day—th e 
dogmas o f th e traditionalist s an d th e nihilis m o f th e Sophists . Ye t h e 
"knew" tha t th e ques t o f trut h an d goodnes s wa s no t a n illusion . H e 
defended th e fait h tha t someho w goodness , truth , an d beauty belong t o 
the structur e o f reality. And h e gav e his life t o prove th e suprem e wort h 
of th e ques t o f truth , for , a s Plato pu t it , "Th e unexamine d lif e i s no t 
worth living. " 

Amos to o exemplifie d a  similar , threefol d approach—doub t i n th e 
efficacy o f th e priestl y ritual , fait h i n th e justic e o f God , an d th e 
ineluctable dut y t o "seek " God , i n orde r t o live . To be sure , th e patho s 
of prophecy i s at the opposit e pol e from th e serenit y o f the philosopher . 
So, to th e prophet , th e voice o f God wa s as the terrifyin g roa r o f a lion, 
while t o Socrates , the intimatio n o f Divine guidanc e wa s conveyed b y a 
"daemon," th e fain t ech o o f a distant call . 

A PERSONA L PHILOSOPH Y O F LIF E 

In the development o f a philosophy o f life for th e individual, th e tensio n 
between th e Visio n an d th e Wa y provide s th e genera l perspective . Th e 
Way fo r u s toda y i n th e Wester n Worl d i s to b e foun d i n th e accumu -
lated wisdo m i n ou r commo n heritage . Whil e ou r philosoph y an d 
literature have become infinitel y mor e comple x tha n thos e o f the Gree k 
world, th e essentia l outline s o f huma n wisdo m hav e no t bee n greatl y 
altered. Th e counsel s o f the ancien t Sage s are stil l valid—the avoidanc e 
of extremes , th e "golde n mean, " th e sens e o f balance, th e endeavo r t o 
"give al l men thei r due, " t o b e a  good citizen , an d t o kno w ourselves . 
Above all , it i s to orde r one' s personality an d on e s work s o as to permi t 
the seren e joy o f contemplation . 

We migh t describ e thi s classica l vie w a s the attemp t t o see  lif e i n it s 
wholeness, an d t o orde r al l things accordingly . 

Within ou r ow n personality , th e sens e o f the whol e guard s us agains t 
the medieval nightmare o f dualism and the modern diseas e of alienation. 
In th e age s o f faith , th e bod y an d al l it s impulse s wer e assume d t o b e 
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evil, corrupte d b y "origina l sin " an d subjec t t o th e wile s o f Satan . 
Accordingly, ma n wa s t o b e foreve r embroile d i n a  battl e agains t hi s 
lower nature . While Judaism di d not surrende r t o th e spel l of this disma l 
doctrine a s completely a s medieval Christianity , i t di d fee l th e effect s o f 
this philosophy , an d it s lingerin g after-effect s ar e recognizabl e eve n 
today. 

The sens e o f th e whol e lead s u s t o accor d t o ever y impuls e it s du e 
place. Ma n i s urge d t o cultivat e al l th e facet s o f hi s personality , t o 
esteem beaut y a s muc h a s truth , th e healt h o f th e bod y a s wel l a s th e 
soundness o f th e mind , th e competitio n i n th e aren a a s muc h a s th e 
dialogues i n th e forum . Th e goa l i s t o becom e Headam  Hashalem,  th e 
Perfect o r the Complet e Man . 

This idea l appear s t o b e self-centere d i n a n ag e o f mass-conformity . 
Is i t no t sinfu l t o lavis h on e s energy o n one' s ow n self ? Bu t i f we d o 
not concer n ourselve s wit h th e improvemen t o f our understandin g an d 
the refinemen t o f ou r sensibilities—old-fashione d a s thes e goals  ma y 
appear—we shal l not acquir e a  firm  bas e for ou r socia l ideals. The rive r 
cannot ris e abov e it s source. So , there canno t b e i n th e mas s that whic h 
is not i n th e individual s composin g it . T o love one' s neighbo r a s onesel f 
makes sens e only when on e doe s love oneself—intelligently . Withou t a 
reasoned self-love , socia l idealis m i s certai n t o deteriorat e int o som e 
kind o f technocrati c Utopia , wher e th e wheel s o f societ y a s a  whol e 
hum mos t efficiently , bu t wher e th e individua l i s n o mor e tha n a  bol t 
or a  nut . 

The sens e o f alienatio n tha t ou r literar y artist s hav e bee n describin g 
for hal f a century i s essentially th e inhospitalit y o f our societ y t o th e lif e 
of th e soul . Thos e wh o striv e t o polis h th e mirro r o f thei r soul , th e 
better t o reflec t th e Divine , ar e boun d t o fee l alie n amon g peopl e wh o 
are conten t t o b e mirror-image s o f one another . I n th e "lonel y crowd " 
of "other-centered" people , the mass is all and th e individua l i s nothing . 
There i s then n o unforgivabl e sin , sav e tha t o f straying to o fa r fro m th e 
Gallup-poll. But , i f the faceles s mo b shoul d becom e awar e o f its powe r 
and shak e of f th e rein s o f restraint , i t wil l gallo p t o destruction . Hence , 
the nee d o f keeping aliv e th e classica l idea l o f wisdom—the ma n wh o 
is a s well-governe d an d motivate d a s th e idea l republic . Sai d Plat o i n 
The Laws:  "I f yo u as k wha t i s th e goo d i n genera l o f education , 
the answe r i s easy ; educatio n produce s goo d me n an d goo d me n ac t 
nobly. .  .  ." 

For th e Greeks , th e individua l wa s incomplet e apar t fro m th e state . 
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Man i s b y natur e a  politica l being , Aristotl e insisted ; hence , h e i s 
complete onl y whe n h e fulfill s hi s rol e a s a  citizen : "I n additio n t o th e 
full developmen t o f hi s personality , a  perso n shoul d trai n himsel f t o 
serve th e state . .  .  ." Th e citize n shoul d b e molde d t o sui t th e for m o f 
government unde r which h e lives. 5 

In Judaism, ma n i s mad e complete , no t s o muc h b y loyalt y t o th e 
state, a s by th e lov e o f God . Th e Divin e myster y i s within th e individ -
ual, a s well a s between hi m an d hi s neighbor . Ma n i s fully himsel f onl y 
when h e detache s himsel f fro m th e mas s s o a s t o reflec t i n hi s bein g 
"the imag e o f God." "Complet e y e shal l be," says the Torah , "wit h th e 
Lord your God. " 6 Th e polarit y tha t Judaism establishe d i s between ma n 
and God , wit h th e lov e o f neighbor a s a  corollar y o f th e lov e o f God . 
"Thou shal t love him a s thyself, I  am the Lor d th y God. " 7 

The lov e o f Go d present s t o ma n th e visio n o f a n infinit e task . T o 
love Go d i s no t t o wallo w i n sentimentality , bu t "t o mak e Hi s Nam e 
beloved i n th e world. " 8 I t is , therefore, t o b e loya l t o a n idea l kingdo m 
that ca n neve r b e full y realize d i n thi s mundan e world . Thi s loyalt y 
serves a s a  chec k upo n th e we b o f politica l loyalties , i n whic h w e ar e 
involved. 

In thi s view , th e stat e i s ideally no t a n all-consumin g Leviathan ; no r 
is it simpl y th e suprem e focu s o f loyalties; rathe r i t i s the socia l contex t 
within whic h w e ar e t o fulfil l ou r obligation s t o ou r neighbor s an d t o 
the Kingdo m o f God . Thus , religiou s humanis m reject s al l concept s o f 
the state , whic h ar e base d eithe r upo n th e analog y o f a  biologica l 
organism o r tha t o f a  machine . Th e idea l i s t o hav e a  minimu m o f 
force an d maximu m o f persuasion—a societ y o f individuals respondin g 
voluntarily t o call s o f dut y an d compassion . Th e individua l i s th e 
enduring focus o f all values, while th e communit y o f which h e i s a part 
continues t o change . A t on e time , i t wa s th e clan , the n th e tribe , the n 
the nation . 

To th e Greek s o f old , th e Polis  was th e cente r an d circumferenc e o f 
all laws and al l duties. I t i s difficult fo r u s today t o realiz e tha t state s an d 
nations to o ar e transitor y phenomena , lik e th e Polis  i n th e classica l 
world. A n Atlanti c communit y ma y aris e i n ou r day , supersedin g th e 
nation-states. Th e idea l societ y i s always in th e future . W e mus t recog -
nize th e tensio n betwee n th e empirica l state , withi n whic h w e belon g 
and b y th e law s o f whic h w e ar e bound , an d tha t visio n o f humanit y 
which loom s a s a potential realit y on th e horizon . 
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NATURAL LA W AND TH E LIF E O F THE FAMIL Y 

What rol e doe s th e La w o f the Tora h pla y toda y i n th e lif e o f the non -
Orthodox Jew? I t no longe r control s hi s daily life, an d th e ritual s whic h 
it prescribe s ar e observe d spottil y an d sporadicall y b y mos t people . I n 
the absenc e o f universall y recognize d synod s an d councils , a  taci t con -
sensus allow s som e section s o f th e La w t o becom e inoperativ e an d 
obsolete, excep t fo r th e ultra-Orthodox . Yet , eve n toda y th e Law , 
insofar a s it i s studied o r followed , serve s a s a symbolic reminde r o f th e 
duty o f obedienc e t o th e positiv e la w o f th e communit y an d o f rever -
ence fo r th e moral-spiritua l La w o f God . I n Judaism , th e la w o f th e 
land i s sacred , i f i t i s enacte d o n th e basi s o f equalit y fo r al l citizens — 
"The la w o f th e governmen t i s law." 9 A t th e sam e time , w e ar e calle d 
upon t o b e mor e tha n law-abidin g an d t o g o "beyon d th e lin e o f th e 
law," i n th e ques t o f tha t "whic h i s goo d an d righ t i n th e eye s o f th e 
Lord." Th e Absolut e La w o f righ t an d merc y i s no t merel y a  distan t 
ideal; i t i s a  living reality , a s firmly fixe d i n th e natur e o f thing s a s ar e 
the physica l laws of the universe . 

Do w e the n reaffir m th e ancien t doctrin e o f "natura l law"?—Ye s 
and no . Yes , insofar a s the natur e o f the spiri t i n itsel f is concerned; no , 
insofar a s ou r tota l comprehensio n o f thes e law s i s concerned . I t i s 
significant tha t th e "Seve n Precept s o f Noah, " reflectin g th e universa l 
imperatives o f God, wer e neve r spelle d ou t i n detail . 

All th e expression s o f th e huma n spiri t ar e structure d i n term s o f 
laws—descriptive an d narrative . Thes e ar e mos t exac t i n th e domai n o f 
knowledge, especiall y o f inanimate matter . Ou r categorie s becom e les s 
accurate i n th e science s o f life . I n th e real m o f esthetics , w e canno t 
speak o f rigid laws , only o f norms o f design an d harmony . Ther e i s also 
a genera l consensus , i f not universa l agreement , i n som e area s o f ethica l 
conduct. 

Yet, thes e norm s an d categorie s d o no t encompas s th e depth s o f th e 
human situation , whic h i s constantl y changing . Eve n i n th e cas e o f 
physical matter , w e encounte r fres h riddle s th e momen t on e o r anothe r 
mystery i s solved . Th e law s tha t summariz e ou r knowledg e ar e bein g 
steadily and subtly transformed b y the growth o f our understanding . W e 
know tha t the essenc e o f reality elude s ou r grasp , even while we emplo y 
methods o f research which presuppos e th e iron inexorabilit y o f the law s 
of nature. 
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We thin k o f God a s the sourc e o f personality a s well a s the creato r o f 
the cosmos . Th e affirmatio n o f Divin e unit y i n th e "Shema " affirm s 
precisely thi s mysteriou s identit y o f Perso n an d La w i n th e Divin e 
Being. Ever y perso n i s a  blen d o f characte r an d freedom , a  reliabl e 
structure o f patterns o f feelings, couple d wit h a n unpredictabl e sponta -
neity. I n th e Suprem e Being , tha t w e encounte r i n th e glo w o f love a s 
in the regularities o f our existence , spontaneity an d invariant law coexis t 
in a  mysterious unity . 

So, the Wil l o f God i s revealed for u s in the texture o f moral-spiritua l 
laws, as well as in the free an d creative flow  o f empathy, the love of Go d 
and man . Th e tw o form s o f revelation , lov e an d law , mus t b e balance d 
against eac h other , wit h lov e losin g som e o f it s infinit e freedom , an d 
the la w advancin g i n it s slo w an d shamblin g manne r towar d th e ne w 
perspectives opene d u p by the eye s of love. 

In th e domai n o f sex an d love , w e recogniz e th e myster y o f Divin e 
creation. W e affir m th e validit y o f th e comman d no t t o abus e God' s 
greatest gif t t o us . Ou r fundamenta l convictio n i s tha t se x belong s 
preeminently t o th e whol e o f our personality ; hence , withou t lov e an d 
the fullnes s o f self-giving implie d i n love , i t i s a travesty an d a  mocker y 
of ou r ow n inmos t being . I n love , w e accor d suprem e valu e t o th e 
mysterious essenc e o f the person who i s the objec t o f our affection . Bu t 
love i s also fre e an d unpredictable ; proverbiall y "blind, " i t ca n b e easil y 
abused and delusive . Hence, sex  must be fitted withi n a  context define d 
by law , which safeguard s it s mystique , it s sanctity , fosterin g th e feeling s 
of mutua l reverenc e i n th e tw o person s concerned . Also , sinc e th e 
community i s affected b y the consequence o f sex, no tw o people ca n d o 
what the y please without affectin g societ y as a whole. The discoverie s o f 
modern psychoanalysi s hav e brough t fres h evidenc e t o suppor t th e 
belief tha t th e sexua l instinc t affect s th e whol e o f ou r menta l makeup . 
So, sex  canno t b e lef t t o th e momentar y impuls e o f th e individual s 
concerned, a s exponent s o f th e "ne w morality " ma y assert . To o muc h 
of the individua l an d to o muc h o f society ar e involve d fo r an y feeling s 
of the momen t t o be decisive . 

But, whil e th e regulatio n o f lov e belong s withi n th e mora l la w o f 
God a s well a s the positiv e la w o f th e community , th e exac t specifica -
tions o f such law s canno t b e fixed  wit h finalit y fo r al l time . Allowanc e 
must b e mad e fo r th e changin g pattern s o f socia l lif e a s well a s for th e 
ebb an d flow  o f human sentiments . W e find  i n Scriptur e a  deep aware -
ness of the horro r o f sexual sins and deviations , but w e canno t maintai n 
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that th e penaltie s fo r adulter y an d sodomy , prescribe d i n th e Bible , ar e 
valid today . Ye t thes e ar e certainl y sins ; s o too , ar e al l extramarita l 
relations—they furtivel y tain t man s highes t expression s wit h frau d an d 
self-deceit. 

In th e cas e o f birth-control , w e d o no t concu r tha t "natura l law " 
prohibits th e us e o f contraceptiv e devices . Her e i s a n exampl e o f th e 
failure o f man s imagination t o keep pace with th e growing complexitie s 
of our globa l problems . W e repudiat e th e notio n tha t th e sol e functio n 
of the sexua l ac t i s to produc e children . A s we interpre t th e accoun t o f 
man s creation, th e woman wa s designed t o be man s companion. Whil e 
it i s a  Divine injunctio n "t o b e fruitfu l an d t o multiply, " thi s comman d 
is properly fulfilled , accordin g t o th e Talmud , whe n a  family possesse s 
two children , accordin g to some, and four children , accordin g to others . 

In th e Talmu d an d th e Codes , birth-contro l practice s ar e limite d t o 
only a  few specia l cases , those i n whic h th e lif e o f the mothe r migh t b e 
endangered b y pregnancy , o r whe n a  communit y suffer s fro m famine . 
However, Conservativ e an d Refor m Jew s hav e hel d tha t a  suprem e 
reverence fo r huma n lif e dictate s th e prope r spacin g o f children . I t 
requires tha t emphasi s b e place d o n th e qualit y o f th e mothe r s lif e 
and o n th e righ t atmospher e fo r th e rearin g o f children . Th e mer e 
multiplication o f human being s i s not a n en d i n itself . Society , then , ha s 
a positiv e obligatio n t o furthe r th e promotio n o f birth-contro l knowl -
edge an d th e disseminatio n o f whatever aid s are available. 10 

As t o abortion , bot h Phil o an d Josephus expres s th e sens e o f horro r 
felt b y Jews a t suc h a  flagrant  attemp t "t o destro y God' s structur e an d 
His Work." 11 O n th e othe r hand , th e unbor n foetu s i s regarde d a s 
simply a  par t o f th e mother' s body , unti l i t ha s emerge d ou t o f th e 
birth-canal. Therapeuti c abortio n wa s generall y allowed , wit h th e lif e 
of the mothe r takin g precedence ove r tha t o f the unbor n child. 12 

With ou r presen t knowledg e o f the slo w growt h o f th e embryo , w e 
do no t estee m th e unbor n foetus , especiall y i n th e earl y stages , t o b e a 
human being . Hence , ther e i s room fo r th e positiv e law o f the commu -
nity t o determin e th e case s whe n abortio n b e permitted . Sinc e th e 
foetus i s part o f the mother , sh e an d he r husban d shoul d hav e th e righ t 
to determin e whethe r a n abortio n shoul d b e performed . But , th e 
moment a  chil d i s born , i t acquire s th e statu s an d dignit y o f a  huma n 
being. Fo r man y centurie s Judaism proteste d agains t th e paga n practic e 
of abandoning o r killing unwanted children . 
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PRINCIPLES O F SOCIAL ETHIC S 

In th e domai n o f socia l an d economi c life , w e recal l tha t th e Jewis h 
religion was born i n a  recoil of the sou l from th e horro r o f enslavement . 
In th e firs t o f th e Te n Commandments , th e Lor d i s identifie d a s th e 
author o f freedom . Th e Sabbat h i s ordaine d fo r tw o reasons—on e t o 
emphasize man' s kinshi p wit h th e Suprem e Being , Wh o contemplate s 
serenely the work o f His hands; the other , t o afford al l servants and eve n 
animals th e opportunit y t o res t on e da y a  week. Ma n wa s designe d t o 
be free , t o be like God , i n Hi s creative labor an d Hi s cal m reflection . 

At th e sam e time , th e leader s o f societ y wer e urge d t o ordai n law s 
that woul d mitigat e th e hardship s resultin g fro m huma n inequalit y an d 
the caprice s o f fortune . Th e Jubile e year , th e returnin g o f fields  t o 
their origina l owner s an d th e liberatin g o f th e slaves , i s a n exampl e o f 
Pentateuchal legislatio n i n thi s area . So , too , i s the cancellatio n o f debt s 
in th e sevent h year and th e prohibition o f usury. 

However, eve n i n ancien t times , thes e law s were insufficien t t o con -
trol th e bligh t o f poverty . Hence , th e injunctio n t o establis h charitabl e 
enterprises i n behal f o f the poor . "Th e Hol y One , blesse d be He , loves 
the poor." 13 

In Talmudi c law , artisans were permitted t o ban d int o guild s in orde r 
to establis h standard s fo r thei r trad e an d t o fix  prices . Merchant s wer e 
allowed to use various gimmicks t o attrac t customer s t o thei r stores . But 
there wer e als o certai n definit e limit s upo n thes e rights . Th e residen t 
scholar an d th e representativ e head s o f th e communit y ha d t o approv e 
the regulations o f the guilds . The merchant s were no t allowe d t o charg e 
more tha n th e righ t price , eve n whe n th e deman d fa r exceede d th e 
supply. Workers could band together t o strike against an employer. Eve n 
a single worker ha d the righ t t o discontinu e workin g a t any time, "eve n 
in th e middl e o f th e day." 14 However , a  strik e wa s justified onl y i f it s 
purpose wa s t o compe l th e employe r t o submi t t o arbitratio n i n accor -
dance with th e Tora h (din  Torah). 

What ar e th e basic , inalienabl e right s o f man? The y ar e th e circum -
stances tha t ar e neede d fo r th e realizatio n o f hi s humanity , th e "imag e 
of God " withi n him . I n th e cours e o f history , differen t "rights " an d 
"freedoms" becom e essential , i f me n ar e no t t o b e "dehumanized. " 
Stalin i n hi s constitutio n fo r th e U.S.S.R. , an d Pop e John XXII I i n th e 
encyclical "Pace m i n Terris, " hav e writte n o f th e "righ t t o work. " 
Certainly, government s ar e obligated t o provide a  minimum subsistenc e 
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for al l who, fo r on e reaso n o r another , canno t fit  int o th e norma l space s 
of the economi c system . Already, th e Book o f Deuteronomy make s th e 
elders o f a city responsible fo r th e lif e o f all who ente r it s boundaries. 15 

Justice Brandei s maintaine d tha t ever y perso n shoul d hav e th e righ t 
to choos e betwee n stayin g i n hi s ow n nativ e lan d an d emigratin g t o 
another country . Pop e John XXII I expresse d a  similar view. I n Judaism, 
this righ t appear s t o b e fundamental , fo r w e belon g t o Go d first  an d 
only secondaril y t o a  particula r natio n o r state . Thus , th e first  Divin e 
command t o Abraha m wa s t o g o fort h fro m hi s nativ e land . An d th e 
first o f the Te n Commandment s introduce s th e Lor d a s the On e "wh o 
took the e ou t o f the lan d o f Egypt, ou t o f the hous e o f bondage." Th e 
ceremony o f pidy  on  haben,  th e redemptio n o f th e firstborn , i n th e 
course o f which th e fathe r "buys " hi s so n fro m a  priest, dramatize s th e 
principle tha t a  chil d belong s t o God , no t t o th e state , no r th e tribe , 
nor eve n th e family . 

In general , Judais m doe s no t insis t o n on e o r anothe r economi c 
system, bu t i t assert s th e inadequac y o f al l systems . I n a  societ y wher e 
free enterpris e i s th e rule , Judaism assert s th e constan t nee d t o comba t 
poverty an d t o safeguar d th e freedo m an d dignit y o f the individual . I n a 
socialistic society , i t woul d stres s th e sanctit y o f the huma n perso n an d 
the inviolabilit y o f hi s basi c rights . Whateve r th e existin g structur e o f 
society, th e Visio n o f Perfectio n loom s abov e it , a s a  goa l an d a s a 
standard o f judgment. 

The Messiani c ardo r o f Judaism i s directe d towar d th e buildin g o f a 
just, eve n a  perfec t society , her e o n earth . Bu t thi s massiv e forc e i s 
balanced by the built-in cautio n agains t the belief that an y concrete pla n 
or any visible structure i s indeed Messianic . Jewish histor y i s as dramatic 
a warnin g agains t pseudo-Messianism , a s Jewish idealis m i s a  persisten t 
source o f Messiani c longing . I n th e non-Orthodo x real m o f discourse , 
the Messia h i s a  symbo l o f th e attainmen t o f perfection , i n th e lif e o f 
the individua l a s i n societ y generally . But , s o paradoxica l i s huma n 
nature, tha t actua l perfectio n i s almos t a  contradictio n i n terms . Th e 
Messianic idea l ca n onl y loo m o n th e horizo n a s a  many-splendore d 
vision, urgin g mankin d t o advanc e alon g th e divers e pathway s o f th e 
spiritual life , bu t i t canno t b e full y realized . I f th e Messia h claim s t o 
exist her e an d now , h e i s a false Messiah . 

The dominatin g moti f o f Jewish socia l ethic s i s therefore melioristic , 
rather tha n Messianic—tha t is , w e ar e bidde n t o improv e ou r society , 
not t o impos e a  perfec t pla n upo n it . Th e Talmu d assert s tha t w e ar e 
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not permitte d t o force  th e comin g o f th e Messiah , onl y t o haste n hi s 
arrival by deed s o f charity an d repentance. 16 W e ar e therefor e enjoine d 
to b e activ e builder s o f th e "Kingdo m o f God, " bu t als o t o kno w 
that ou r effort s canno t bu t b e fragmentar y an d mor e ofte n tha n no t 
contradictory. A s we note d earlier , th e religiou s spiri t i s at once conser -
vative and reforming . 

THE VIRTU E O F WISDO M 

Perhaps th e mos t significan t insigh t o f Jewish ethic s i s it s stres s o n th e 
supreme valu e o f learning an d thought . Ou r entir e literatur e bear s th e 
impress o f this ideal . Th e prophet s reproache d th e peopl e fo r thei r lac k 
of "th e knowledg e o f God." 17 I n th e Ethics  of the Fathers, th e pilla r o f 
Torah i s put befor e thos e o f worship an d deed s o f charity.18 Hille l wen t 
so fa r a s to asser t "tha t h e wh o doe s no t lear n i s deserving o f death." 19 

The "houses " o f Hille l an d Shamma i debate d fo r severa l year s a s t o 
whether learning is more importan t tha n good deeds. 20 They conclude d 
that learnin g i s indee d mor e important , for , i n additio n t o it s ow n 
worth, i t ultimately lead s to al l kinds o f good deeds . 

In rabbini c literature , learnin g wa s no t simpl y th e totalit y o f huma n 
wisdom, bu t th e specifi c lor e o f Judaism—Torah, Talmud , an d Com -
mentaries. However , a s a basic ideal , the pursui t o f truth wa s implicit i n 
the ardo r o f Torah-learning . Th e Tora h wa s t o b e studie d "fo r it s ow n 
sake." I n th e activit y o f th e intellec t w e ente r th e compan y o f th e 
Divine, a s it were . 

Can w e recaptur e thi s insight i n behal f of our ow n age ? 
We see m t o be livin g in a n ag e o f exploding education . Th e college s 

are bursting with eage r students, and the Federa l Governmen t i s prepar-
ing t o ente r thi s field  o n a n unprecedente d scale . Still , th e emphasi s i s 
utilitarian. Educatio n i s essential t o prepar e peopl e fo r goo d jobs an d t o 
make i t possibl e fo r the m t o lear n ne w skill s whe n thei r ol d jobs ar e 
no longe r available . I t i s als o a  prerequisit e fo r a  health y democracy . 
Accordingly, th e emphasi s i s now place d o n mas s education and , i n th e 
universities, o n th e sciences . 

But w e nee d t o realiz e tha t religio n itsel f is expressed i n par t throug h 
the ques t o f trut h an d th e acquisitio n o f wisdo m fo r it s ow n sake . 
Learning mus t b e understoo d a s a high purpos e o f life, no t merel y a s a 
way t o improv e on e s earning power . A s Rabb i Zado k pu t it , w e mus t 
not tur n wisdo m int o " a spade with whic h t o dig." 21 
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This emphasi s would , i n th e cours e o f time , chang e th e prevailin g 
spirit i n ou r academi c campuses . Student s woul d no t b e drive n t o 
equate learnin g wit h grades , an d professor s woul d no t b e presse d t o 
"publish o r perish." Learnin g would b e esteeme d a s a way o f life, nobl e 
in it s ow n right . Whateve r profession s w e ma y choose , w e nee d t o 
acquire th e zes t for wisdo m a s the suprem e valu e o f the goo d life . 

The ne w ag e o f automatio n i s likel y t o provid e man y peopl e wit h 
leisure hour s tha t the y coul d wel l utiliz e i n a  continuou s progra m 
of self-education . Bu t educatio n require s emotional , henc e religiou s 
motivation: "th e beginnin g o f wisdom i s the fea r o f the Lord." 22 

In th e Wester n World , th e mark s o f a  religious lif e hav e been identi -
fied almos t exclusivel y wit h th e virtue s o f faith , hope , an d charity . 
Noble a s these qualitie s are , the y ca n b e easil y suborne d an d pu t t o th e 
service o f fanatic s an d benighte d crusaders . Doe s no t histor y affor d a 
thousand illustration s o f this melancholy fact ? Indeed , th e virtue o f self-
criticism is as essential to faith , persona l o r collective , as a steering whee l 
is t o a  car . Th e tas k o f aggiornamento  i s a  divin e imperativ e fo r ever y 
generation an d fo r ever y faith . I t i s the Wor d o f God i n action—"Th e 
soul o f man i s a candle o f the Lord , searchin g his inmost parts." 23 

The practic e o f self-criticism i s our onl y safeguard agains t the tyrann y 
of th e mob , which , a s Plat o warne d us , i s th e peculia r diseas e o f 
democracy. Mass  educatio n mad e possibl e th e kin d o f totalitaria n 
thought-control tha t eve n th e medieva l worl d di d no t know . Th e sof t 
virtues o f faith , hope , an d charit y ar e o f little hel p i n resistin g totalitar -
ian idolatry . Propagandist s d o no t disput e th e maxi m "lov e your neigh -
bor"; the y merel y distor t th e imag e o f th e neighbo r int o tha t o f a 
monstrous fiend.  An d distortion s o f thi s typ e exer t a  peculiar appea l t o 
the "poole d pride " o f th e people . Blood y crusade s ar e fa r mor e likel y 
to be initiated by calls addresed t o man' s noblest instinct s than by appeal s 
to hi s selfishness . Thi s i s particularly tru e i n ou r day , when nuclea r wa r 
could onl y resul t in th e tota l impoverishment , i f not th e annihilation , o f 
mankind. 

It woul d see m tha t onl y madnes s coul d driv e th e worl d t o a  nuclea r 
holocaust. Yet , such madness will surely wear the mask of the Messiah — 
it wil l inaugurat e th e "Reic h o f a  thousan d years, " i t wil l establis h th e 
"classless" society , i t wil l "mak e th e worl d saf e fo r democracy. " Onl y 
the readines s o f people t o accep t th e scalpe l o f criticis m a s th e cuttin g 
edge o f faith i s likely t o protec t u s agains t a  resurgence o f the seductiv e 
delusions o f pseudo-Messianism . 
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THE ETHIC S O F RAC E AN D GROU P RELATION S 

It i s now generall y accepte d tha t nationa l boundarie s d o no t constitut e 
the limit s o f our ethica l obligation . So , the Tora h begins th e teachin g o f 
Judaism with th e narrativ e tellin g of the creatio n o f mankind . 

In additio n t o ou r dutie s a s America n citizens , w e ow e certai n 
obligations t o thos e wh o shar e ou r fait h an d ou r histori c heritage ; w e 
possess a  certai n kinshi p wit h thos e wh o shar e ou r cultur e an d ou r 
freedoms; w e ar e obligate d t o serv e th e entir e societ y o f mankind . 
There i s no nea t wa y i n whic h thes e dutie s ca n b e meshe d together . I n 
the perspectiv e o f th e Wa y an d Visio n polarity , w e recogniz e tha t a 
dynamic transitio n fro m on e socia l pattern o f loyalties t o anothe r i s th e 
rule rathe r tha n th e exception . 

First, withi n th e boundarie s o f America . A s a  "natio n o f nations, " 
creating on e communit y ou t o f divers e ethni c strain s an d religiou s 
traditions, Americ a canno t bu t striv e fo r a  unit y o f sentimen t an d 
fellowship a s well as of multifarious strand s of law. While we begin wit h 
the la w affording equa l justice t o all , without an y distinction s o f race o r 
creed, w e canno t b e conten t wit h th e bar e bone s o f lega l justice, bu t 
must supplemen t i t wit h th e sentiment s an d aspiration s o f a  commo n 
fellowship. I f th e Frenc h nation , emergin g suddenl y int o th e ai r o f 
freedom, foun d i t necessar y t o ai m a t fraternity , a s wel l a s libert y an d 
equality, w e canno t se t a  lesse r goa l fo r America . Th e inne r logi c o f 
patriotism doe s no t permi t u s t o sto p shor t o f thi s consummation . 
Hence, th e nee d o f supplementin g th e lega l structur e o f th e natio n b y 
positive act s o f philanthropy an d concern , interethni c an d all-America n 
in scope , tha t wil l hav e th e effec t o f creatin g a  true America n brother -
hood, no t merel y a  congeries o f competing groups . 

It follow s tha t w e nee d t o comba t th e divisiv e spiri t o f racism , 
whether i t arise s amon g "whit e supremacists " o r "blac k nationalists. " 
Upon al l o f us , ther e rest s th e dut y t o hel p thos e wh o fo r historica l 
reasons were lat e i n enjoyin g th e benefit s o f American society . We hav e 
to complet e th e law s o f equalit y b y charitabl e concer n fo r thos e wh o 
stand in th e doorwa y o f our society , partly i n an d partl y out , eithe r i n a 
social, o r in a n economic , o r in a  cultural sense . 

However, i n ou r driv e fo r nationa l unity , w e mus t no t ignor e eithe r 
the claim s o f individual s o r th e value s tha t ar e inheren t i n th e subcul -
tures o f ou r society . I t wa s th e speciou s sire n cal l fo r unit y tha t i n ou r 
time serve d th e fascis t dictator s s o well . Th e Visio n o f Unit y tha t w e 
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seek mus t no t b e a  doctrinair e mold , impose d fro m without , bu t a n 
organic realit y growing ou t o f the American Way ; integrating it s values, 
not crushin g the m int o th e monolithi c gra y o f conformity . Th e imag e 
of th e "meltin g pot " suggest s th e ultimat e homogenizatio n o f society , 
its turning into a  viscous soup , without an y lumps. In the realm of ideals 
and sentiments , th e abstractionis m o f radical s ma y b e a s vicious a s th e 
prejudice o f reactionaries; wit h du e attentio n t o th e existin g patterns a s 
well as the looming vision , w e ca n onl y ai m a t the growt h o f fellowshi p 
and mutua l regard , no t th e obliteratio n o f differences . 

In th e integratio n o f th e Negro , th e Mexican , an d othe r races , 
our guidin g polic y mus t b e t o guar d th e right s o f th e individua l an d 
to administe r even-hande d justic e t o all . Ou r governin g principl e i s 
equality o f opportunity , rathe r tha n egalitarianism , th e attemp t t o im -
pose a n artificia l leve l o f equalit y upo n al l groups . W e kno w fro m th e 
sad annal s o f ou r histor y tha t suc h attempt s creat e discor d an d stifl e 
the creativ e talent s o f thos e wh o hav e mos t t o giv e t o society . I n 
the interest s o f th e natio n a s a  whole , w e canno t allo w th e organiza -
tion o f ethnic group s o n a  quasi-political basis , groups tha t woul d fight 
each othe r fo r th e spoil s o f th e nationa l economy . Th e bitte r rivalr y 
of racis t pressure-group s i s a  corrosiv e poiso n tha t ou r societ y ca n il l 
afford. 

An econom y tha t i s open t o al l individuals o n th e basi s o f meri t wil l 
be supplemente d b y a  cultura l atmospher e tha t i s receptiv e t o al l idea s 
and values , allowin g th e divers e ethni c subculture s an d religiou s faith s 
to mak e thei r respectiv e contribution s t o America n culture . Whil e i t i s 
true tha t some Americans have no subcultur e o r religious faith t o enric h 
their lives , w e mus t insis t tha t onl y a n inverte d sens e o f justice woul d 
require tha t al l social-cultura l enclave s b e erase d i n orde r t o mak e al l 
"equal." 

TENSIONS BETWEE N NATIONA L AN D 
TRANSNATIONAL VALUE S 

To wha t exten t shoul d ethni c an d religiou s subgroup s maintai n thei r 
bonds o f unit y wit h thei r coreligionist s o r thei r respectiv e nationa l 
homelands? O n th e on e hand , th e subgroup s shoul d recogniz e th e 
rightfulness o f th e overridin g loyaltie s o f th e America n nation . Thi s i s 
the contex t int o which , a s individuals, we assum e ou r right s and obliga -
tions. O n th e othe r hand , al l cultura l values , feeling s o f kinships , an d 
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sentiments o f philanthropy ar e worth-whil e i n themselves ; hence , thei r 
claim upo n u s i s tha t o f mora l values , which , i f possible , ough t t o b e 
incorporated int o ou r life . 

In th e even t o f a  conflic t betwee n thes e parochia l value s an d th e 
interests o r ideal s o f th e America n nation , th e latte r tak e precedence . 
Such i s the implicatio n o f the moral-lega l contex t o f our day . 

The emphasi s o n th e sanctit y o f th e individua l i n ou r traditio n 
implies tha t i t i s fo r th e individua l t o resolv e suc h matter s o f cultura l 
conflict a s do no t concer n th e natio n a s a whole. I n turn , th e choic e b y 
the individua l i s t o b e mad e o n th e basi s o f hi s mora l obligatio n t o 
sustain a s man y a s possibl e o f th e positiv e value s impingin g upo n hi s 
personality. O n th e on e hand , h e shoul d familiariz e himsel f wit h th e 
constellation o f value s i n hi s heritage , s o tha t hi s choic e wil l no t b e 
determined b y ignorance ; o n th e other , h e shoul d recogniz e tha t al l 
historic cluster s o f idea s an d sentiment s ar e creation s o f contingen t 
circumstances. Bor n i n tim e past , inevitabl y the y mus t chang e o r b e 
changed wit h th e passag e o f time . Th e onl y endurin g source s o f valu e 
are living individuals an d universa l ideals . 

As a  genera l rule , w e ma y distinguis h betwee n th e politica l lega l 
context, i n whic h ther e canno t b e roo m fo r "nation s withi n nations, " 
and th e spiritua l domain , containin g religiou s values , historica l associa -
tions, an d philanthropic activities , where diversit y o f loyalties i s creativ e 
rather tha n competitive . Th e mor e a  ma n learn s o f othe r cultures , th e 
more i s h e conditione d t o appreciat e hi s own ; th e mor e a  perso n 
concerns himsel f with th e need s o f his ow n ethni c group , th e mor e h e 
is likel y t o b e sensitiv e t o th e need s o f hi s fello w citizens . Yet , thes e 
generalizations mus t b e teste d i n practice , fo r w e kno w onl y to o wel l 
that ethni c loyaltie s ca n become constrictiv e an d self-centered . 

In thi s area , the world-wide experienc e o f the Jewish people demon -
strates th e danger s a s well a s the potentialitie s o f ethni c enclave s withi n 
a nation . O n th e whole , w e ca n sa y tha t moder n Jews hav e learne d t o 
effect a  viable synthesi s between thei r loyaltie s t o th e Jewish peopl e a s a 
whole an d thei r bond s o f unit y wit h th e respectiv e nation s amon g 
whom the y hav e lived. The y hav e confine d thei r Jewish loyaltie s t o th e 
areas o f religion , antidefamation , an d philanthropy , whil e the y hav e 
reserved thei r nationa l loyaltie s fo r thei r respectiv e states . Thi s solutio n 
has been upse t onl y in periods o f extreme turbulence . 

Now tha t th e Stat e o f Israe l is ready an d willing t o accep t thos e wh o 
wish t o b e par t o f th e Jewis h nationa l homeland , thos e wh o op t t o 
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remain i n thei r nativ e land s ca n retur n i n goo d conscienc e t o th e 
normative patter n o f adjustment i n th e Diaspora . T o be sure , a  twiligh t 
area o f uncertaint y remains—th e host-natio n migh t becom e narrowl y 
zealous, succumbin g t o th e "know-nothing " mentalit y whic h take s 
offense a t th e slightes t resistanc e t o ful l homogenization . Also , th e 
Jewish grou p migh t s o interpre t it s religious-ethni c heritag e a s t o pre -
empt th e whol e spectru m o f nationa l feelings , leavin g onl y th e oute r 
shell o f th e overal l legal-politica l context . Cultura l subgroup s migh t 
become s o exclusivel y concerne d wit h thei r ow n specifi c ethni c inter -
ests a s to introduc e th e swor d o f ethnocentri c warfar e int o th e vital s o f 
the nation . Needles s t o say , a n ethni c grou p s o minde d an d s o consti -
tuted ca n hardl y contribut e t o th e promotio n o f thos e feeling s o f 
fraternity tha t ever y nation strive s to attain . 

If Jewish histor y teache s u s anythin g a t all , i t i s th e nee d o f activel y 
cultivating feeling s o f fraternit y wit h th e host-nations , an d th e dir e 
disasters tha t ar e sur e t o follo w th e failur e t o attai n thi s consummation . 
This failur e ma y deriv e fro m a  narrowin g o f th e visio n o f th e host -
nation, an d i t ma y als o b e du e t o th e rigidit y o f th e ethni c minorities . 
In any case , the ethica l problem o f an ethni c minorit y i s affirmatively t o 
develop it s philanthropi c activitie s i n suc h a  manner a s to embrac e th e 
entire nation , thereb y contributin g t o th e creatio n o f a fraternal society . 
As th e Talmu d teaches , "W e ar e obligate d t o fee d th e poo r o f othe r 
nations alon g wit h th e poo r o f Israel , i n orde r t o improv e th e way s o f 
peace."24 O n th e othe r hand , th e host-natio n mus t rais e th e sight s o f 
national unit y t o th e plan e o f cultural-mora l values , s o tha t it s residen t 
minorities ma y b e embrace d b y it s cultura l an d socia l dimensions , a s 
well as by its political boundaries . Both group s mus t recogniz e tha t the y 
are in a  transitional context , betwee n th e existin g pattern an d th e visio n 
of the future . 

Within th e Jewish community , th e debat e o n thi s issu e i s stil l bein g 
formulated i n terms o f the choic e betwee n survivalis m an d assimilation . 
The proponent s o f bot h alternative s see k t o impos e a  visio n o f thei r 
own upo n th e protean reality . In the actua l situation, th e living commu -
nity a t any on e tim e ca n hardl y d o mor e tha n tak e a  few step s in eithe r 
direction. I t canno t envisio n al l contingencie s an d i t canno t preten d t o 
"guarantee" th e en d tha t i t seeks. Inevitably th e debat e degenerate s int o 
a contes t between competin g pseudo-Messianic frenzies . 

In th e perspectiv e o f ou r analysis , th e actua l issu e i s o n th e plan e o f 
the contemporar y Way , rather than o n th e futuristi c plan e o f the Vision . 



78 
Contemporary Issues 

Naturally, th e cherishe d Vision , eithe r o f th e perpetua l enduranc e o f 
the Jewish identit y o r o f its total dissipation , exert s it s proper pul l upo n 
the comple x o f values i n th e present . Bu t w e mus t no t presum e t o pla y 
the par t o f God , wh o alon e know s th e End . I n th e contemporar y 
situation, w e fac e th e issu e o f incorporatin g a s many creativ e value s a s 
possible i n ou r lif e an d i n th e live s o f ou r children . W e focu s attentio n 
on th e livin g individuals , her e an d now ; i t i s thei r happines s an d thei r 
moral growt h tha t shoul d determin e ou r decision . Ther e wil l b e n o 
unanimity o n thi s scor e either , bu t the n th e alternative s ar e clea r an d 
concrete. A s t o th e future , i t wil l gro w ou t o f ou r action s an d th e 
actions of our successors ; hence we are called upon t o ac t so as to haste n 
the Messiah s advent , bu t no t "t o forc e th e end. " Thus , th e Midras h 
comments o n th e verse , "Don' t touc h m y messiahs—thes e ar e th e 
children o f our schools. " 25 

The Golde n Rul e applie s to socia l groupings a s to individuals . Whil e 
every grou p i s entitle d t o preserv e it s ow n integrity , i t mus t kee p itsel f 
"open" t o th e ideals , values , an d individual s tha t imping e upo n it . A 
"closed" society , barring it s gates eithe r agains t th e coursin g current s o f 
doctrine o r agains t peopl e wh o migh t wan t t o becom e par t o f it , i s i n 
standing violation o f the elementary principles of good manners . "Goo d 
fences mak e goo d neighbors, " i s a n ol d adage ; yet , a s Rober t Fros t 
pointed out , th e barrier s mus t no t b e raise d to o high , an d onl y wher e 
they ar e absolutely necessary . 

PEACE AN D TH E INTERNATIONA L ORDE R 

The Hebre w prophet s projecte d th e visio n o f a  united societ y o f man -
kind, i n whic h al l "th e familie s o f th e earth " wil l joi n togethe r t o 
eliminate th e scourge s o f war, injustice , an d poverty . Yet , i n th e Jewish 
tradition, pacifis m finds  littl e support , fo r w e mus t no t imagin e a t an y 
one tim e tha t th e millenniu m i s alread y here . W e ar e calle d upo n t o 
strive fo r th e realizatio n o f th e drea m o f huma n perfection—a s i f i t 
could b e achieve d tomorrow . Bu t w e mus t begi n wit h th e existin g 
patterns o f international relation s an d wor k fro m there , takin g a  step a t 
a time. 

Nevertheless, individua l Jews ma y inclin e t o on e edg e o f th e spec -
trum an d becom e "conscientiou s objectors. " The y ma y dra w thei r 
convictions fro m th e mystica l strea m i n th e Jewis h heritage , whic h 
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asserts tha t al l i s in th e hand s o f God . Al l tha t ma n ca n d o i s t o refrai n 
from evil . O r the y ma y com e t o fee l that , a s Jews, the y stan d outsid e 
history; the y hav e bee n assigne d a  uniqu e tas k an d consigne d t o th e 
realm o f eternity . Hence , the y mus t no t immers e themselve s i n th e 
power struggle s o f the nations . Whil e i n ou r judgment suc h view s ma y 
seem "extremist, " w e hav e t o recogniz e tha t i n th e dynami c polarit y o f 
Judaism, som e smal l group s wil l clin g t o eithe r on e o f th e tw o poles . 
Such peopl e shoul d b e allowe d t o serv e th e natio n i n way s tha t accor d 
with thei r religious convictions . 

With ou r emphasi s o n justic e a s wel l a s o n love , w e ca n advanc e 
toward th e Idea l Societ y i n tw o ways : b y helpin g t o buil d a n interna -
tional networ k o f institution s o f justice, an d b y engagin g i n variou s 
international project s o f benevolence. Th e firs t tas k i s largely a  govern -
mental effort . A  reig n o f la w amon g nation s ma y b e establishe d b y 
degrees, throug h th e extensio n o f international la w an d th e promotio n 
of internationa l institutions . Th e Unite d Nation s organizatio n shoul d 
be encourage d t o buil d u p a n internationa l civi l servic e an d a  panel o f 
judicial administrator s who , perhaps , would b e require d t o giv e up thei r 
individual citizenship s an d becom e worl d citizens , a n affiliatio n tha t 
would entitl e the m t o liv e anywher e an d t o b e protecte d b y a  specia l 
covenant. Fro m suc h a  panel, th e me n an d wome n wh o administe r th e 
various U.N. project s coul d wel l be drawn . Ultimately , thi s panel migh t 
include renowne d judges , wh o woul d b e selecte d t o arbitrat e an y an d 
all international disputes . We canno t expec t tha t a n orde r o f law wil l b e 
established overnight , bu t neithe r ca n w e dela y indefinitel y th e begin -
ning o f such a n order . 

The secon d tas k i s largely personal , th e extensio n o f a  helping han d 
to those in need, regardles s of existing barriers. The Peac e Corps projec t 
of Presiden t Kenned y an d th e vas t Foreig n Ai d Progra m ar e particula r 
expressions o f thi s activity . I n thi s field , ther e i s ampl e roo m fo r th e 
initiative o f private individuals . 

The Jewish people , recallin g th e evil s o f nationa l zealotry , ar e likel y 
to brin g t o thi s effor t th e impetu s o f thei r histori c tradition . Also , th e 
wide dispersa l o f Jews throughou t th e glob e make s the m awar e o f th e 
need o f stretching the bonds o f fellowship acros s national boundaries . A 
residue o f the sens e o f alienation, howeve r wea k an d muted , remain s i n 
the mind s o f Jewish people , an d thi s feelin g serve s t o immuniz e the m 
against the temptatio n t o lay down rigi d lines eithe r fo r th e characte r o f 
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the natio n o r fo r it s destiny . Jews ar e th e natura l "protestants " agains t 
national idolatrie s an d th e outcropping s o f chauvinis m i n al l ethni c 
groups. 

The youn g Stat e o f Israe l ha s alread y launche d a  far-flun g foreig n 
aid program , wit h th e objec t o f extendin g technica l assistanc e t o th e 
underdeveloped nations . Thi s progra m i s still in it s infancy; yet , alread y 
it serves more tha n fifty  nations . 

WAR I N TH E NUCLEA R AG E 

The inventio n o f the A  and H  bomb s pose s the questio n whethe r ther e 
are an y contingencie s i n whic h a  nuclea r catastroph e ma y b e ethicall y 
justified. I t i s now fairl y certai n tha t nuclea r weapon s hav e not bee n pu t 
by th e majo r power s i n th e categor y o f poison gases , tha t b y commo n 
consent were no t t o be used in the even t o f war, save possibly in isolate d 
cases. Atomi c weapon s ar e no w s o thoroughl y integrate d int o th e 
armament o f th e regula r force s tha t a  majo r war , i n whic h bot h side s 
would refrai n fro m usin g atomic weapons , i s now scarcel y conceivable . 

Diplomacy i s i n par t a t leas t th e ar t o f usin g th e threa t o f wa r a s a 
way o f preventin g it . Fo r nuclea r weapon s t o serv e a s a  "deterrent, " 
their employmen t unde r certai n condition s mus t b e "credible. " I f w e 
assume that a  full-scale wa r would resul t in th e obliteratio n o f all huma n 
life o n earth , ca n w e stil l conceiv e a  contingency whe n a  nation migh t 
be justified i n launching tha t ultimat e catastrophe ? 

The logi c o f our entir e analysi s negate s an y attemp t t o introduc e th e 
Absolute int o th e ethica l equation . N o alternativ e ca n be s o utterly evi l 
as t o justif y th e tota l destructio n o f humanity . Suppos e Hitle r ha d 
obtained complet e contro l o f th e entir e globe , an d suppos e h e ha d 
proceeded t o annihilat e th e Jews, t o decimat e othe r races , and to se t u p 
a universa l slav e system . Eve n then , h e woul d hav e die d on e day , an d 
his follower s woul d hav e regaine d b y degree s thei r huma n sanit y an d 
dignity. N o evi l ca n b e s o tota l o r s o eterna l a s t o justif y th e tota l 
annihilation o f civilized mankind . 

Long ago , the rabbi s laid i t down a s a governing principle , "Al l sins a 
person ma y commi t i f th e alternativ e i s th e los s o f hi s life , exceptin g 
these three—idolatry , sexua l immorality , an d murder." 26 I n othe r 
words, a  perso n doe s no t hav e th e righ t t o caus e th e deat h o f a n 
innocent individua l in order to save his own life . By way of explanation , 
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the Talmud adds , "Why shoul d you thin k tha t your blood i s redder tha n 
that o f another?" 

In th e cas e o f nuclea r warfare , th e victim s woul d b e million s o f 
innocent bystanders . Thus , eve n i f w e coul d fee l tha t ou r ow n lif e 
would b e saved , w e hav e n o righ t t o tak e th e live s o f noncombatants . 
Moreover, th e Talmu d recognize s th e right s o f generations ye t unborn . 
A witnes s wa s urge d t o reflec t tha t hi s testimony , i f false , woul d brin g 
upon hi m the guil t of "the blood o f the innocent man' s unborn childre n 
and descendant s t o th e en d o f all generations." 27 

In th e cas e o f atomi c warfare , th e geneti c damag e t o futur e genera -
tions i s itsel f sufficien t caus e t o ba r us e o f th e bom b t o "protect " an y 
interest o f the natio n whatever , no t exceptin g it s independence . 

As we hav e pointed out , nationa l independence an d eve n the surviva l 
of a  nation' s collectiv e identit y ar e no t absolut e values . Onl y Go d i s 
Absolute, an d Hi s image i n ma n i s the sourc e an d focu s o f all values. 

An ethica l principle , suc h a s reverence fo r th e live s o f th e innocent , 
should ran k highe r i n ou r scal e o f value s tha n ou r ow n lives . S o th e 
Talmud declared , "I f a  grou p o f peopl e i s told—giv e u s on e fro m 
among you , an d w e shal l kil l him ; i f not , w e shal l kil l you'—le t the m 
all be killed , but the y should no t yield a  person fo r execution . However , 
if that on e person i s specified, lik e Shev a ben Bichri, 28 the n the y shoul d 
surrender him , tha t the y migh t no t al l b e killed . Sai d Res h Lakish — 
'Only whe n tha t perso n i s deservin g o f death , lik e Shev a be n Bichri. ' 
Rabbi Yohana n said—'eve n i f he i s not deservin g o f death. ' " 2 9 

Occasions ma y aris e whe n a  natio n migh t hav e t o swallo w it s prid e 
and surrende r it s independenc e i n orde r t o sav e th e live s o f it s peopl e 
and preserve thei r ideals . Jeremiah counsele d th e peopl e o f Jerusalem t o 
lay dow n thei r arm s an d t o g o int o exil e i n Babylonia , t o guar d th e 
purity o f thei r fait h whil e bowin g t o th e yok e o f nationa l slavery . Th e 
reason tha t resistanc e t o idolatr y wa s ranke d s o hig h i n rabbini c ethic s 
as to requir e martyrdo m i s the perennia l tendenc y o f men t o deif y thei r 
collective image . I n th e Roma n Empire , th e emperor s an d th e geniuse s 
of Rom e wer e worshippe d a s i f the y wer e Divine . W e toda y ar e to o 
sophisticated t o mak e us e o f th e ol d naiv e terms , bu t th e spiri t o f 
national apotheosi s i s mor e rampan t tha n i n an y previou s age . I n fact , 
the greates t servic e religio n ca n rende r i n ou r da y i s t o kee p people s 
from absolutizin g thei r temporar y selves . Th e Visio n i s always ahea d o f 
us—not here , no t now , no t withi n ou r grasp . 
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From a  strictl y ethica l viewpoint , w e canno t escap e th e logi c o f 
Absolute Nuclear  Pacifism—that is , th e non-us e o f th e Bomb , eve n a s 
retaliation fo r a  direc t attack . However , th e existin g pattern s o f societ y 
would mak e suc h a  polic y illusor y an d self-defeating . I t woul d b e 
impossible to secure an enforceable an d verifiable ba n on th e productio n 
and th e possessio n o f nuclea r weapons . I n th e presen t circumstances , 
"the balanc e o f terror,' ' derivin g fro m th e possessio n o f suc h weapon s 
by both side s in th e worl d struggle , i s serving mor e effectivel y tha n th e 
balance o f power i n th e past . 

In Judaism, we are cautioned t o examine ethica l questions in the ligh t 
of thei r consequences , no t merel y i n term s o f thei r inheren t ethica l 
quality. Living in thi s mundane world , w e mus t no t assum e tha t w e ca n 
suddenly plung e int o th e perfec t worl d o f th e future , o r ac t a s i f w e 
were ther e already . I n th e presen t contex t o f internationa l affairs , th e 
cause o f peac e woul d no t b e serve d b y a  unilatera l renunciatio n o f al l 
nuclear weapons o n th e part o f the United State s or the NAT O powers . 
On th e othe r hand , t o liv e i n awarenes s o f th e tensio n betwee n th e 
Vision an d th e Way , mean s t o refus e t o stan d still , bu t t o b e ever -
straining towar d th e ideal . Whatever th e necessitie s o f the momen t ma y 
be, w e dar e no t accep t the m a s th e unyieldin g verdict s o f history , bu t 
we mus t mov e towar d th e visio n o f ou r hearts , a  fe w step s a t a  time , 
even i f no comparabl e concession s from ou r opponent s ar e immediatel y 
forthcoming. W e mus t accep t th e principl e o f nuclea r retaliatio n fo r 
nuclear attacks , refraining fro m escalatin g th e struggl e a s much a s possi-
ble. A t th e sam e time , w e mus t inaugurat e a  race fo r peace , b y seekin g 
out divers e way s in which w e ca n ac t t o reduc e th e hea t o f the struggl e 
and provide a  fitting exampl e fo r ou r opponents . 

But th e greates t contributio n tha t religiou s group s ca n mak e towar d 
the building o f a permanent peac e i s to remov e th e aur a o f the Absolut e 
from th e social-politica l issue s o f the da y N o wa r i s likely t o brea k ou t 
in ou r day , withou t a  prio r explosio n o f th e apocalypti c frenzy , whic h 
sees th e ultimat e struggl e a s th e battl e betwee n th e Childre n o f Ligh t 
and the Childre n o f Darkness. I n the light o f the glowin g embers o f ou r 
faith, w e shoul d recogniz e ou r ow n shortcoming s an d th e transitor y 
nature o f our economi c an d socia l patterns. We , too , liv e under Divin e 
Judgment, an d i t i s no t fo r u s t o play  th e rol e o f God , al l ove r th e 
world. 

At th e sam e time , ou r fait h shoul d kee p u s from th e si n o f distortin g 
the imag e o f ou r opponents . I t i s s o natura l an d s o seductivel y eas y t o 
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portray th e opponen t i n luri d colors , tha t i t migh t b e wel l fo r religiou s 
groups t o concentrat e thei r mora l forces o n th e fron t o f public informa -
tion. Th e communists , b y thei r controlle d pres s an d thei r bar s agains t 
migration, hav e been th e chie f offenders o n thi s score . But, o n ou r side , 
too, ther e hav e been failure s a t communication . W e ba r ou r correspon -
dents fro m visitin g China . An d th e pseudo-patriotis m o f ou r editor s 
leads the m voluntaril y t o distor t th e imag e o f ou r opponents , a s com -
munist editor s ar e persuaded t o do , by fea r o f censorship . 

The religiou s group s i n ou r fre e societ y shoul d lavis h thei r resource s 
on th e cultivatio n o f the visio n o f humanity, i n th e ful l knowledg e tha t 
the interests o f the state will be fully take n car e of by its secular agencies . 
In thi s endeavor , ou r majo r tas k wil l be t o maintai n a  counterbalancin g 
endeavor agains t the perversio n o f our natio n s image an d the distortio n 
of ou r antagonis t s image resultin g fro m th e natura l feeling s o f ethno -
centric arroganc e an d "collectiv e thought. " 

MONOSATANISM, SUBVERSION , AN D INTERVENTIO N 

In th e worl d vie w o f monotheism , th e creativ e force s i n th e univers e 
are believe d t o deriv e fro m on e source . Go d i s Trut h an d Lov e an d 
Peace. But , th e divers e evil s o f huma n lif e ar e du e t o man y unrelate d 
factors. Ther e i s not i n oppositio n t o God , a n Ahriman , a n all-encom -
passing Principl e o f Evi l tha t rival s Hi m i n unit y o f purpose an d con -
centration o f power . Sata n i n th e Bibl e i s als o a n obedien t servant . 
Mastema of the Boo k o f Jubilees an d Ashmedai,  th e princ e o f the devils , 
belong t o popula r religion . Fo r th e populac e find s i t easie r t o believ e i n 
the unit y o f satanic force s tha n i n th e unit y o f the Divine . Monosatan -
ism is more commo n tha n monotheism . 

The assumptio n tha t al l the unres t i n ou r world i s due t o communis m 
corresponds t o th e equall y fatuou s dogm a o f th e communist s tha t al l 
the evi l i n th e worl d i s due t o capitalism . Bot h axiom s ar e example s o f 
contemporary monosatanis m i n th e secula r domain , th e on e are a o f lif e 
which moder n ma n take s seriously . Actually , socia l unres t i s more ofte n 
the rule , i n huma n affairs , tha n th e exception . Thucydide s tell s u s tha t 
the Gree k citie s o f his da y were divided , eac h i n tw o cities . Th e battle s 
between th e popula r an d th e aristocrati c faction s wer e interrupte d onl y 
occasionally by the ris e o f a ruthless tyrant . An d eac h faction sough t ai d 
from th e super-power s o f the day—Athen s o r Sparta , Persia , Macedo -
nia, o r Rome . 
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If th e Unite d State s an d Russi a wer e simpl y super-power s i n a 
shrunken globe , the various factions i n the infantile an d adolescent area s 
of the worl d woul d stil l have aligne d themselve s wit h on e o r th e other . 
They woul d hav e invente d ideologie s t o justify thei r plea s fo r help , i f 
such ideologie s ha d no t alread y existed . 

However, i n man y area s o f the worl d w e hav e acte d a s if there wer e 
only on e commo n enemy , a s if we wer e confronte d no t b y a n ideolog y 
but b y th e conspirac y o f a  fe w mastermind s t o contro l th e entir e 
human race . Livin g i n a  countr y wher e th e socia l struggle s o f th e 
underprivileged neve r reache d th e boilin g poin t o f revolution , w e find 
it difficul t t o imagin e tha t i n man y area s o f th e worl d a  genuin e 
democracy i s impossible. An d i t i s precisely i n thos e area s tha t commu -
nist subversion i s going on . Th e choic e ther e i s not betwee n democrac y 
and dictatorship , bu t betwee n th e maintenanc e o f on e rulin g grou p a s 
against another . 

We canno t maintai n tha t i t i s right fo r u s t o interven e i n a n interne -
cine struggle , suc h a s is going o n i n Sout h Vietna m o r suc h a s is likely 
to aris e i n Afric a o r Lati n America , i f the lega l governmen t invite s us . 
For w e kno w onl y to o wel l tha t suc h government s hav e n o rea l root s 
among th e people . Shoul d w e transfe r t o al l rulin g clique s th e ancien t 
illusion o f the Divin e Righ t o f Kings o r Hegel' s abstrac t idealizatio n o f 
the state ? Such notion s hav e don e incalculabl e har m i n th e past . 

By th e sam e token , th e communist s hav e n o righ t t o hel p th e so -
called "liberation " movements . Thes e struggle s ar e actuall y latter-da y 
imperial wars , le d b y government s tha t disavo w imperialis m an d deriv e 
no selfis h benefi t fro m thei r enterprises . Ye t thos e government s ar e 
equally guilt y o f imperialism , i n th e sens e o f extensio n o f influence , 
hidden unde r th e guis e o f a n ideologica l crusade—freedom , i n ou r 
case, "anticolonialism, " i n th e cas e of the communists . 

Crusades ar e perversion s o f religiou s idealism . I f th e moralisti c fig 
leaf wer e tor n away , thes e struggles , expose d i n thei r nake d brutality , 
would soo n simme r down . I n th e hybrid unio n o f idealism an d nationa l 
interests, the rea l interests o f the natio n ar e distorted by the pious patin a 
of propaganda . O n an y basi s o f enlightene d selfishness , crusadin g war s 
do no t mak e sense . The y ar e secularize d version s o f th e medieva l 
crusades, derivin g fro m th e distortion s o f th e politica l faith s o f th e 
Western World . 

A crusad e i s morally wrong , first,  becaus e i t i s likely t o b e base d o n 
false premise s eithe r initiall y o r a s i t continues ; second , becaus e i t i s 
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based o n th e ineradicabl e si n o f hubris,  the endeavo r t o pla y th e par t o f 
God. T o doub t ou r ow n wisdo m o r strengt h i s th e firs t implicatio n o f 
humility. W e canno t attemp t t o ru n th e affair s o f the whol e worl d an d 
to arbitrat e ever y dispute , becaus e w e mus t no t assum e tha t w e alon e 
are worth y o f th e trus t o f al l mankind . I f th e skepticis m o f th e Ag e o f 
Reason ende d th e frenz y o f th e religiou s wars , a  simila r skepticis m i n 
the domai n o f politic s i s likel y t o dampe n th e fervo r o f th e embattle d 
secular ideologies . Religiou s skepticis m wa s mad e possibl e b y fait h i n 
man; a  health y skepticis m i n regar d t o al l globa l crusade s derive s fro m 
faith i n God . 

Furthermore, i n vie w o f th e world-wid e competitio n betwee n th e 
Free World an d th e communists , we hav e to assum e tha t ou r opponent s 
will seek t o counte r ever y on e o f our move s t o comba t communis m b y 
equal and opposit e moves of their own . And we have to allow the mora l 
equivalence o f thei r efforts , i n man y part s o f the world , sinc e th e statu s 
quo government s i n forme r colonia l area s wer e institute d i n th e firs t 
place by thei r forme r masters . 

Should we , then , d o nothin g t o counte r th e deliberat e attemp t b y 
aggressive communis t nation s to destro y neighboring governments? No t 
by ourselves , bu t w e shoul d assis t th e Unite d Nation s an d it s agencie s 
to stan d guar d ove r the legitimate right s o f all peoples. 

RELIGIONS I N A  PLURALISTIC , SECULA R SOCIET Y 

The rol e o f th e historica l religion s i n th e pluralisti c societ y o f ou r da y 
cannot b e delimite d b y a  hard-and-fast rule—suc h a s by th e separatio n 
of religion an d government . Th e beginnin g o f wisdom i s t o recogniz e 
the interpenetration o f all elements o f culture an d th e restles s dynamis m 
of society. As there i s a democracy o f people, so there i s a correspondin g 
democracy o f ideas , a  certai n rang e o f freedo m fo r idea s withi n a n 
existing context . A t an y on e time , th e prevailing pattern i s a patchwor k 
of compromises , th e produc t o f histori c contingencies . A s situation s 
change, th e compromise s o f the pas t need t o be reviewed . 

The Jewis h attitud e t o th e relation s betwee n th e governmen t an d 
religion consist s o f tw o antithetica l principles—th e on e derivin g fro m 
the Bibl e an d Talmud , th e othe r emergin g ou t o f th e recen t centurie s 
of Jewis h history . I n th e ancien t traditio n o f Judaism , ther e wa s n o 
division betwee n religio n an d publi c lif e whatever . A s w e hav e seen , 
Moses Mendelssohn , livin g a t th e daw n o f th e Emancipation , con -
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tended tha t th e Mosai c unit y o f religio n an d stat e referre d t o a  unique 
period; henc e i t wa s no t normativ e fo r th e future . I n th e reconstitute d 
State o f Israe l i n ou r day , ther e i s stil l a  firm  integratio n o f th e Syna -
gogue an d the state . But, man y o f the non-Orthodox group s would lik e 
to separat e th e Synagogu e an d th e rabbinat e fro m th e agencie s o f 
government. 

In th e pas t tw o centuries , Jewish peopl e wer e impelle d t o associat e 
themselves with th e Libera l thesi s that governmen t o n al l levels must b e 
free fro m an y entanglemen t wit h religiou s bodies. The Jews drifte d int o 
the variou s Libera l camps , sinc e thei r right s an d thei r rootednes s i n th e 
lands of the Diaspora depende d entirel y on the acceptance o f the Libera l 
thesis. Th e Conservativ e partie s an d th e clerica l lobbie s coul d no t bu t 
resist the breakdown o f the wall s of the ghettos . 

Armed wit h tw o mutuall y contradictor y axioms , Jewish leader s can -
not b e unanimou s o n th e issue s o f religio n an d government . Th e 
Orthodox groups , derivin g thei r guidanc e fro m th e sacre d traditio n 
rather tha n fro m th e configuration s o f modern history , wil l be pron e t o 
build parochia l school s an d t o see k governmen t suppor t fo r them . Th e 
non-Orthodox, particularl y th e secularists , ma y g o s o fa r a s to deman d 
a doctrinaire , tota l separatio n o f al l the institution s o f faith fro m al l th e 
agencies o f government . A  synthesi s o f th e opposin g these s o f Jewish 
faith an d Jewish histor y i s still a desideratum . 

In ou r analysis , Judaism i s a  pattern o f institution s an d symbol s plu s 
an outreachin g o f ideals , sentiments , an d hopes . A  simila r situatio n 
obtains no t onl y in th e othe r faith s o f America, bu t i n secula r society as 
well. Fo r th e ter m "secular " doe s no t necessaril y impl y a  tota l divorc e 
from th e idea l conten t o f religion . America n societ y i s secula r i n a n 
institutional, no t i n a n idea l sense . I t stil l assumes tha t a  certain philoso -
phy o f life , containin g th e ideal s an d value s o f th e Judeo-Christia n 
tradition, wil l b e conveye d t o it s citizens , directl y o r indirectly . Ever y 
society mus t provid e fo r th e mora l an d psychologica l undergirdin g o f 
its social-legal texture . A communis t societ y ha s its commissars , a  fascis t 
its uniforme d squads . I n a  democrati c society , peopl e ar e no t "told, " 
or "trained, " bu t the y mus t stil l b e taught , guided , stimulated , an d 
motivated. 

It i s i n th e idea l dimensio n o f secula r societ y tha t w e hav e t o find 
room fo r th e ethica l cor e o f th e religion s o f the Judeo-Christian tradi -
tion. Thi s doe s no t mea n tha t w e assum e th e existenc e o f a  unitary , 
easily defined an d identified cor e o f ethical principles. I n each tradition , 
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there i s likely to be a  spectrum o f interpretations o f its ethical substance . 
But ever y religiou s communit y possesse s a n obligatio n t o contribut e t o 
the moral-spiritua l ela n o f the natio n a s a whole, a s well a s to mol d th e 
character o f its citizens. 

The attemp t o f th e Ne w Yor k Boar d o f Regent s t o formulat e a 
prayer, expressing the common cor e of American religions , was declared 
unconstitutional b y th e Unite d State s Suprem e Court . I t i s not fo r th e 
agencies o f governmen t t o fi x th e outline s o f th e commo n core . It s 
meaning ma y b e conveye d onl y indirectly , b y teachin g abou t th e reli -
gions o f th e community , fo r instance . Ther e i s nee d i n thi s are a fo r 
experimentation an d for th e spiri t o f accommodation, sinc e the alterna -
tive o f a  tota l "wal l o f separation " i s unthinkable . I t woul d driv e bot h 
the Churc h an d th e Synagogu e t o th e catacombs . 

The religion s o f th e Judeo-Christia n traditio n nurtur e a  commo n 
vision o f perfection fo r th e individua l an d for society , but the y articulat e 
this vision i n divers e ways . Within th e contex t o f a  democrati c society , 
they hav e a  twofol d obligation : t o maintai n th e distinctivenes s o f thei r 
own heritag e an d t o sensitiz e thei r peopl e t o th e appreciatio n o f othe r 
traditions. Th e first  obligatio n ha s bee n generall y recognize d i n ou r 
contemporary society . I t i s axiomatic fo r ever y religiou s communit y t o 
seek t o perpetuat e it s heritag e i n it s ow n way . Bu t th e secon d dut y i s 
equally important . W e hav e t o teac h ou r youn g t o understan d an d t o 
revere th e religiou s idea s an d th e symboli c panopl y o f the faith s o f ou r 
neighbors. I n th e past , we have acted a s if diverse religions were antago -
nistic t o eac h othe r a s a matter o f course . Th e differences  ar e o f cours e 
real, an d the y mus t no t b e blurred . But , ther e i s als o th e commo n 
heritage o f th e Judeo-Christian tradition , th e Hol y Scriptures , an d th e 
grand evolutio n o f th e cultur e o f th e West . Ther e i s als o th e commo n 
task t o comba t th e universa l evil s o f "extremism " i n spiritua l life -
fanaticism a t one end , nihilis m a t the other . 

Through ou r instrument s o f religious educatio n w e hav e no w begu n 
to guar d agains t th e buildin g u p o f "negativ e stereotypes " o f othe r 
faiths. A  sincer e effor t i s being mad e t o refrai n fro m identifyin g Jews a s 
"deicides," t o kee p fro m stigmatizin g Catholic s a s idolators , t o guar d 
against th e misrepresentatio n o f divers e Protestan t groups . Whil e thi s 
effort i s onl y i n it s initia l stages , w e shoul d loo k ahea d t o th e positiv e 
task o f teachin g ou r follower s t o appreciat e th e dept h an d grandeu r o f 
other faiths . Doe s on e religiou s grou p hav e th e right , o r eve n th e duty , 
to see k convert s fro m othe r groups ? Fro m th e standpoin t o f Judaism, 



88 
Contemporary Issues 

every religiou s communit y ca n find  salvatio n b y nurturin g th e cor e o f 
religious idealism , "th e Seve n Command s o f Noah. " Ther e i s no nee d 
for conversion , excep t i n th e cas e of intermarriage. W e recal l the word s 
of Micah , "Le t eac h peopl e wal k i n th e nam e o f it s God , an d w e shal l 
walk i n th e Nam e o f the Lord , ou r God." 30 

Missionary propagand a ca n be offensive , eve n thoug h i t be motivate d 
by a  self-sacrificing idealism . W e mus t rever e th e peopl e o f othe r faith s 
and admi t th e finitude  o f ou r ow n knowledg e abou t th e Infinite . I n a 
democratic society , al l religiou s group s shoul d maintai n a n attitud e o f 
openness t o eac h other . The y ca n onl y profi t b y learnin g fro m on e 
another an d b y laboring togethe r fo r th e need s o f the community . I t i s 
only th e "me n o f littl e faith " wh o ca n hav e an y reaso n t o fea r an y 
untoward consequence s resultin g fro m th e interreligiou s dialogue s tha t 
are becoming a  permanent fixture  i n ou r society . 

COMPARISON O F JEWISH AN D CHRISTIA N ETHIC S 

It i s extremel y difficul t t o establis h a  fai r basi s fo r th e compariso n o f 
Jewish an d Christia n philosophie s o f ethics . O n th e on e hand , whe n 
the tw o tradition s ar e take n a s historic wholes , i t i s easy t o se e tha t th e 
colors which ar e bright an d stron g in on e fait h ar e mixed an d mute d i n 
the other . O n th e othe r hand , bot h tradition s wer e deepl y transmute d 
by th e moder n spirit . Th e patin a o f modernism overlie s th e tw o faiths , 
obscuring th e difference s o f shade and nuance . Furthermore , th e Jewish 
as well as the Christia n tradition s are now s o deeply divided , i n doctrin e 
and i n practice , tha t a  philosoph y o f lif e purportin g t o b e Jewis h o r 
Christian i s mor e likel y t o reflec t th e persona l opinio n o f th e autho r 
and the temper o f his time, than i t is to represen t th e historica l tradition . 

Be i t note d tha t th e real m o f ethic s wa s no t a  battlegroun d i n th e 
ancient an d medieva l disputation s betwee n Jew s an d Christians . Th e 
issue wa s th e Messiahshi p o f Jesus , th e natur e o f th e Promis e i n th e 
Bible an d th e characte r o f God—al l els e wa s incidental . Thos e Jew s 
who accepte d th e Christia n interpretatio n o f the Messianic verses in th e 
Bible ha d n o difficult y i n acceptin g th e ethica l injunction s o f Jesus; th e 
self-sacrificing pietists , Essenic , Pharisaic , o r Hellenistic , wh o actuall y 
lived b y th e ethica l precept s o f Jesus , remaine d par t o f th e Jewis h 
community i f they did not accep t the dogma o f his being an incarnatio n 
of God's Word . 

To abstrac t a n ethica l issu e ou t o f th e eschatologica l contex t o f th e 
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first centur y i s hardl y instructive , thoug h bot h Jewis h an d Christia n 
authors hav e don e s o wit h gusto . O n th e Christia n side , writer s hav e 
asserted tha t Jewish ethic s wer e a t wors t legalistic , a t bes t a  rigid insis -
tence o n th e principl e o f justice, whil e Christia n ethic s wer e base d o n 
love. I n thi s juxtaposition , th e specifi c atmospher e o f Jesus ' lif e an d 
teaching wa s forgotten. A s Albert Schweitze r pointe d out , th e ethic s o f 
primitive Christianit y wa s "interim-ethik, " th e though t an d actio n o f a 
community tha t expect s dail y the en d o f the world . Hence , thei r proto -
communism, thei r tota l unconcer n wit h th e norma l task s o f society . 
With th e record s o f th e Qumra n sec t availabl e t o us , w e se e ho w a 
similarly minde d community , livin g i n anticipatio n o f Messiani c re -
demption, retreate d fro m th e world an d gav e itsel f up completel y t o th e 
service o f the Lord . 

We nee d hardl y ad d tha t th e Jewish traditio n fostere d th e virtue s o f 
love, compassion , an d fait h a s well a s those o f obedience t o law , justice, 
and reasonableness . Jewis h ethic s hav e bee n presente d a s th e field  o f 
tension betwee n th e Wa y an d th e Vision ; th e philosophi c counsel s o f 
balance, fitness,  an d harmony , constitutin g th e patter n o f th e La w a t 
one pole , an d th e religiou s passio n fo r suprem e self-givin g a t th e other . 
Leo Baeck , writin g fro m th e Jewish viewpoint , describe d th e Christia n 
ethic a s romantic, th e Jewish a s classical. This distinctio n i s justified onl y 
if w e narrowl y restric t ou r vie w o f Christianit y t o certai n specifie d 
periods. Thus , i n th e tim e o f Jesus an d i n th e Apostoli c period , w e se e 
a "threshold-mentality, " th e moo d o f a  peopl e livin g o n th e verg e o f 
the End , givin g al l fo r love . Suc h mood s wer e recreate d a t variou s 
times—by th e "Montanists " i n th e secon d century , th e Francisca n 
spiritualists, the Anabaptist s a t the tim e o f the Reformation , th e Englis h 
Radicals o f the seventeent h century . I n term s o f our analysis , we shoul d 
say tha t i n thos e period s th e tensio n betwee n th e Wa y an d th e Visio n 
was broken, wit h th e Vision o f the End becomin g al l in all . 

But the Christian s di d not normall y emulat e the Montanists , who, w e 
are told, woul d crow d int o th e Roma n governo r s chamber, pleadin g t o 
be allowe d t o die . Paul' s rejectio n o f th e La w an d Jesus ' injunction , 
"Judge no t tha t y e b e no t judged," di d no t preven t th e piou s Empero r 
Justinian fro m promulgatin g hi s code . 

Actually, Christianit y reestablishe d th e tensio n betwee n th e Wa y an d 
the Visio n whe n i t se t ou t t o embrac e th e philosophi c heritag e o f th e 
Greeks an d th e lega l principle s o f Roma n Law . Onl y a t rar e interval s 
did th e consumin g fire  o f romanticis m burs t asunde r th e restraint s o f 
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reason an d law . T o b e sure , i n Catholi c Christianity , i t woul d appea r 
that tw o ethica l code s ar e offered—on e fo r th e "religious, " th e othe r 
for secula r society . Yet , Catholic s woul d maintai n tha t ther e i s no brea k 
between th e tw o classes , onl y a  stat e o f mutua l challenge . Fo r monk s 
and nun s retrea t fro m th e world onl y i n orde r t o serv e i t better . 

The idealizatio n o f celibacy i s far mor e prevalen t i n Christianit y tha n 
in Judaism. Bu t i t woul d b e wron g i n ou r da y t o imput e t o Christians , 
Catholic o r Protestant , th e vie w o f St . Paul , tha t "i t i s better t o marr y 
than t o burn. " Marriag e i s a  hol y stat e o f life ; sanctit y embrace s th e 
whole o f man, no t merel y hi s soul . 

In general , Christian s an d Jews com e togethe r closest  i n th e real m o f 
ethics. Th e rigiditie s o f la w an d dogm a i n bot h camp s yiel d progres -
sively to th e softenin g effect s o f the histori c perspective tha t i s commo n 
to both o f them. Th e difference s i n th e nuanc e o f each idea l within th e 
two traditions are fruitful an d enriching for both. I f love in the Christia n 
tradition evoke s th e image s o f self-givin g an d self-denial , an d i f i n 
Judaism i t evoke s primarily devotio n t o th e buildin g o f the community , 
the tw o tradition s gai n i n dept h a s they welcom e eac h other s insights . 
In the infinite ques t fo r perfection , peopl e ca n onl y follow on e pathwa y 
at a  time , bu t b y imaginativ e empath y the y ca n fee l th e zes t an d 
grandeur o f thei r confrere s climbin g b y othe r path s towar d th e sam e 
broad summit . 
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4 
NEO-MAIMONISM 

THE TER M "Neo-Maimonism " i s coined i n the sam e manner an d fo r 
the same reason a s the well-known designations—Neo-Aristotelianism , 
Neo-Platonism, Neo-Thomism , Neo-Kantis m an d Neo-Hegelianism . 
Strictly speaking , w e shoul d spea k o f Neo-Maimonideanism , bu t w e 
prefer th e shorte r form , fo r th e sak e o f convenience . 

There ar e onl y s o many basi c position s tha t a  thinker ca n assum e vi s 
a vi s th e riddl e o f existence . An d al l seriou s scholar s ar e awar e o f th e 
historical root s o f thei r thoughts . So , th e end s o f logica l clarit y an d 
historical perspectiv e ar e bot h advance d whe n a  contemporar y move -
ment i s described a s a version o f a well-known historica l position . 

In th e cas e o f Neo-Maimonism , thi s polic y i s al l th e mor e t o b e 
commended becaus e th e "Guid e o f th e Perplexed " serve d a s a  touch -
stone o f philosophic speculatio n eve r sinc e i t appeared . T o th e religiou s 
liberals, i t wa s th e pilla r o f light , blazin g a  bol d pathwa y throug h th e 
arid wildernes s o f contendin g passion s an d superstitions . T o th e naiv e 
and th e literalists , th e philosoph y o f Maimonide s wa s a  snar e an d a 
delusion, eve n whe n the y admitte d tha t hi s Cod e wa s a  mos t preciou s 
part o f th e sacre d tradition . I n a  sense , th e Maimonidea n controvers y 
continued unabate d into ou r ow n time . While i n the thirteenth century , 
the questio n fo r th e literalists in regar d to th e "Guide " wa s "to burn , o r 
not t o burn, " th e subsequen t centurie s rephrase d th e alternatives , bu t 
they continue d th e debate . Th e ris e o f Kabbalah an d it s triumph , afte r 
the expulsio n fro m Spain , di d no t succee d i n suppressin g completel y 
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the influenc e o f Jewish rationalism . An d ever y ne w wav e o f enlighten -
ment wa s powerfull y assiste d b y th e momentu m o f th e Maimonidea n 
philosophy If  Hassidis m generall y scorne d th e "Guide, " th e Maskilim 
felt tha t i t propelled the m directl y int o th e intellectua l worl d o f the en d 
of th e eighteent h centur y Mose s Mendessoh n foun d tha t Maimonide s 
prepared hi m t o understan d Spinoza , Descarte s an d Leibnitz . Solomo n 
Maimon wen t directl y from Maimonide s t o Kant . Severa l decades later , 
Nahman Krochma l an d Samue l Davi d Luzzatt o defende d opposin g 
positions i n regar d t o th e plac e o f Maimonide s withi n authenti c Juda -
ism. I n th e pas t centur y an d a  half , whe n Jewis h intellectual s wer e 
beguiled by the spiri t o f the times to move in differen t directions , draw n 
now t o th e nationalist-romanticis t pole , now t o th e humanist-rationalis t 
pole, i t wa s th e adequac y o f th e Maimonidea n synthesi s tha t the y 
debated. 

Our generatio n i s called upo n t o undertak e a  basic reexaminatio n o f 
our conviction s an d goals . W e ar e n o longe r drive n b y desperatio n t o 
fight fo r shee r survival . I n Israe l an d i n th e fre e world , w e ar e suffi -
ciently secur e t o fac e th e ultimat e question s an d t o tak e seriousl y 
Maimonides' admonitio n t o le t ou r idea s gro w ou t o f th e fact s rathe r 
than t o tailo r ou r conviction s t o sui t ou r peculia r situation . 

On th e othe r hand , w e canno t gainsa y th e obsoletenes s o f Maimon -
ides' pictur e o f th e cosmos , wit h it s basi c categorie s o f Matte r an d 
Form, it s four earthl y element s an d th e etherea l substanc e o f th e heav -
enly bodies , it s many "spheres " an d "intelligences, " an d it s deference t o 
Aristotle's authorit y i n regar d t o al l matters "belo w th e moon. " Als o hi s 
knowledge o f comparative religio n an d o f history was inevitably minut e 
by ou r standards , thoug h h e pioneere d th e exploratio n o f these theme s 
for th e understandin g o f th e mizvot.  Again , w e canno t assen t t o hi s 
aristocratic disdai n fo r th e commo n people . Yet , i f w e transpos e th e 
living cor e o f hi s though t int o th e structur e o f natur e an d history , a s 
they appea r t o us , we arriv e a t a  philosophy o f life tha t i s balanced an d 
harmonious. Neo-Maimonis m als o harks bac k t o Maimonide s i n term s 
of th e approache s h e rejected—th e personalisti c voluntaris m o f Ib n 
Gabirol, th e ethni c romanticis m o f Judah Halevi , th e "reductionism " o f 
those wh o confine d al l thought withi n "th e fou r ell s o f Halachah," th e 
imaginative exuberanc e o f proto-Kabbalists an d eve n th e mild , superfi -
cial rationalis m o f Saadia . Eac h on e o f th e rejecte d viewpoint s ha s 
its counterpar t i n ou r time . Neo-Maimonism , therefore , i s definabl e 
negatively, a s well a s affirmatively . 



94 
Neo-Maimonism 

TENSION A T TH E HEAR T O F REALIT Y 

We begi n wit h th e pathway s tha t Maimonide s disdaine d t o follow . H e 
conceived hi s tas k t o b e th e resolutio n o f the perplexitie s troublin g th e 
educated Jew. O n th e on e hand , suc h a  person coul d no t conceiv e o f 
life withou t th e guidanc e o f Tora h an d th e assuranc e o f redemptio n 
contained i n it . O n th e othe r hand , h e wa s mad e uneas y b y th e litera l 
meaning o f man y verse s i n th e Torah , whic h describe d th e action s o f 
God i n cras s anthropomorphi c terms . M . preface s hi s might y effor t 
with th e confessio n tha t th e contradiction s i n Tora h canno t b e under -
stood wit h ful l clarity . Th e wises t ca n onl y ge t occasional , lightning -
like flashes  o f th e truth . ("Mor e Nebuhim, " Petiha ; Pines ' translation , 
The Guide  of  the  Perplexed  [Chicago, 1963] , p . 7. ) Onl y Mose s ca n b e 
said t o hav e perceive d th e mysterie s o f creatio n an d providenc e i n th e 
full ligh t o f day. But, Mose s i s more a  dogmatic tha n a  historical figure , 
with th e belief s concernin g hi m fallin g int o th e categor y o f "necessar y 
truths," t o be discusse d presently . 

At this point, w e cal l attention t o the modernity o f M.s position. Th e 
modern ag e in philosophy wa s opened b y Descartes , wh o proceede d t o 
subject al l experiences t o th e acid-tes t o f total doubt . Whe n w e face th e 
ultimate myster y o f existence , w e sens e th e tensio n betwee n th e pola r 
opposites o f bein g withi n ourselves . Th e rationa l point s beyon d th e 
rational; th e immanen t feeling s o f holiness intimat e Hi s transcendence ; 
the traditiona l account s o f Go d speakin g t o Hi s Chose n Peopl e ar e 
somehow right , ye t als o fa r to o narrow , to o particularistic ; sinc e Go d 
addresses Himsel f t o al l men . I n rar e moment s o f inspiration , Go d 
speaks t o thos e wh o ar e properl y qualified , bu t exceptin g Moses , Hi s 
"speech" i s filtered  throug h th e thic k strand s o f imagination . W e ar e 
torn betwee n ou r awarenes s o f creaturely dependenc e o n Him , withou t 
whose "everlastin g arms" we should instantly disappear , an d our rationa l 
conviction tha t w e canno t sa y o f Hi m augh t tha t i s meaningfu l an d 
affirmative. No r ca n w e eve r outgro w thi s stat e o f tension . Al l ou r 
attempts a t a  synthesi s ar e bu t s o man y word s strun g together , waitin g 
to b e fuse d int o fleeting  light s o f meanin g b y bolt s o f lightnin g fro m 
above. 

Is not thi s recognition o f our huma n conditio n essentiall y compatibl e 

*In thi s essay , w e shal l refe r t o Maimonide s a s M . 
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with th e visio n o f reality i n ou r time?—W e n o longe r thin k o f the flux 
of existenc e i n term s o f tin y billiard-ball s i n motion . Atoms , w e kno w 
now, consis t o f man y tin y particles , whic h ca n b e describe d bot h a s 
electromagnetic wave s and a s bits o f matter. Moder n physic s operate s i n 
terms o f field s o f force , whic h ar e condense d int o relativel y stabl e 
structures o f congealed energy . Every thin g is in reality an event , a  series 
of tremors , fixe d i n space , ye t infinit e i n outreach . Shoul d not , then , 
the huma n sou l i n it s confrontatio n wit h th e Infinit e Whol e o f th e 
cosmos be similarl y caugh t i n a  ceaseless tension ? 

On a  more popula r plane , we recal l Pascals famous remark—"reaso n 
which i s small enough fo r th e min d i s too smal l for th e heart ; i f it i s big 
enough fo r th e heart , i t i s too bi g fo r th e mind. " Here , then , i n simpl e 
language, i s that cluste r o f contradictions , whic h w e ca n resolv e onl y i n 
those moment s whe n hear t an d min d join t o lif t u s temporaril y abov e 
ourselves. Yet , i t i s no t knowledg e tha t w e glimps e i n thos e moments , 
but th e assuranc e tha t ou r inne r ques t fo r wholenes s an d consistenc y i s 
right, i n direction , i f no t i n content . W e mus t tr y agai n an d agai n t o 
understand i n lov e an d t o lov e wit h understanding , fo r onl y th e whol e 
man ca n approac h th e Creato r o f th e Whole . W e ar e launche d o n a n 
infinite road . 

"SOVEREIGNTY O F REASON " 

M. maintaine d tha t hi s "Guide " wa s th e firs t effor t t o dea l wit h th e 
mysteries o f Creatio n an d Providenc e (maasai  bereshit an d maasai  mer-
kava). (Moreh , Petiha ; Pines , p . 16. ) H e scorne d th e work s o f Saadi a 
and Halevi , a s being eithe r superficia l o r fallacious . T o him, a  "philoso -
pher" wa s a n Aristotelia n wh o recognize d th e swa y o f th e unvaryin g 
laws o f nature . Saadi a associate d himsel f wit h th e Mosle m schoo l o f 
Mutazila, an d Halev i reflecte d a l Ghazzali' s critiqu e o f "th e philoso -
phers." (Moreh , i , 71 ; Pines, p . 176. ) 

In a  large r sense , Saadi a an d Halev i represente d th e "shor t bu t lon g 
road" tha t popula r theologian s prefe r i n al l generations . Saadia' s wa y i s 
that o f superficia l rationalism . H e rejecte d th e coars e anthropomor -
phism o f literalists . I n M. s view , Mutazilite s though t the y remove d 
materialization fro m thei r notio n o f God , but , the y di d no t really , sinc e 
they ascribe d t o Him , emotiona l an d psychologica l factors . (Moreh , I , 
53; Pines , p . 119. ) Al l th e reference s i n th e Tora h an d th e Bibl e t o 
physical appearance s o f Go d appl y t o Hi s temporar y theophanies , no t 
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to Hi s ow n Being . So , ther e i s a  "create d light " o r divin e effulgence , 
which th e Lor d employ s a s a manifestation o f His Presence . Thi s lumi -
nous bod y calle d Kavod  or Shechinah  was see n b y Isaia h an d Ezekiel , b y 
"the elder s o f Israel, " an d b y som e o f th e Sages . Similarly , th e Creato r 
formed a  "created voice, " which spok e i n s o many word s t o th e proph -
ets an d t o Moses . I n thi s way , Saadi a manage d t o retai n th e litera l 
significance o f the anthropomorphi c passage s i n Scriptur e an d Talmud , 
without ascribin g t o Go d Himsel f an y materia l qualities . But , thi s 
method is , after all , an inventio n o f the imagination . I f the "lights " an d 
"voices" ar e no t themselve s divine , wh y shoul d w e assum e tha t the y 
attest t o th e trut h o f prophecy ? Wha t i s t o preven t u s fro m rejectin g 
them a s merel y visua l an d auditor y hallucinations?^I f the y ar e no t 
temporary an d detache d event s bu t integra l manifestation s o f th e Su -
preme Being , Hi s emanation s o r Hi s "Garments, " the n w e fal l bac k 
into th e tra p o f idolatry , wher e al l kinds o f images migh t b e sai d t o b e 
His representation s an d "incarnations. " Furthermore , trut h ca n onl y b e 
self-authenticating, a n extrapolatio n o f man's outreach , bu t no t a n alie n 
intrusion fro m anothe r realm— a communicatio n whic h ma n ca n onl y 
accept i n blin d faith . A s a  matte r o f fact , th e "create d light " an d th e 
"created voice" o f Saadia became th e basis of the neo-anthropomorphi c 
school o f the Ashkenaz i Hassidim . The y conceive d o f the Divin e mani -
festations a s permanen t "forms " o f th e Deity , allowin g th e fevere d 
imagination o f mystic s t o rhapsodiz e o n thei r vision s o f th e variou s 
parts o f the Divine anatomy . 

M. di d no t altogethe r rejec t th e doctrin e o f "create d lights. " H e 
granted tha t i t wa s helpfu l t o thos e whos e mind s wer e to o unsophisti -
cated to gras p the concep t o f an immaterial Deity . At least, thi s doctrin e 
kept the m fro m ascribin g materialit y t o Go d Himself . Also , i t i s ex -
tremely difficul t t o interpre t th e Pentateucha l descriptio n o f the gather -
ing a t Sinai , withou t thos e "lights " an d "sounds." 1 Yet , M . aime d t o 
raise hi s reader s t o a  highe r philosophica l level , whic h demand s inne r 
coherence an d reject s th e possibilit y o f self-containe d island s o f truth , 
breaking into man' s consciousness . 

In M.'s view, the sustained ques t o f man fo r truth , a s seen for exampl e 
in th e work s o f Aristotle , i s itsel f th e produc t o f revelation . Whe n a 
person's rationa l faculties  attai n a  pitch o f perfection, whil e hi s intuitiv e 
and imaginative powers are not equall y perfected, h e becomes a  specula-
tive philosopher . Th e schoo l o f Saadi a was , accordin g t o M. , remis s i n 
that the y accepte d uncriticall y th e premise s o f the Mosle m Mutazilites . 
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As a child o f his age, M. believe d tha t classica l Greek philosophy wa s a n 
integral par t o f th e esoteri c traditio n o f th e biblica l prophet s an d sage s 
of th e Mishnah. 2 M.' s historica l knowledg e wa s faulty , bu t no t hi s 
reverence fo r th e sovereignty , indee d th e holines s o f reason . T o him , 
systematic an d objectiv e reasonin g i s th e highwa y t o truth , an d Go d 
disdains thos e wh o forsak e th e manifes t principle s o f truth fo r th e sak e 
of pleasin g Him. 3 Th e anti-intellectualis t mentalit y o f a  St . Paul , a 
Tertullian, a  Luther , a  Kierkegaard , wit h thei r subjective , o r "existen -
tial" "truths " was to hi m a n abomination . 

Neo-Maimonism, too , assert s tha t rationalit y i s o f th e essenc e o f 
humanity. Ther e i s more t o humanit y tha n reaso n ca n comprehend , bu t 
the irrationa l an d th e subjectiv e canno t serv e a s clue s t o th e Imag e o f 
God i n man . T o love Go d i s to see k t o kno w Him , an d th e greate r ou r 
knowledge o f Him , th e greate r ou r lov e o f Hi m an d o f al l wh o ar e 
created i n Hi s image. 4 And God' s love o f us is manifested i n ou r lov e o f 
Him an d Hi s Kingdom o n earth . 

REJECTION O F ETHNI C MYSTICIS M 

M. scorne d th e Halevia n axio m tha t Jews an d Jews alon e ar e endowe d 
with a  special capacit y fo r th e "divin e manifestation. " T o Halevi , Jewish 
people occup y a n exalte d leve l i n th e hierarch y o f being , somewher e 
between th e angel s and the res t of mankind. Al l Jews inheri t thi s uniqu e 
intuition, whic h wa s given t o the m fo r th e sak e of humanity a s a whole. 
As Go d ha s chose n th e biblica l prophet s fo r th e purpos e o f bringin g 
His admonition s t o th e Jewish people , s o to o H e ha s chose n th e Jew s 
from amon g th e nation s an d endowe d the m wit h a  unique capacit y fo r 
things divine , an d assigne d t o the m th e tas k o f functionin g a s "th e 
heart" o f mankind . Thi s "heart " wil l regai n it s vigo r i n th e lan d o f 
Israel, an d the n al l mankin d wil l b e "saved " throug h Israel . However , 
even in the messianic future , ethni c Jews alone wil l serve as the channel s 
of communication betwee n Go d an d mankind , fo r onl y ethni c Jews ca n 
function a s prophets. 

The Halevia n approac h ha s no t los t it s popularit y eve n i n ou r ow n 
day. It s plausibilit y derives , no t alon e fro m it s seductiv e appea l t o th e 
hurt prid e o f a  persecute d people , bu t als o fro m th e uniquenes s o f 
Jewish history . Her e i s a  people tha t ha s bee n reduce d t o "dr y bones, " 
yet al l the nation s o f the wester n worl d wer e brough t t o th e servic e o f 
God throug h it s prophets. An d th e wester n worl d appeare d t o Europe -
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ans unti l recentl y t o b e synonymou s wit h civilize d humanit y If , then , 
in the past , Israe l served a s "a prophet unt o th e nations, " why no t i n th e 
future?—The fac t tha t thi s self-imag e entaile d th e anguis h o f martyr -
dom an d th e aur a o f dedicatio n t o th e servic e o f al l me n kep t thi s 
doctrine fro m turnin g narrowl y chauvinisti c an d narcissistic . Further -
more, wit h th e ris e o f romanti c nationalis m i n th e moder n world , th e 
Halevian approac h wa s rendered th e flatter y o f imitation by suc h popu -
lar "prophets" a s Fichte, Mazzini , Mickiewicz, Danilevsk i an d Dostoev -
ski. Ethnic mysticis m proved t o be fantasticall y contagious . 

Even th e builder s o f classica l Refor m an d cultura l Zionis m suc -
cumbed t o th e seductio n o f Halevian racism . Geiger , wit h al l his ratio -
nalism, based hi s Jewish theology , especiall y hi s concept o f Israel's "mis -
sion," o n th e axio m o f a n innat e Jewis h "genius " fo r religion . A'ha d 
Ha'am believe d tha t "th e nationa l ethnic " an d "th e nationa l soul " wer e 
all bu t atrophie d whe n th e peopl e o f Israe l wa s uproote d an d drive n 
into exil e an d tha t wit h th e retur n o f Jews t o thei r nativ e lan d Israel' s 
ancient geniu s woul d b e revive d an d revitalized . Echoe s o f mystica l 
racism aboun d i n th e work s o f Bube r an d Rosenzweig . A s Christia n 
theologians ar e perpetuall y tempte d t o transfe r th e myster y o f th e 
Divine Bein g t o "th e secula r city, " s o Jewish theologian s ar e equall y 
prone t o transfe r th e myster y o f Divin e onenes s an d uniquenes s fro m 
God t o th e peopl e o f Israel , o r t o th e lan d o f Israel , o r t o both . 
"Sanctified egotism " i s th e demoni c undersid e an d shado w o f tradi -
tional Judaism. 

M. refuse d t o indulg e i n collectiv e self-sanctification . Th e ques t o f 
truth i s not a  national monopoly . I t i s man qu a ma n tha t i s the subjec t 
of al l speculation s abou t God . T o limi t "th e divin e manifestation " t o 
Jews living in th e land o f Israel is as unworthy o f Jews a s it i s destructiv e 
of the principl e o f human equality , whic h i s affirmed i n th e Mishna.  T o 
be sure , i n hi s lette r t o th e Jews o f Yemen , M . foun d i t necessar y t o 
descend t o th e leve l o f popular mytholog y an d t o argu e tha t thos e wh o 
are descende d fro m th e me n an d wome n tha t stoo d a t Sina i canno t 
possibly disbeliev e i n th e promise s o f th e Torah . However , i n hi s 
"Guide," h e doe s no t restric t prophec y eithe r t o th e lan d o f Israel o r t o 
the peopl e o f Israel . The reaso n prophec y i s not attaine d i n th e lands o f 
exile i s due t o th e wretchednes s o f life i n thos e countries . (II , 36. ) An d 
in a  famou s chapte r (III , 51 ) h e rank s th e philosophica l saint s o f al l 
nations ahea d o f "Talmudists " an d mizvah-observers.  Also , i n th e wel l 
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known lette r t o R . Hisda i concernin g peopl e o f othe r faiths , h e avers , 
"God seek s the heart . .  .  ." 5 

Neo-Maimonism, too , disdain s th e mystiqu e o f racis m an d ethni c 
narcissism alon g wit h th e assorte d brand s o f anti-intellectualism . Al l 
who bas e their faith upo n thei r existentia l identification wit h th e histor -
ical caree r o f the Jewish people , affirmin g tha t suc h existenc e i s uniqu e 
and sui  generis,  simply be g th e question . Th e tas k o f reflectio n i s t o 
analyze, t o discove r relationships , t o demonstrat e th e universa l compo -
nents i n al l particula r events . Al l individuals , al l histori c peoples , ar e 
unique. An d th e convictio n o f bein g chose n b y a  suprem e deit y fo r 
high end s i s by no mean s unique , eithe r i n ancien t o r i n moder n times . 
To insis t o n th e uniquenes s o f th e Jewis h peopl e a s a n irreducibl e 
phenomenon, tha t ca n b e understoo d onl y b y referenc e t o th e meta -
historical, th e meta-philosophica l an d th e metaphysica l i s as irrational i n 
principle a s it i s vicious i n actual , historica l consequences . Fo r a  peopl e 
that i s lifted ou t o f the commo n ru n o f humanity an d envelope d i n th e 
ghostly haz e o f mythology i s far mor e likel y t o b e demeane d b y oppo -
nents a s subhuma n tha n t o b e exalte d a s superhuman . I f th e holocaus t 
demonstrates anythin g a t all , i t i s th e vulnerabilit y o f Jewis h peopl e 
to th e mystiqu e o f racism . Jew s shoul d b e i n th e forefron t o f th e 
fight agains t thi s socia l disease , no t promot e it . Haven' t w e bee n deci -
mated b y it s ravages?—Yet , s o strangel y seductiv e i s th e temptatio n t o 
mythicize ou r ow n bein g tha t th e Jewish "meta-myth " i s stil l a  poten t 
force i n ou r mids t and , owin g t o th e mirror-imag e effect , amon g 
Christians. 

THE QUES T O F SELF-TRANSCENDENC E 

M. wa s a  rationalist , bu t no t i n th e flat  sens e o f thi s term . Speculativ e 
reason, directe d towar d th e ultimat e mysterie s o f life , i s fa r mor e tha n 
the shee r proces s o f intellection . I n fact , on e mus t guar d agains t th e 
temptation t o plung e prematurel y int o reflectio n o n Go d an d creation , 
before on e ha s properl y prepare d himsel f fo r thi s arduou s an d perilou s 
task. Th e preparator y discipline s ar e no t onl y logi c an d mathematics , 
but ethic s an d esthetics . Also , on e mus t b e endowe d fro m birt h wit h a 
balanced disposition , whic h shun s al l tendencies t o exces s and exaggera -
tion. Th e prophe t mus t b e gifte d i n al l th e discipline s tha t ar e neede d 
for th e perfection an d balance o f the human personality . Hi s imaginativ e 
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and intuitiv e talent s mus t b e a s excellentl y attune d t o th e receptio n o f 
the Divin e Influenc e a s his intellectua l faculties . Th e prophe t share s i n 
the talent s o f the statesman , whos e spiritua l antenna e relat e hi m t o th e 
needs o f the communit y a s a whole, s o tha t h e sense s "the genera l will " 
of the nation , t o us e a  Rousseauist phrase . Th e prophe t i s also a  gifte d 
poet, creatin g myth s an d metaphor s tha t reverberat e wit h powerfu l 
resonance al l through th e ages . So , whil e th e ma n o f intellec t ca n onl y 
gain fro m th e Divin e Influenc e som e philosophica l reflections , an d th e 
man o f intuitio n an d imaginatio n ca n onl y b e inspire d b y th e sam e 
divine sourc e t o devis e som e ordinance s an d work s o f literar y art , th e 
one who i s gifted i n al l faculties o f outreach ca n hope to attain moment s 
of propheti c inspiration , tha t lea d hi m t o channe l divin e energ y int o 
the communit y o f Israel and th e societ y o f mankind. 6 

It follow s tha t man' s pathwa y t o Go d consist s i n th e attainmen t o f 
balanced perfection , o r t o pu t i t differently , th e ques t o f Go d i s depen -
dent o n th e attainmen t o f wholenes s an d harmony , sinc e Go d i s th e 
builder o f wholes. This emphasi s might be terme d classical . It resists any 
endeavor t o fragmentiz e th e huma n personalit y an d t o se t th e ideal s o f 
the spiri t ove r against the hunger s o f the flesh.  T o be sure , M. tende d t o 
downgrade sex  a s a  "shameful " activity . (II , 36. ) H e describe d th e 
Hebrew languag e a s "holy, " becaus e i t containe d n o word s fo r th e 
genital organ s an d employe d "pure " euphemism s fo r th e sexua l act . I n 
this respect , h e wa s probabl y influence d a s much b y th e feveris h over -
indulgence o f th e Mosle m prince s a s h e wa s b y th e teachin g o f Aris -
totle. But , hi s essentia l teachin g wa s i n keepin g wit h th e aim s o f th e 
classicist. H e regarde d th e healt h o f the sou l a s paralleling th e healt h o f 
the body , rejectin g th e Augustinia n clai m tha t th e lov e o f sel f oppose s 
and contradict s th e love o f God. 7 

Neo-Maimonist ethic s i s also a  blend o f the ques t fo r balanc e o f th e 
classicist an d th e lyrica l tempe r o f th e religionist . Alon g wit h M. , w e 
affirm th e ancien t principl e o f the Golde n Mean . Al l virtues ar e happ y 
syntheses o f opposing tendencies . But , man s perennia l ques t for whole -
ness lead s hi m agai n an d agai n towar d th e brin k o f self-transcendence . 
M. supplement s th e classica l ideal by the principle oiimitatio  dei,  though 
in his view this principle coul d be asserted only in a  metaphorical sense . 
To us , the urg e fo r self-transcendenc e i s a fact o f human nature , fo r w e 
cannot attai n self-fulfillmen t withou t surrenderin g t o a  high ideal . Th e 
consequences o f this hunger t o be part o f a greater whole ar e not alway s 
salutary. Peopl e ar e drive n o n occasio n t o serv e idol s an d t o rejec t th e 
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tensions o f freedom. Here , again , i s an illustration o f the danger s inher -
ent i n th e pola r tensio n withi n th e huma n soul . Self-surrende r t o a 
partial goo d ma y b e sociall y destructiv e a s much a s the anarchica l driv e 
for self-assertion . I n th e childhoo d o f th e huma n race , th e limite d 
whole which become s th e surrogat e o f God, i s the clan , th e trib e o r th e 
city-state. I t i s rar e individuals , philosophers , statesme n an d abov e al l 
prophets, wh o hav e opene d u p wide r horizon s fo r th e psychi c nee d o f 
self-transcendence. Plato , Aristotl e an d Xenopho n shattere d th e naiv e 
idolatry o f th e Greeks . Isocrate s expande d th e meanin g o f th e term , 
"Hellene," t o embrac e thos e wh o acquir e th e cultur e o f th e Greeks . 
And, i t wa s th e lon g lin e o f Hebre w prophet s tha t mos t effectivel y 
contrasted th e adoratio n o f th e On e Go d wit h th e steril e foll y o f 
worshipping an y an d al l idols . Th e patho s o f th e prophet s se t it s sea l 
upon th e deepes t layer s o f th e Jewis h heritage . "Leav e th e Israelite s 
alone—if the y ar e no t prophets , the y ar e surel y th e son s o f prophets. " 
(Pesahim 66a. ) 

The rejectio n o f idolatry i s an ethica l a s well a s a  theologica l princi -
ple. I t mean s tha t n o idea l i s mor e tha n a  fragmen t o f ou r tota l goal , 
more tha n a  way-station o n th e roa d t o persona l an d universa l perfec -
tion. I n ever y generation , th e classica l procedur e o f harmonizin g con -
flicting interest s an d ideal s issue s i n a  consensu s o f wha t i s reasonabl e 
and morall y obligatory— a Way , which i s then structure d int o law s an d 
ordinances (halachah).  But , alon g with thi s legal pattern, ther e i s also th e 
beckoning idea l o f greate r perfection— a Visio n o f the sublime , whic h 
is onl y diml y reflecte d i n articulat e ideals . Beyon d thes e ideal s i s th e 
Nameless One , t o who m alon e ou r worshi p i s directed . Th e concret e 
ideals o f th e ag e ar e al l to o readil y transforme d int o idols , an d th e 
resounding N o o f propheti c monotheism , impel s humanit y t o g o be -
yond th e "idol s o f th e market-place " i n ques t o f th e recedin g horizo n 
of perfection. "Withou t vision , a  people i s undone." 

The religiou s Liberal , by virtue o f his dynamic Vision , wil l be keenl y 
conscious o f the failure s o f the ag e an d th e limit s o f the regnan t ideals . 
To him , th e worshi p o f the On e Go d wil l resul t i n a n awarenes s o f ou r 
human sinfulness . W e as k forgiveness , no t alon e fo r th e sin s w e hav e 
committed, bu t eve n mor e s o fo r permittin g som e ideal s t o preemp t 
our tota l loyalty , shuttin g al l els e fro m ou r view . Si n i s th e failur e t o 
heed th e cal l of the whole—the whol e o f our self , the whole o f society, 
the whole o f the spectru m o f ideals, tha t i s the ligh t o f God . 

There i s a n ol d pietisti c commen t o n th e clai m o f th e Sage s tha t i n 
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time to come , God wil l slaughter Satan . Why shoul d Satan be punished ? 
it i s asked . Wa s i t no t hi s dut y t o mislea d an d seduc e people?—Th e 
answer is—Sata n wil l be punishe d for  th e mizvot  h e urged , no t for  th e 
sins tha t h e commended . Ho w beautiful!—Th e perfec t worl d wil l b e 
attained onl y when th e demoni c i s totally separated fro m th e divine— a 
consummation whic h ca n hardly be reache d i n ou r mundan e existence . 

THE MEANIN G O F GO D 

M.'s conception o f God i s the mos t misunderstoo d par t o f his system. I t 
is taken t o b e "Th e Unmove d Mover, " Wh o ca n onl y b e describe d i n 
negations. H e i s not thi s an d no t that . Whil e w e ma y thin k o f Hi m a s 
being One , Living , Almighty , All-knowing , w e hav e t o bea r i n min d 
that Hi s unit y i s unlik e tha t o f al l othe r form s o f unity , tha t Hi s Life , 
His Powe r an d Hi s Wisdo m ar e totall y unique , i n n o wa y comparabl e 
to th e meanin g tha t thos e adjective s normall y convey . W e see m t o b e 
left wit h a  vacuous Naught . Sinc e M. take s pains t o hamme r hom e th e 
principle tha t "th e en d o f ou r knowledg e o f Go d i s t o kno w tha t w e 
don't know " (I , 59) , many scholar s i n medieva l an d moder n time s hav e 
concluded tha t hi s God-ide a wa s reall y devoi d o f religiou s content . A t 
least one contemporar y schola r even went s o far a s to infe r tha t logicall y 
M. wa s a  naturalist . 

Actually, when th e "Guide " i s seen a s a whole, th e positive aspect s o f 
M.'s conceptio n becom e clear . Existentially , M . confronte d th e Divin e 
Being in time s o f meditation a s the Groun d o f all being, th e Purpos e o f 
all existence , th e ultimat e objec t o f man' s tota l devotio n an d affection . 
Intellectually, M . identifie s th e Divin e wit h th e marvelou s wisdo m 
that i s apparen t i n livin g things , reservin g th e term , "nature, " fo r th e 
mechanical law s tha t prevai l i n th e inanimat e world . (I , 69 ; III , 19 ; III , 
23.) I n th e design s o f plants an d animals , th e realit y o f purposiveness i s 
apparent. Th e whol e i s fa r mor e tha n th e su m o f it s parts—on e spiri t 
dominates an d control s th e functionin g o f myria d components . Fur -
thermore, certai n specie s depen d fo r thei r existenc e o n othe r form s o f 
living beings. A Wise, All-powerful Wil l i s at work, ove r and abov e th e 
unvarying mechanism o f nature. 8 

This blen d o f Wisdom an d Wil l i s manifeste d o n a  stil l highe r leve l 
in th e creatio n o f humanity. Eve n i n it s mos t primitiv e stages , mankin d 
received inflow s o f Divin e Powe r an d Wisdo m fro m God . (II , 40. ) 
These upwar d thrust s le d t o th e developmen t o f skill s neede d fo r 
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survival an d o f socia l custom s tha t provide d a  modicu m o f orde r an d 
justice. Amon g th e Greek s an d othe r culture d peoples , ther e hav e 
arisen statesmen , scientists , inventor s an d poets , wh o hav e contribute d 
mightily t o th e formatio n o f a  civilize d society . Yet , th e law s o f th e 
Greeks (nomoi)  did no t mee t th e spiritua l need s o f thei r people . Th e 
only perfec t la w i s th e Torah , whic h addresse s itsel f t o th e ethica l an d 
religious concerns o f the individua l a s well as the economi c an d politica l 
interests o f society. "So , the Torah , whic h i s not a  natural produc t i s led 
up t o b y natura l developments. " (Ibid. ) Th e Tora h wa s give n t o th e 
Israelites, bu t i n th e cours e o f tim e th e "Tora h o f Truth " wil l gover n 
the live s o f al l me n an d women . (Code , "Hilcho t Melochim, " end. ) 
"For al l of existence i s like on e livin g individual." (I , 72 ; Pines, p . 117. ) 
The thrust s of God, manifeste d i n the biblical prophets and less perfectl y 
in statesmen , poet s an d philosopher s wil l ultimatel y redee m al l man -
kind. 

Here, then , i s a  holisti c an d evolutionar y conceptio n o f Go d s wor k 
in history . Th e vista s o f the contemporar y theor y o f evolutio n wer e o f 
course no t ope n t o M . But , h e conceive d o f Go d a s bein g activel y a t 
work, creatin g the idea l human societ y o f the future . Havin g postulate d 
the doctrin e o f creatio  ex  nihilo,  M. insiste d tha t th e Divin e Flo w fro m 
the spher e o f Active Reaso n amounte d t o a  series o f additional creativ e 
acts, which transpire d i n th e domai n o f history. While th e materia l law s 
of nature hav e been fixed  a t creation , th e spiritua l horizon s o f mankin d 
remained open , an d th e hel p o f God i s extended t o th e divers e builder s 
of th e idea l societ y o f th e future—t o scientists , investors , statesmen , 
poets, bu t abov e al l to thos e wh o prepar e themselve s i n min d an d hear t 
for prophecy . Th e perfec t Go d mus t hav e designe d "th e bes t o f al l 
possible worlds, " bu t onl y a s a  potentiality , reveale d t o prophets . An d 
He i s workin g i n th e dimensio n o f tim e alon g wit h th e elit e o f Israe l 
and th e nation s i n orde r t o achiev e thi s goal. 9 

The reviva l o f prophec y i s a n indispensabl e ste p o n th e roa d t o 
messianic perfection . Th e Messia h o f the Hous e o f David wil l inaugu -
rate th e gloriou s era , bu t i t wil l continu e t o gro w i n perfectio n fo r a 
long time , a s th e Messia h an d hi s successor s procee d t o conver t al l o f 
mankind "t o th e religio n o f truth. " Th e law s o f physica l natur e wil l 
remain unchanged , bu t man' s productivit y an d prosperit y wil l increas e 
marvelously, s o tha t peopl e wil l b e abl e t o devot e mos t o f thei r tim e t o 
Torah an d religiou s meditation . (M. s Code , "Hilcho t Melochim. " Ch . 
XII.) I n M. s view , then , progres s i s many-sided , economi c a s wel l a s 



104 
Neo-Maimonism 

spiritual, secula r a s wel l a s religious . An d th e ultimat e sourc e o f thi s 
ceaseless advance towar d perfection i n time i s the Suprem e Being , Wh o 
is also the Purpos e o f all purposiveness i n natur e an d in history , an d th e 
Ground o f all that exists . 

The importan t thin g to remembe r i s that M. combine d a  rationalisti c 
version o f the biblical philosophy o f history with hi s philosophic system . 
Thereby, h e resolve d th e contradictio n betwee n th e Perfec t God , Wh o 
is th e Caus e o f a n imperfec t bu t steadil y improvin g world . T o b e sure , 
M. considere d tha t goodnes s fa r outweighe d al l forms o f evi l in huma n 
life. Th e residua l evi l i s du e t o th e resistanc e o f matter , an d i n th e 
course o f time, thi s resistance wil l be graduall y overcome . 

What i s the contemporary religiou s import o f this concept o f God? — 
It doe s no t allo w u s t o thin k o f Go d eithe r a s a  lovin g Fathe r o r a s a 
stern King , Who i s placated by sacrifices , ritual s and prayers . (Ill , 28. ) I t 
does no t consol e u s wit h th e assuranc e tha t w e ca n wi n Hi s magica l 
intervention, whereb y th e law s o f nature wil l be change d i n ou r behalf . 
Neither repentance , i n th e popula r meanin g o f th e word , no r th e 
recitation o f prescribed prayers , no r th e distributio n o f ou r possession s 
for charit y wil l chang e th e cours e o f events. 10 We ca n spea k o f Go d a s 
Compassionate onl y i n th e sens e tha t H e ordere d th e worl d i n suc h a 
way a s t o provid e fo r th e need s o f ever y livin g species. 11 Bu t th e 
concerns o f th e majorit y o f mankin d are , afte r all , self-centered . Th e 
truly religiou s personalit y wil l lov e God , withou t presumin g tha t Go d 
must lov e hi m i n return , a s Spinoz a late r pu t it . Furthermore , ou r 
awareness of the Divine Being generates supreme joy within ou r souls. 12 

The mor e w e lear n o f Hi s majesty , th e mor e w e year n i n lov e fo r Hi s 
Presence, an d thi s lov e i s itsel f joy unalloyed . Indeed , God s lov e an d 
concern i s directe d towar d us , t o th e exten t t o whic h w e prepar e 
ourselves t o receiv e Hi s overflowing , creativ e energy . Providenc e i s 
proportional t o th e readines s o f our personalit y t o serv e a s His vesse l i n 
behalf of the uplif t o f mankind. 13 

In M.' s philosophy , th e onl y tru e miracle s ar e thos e o f th e huma n 
spirit, whe n i t i s touche d b y th e Divin e Power. 14 Th e miracle s o f 
Scripture wer e buil t int o th e structur e o f natura l la w a t creation . (II , 
29.) Thereafter , w e ca n loo k forwar d t o th e inflo w o f fres h freedom -
generating creativ e powe r int o th e mind s an d heart s o f creativ e me n 
and women . Al l inventions , al l the might y achievement s o f the huma n 
spirit i n ever y field  o f endeavo r ar e th e product s o f divin e inspiration . 
(II, 45. ) Ma n i s not a  passive victim o f blind fate . O n th e contrary , Go d 
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permeates th e worl d onl y throug h th e cooperatio n o f grea t me n an d 
cooperative societies . (II , 40. ) H e achieve s huma n progres s no t b y 
suddenly interruptin g th e chain s o f causalit y bu t b y inspirin g me n t o 
utilize th e opportunitie s availabl e t o them . An d th e goa l o f thi s divine -
human cooperatio n i s certain t o b e th e eve r more perfec t societ y o f th e 
future. 

This concep t o f Go d i s thoroughl y i n harmon y wit h th e moder n 
spirit. W e kno w th e tremendou s potentia l o f th e huma n spiri t fo r th e 
improvement o f the living conditio n o f mankind, wher e M . coul d onl y 
hope an d trust . Th e parallel s betwee n M. s philosophy , strippe d o f it s 
medieval pictur e o f th e cosmos , an d th e view s o f suc h modernist s a s 
Bergson, Alexande r an d Whitehea d ar e obvious . Go d i s th e unifying , 
integrating, perfectin g Pol e o f th e di-pola r universe , bu t matter , th e 
source o f perpetua l resistanc e an d negation , i s als o Hi s creation . Th e 
ultimate triump h o f Freedom an d Purpos e i s asserted i n th e doctrin e o f 
creatio ex  nihilo. 

M.s philosoph y coul d b e describe d a s panentheistic , i n tha t Go d 
includes th e world , bu t th e worl d doe s no t includ e God . Whil e H e i s 
eternal, H e work s withi n time . Go d i s both persona l an d non-personal , 
for personalit y i s a  blend o f freedom wit h purposiveness , an d Go d i s a t 
once th e Purpos e o f al l purpose s i n th e cosmo s an d th e Fre e Creator , 
"who renew s th e worl d dail y by Hi s goodness. " H e i s immanent i n th e 
noblest momentar y outreache s o f th e huma n spirit , bu t als o transcen -
dent, fo r w e ca n affir m o f Him onl y by negative attributes . 

In sum , Go d i s no t onl y stati c perfection , bu t als o a  dynami c force , 
acting withi n history . Charle s Hartshorn e wrote , "Moder n philosoph y 
differs fro m mos t previou s philosoph y b y th e strengt h o f it s convictio n 
that becomin g i n th e mor e inclusiv e categor y [than , being]. " (Ch . 
Hartshorne i n "Philosopher s spea k abou t God, " U . o f Chicag o Press , 
1953, p . 9. ) Also , reflectin g th e Kabbalisti c tradition , A . J. Koo k wrot e 
of the two forms o f perfection, attributabl e t o God , thoug h h e hesitate d 
to appl y any potentiality t o Go d i n Himself . 

"We sa y tha t Absolut e Perfectio n i s necessaril y existen t an d ther e i s 
nothing potentia l i n it . Th e Absolut e i s al l actual. But ther e i s a kind o f 
perfection whic h consist s i n th e proces s o f being perfected ; thi s typ e o f 
perfection canno t b e applie d t o th e Deity , sinc e Infinite , Absolut e 
Perfection leave s n o roo m fo r an y additiona l increment s o f perfection . 
In orde r tha t Bein g shal l no t b e devoi d o f growt h i n perfection , ther e 
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must b e a  Becoming , a  process beginnin g fro m th e lowes t depths , th e 
levels o f absolut e privation , an d risin g therefro m steadil y towar d th e 
Absolute Height . Thu s existenc e wa s s o constitute d tha t i t coul d neve r 
cease fro m progressin g upward . Thi s i s it s infinit e dynamics. " ("Oro t 
Hakodesh," (Jerusalem , 1938) , p . 549 ; "Banne r o f Jerusalem," b y J. B . 
Agus, p. 172. ) 

The Kabbalisti c solutio n i s to distinguis h th e Pur e Bein g o f God , a s 
En Sof,  from Hi s Becoming i n th e Pleroma o f Sefirot. Moder n philoso -
phers fee l n o suc h compulsion—"ther e i s n o la w o f logi c agains t 
attributing contrastin g predicate s t o th e sam e individual , provide d the y 
apply to divers e aspect s o f this individual." (Hartshorne , op . cit. , p . 15. ) 

MEANING O F FAIT H 

Can w e prov e th e existenc e o f God ? M . demonstrate s th e existenc e o f 
God b y a  variant o f th e cosmologica l proof—fo r ever y existen t effec t 
there i s a  cause ; hence , a n ultimat e Cause , a n Unmove d Mover . Bu t 
when th e issu e o f creation vs . eternity o f the cosmo s i s raised, M . take s 
refuge i n a  theor y o f faith . Th e issu e canno t b e decide d b y th e argu -
ments o f logic alone . A n extra-logica l facto r mus t b e brough t int o th e 
equation. I f th e cosmo s i s created , "the n th e Tora h i s possible. " Sinc e 
the scale s of logic ar e evenly balanced, w e ar e free t o pu t ou r weigh t o n 
the scal e o f creation an d Torah . 

M.'s resor t t o th e Jamesian "Wil l t o believe " mus t no t b e understoo d 
in superficial , tactica l terms . M . mad e clea r tha t hi s choic e wa s no t 
dictated b y th e litera l teachin g o f th e first  chapter s o f Genesis . "Th e 
gates o f interpretation ar e not close d t o us. " (II , 25. ) No r di d he op t fo r 
creation simpl y becaus e o f th e possibilit y o f includin g th e miracle s o f 
Scripture i n th e primar y ac t o f creation . Hi s argumen t move s o n a 
deeper plane , s o tha t i t remain s convincin g i n ou r contemporar y uni -
verse o f discourse . Go d doe s ac t i n th e worl d b y relatin g Himsel f no w 
to on e person , no w t o anothe r an d b y choosin g a  whole peopl e a s hi s 
instrument. (Ibid. ) 

Torah, i n the sens e of the harmoniou s unit y o f the suprem e values o f 
life, i s itself a form o f cognition. T o love is to see k understanding , a s M. 
put it . 

Speculative reaso n i s intimatel y on e wit h th e imperative s o f ethic s 
and th e intuitiv e perception s o f "th e imagination. " I t i s our personalit y 
as a  whol e tha t confront s th e myster y o f th e universe , an d whe n th e 
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judgment o f logic is neutralized, th e associated forms o f outreach withi n 
us impe l u s t o choos e tha t vie w o f th e worl d whic h i s consonan t wit h 
the ultimat e realit y o f spiritua l values . I n a  create d world , wher e th e 
free spiri t o f God i s sovereign, th e huma n spiri t find s it s validation . 

It follow s tha t fait h i s not a n alie n elemen t t o th e ques t o f truth, o r a 
separate facult y detache d fro m o r eve n oppose d t o reason . O n th e 
contrary, fait h i s a n extensio n o f th e adventur e o f speculativ e reason . 
Faith i s the tota l posture o f man, a s "in fea r an d love, " he confront s th e 
awesome majest y o f th e Suprem e Being . Go d i s "th e sou l o f the soul " 
of th e universe , th e Ultimat e Whole , Whos e Wisdo m proceed s fro m 
the whole t o th e parts , rather tha n th e othe r way around. Hence , i n ou r 
quest o f His "nearness, " we hav e t o integrat e th e whol e o f our being — 
our imaginatio n an d intuition , ou r balance d ethica l virtue s an d ou r 
quest o f God , ou r hunge r fo r alonenes s wit h Go d i n th e ecstas y o f 
meditation (III , 51) , and ou r eagernes s t o redee m th e world b y deeds o f 
justice an d compassion . (Ill , 52—54. ) 

M.s teachin g i n regar d t o th e meanin g o f faith an d it s decisive rol e i n 
the trans-logica l real m i s applie d i n Neo-Maimonis m t o th e issu e o f 
God's existence , no t merel y th e creatio n o f the world . Definin g Go d a s 
the Perfec t Personality , th e ultimat e Whol e i n a n evolutionar y holistic -
mechanical cosmos , w e canno t demonstrat e wit h mathematica l logi c 
that Go d doe s indee d exist . W e poin t t o th e marvelou s ladder s o f 
evolution, i n whic h whole s o f eve r greate r complexit y an d rang e o f 
freedom hav e com e int o being . Th e appearanc e o f th e huma n min d 
marked th e emergenc e o f a  ne w phas e o f holism—conscious , deliber -
ate, multi-dimensional , creative . I n th e geniuse s o f art , ethics , science , 
statecraft an d religion , ne w phase s o f spiri t ar e briefl y glimpsed . Al l 
great achievement s wel l u p int o th e consciou s min d o f thei r ow n 
accord, a s i t were , lik e invasion s fro m a  se a o f Super-Spirit , whe n th e 
dikes are lowered, o r like bolts o f lightning, illuminatin g th e dar k night . 
The mysterie s o f life , min d an d flashes  o f geniu s poin t towar d th e 
possibility o f divine thrusts , impellin g u s toward perfection . Indeed , w e 
perceive, howeve r dimly , intimation s o f the suprem e sourc e o f all values 
in ou r ethica l deeds , estheti c apprehension s an d experience s o f holiness. 
But, w e canno t prov e tha t th e theisti c hypothesi s i s true. 

Still, an d her e w e touc h base s wit h M. , ou r inne r aspiration s fo r 
growth i n th e realm s o f th e spiri t impe l u s t o choos e tha t vie w o f th e 
cosmos, i n whic h Spirit , Freedo m an d creativ e Growt h triump h ove r 
the dea d entrop y o f matter . Ou r fait h i n Go d i s a n extensio n o f "th e 
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lines o f growth " i n ou r personality—ou r hunge r fo r justice, ou r thirs t 
for beauty , ou r longin g fo r truth , ou r experienc e o f holiness, whe n w e 
sense th e cosmi c resonanc e o f eternity . Fait h i s th e fragmentar y ar c 
within ou r being , extrapolate d int o a n invisible , eterna l circle . I t i s th e 
outward reac h o f our entir e being ; hence , i t canno t b e unreasoning , o r 
immoral, o r blind . I t become s demoni c whe n i t set s itsel f ove r agains t 
the moral , o r th e rational , pretendin g t o g o "beyon d goo d an d evil. " I t 
is the whole o f our sel f orienting itsel f toward an d seeking support fro m 
that all-embracin g Self , o f which ou r mind s ar e but s o many cells . An d 
faith, a s M . point s out , i s no t a  steady , stati c condition . I t i s rathe r a 
tremor o f th e soul , a n assuranc e an d a n inquiry , a t on e an d th e sam e 
time. 

REVELATION 

While prophec y i s the centra l theme o f the "Guide, " the novelt y o f M. s 
contribution consists  i n hi s tri-partit e divisio n o f revelation . H e dis -
cusses first  tw o pre-propheti c stages , alon g wit h othe r proto-propheti c 
phenomena; second , variou s stage s o f prophecy , th e highes t bein g tha t 
of Abraham; third , th e super-propheti c qualit y o f Mosaic revelation . I n 
this way , th e Tora h o f Mose s i s place d withi n th e generall y huma n 
context o f inspire d achievement s an d nobl e visions . Th e ac t o f revela -
tion i s a quantum-extension o f human perception , no t th e incursio n o f 
a totally foreign element . 

Proto-prophetic ar e th e diviner s an d th e inventors , wh o discove r 
new invention s intuitively , withou t an y understandin g o f scientifi c an d 
mathematical principles . (II , 38. ) Thei r imaginatio n an d dedicatio n ar e 
stimulated b y th e flow  fro m Activ e Reason , enablin g the m t o creat e 
instruments o f huma n progress . Philosopher s an d scientist s ar e als o 
proto-prophetic, wit h thei r fres h vision s o f realit y arisin g ou t o f a n 
inflow o f Activ e Reason . However , i n thei r case , th e imaginativ e an d 
intuitive facultie s ar e shor t o f perfection. (II , 37. ) An d th e logi c o f th e 
mind, howeve r grea t i t be , canno t suffic e t o reflec t faithfull y th e tota l 
import o f th e divin e thrust , whic h affect s ideall y man' s entir e person -
ality. 

The prophe t i s one whos e imaginative , intuitiv e an d rationa l facultie s 
are al l full y developed . Yet , eve n i n hi s case , moment s o f genuin e 
revelation occu r infrequently . True , th e goo d Go d i s ever ready t o gran t 
His impulsions o f goodness and wisdom. Though H e i s free t o withhol d 
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His gift , He , i n Hi s Goodness , i s eve r read y t o uplif t men . But , eve n 
the nobles t prophe t ca n ris e to th e requisit e level s of perfection onl y o n 
a fe w occasions . Mose s wa s fa r superio r t o al l othe r prophets ; indeed , 
he was unique an d incomparable . Still , Moses was incapable o f reachin g 
the height s o f prophec y durin g 3 8 o f th e 4 0 year s tha t th e Israelite s 
wandered i n th e wilderness . (II , 36. ) 

M. list s two pre-propheti c stage s tha t grea t me n ma y reach . Bot h ar e 
characterized b y th e influ x o f the Hol y Spiri t (ruah  hakodesh). (II, 4 5 & 
II, 41. ) I n th e first  cas e thi s influ x i s manifested i n grea t deeds , accom -
plished b y leader s wh o ar e fired  wit h th e determinatio n t o redee m a n 
oppressed peopl e o r t o advanc e th e caus e o f mankind . I n th e secon d 
case, th e Divin e powe r i s employed t o compos e grea t work s o f inspira -
tion an d wisdom—such as , the Writings (kethubim)  of Holy Scriptures . 

Taking the proto-propheti c an d th e pre-propheti c stage s together, w e 
have here a  conception o f revelation tha t embrace s al l that makes for th e 
advancement o f mankind, unifyin g religio n with th e severa l branches o f 
culture. Revelatio n i s a  thrus t towar d highe r level s o f holiness , i n th e 
life o f the individua l an d o f society. And th e culminatio n o f this advanc e 
will b e attaine d i n th e messiani c era , whe n materia l prosperit y wil l b e 
conjoined wit h ethica l maturity an d religiou s truth. 15 

In thes e stage s o f ruah  hakodesh  we ar e give n a  theor y o f universa l 
progress, sinc e philosophers , poet s an d cultura l heroe s addres s them -
selves t o al l mankind. W e recal l that , i n M. s view , Aristotelia n philoso -
phy wa s itsel f a n integra l par t o f th e esoteri c wisdo m o f th e prophet s 
and sages . Hi s interpretatio n o f th e Noachid e principle s a s a  bod y o f 
"general revelation " fits  into hi s scheme o f an all-embracin g philosoph y 
of culture , consistin g o f artisti c achievement s an d ethica l principle s 
intended fo r al l me n alon g wit h th e Tora h designe d fo r th e Jewis h 
people. 

If w e no w ski p acros s th e nin e specifi c stage s o f prophec y an d 
examine M.' s concep t o f th e prophec y o f Moses , w e find  tha t h e take s 
pains t o stres s it s radicall y dogmati c character . Everythin g sai d abou t 
other prophet s an d prophec y i n general , h e tell s us , doe s no t appl y t o 
Mosaic revelation . (II , 35 ; II , 39. ) Sinc e hi s origina l proble m wa s t o 
reconcile th e Tora h o f Moses, no t merel y prophec y i n general , with th e 
dictates o f philosophy, i t i s certainly paradoxica l tha t h e exempt s Mose s 
from th e norma l categor y o f prophets . Evidently , anothe r principl e i s 
here involved , an d we shal l discuss i t presently . 

At thi s point , w e not e tha t th e biblica l prophets occupie d th e middl e 
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ground between th e "genera l revelation" o f the pre- and proto-prophet s 
and th e post - o r super-propheti c statu s o f Moses . (II , 45. ) Whil e th e 
prophets admonishe d th e people t o be loyal to th e Tora h o f Moses, the y 
dared t o b e extremel y selectiv e i n thei r emphasis , a s i f the y wer e 
authorized t o weig h an d measur e th e variou s mizvot.  I n regar d t o th e 
sacrifices an d th e choic e o f Israel , the y distinguishe d betwee n th e Pri -
mary Intentio n o f God an d Hi s Secondar y Intention . (Ill , 32. ) Accord -
ingly the y chide d th e peopl e fo r thei r ethni c zea l an d thei r preoccupa -
tion wit h sacrifices , pointin g ou t tha t th e ultimat e aim s o f Go d wer e 
the sam e a s i n "genera l revelations"—namely , th e ethica l virtue s o f 
personal lif e an d th e perfectio n o f society . So , whil e th e spectru m o f 
revelation range s fro m th e genera l principle s o f fait h t o th e specifi c 
ordinances o f Torah, i t i s basically the sam e phenomenon . 

Why, then , doe s M . pu t Mosai c prophec y i n a  categor y al l it s own ? 
In th e first  place , he wa s compelle d t o follo w th e teachin g o f Bible an d 
Talmud, o n thi s point . I n term s o f hi s ow n philosoph y o f prophecy , 
Moses i s unique becaus e ther e wa s n o admixtur e o f imagination i n hi s 
teaching. (II , 36. ) Bu t strangel y enough , M . state s i t a s a  rul e tha t th e 
prophet i s superior t o th e philosopher , precisel y becaus e th e latte r lack s 
the qualitie s o f imaginatio n an d intuition . (II , 37. ) Evidently , i n term s 
of propheti c receptivity , th e mor e th e imaginatio n i s developed , th e 
better, bu t i n term s o f the conten t o f prophetic revelation , th e les s i t i s 
enveloped b y th e fancie s o f imagination , th e better . Th e rol e o f th e 
prophet i s to serv e a s the "channel, " whereby th e divin e upliftin g thrus t 
is conveyed t o mankind . T o thi s end , imaginatio n o r intuitio n i s essen -
tial, sinc e th e prophet , i n distinctio n fro m th e philosopher , addresse s 
himself t o a n entir e community , whic h i s more likel y t o b e affecte d b y 
rites an d symbol s tha n b y ideal s an d ideas . However , th e inne r conten t 
of revelation ca n b e discovere d onl y b y penetratin g throug h th e poeti c 
imagery o f prophec y an d isolatin g it s rationa l content . Th e Primar y 
Intention, say , o f th e sacrificia l ritual , describe d i n th e Torah , i s th e 
purpose o f th e Divin e Will . Th e Secondar y Intentio n wa s th e "cun -
ning" o f Providence i n leading Israe l and mankin d b y slow an d deviou s 
steps fro m idolatr y t o tru e religion . (Ill , 32. ) An d th e prophets , fro m 
Amos an d Hose a t o Hagga i an d Malachi , taugh t th e Israelite s t o 
distinguish betwee n th e Primar y Intentio n o f God , reflectin g Hi s 
Purpose fo r mankind , an d Hi s Secondar y Intentio n i n providin g th e 
social institution s an d ritual s neede d fo r th e ultimat e triump h o f th e 
Divine Will . 
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At thi s point , w e not e a  most importan t distinctio n whic h M . draw s 
between "Tru e Beliefs " an d "Necessar y Beliefs"—th e forme r ar e tru e 
in themselves , th e latter , whil e strictl y untrue , serv e th e caus e o f truth . 
(Ill, 2 8 &  III , 32. ) A s a n exampl e o f th e latter , h e cite s th e belie f tha t 
God listen s t o th e prayer s o f men, turnin g fro m th e polic y o f Wrath t o 
that o f Compassion , an d changin g th e cours e o f event s i n respons e t o 
the earnes t petition s o f people . (Ill , 28. ) I n th e cas e o f rituals , th e 
elaborate ordinance s regulatin g th e sacrifice s i n th e Templ e wer e de -
signed t o wea n th e peopl e awa y fro m dependenc e o n anima l offerings . 
Similarly, th e law s regulatin g famil y lif e continue d relic s o f barbaris m 
which th e contemporarie s o f Moses wer e no t willin g t o abando n al l a t 
once. (Ill , 3 2 &  III , 47. ) So , too , i n th e cas e o f ideas , th e "Necessar y 
Beliefs" wer e designe d t o establis h a  communit y dedicate d t o "Tru e 
Beliefs." Som e popula r belief s ar e essentia l t o th e formatio n o f a  com -
munity tha t woul d becom e th e beare r o f great , liberatin g truths . Tha t 
the Tora h o f Mose s ca n neve r b e replace d b y othe r prophet s i s on e o f 
those "Necessar y Beliefs, " tha t insur e th e continuit y o f the Jewish fait h 
as agains t th e claim s o f Christianit y an d Islam . I n a  large r sense , th e 
entire dogmati c structur e o f Judaism, insofa r a s i t reache s beyon d th e 
truths o f philosophy, th e impetu s o f prophecy an d th e messiani c vision , 
belongs i n thi s categor y o f "Necessar y Beliefs, " particularl y th e teach -
ings about hel l and th e resurrectio n o f the dead . 

What i s the conten t o f revelation, i n M.' s scheme ? 
If w e ignor e fo r a  momen t th e Tora h o f Moses , revelatio n i s a n 

energetic thrust , rathe r tha n a  rational proposition . I t i s so protean tha t 
it assume s in differen t minds , form s a s diverse a s the speculation s o f th e 
philosopher, th e insight s o f an inventor , th e vision s o f a poet, th e art s o f 
the statesman . I n ever y case , th e inten t o f the divin e inflo w i s directe d 
not alon e t o th e propheti c personalit y bu t t o th e societ y o f which h e i s 
part. An d th e noble r th e leve l o f prophecy , th e mor e i t i s oriente d 
toward th e entir e communit y an d ultimatel y towar d al l o f humanity . 
Revelation contain s a  rationa l core ; indeed , th e Divin e inflo w affect s 
reason primaril y an d imaginatio n secondarily ; bu t i t i s more tha n shee r 
reason, sinc e th e idea l prophet' s gras p exceed s th e reac h o f the philoso -
pher. What , then , i s the plus o f prophetic revelation ? 

To say, as does Fran z Rosenzweig , tha t Go d reveal s His ow n Bein g i s 
beside th e point . "Th e entir e worl d reveal s Hi s Glory. " An d i n a  mor e 
direct sense , Go d doe s no t revea l Himself . Th e prophe t receive s a  call , 
a comman d togethe r wit h a n intimatio n o f God' s reality . T o asser t tha t 
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God reveal s His lov e i s true i n a  general sense , but thi s answe r doe s no t 
capture th e specia l nuanc e o f th e Maimonidea n philosophy , o r th e 
genius o f Hebraic prophecy . Th e prophe t love s his people, but h e i s also 
their severes t critic . I t would b e mor e correc t t o characteriz e revelatio n 
as a  thrust towar d messiani c perfectio n o f the individua l an d o f society . 
The tw o goal s ar e on e i n essence , fo r th e close r on e come s t o Go d th e 
more h e is dedicated t o the promotion withi n societ y o f "steadfast love " 
(hesed), "righteousness" (zedakah)  and "justice " (mishpat).  (Ill , 54. ) A n 
anticipation o f th e buildin g o f Go d s Kingdom o n eart h i s implici t i n 
the "inflow " fro m Activ e Reason, whethe r i t occurs on th e lowest , pre -
civilization level , o r o n th e highest , propheti c level . I n eac h case , th e 
recipient i s impelle d t o brin g som e gif t fo r th e Kingdom ; h e i s filled 
with "divin e discontent, " h e mus t destro y a s well a s build, h e i s charge d 
with a  mission. Al l thing s ar e judged b y Hi m i n th e ligh t o f the futur e 
kingdom. So , h e i s hopeful whe n other s ar e despairin g an d embittere d 
when other s ar e celebrating . Hi s sol e standard i s the "nearnes s o f God " 
and Hi s Word. So , Job, who wa s not a  prophet, cam e t o realiz e tha t th e 
highest good , "th e knowledg e o f God, " i s availabl e t o us , eve n whe n 
we ar e troubled i n body an d anguishe d i n soul . (Ill , 23. ) 

In a  word, revelatio n bring s a  dynami c unit y o f reassurance , discon -
tent an d the vision o f the long road ahead ; hence , i t impels the prophet s 
to bless even as they curse , to speak o f the glorie s tha t are to come , eve n 
as the y expos e th e mora l failing s o f thei r contemporaries . Abov e all , 
revelation i s a  "quest, " a  deman d fo r creativ e actio n o f on e kin d o r 
another. 

In ou r day , thi s concep t o f revelatio n i s completel y tenable , thoug h 
our vie w o f th e worl d doe s no t consis t o f Sphere s an d Activ e Reason . 
If we accep t th e world-vie w o f what Hartshorn e call s th e "convergen t 
philosophy," w e recogniz e tha t ne w creativ e energ y ma y well ente r int o 
us. Go d i s the Pol e o f whole-creation, bu t H e als o includes th e Pol e o f 
resistance o r ra w matter , i n Hi s Being . H e i s eternal , bu t H e als o live s 
in time . H e enter s int o huma n history , whe n heart s an d mind s ar e 
readied for Him . T o paraphrase Matthew Arnold , "H e i s the Power , no t 
ourselves, tha t make s fo r growt h i n Life , Min d an d Spirit. " I s no t th e 
course o f evolution , a s analyze d b y Morgan , Bergson , Alexande r an d 
Teilhard de Chardin , a  demonstration o f the continuin g creativit y o f the 
Divine Being? Ca n we no t discer n a n advance towar d th e emergenc e o f 
creatures wit h greate r measure s o f freedom?—I f Go d i s th e Pol e o f 
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wholeness buildin g i n th e cosmos , the n a  serie s o f pulsation s towar d 
ever greater wholes i s precisely wha t w e shoul d expect . 

Neo-Maimonism, then , accept s th e principl e o f revelatio n a s a n 
incursion o f supra-huma n energ y int o th e soul s o f creativ e individual s 
and int o society . Alon g wit h M. , w e recogniz e th e many-sidednes s o f 
revelation. I t i s b y n o mean s confine d t o th e spher e o f religion . I t 
reinvigorates "th e line s o f growth" i n the spiri t o f man. I t i s reflected i n 
the realm s o f art , science , philosoph y an d statecraft . I t range s i n powe r 
from everyda y premonitions , tha t occu r t o mos t o f us , t o th e creativ e 
ecstasies o f geniuses. 

Neo-Maimonism differ s fro m th e "life-philosophies " o f German y 
and th e philosoph y o f Bergson, i n th e recognitio n tha t th e fres h incur -
sions o f spiritual energ y cente r o n th e expansio n o f the rang e o f intelli -
gence. Th e hear t o f reality i s not th e shee r impetu s o f a  cosmic will , a s 
in Schopenhaue r an d Nietzsche , no r i s it a  blind life-force , th e elan  vital, 
but spiri t i n th e sens e o f th e tota l outreac h o f man , includin g th e 
disciplines o f reason , ethic s an d esthetics . A t th e sam e time , Neo -
Maimonism reject s th e separatio n o f religion fro m th e othe r domain s o f 
culture. Ther e i s a  goa l an d purpos e t o huma n history , an d al l effort s 
"to improv e th e worl d b y th e Kingdo m o f the Almighty " subserv e tha t 
goal. 

The essentia l characteristi c o f revelatio n i s no t th e transmissio n o f 
static information , bu t th e confirmatio n o f a direction. Th e recipien t i s 
powerfully oriente d towar d th e achievemen t o f "th e nearnes s o f God. " 
The conten t o f revelation i s a hunger an d a  thirst fo r mor e an d mor e o f 
the thing s o f God . A s a  dynami c phenomenon , revelatio n consist s o f 
three elements—a n affirmation , a  negation, a  drive towar d action . 

As a n affirmation , revelatio n i s basicall y th e reorientatio n o f man s 
spirit towar d th e infinit e goa l o f buildin g God' s Kingdo m o n earth . 
One come s t o fee l par t o f tha t wondrou s compan y o f grea t me n an d 
women wh o dare d drea m o f th e idea l societ y o f mankind . On e i s 
reassured tha t thi s infinit e ques t wil l com e close r an d close r t o realiza -
tion. Non e o f u s come s t o th e experienc e o f revelatio n totall y alon e 
and naked . O n th e contrary , w e ar e sustaine d i n ou r ques t fo r God s 
"nearness," b y th e "sacre d tradition " o f ou r community . An d i n th e 
experience o f revelation , w e find  th e value s o f th e pas t confirme d an d 
reinvigorated, i n s o fa r a s thei r inten t i s separabl e fro m th e externa l 
forms whic h the y assumed in the various contingencie s o f history. God' s 
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Word a t any one time canno t be in contradiction wit h Hi s Eternal Will , 
as revealed t o al l men an d women o f good-will . 

Neo-Maimonism applaud s th e principl e o f M. tha t th e mai n roa d t o 
true revelatio n i s tha t o f critical , objectiv e rationality . Mose s i s praise d 
for no t darin g t o engag e i n metaphysica l speculatio n befor e h e ha s 
prepared himsel f fully fo r tha t task by means o f mathematical an d logica l 
studies. And whe n th e influ x o f Divine energ y comes , i t inspire s man' s 
rational facult y primarily . W e canno t attai n th e insight s o f revelation b y 
means o f emotiona l rhapsodies , o r b y withdrawin g fro m th e world . 
Kierkegaard's slogan , "subjectivit y i s truth," i s only partiall y true , i n th e 
two senses—first , tha t th e final  fulcru m o f trut h i s th e min d o f th e 
individual; second , tha t al l trut h i s inescapabl y filtered  throug h th e 
forms an d limitation s o f ou r minds . Ou r formulatio n woul d be , "i n al l 
truth ther e i s subjectivity, " sinc e i t i s th e individual s hunge r fo r trut h 
and meanin g tha t open s hi s min d t o th e influ x o f revelation . Fo r thi s 
very reason, we are called to prepare ourselves for revelatio n by a critical 
analysis o f the severa l ways in which w e ar e subjectivel y structured . W e 
are subjective , a s individuals , a s Jews, a s Americans , a s professionals . 
These varie d influence s increas e ou r receptivit y onl y whe n w e hav e 
subjected the m t o critica l analysis . Th e would-b e prophet , eve n t o th e 
smallest extent , mus t emulat e th e prophets i n th e ardo r o f self-criticism . 

So, w e com e t o th e secon d componen t o f revelation—it s negation . 
The prophet , knowin g himsel f t o b e i n th e vanguar d o f mankind , 
condemns no t merel y th e vice s o f hi s contemporarie s bu t thei r virtue s 
as well . Hi s lip s hav e bee n touche d b y th e ember s o f eternity ; h e i s 
impelled t o surg e beyon d th e landmark s o f th e past ; h e rail s a t th e 
limitations an d shortcoming s o f his contemporaries . 

Above all , the divine-huma n encounte r i n Judaism mus t be translate d 
into on e actio n o r another . I n the first  paragraph o f the Sherna,  the lov e 
of Go d i s carried ou t b y way o f teaching one' s children , buildin g one' s 
home an d spelling ou t it s meaning i n the market-place s o f the city . 

In Neo-Maimonism , w e hav e t o recogniz e th e rol e o f "Necessar y 
Beliefs"—that is , o f idea s whic h ar e essentia l t o th e maintenanc e o f 
the community . Withou t ritual s an d a  commo n textur e o f idea s an d 
sentiments, n o communit y ca n liv e an d serv e a s a  beare r o f truth . 
However, th e "Necessar y Beliefs " mus t b e constantl y subjec t t o revie w 
and reexamination . D o the y really , i n ou r time , serv e t o provid e a 
vehicle o f trut h an d kingdom-buildin g energy ? O r i s th e opposit e th e 
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case, wit h th e ritual s an d "Necessar y Beliefs " tyin g ou r peopl e i n knot s 
and preventin g the m fro m facin g u p t o th e challenge s o f ou r time ? 

In general , th e "sacre d tradition " i n it s totalit y i s ou r startin g point . 
And thi s traditio n i s fa r fro m bein g monoli thic . I t i s neithe r Halachah 
alone no r "ethica l monothe i sm " alone , bu t th e livin g textur e o f idea s 
and sentiments , rangin g fro m th e darkes t hue s o f folk-mythology t o th e 
brightest ideal s o f humanity . W e accep t i t wi t h th e greates t reverenc e a s 
the deposi t o f revelation s i n th e past , whic h i s essentia l t o th e continuit y 
of th e Torah-community . Bu t i n th e spiri t o f classica l prophec y an d 
philosophy, w e accep t i t critically , distinguishin g betwee n th e essenc e o f 
faith an d it s externa l manifestations , a t an y on e t im e o r place . W e 
recognize tha t wha t ma y hav e bee n a  "necessary " belie f a t on e time , 
may n o longe r b e s o today . W e als o affir m tha t a  rite , devise d b y th e 
"cunning o f G o d " fo r a  particula r time , migh t wel l becom e counter -
productive i n ou r day . So , w e o f th e Conservativ e movemen t n o longe r 
pray fo r th e reestablishmen t o f th e sacrificia l syste m i n th e Temple , 
drawing th e consequence s o f M. s reasoning , thoug h i n hi s ow n t im e h e 
could no t d o so , wi thou t tearin g th e Jewish communi t y apart . 

NOTES 

i. I n hi s "Guide, " M . make s us e o f "create d lights " an d "create d voices, " 
but onl y grudgingly , a s a concession t o th e unsophisticated . Se e 1,5 , wher e M . 
concludes, "I f a n individua l o f insufficien t capacit y shoul d no t wis h t o reac h 
the ran k t o whic h w e desir e hi m t o ascen d an d shoul d h e conside r tha t al l th e 
words [figurin g i n th e Bible ] [fo r seeing ] concernin g thi s subjec t ar e indicativ e 
of sensua l perceptio n o f create d lights—b e the y angel s o r somethin g else — 
why, ther e i s no har m i n hi s thinkin g this. " (Pines , The  Guide  of  the Perplexed, 
Chicago, 1963 , p . 31. ) Still , i n 1 , 10 , M . write s a s i f th e "create d light " wa s 
indeed there—tha t is , o n Moun t Sinai . She m To v o n 1 , 19 , write s tha t 
"created lights " were indeed externall y visibl e to th e commo n people , bu t onl y 
the prophet s apprehende d th e inne r light . Generally , M . confine s th e hearin g 
of God's voic e t o th e dream s o f prophets, sav e in th e cas e of Moses, wh o hear d 
Him i n a  vision . Afud i o n 1 , 37 . I n 1 , 25 , M . offer s bot h interpretation s o f 
Shechinah—in th e sens e o f "create d light " an d i n th e sens e o f Providence . W e 
may assum e confidentl y tha t th e latte r sens e correspond s t o hi s own belief . Se e 
also 11 , 44. 

2. "Guide, " 1 , 71. 
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3. "Fo r th e Lord , blesse d be He , loves onl y trut h an d hate s onl y falsehood. " 
(11, 47- ) 

4. Secon d paragrap h o f first chapte r o f Sefer Hamada . 
5. Whethe r M . believe d tha t h e ha d indee d attaine d th e ran k o f prophecy i s 

a questio n o f semantics , fo r h e refer s mor e tha n onc e t o quasi-propheti c 
insights tha t cam e t o him . So , in th e introductio n t o thir d par t o f the "Guide, " 
he remarks , "N o divin e revelatio n (nevu a clohit ) ha s com e t o m e t o teac h m e 
. .  .  Now rightl y guide d reflectio n an d divin e ai d in thi s matter hav e moved m e 
(vehine orartan i b o hamahshava h hameyushere t vehoeze r hoelohi). " (Pines , p . 
416.) I n "Guide" III , 22, M. exclaims , "See how I  succeeded a s if by prophecy " 
(kidemut nevuah) . Pine s translates—"Se e ho w thes e notion s cam e t o m e 
through somethin g simila r to propheti c revelation " ( p 488. ) 

In ou r view , M . assimilate s propheti c revelatio n t o th e man y kind s an d 
variations o f inspiration tha t com e t o th e grea t benefactor s o f mankind . 

6. Th e rol e o f courag e an d intuitio n (Koa h Hameshaer ) i n prophec y i s 
mentioned i n 11 , 38. The orientatio n o f prophecy towar d th e greate r societ y is 
stressed i n n , 3 9 Se e als o 11 , 37 , "th e natur e o f th e intellec t i s suc h tha t i t 
always overflows. " 

7. Thi s though t i s more clearl y presented i n Ms "Eigh t Chapters. " 
8. Th e teleolog y o f M . i s discusse d i n detai l i n Z . Diesendruck' s article , 

"Hatachlit Vehataari m betora t Horambam " i n Tarbitz , II , (1930) , p p 106 -
134 & pp. 27-73 . Als o in hi s "Die Teleogi e be i Maimonides. " H.U.C.A . vol . V 
(Cincinnati, 1929) . 

9. M' s conceptio n o f the positiv e function s carrie d ou t b y Christianit y an d 
Islam i n preparin g th e wa y fo r th e Messia h i s state d explicitl y i n hi s Code . 
"Hilchot Melachim, " Chapte r XI , uncensore d version . 

"But i t i s beyond th e huma n min d t o fatho m th e design s o f the Creator , fo r 
our way s ar e no t Hi s ways , neithe r ar e ou r thought s Hi s thoughts . Al l thes e 
matters relatin g t o Jesu s o f Nazaret h an d th e Ishmaelit e (Mohammed ) wh o 
came afte r him , onl y serve d t o clea r th e wa y fo r Kin g Messiah , t o prepar e th e 
whole worl d t o worshi p Go d wit h on e accord , a s it i s written, To r the n I  wil l 
turn t o th e people s a  pure language , tha t the y ma y al l cal l upo n th e nam e o f 
the Lord to serve Him wit h on e consent ' (Zephania h 3,9) . Thus , the Messiani c 
hope, th e Tora h an d th e commandment s hav e becom e familia r topics—topic s 
of conversatio n (amon g th e inhabitants ) o f th e fa r isle s an d man y peoples , 
uncircumcised o f hear t an d flesh .  .  ." (transl . by I . Twersky , Maimonides  Reader 
[New York , 1972] , p. 226). 

M. make s us e her e o f th e conceptio n o f "Divin e Cunning " ("Guide " III , 
32), whereby Go d achieve s Hi s purpose indirectly . 

10. M . define s repentanc e a s the actua l transformatio n o f the sinner' s dispo -
sition, s o tha t "H e wh o know s al l secrets ca n testif y tha t wer e th e sinne r t o b e 
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presented wit h simila r temptation s h e woul d no t eve r commi t tha t sin. " ("Hil -
chot Teshuvah, " II , 2). 

11. (Ill , 12 ) "Hi s compassio n i n Hi s creatio n o f guiding forces [i.e . instincts ] 
for animals. " 

12. (II , 29 ) "Fo r fait h i n Go d an d th e jo y inheren t i n tha t fait h ar e tw o 
matters which canno t chang e . . . " 

13. (Ill , 17 ) "Bu t I  believe tha t providenc e i s consequent upo n th e intellec t 
and attache d t o it. " (Pines , p. 474. ) 

14. I n chapter s III , 1 7 &  18 , M . expatiate s o n th e principl e tha t divin e 
providence i s extende d i n proportio n t o a  person s closenes s t o God . I n 
opposition t o th e argumen t tha t a  whole ship , containin g hundred s o f people , 
might sin k throug h th e actio n o f wind an d water , h e respond s tha t th e decisio n 
to ente r th e shi p was  i n ever y case , a  personal one . Presumably , th e sain t wh o 
is clos e t o Go d woul d hav e bee n warne d b y som e intimatio n (hearah)  not t o 
enter tha t ship . 

15. "Therefor e I  sa y tha t th e Law , althoug h i t i s no t natural , enter s int o 
what i s natural . I t i s a  par t o f th e wisdo m o f th e Deit y wit h regar d t o th e 
permanence o f this specie s .  .  .  [i.e . humanity] .  .  ." (II , 40. ) 
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SELECTIONS AN D 

PREFATORY REMARK S 
David Novak 

FROM 1941 , when h e publishe d hi s firs t book , Modern  Philosophies  of 
Judaism (originall y hi s Harvar d Ph.D . dissertation) , unti l th e en d o f hi s 
life, Jaco b Agu s continuall y wrestle d wit h an d reflecte d o n moder n 
Jewish though t i n al l its many variations . 

The followin g selections , chose n t o accompan y Davi d Nova k s essay 
"Jacob B . Agus a s a Student o f Modern Jewish Philosophy " i n American 
Rabbi: The  Life  and  Thought  of  Jacob B.  Agus  (Ne w York , 1996) , ar e 
drawn fro m Jacob Agus ' Modern Philosophies of  Judaism: A Study  of  Recent 
Jewish Philosophies of  Religion (New York , 1941) , 325—51 ; and High  Priest 
of Rebirth: The  Life,  Times  and Thought  of Abraham Isaac Kuk (Ne w York , 
1972), 129—5 5 a n d 227—3 4 (originall y publishe d i n 194 6 unde r th e titl e 
The Banner of Jerusalem). 
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5 
THE COMMO N COR E O F 

MODERN JEWIS H PHILOSOPH Y 

HAVING SCRUTINIZE D i n detai l th e philosophie s o f Cohen , R o -
senzweig, Bube r an d Kaplan , w e tur n no w t o th e tas k o f obtaining th e 
necessary perspective i n which the y ma y be viewed a s a whole. Ther e i s 
little direc t influenc e tha t thes e fou r exponent s o f moder n Jewish phi -
losophy o f religion exerte d upo n eac h other . Yet , ther e ar e certain basi c 
ideas tha t ar e commo n t o the m all . Thes e idea s ar e mor e importan t b y 
far tha n th e numerou s point s o f difference betwee n them . 

Together, th e fou r system s constitut e th e typica l trend s o f moder n 
Jewish philosoph y o f religion . Outsid e o f th e Orthodo x an d neo -
Orthodox philosophies , ther e hav e no t bee n produce d othe r work s o n 
the Jewish religio n tha t introduc e an y ne w element , o r tha t contai n a 
fundamentally ne w approach. 1 

Our searc h fo r th e point s o f contac t betwee n th e philosophie s o f 
Cohen, Buber , Rosenzwei g an d Kapla n resolve s itself , therefore , int o 
an attemp t t o establis h whethe r ther e ar e an y basi c convictions , apar t 
from Jewis h ritua l an d ceremony , tha t ar e commo n t o al l grea t Jewis h 
thinkers. Naturally , w e canno t expec t samenes s o r eve n similarit y i n 
the detaile d expositio n o f thei r systems , sinc e ther e i s n o accepte d 
philosophical traditio n i n th e moder n world . I n th e Medieva l era , ther e 
were man y acrimoniou s conflict s ove r philosophica l propositions , bu t 
in th e backgroun d o f thos e disputes , ther e wa s a  bod y o f principles , 
methods, term s an d dogma s employe d b y al l who venture d t o explor e 
the infinit e se a o f thought . I n ou r ow n era , thi s situatio n n o longe r 

123 
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obtains. Ther e i s no "logic " acceptabl e t o all , n o unquestione d univer -
sally revered philosophical tradition, no t eve n one se t of technical termi -
nology. Consequently , i t i s to b e expecte d tha t moder n Jewish theolog y 
will b e discusse d i n th e ligh t o f divers e philosophica l viewpoint s an d 
that i t wil l be radicall y reinterpreted t o sui t the opinion s o f the differen t 
trends o f moder n thought . Yet , i f Jewish philosoph y o f religio n i s t o 
be Jewis h a s wel l a s philosophy , i t mus t contai n certai n fundamenta l 
convictions, tha t ar e reall y derive d fro m Jewis h tradition , no t merel y 
artificially interprete d int o it . 

On th e surface , i t ma y appea r tha t ther e i s little , i f any , commo n 
ground t o th e fou r philosophies . Cohe n wa s a n extrem e rationalist , 
carrying fait h i n reaso n t o unprecedente d limits . H e refuse d t o tak e fo r 
granted an y data , othe r tha n thos e o f reason. A t th e bas e o f hi s system , 
he place d th e astoundin g assertio n tha t reaso n i s capabl e o f producin g 
its ow n idea s an d developin g it s ow n concepts , withou t th e ai d o f dat a 
derived fro m experience . T o be sure , Cohe n regarde d reaso n a s incapa -
ble o f obtainin g metaphysica l knowledge . H e insiste d o n a  sever e dis -
tinction betwee n objectiv e knowledg e an d metaphysics . But , a t th e 
same time , h e though t o f reaso n a s a  timeles s world-process , entirel y 
self-sufficient a s an instrument o f knowledge, containin g th e seed s o f its 
own infinit e development . H e scornfull y repudiate d an y for m o f intu -
ition a s a  sourc e o f tru e knowledg e an d h e ha d n o patienc e wit h 
materialists an d empiricists . Th e conclusion s o f "pure reason " alon e ar e 
true knowledge . Everythin g els e i s sheer opinion , o r a s he pu t it , a  task 
for knowledge . 

Buber, o n th e othe r hand , i s a neo-mystic. Whil e h e differ s fro m th e 
"grand mystics " i n maintainin g tha t n o unio n wit h o r absorptio n int o 
the Divin e Bein g i s possible, h e i s a  mystic i n th e sens e tha t h e seek s a 
direct contac t wit h God . Th e speculation s o f reason, "pure " o r not , ar e 
mere bubbles o n th e surgin g waves of reality. Disinterested thinkin g ca n 
only lea d t o a n unrea l artificia l worl d o f laws , principle s an d materia l 
elements—a worl d tha t i s largel y th e produc t o f ou r ow n mentality . 
The onl y wa y t o approac h realit y i s throug h th e Tho u relation . I t i s 
"blind" love , not th e col d ey e o f reason tha t i s capable o f penetrating t o 
the cor e o f things. 

Rosenzweig calle d himself an empiricist . H e was a believer in experi -
ence, i n th e sens e tha t hi s philosoph y wa s founde d upo n a n experi -
ence—the experienc e o f revelation . Thi s experience d intuitio n wa s 
employed b y Rosenzwei g t o revers e th e entir e cours e o f philosophy . 
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His refutatio n o f tha t vas t syste m o f thought , whic h wa s unfolde d b y 
degrees from Thale s to Hegel , was based upon ou r alleged dissatisfactio n 
as individuals wit h th e consolatio n o f philosoph y Th e individual s fea r 
of death , Rosenzwei g asserted , i s no t allaye d b y th e admonitio n o f th e 
philosophers t o contemplat e th e Absolute . Evidently , h e argued , ther e 
is somethin g i n th e natur e o f ma n tha t escape s th e ne t o f th e philoso -
phy—a something , whic h reaso n ca n onl y regar d a s a Naught. Yet , i t is 
a fruitfu l naught , th e matri x o f th e tru e huma n self . Rosenzwei g in -
sisted, in substance , tha t th e whole o f man mus t be take n a s the tes t o f a 
philosophy, no t hi s reaso n alone . Otherwise , h e claimed , philosoph y 
is bu t a  half-truth . A s contraste d wit h th e Germa n idealisti c school , 
Rosenzweig ma y therefore b e calle d an empiricist . I t i s hardly necessar y 
to poin t ou t tha t ther e i s no connectio n whateve r betwee n hi m an d th e 
English empirica l school . 

Kaplan i s a  pragmatist . Hi s mai n interes t throughou t hi s writing s i s 
practical. Sharin g th e disdai n o f th e America n pragmatica l schoo l fo r 
the speculation s o f th e metaphysicians , Kapla n i s concerne d onl y wit h 
establishing thos e belief s tha t hav e a  direct , practica l bearin g o n life . 
The on e belie f o f religio n tha t reall y matter s i s th e assertio n tha t ther e 
is a  Power—no t ourselves , tha t make s fo r righteousness . Thi s belie f 
helps ma n t o liv e a  nobl e life ; therefore , i t i s bot h goo d an d true . A 
healthy ma n wil l accep t i t an d buil d hi s lif e upo n it . Apar t fro m thi s 
belief, Kapla n regard s al l phases o f human experienc e a s equal i n value . 
There i s n o Absolut e Mora l Law , no r an y se t schem e fo r approachin g 
the Divine . Huma n happiness , o r salvation , i s th e ultimat e tes t o f an y 
belief o r cours e o f action . Th e bewilderin g flo w o f variegate d huma n 
experience i s the fina l referenc e an d tes t o f all truth . 

Notwithstanding thes e basi c differences , ther e i s a  core o f belief tha t 
is commo n t o al l thes e philosopher s and—wha t i s mor e important , 
common a s wel l t o th e lon g lin e o f Jewish sage s an d prophets , fro m 
Moses down . Thi s cor e o f belief , i t wil l appea r upo n analysis , i s th e 
main them e an d the rea l starting-point o f all these thinkers , forming th e 
one cornerston e o f their respectiv e system s o f thought . 

We shal l approac h mos t convenientl y thi s all-importan t commo n 
ground o f Jewish philosophers throug h a n examinatio n o f the followin g 
question, "wha t i s the sourc e o f ethical value?" 

As huma n being s w e ar e pron e t o pas s judgment o n al l things . W e 
either approv e o r w e disapprov e o f th e million s o f phenomen a tha t 
enter withi n th e rang e o f our experience . I n mos t cases , the reason s fo r 
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our value-judgment s ar e th e ver y eviden t one s o f self-interest . Adjec -
tives suc h a s pleasant , painful , enjoyable , boring , promising , ominous , 
reassuring, menacing , etc . ar e obviousl y conferre d o n thing s becaus e o f 
our concer n wit h ou r ow n welfare . 

Now, th e questio n arise s whether th e judgments, goo d and bad, righ t 
and wrong , ethica l an d unethical , ar e similarl y base d o n subjectiv e 
considerations, o r whethe r the y ar e derive d fro m ou r apprehensio n o f 
the existenc e o f som e objectiv e standards . Wh y d o w e uncompromis -
ingly approv e o f charitabl e deed s an d disapprov e o f act s o f robbery , 
disloyalty an d duplicity ? Ou r ow n persona l interes t is , i n man y cases , 
unaffected b y th e deed s tha t w e s o warmly applau d o r b y those tha t w e 
so heartil y condemn . Sinc e self-interes t i s no t th e sourc e o f thes e 
judgments an d since , furthermore , the y ar e characterize d b y the qualit y 
of objectivity, ar e we justified i n assumin g the awareness , o n th e par t o f 
men, o f a n impersona l mora l la w i n accordanc e wit h whic h th e judg -
ments o f right an d wrong ar e made ? 

This question a s to th e source o f ethical valuation is , of course, a  very 
ancient one . I t would tak e us far beyon d th e limit s o f our subject , i f we 
attempted eve n a  bare outlin e o f its history. Suffic e i t t o sa y that a  large 
and respectabl e grou p o f thinkers, heade d b y Aristotle , hav e maintaine d 
that al l huma n judgment s coul d b e understoo d a s variation s o f self -
interest. Various ingenious explanation s have been offere d fo r th e appar -
ent objectivit y an d earnestnes s o f "th e voic e o f conscience. " Generall y 
speaking, thes e theorie s ma y b e classifie d a s eithe r materialisti c o r hu -
manistic. I n th e forme r categor y belon g al l th e explanation s whic h 
"explain" moralit y awa y i n th e proces s o f tryin g t o understan d it . Th e 
best know n moder n representativ e o f thi s grou p i s Friedric h Nietsche , 
whose apolog y fo r unbridle d brutalitarianis m wa s base d upo n hi s pur -
ported discover y o f th e origi n o f traditiona l moralit y i n th e thwarte d 
will t o powe r o f the slave-peoples , primarily , th e Jewish nation. 2 I n th e 
latter categor y belon g thos e doctrine s whic h maintai n tha t th e ethica l 
insight o f human being s i s somehow valid , thoug h tha t insigh t i s reall y 
a developmen t o f the instinc t fo r self-preservation . Th e humanist s tak e 
the civilized conscience o f man a s their standard o f reference. Al l huma n 
interests ar e goo d an d th e ethica l striving s o f man ar e o f essentiall y th e 
same value o r authorit y a s other huma n desire s and aspirations . 

Cohen, Buber , Rosenzwei g an d Kaplan—al l agre e i n rejectin g bot h 
materialism an d humanism . The y concu r i n maintainin g tha t ther e i s 
something abou t ou r experienc e o f th e mora l law , whic h canno t b e 
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reduced t o self-interest . Yo u canno t analyz e th e voic e o f conscienc e i n 
terms o f selfish o r indifferen t impulses , without provin g fals e t o it . Th e 
moral la w appear s i n consciousnes s a s a n absolut e command , spurnin g 
all selfish an d unworth y motives . I t ca n onl y b e understoo d o n it s ow n 
face value , a s an objectiv e la w o f action , derivin g fro m th e structur e o f 
reality. An essentia l par t o f ethica l experienc e i s the feelin g tha t ther e i s 
an outsid e sourc e t o ou r judgments o f right an d wrong , tha t th e stam p 
of validity attache s t o ou r apprehension s o f the rightnes s an d wrongnes s 
of things. 

This convictio n i s not onl y commo n t o th e philosopher s discussed ; i t 
constitutes th e mai n vantag e poin t o f thei r respectiv e philosophies . 
While the y expres s thi s fluid  intuitio n i n radicall y differen t ways , the y 
agree in founding thei r system s of thought upo n it . 

Cohen begin s hi s syste m wit h th e "basi c la w o f truth" (Grundgeset z 
der Wahrheit) . Truth , h e the n goe s on t o say , is the recognitio n tha t th e 
two direction s o f spirit , logi c an d ethics , mus t b e "pure. " Th e require -
ment concernin g th e "purity " o f ethic s i n tur n implie s th e assertio n 
that th e judgments o f ethics ar e intrinsically vali d an d authoritative . W e 
must no t attemp t t o find  th e origi n o f morality i n th e consciousnes s o f 
social pressure o r i n th e sublimatio n an d rationalizatio n o f some unwor -
thy motive ; th e "basi c la w o f truth " direct s u s t o trea t ethic s a s a n 
independently authoritativ e an d valid science . 

If we shoul d no w inquir e fo r th e reason s tha t lea d Cohe n t o accep t 
his so-called "la w o f truth," we shal l be confronte d wit h th e answer tha t 
truth i s it s ow n final  authority . I n othe r words , Cohe n s philosophy o f 
life i s based upon a n origina l insigh t into th e objectiv e validit y o f ethica l 
judgments. T o b e sure , Cohe n insiste d tha t philosoph y mus t no t star t 
with anythin g "given " b y experienc e o r intuition . But , then , tha t 
insistence was an impossibility, t o begin with . Cohe n s initial axiom, th e 
requirement tha t logi c an d ethic s shoul d b e "pure, " mus t itsel f b e 
assumed. I n th e final  analysis , then , Cohe n s system i s base d upo n th e 
conviction tha t ou r ethica l experienc e contain s th e sea l o f objectiv e 
validity. Th e concep t o f God , whic h logicall y belong s a t th e beginnin g 
of Cohen' s system , furthe r support s thi s observatio n tha t th e intuitio n 
of the authoritativenes s o f the mora l la w an d o f its ultimate vindicatio n 
is the startin g point o f his thought . 

Buber s "Thou-relation " ma y als o b e classifie d a s a n ethica l experi -
ence. A s w e hav e see n before , thi s relatio n i s th e concentratio n o f 
the individua l i n th e feelin g o f love . Wheneve r thi s relatio n appears , 
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communion wit h th e Deity , t o a  limite d extent , i s established . "Th e 
extended line s of relations meet i n th e eterna l Thou ; b y means o f every 
particular thou , th e primar y wor d addresse s th e eterna l Thou. " I t i s 
through love , then , tha t ma n reache s ou t towar d th e Deity . Withou t 
doubt th e impuls e o f non-sexua l lov e shoul d b e regarde d a s ethica l i n 
character. Man y thinker s viewe d th e feelin g o f lov e a s th e highes t 
culmination o f ethical experience . Buber s claim tha t realit y ca n onl y b e 
attained throug h th e Thou-relation , involves , therefore , th e convictio n 
that th e roa d o f ethic s alon e lead s t o God . Ethica l though t an d lif e ar e 
the respons e o f man t o th e cal l o f God . "Dialogue-living " i s real, vali d 
and authoritative . 

The sens e o f th e omnipresenc e o f God , breakin g throug h th e "It -
world" wit h overwhelmin g suddennes s an d power , is , to Buber , a  valid 
intuition o f reality . Yet , thi s mystica l apprehensio n o f Go d s presence i s 
attained onl y throug h th e lon g sustaine d practic e o f concentratin g an d 
directing ou r entir e fun d o f devotio n upo n th e need s o f ou r fellow -
men. Th e Thou-relatio n i s a t once , an d essentiall y both , ethica l an d 
religious. I t i s religious no t onl y i n th e superficia l sens e o f being com -
manded b y God , bu t i n th e deepe r an d mor e intimat e sens e o f a  direc t 
communion wit h God . 

The philosophie s o f Cohen an d Buber appea r t o be s o contrasting i n 
character tha t i t i s difficul t t o realiz e tha t the y deriv e fro m simila r 
intuitions concernin g th e objectiv e validit y o f ethica l experience . Th e 
assurance of objective realit y in the feeling o f rightness may be expresse d 
in tw o ways . I t ma y b e construe d a s arising fro m ou r awarenes s o f th e 
reign o f a  cosmi c la w o r a  serie s o f laws , accordin g t o whic h th e righ t 
acts an d attitude s i n ever y conceivabl e situatio n ar e determine d wit h 
inflexible defmiteness . Or , th e sourc e o f validit y o f ethic s ma y b e 
identified a s th e Wil l o f God , an d th e answe r i n ever y situatio n i s 
accordingly sough t throug h a  fresh orientatio n t o th e Being o f God . 

The systems  of Buber an d Cohe n represen t extrem e development s o f 
these tw o alternatives , respectively . Cohe n bega n wit h th e recognitio n 
of th e "lawfulness " o f ethica l judgments . H e note d th e similarit y i n 
development o f bot h logi c an d ethic s and , i n hi s "Grundgeset z de r 
Wahrheit," h e se t fort h th e requiremen t o f "purity " fo r bot h thes e 
directions o f spirit. "Purity " is , clearly, a  technical designatio n fo r abso -
lutely perfec t an d self-sufficien t lawfulness . Whil e i n hi s "Ethics, " Co -
hen stresse d thi s aspec t o f the ethica l will , i n hi s later writings , h e cam e 
to recogniz e mor e an d mor e th e importanc e o f th e referenc e t o God , 
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which i s vaguely implie d i n th e apprehensio n o f ethica l values . Buber , 
on th e othe r hand , choose s t o ignor e th e elemen t o f rational lawfulnes s 
in ethica l experienc e altogether . Th e validit y o f ethica l insigh t i s no t 
due t o an y agreemen t wit h a  cosmi c law , bu t t o th e cal l o f the Divin e 
Voice. Th e referenc e t o God , implie d i n th e Thou-relation , i s the on e 
essential elemen t o f the ethical , or , a s he woul d say , of the rea l life . 

Cohen s interes t i s essentiall y tha t o f cognition . Hence , i n dealin g 
with th e meanin g o f th e ethica l values , h e expresse d th e intuitio n o f 
their validity , fro m th e viewpoin t o f knowing , a s "truth. " I n hi s late r 
writings, Cohe n conceive d o f thi s basi c certaint y a s th e guarante e o f 
God. I t canno t b e emphasize d to o ofte n tha t th e concep t o f God i s th e 
most centra l ide a i n Cohe n s philosophy. Thoug h Go d i s an "idea " an d 
a "methodologica l concept, " H e i s nevertheles s a  rea l Being , uniqu e 
and transcendent . W e mus t no t b e deceive d b y th e languag e o f Cohen . 
Writing fro m th e standpoin t o f epistemology , h e naturall y wrot e onl y 
of ideas and concepts . Still , in hi s view, Go d partake s o f the processes o f 
both wil l an d though t an d i s the ultimat e Reality . Thus , th e apprehen -
sion o f the validit y o f ethics contains , with Cohen , a  direct referenc e t o 
God, a s the Sourc e o f ethics. 

Buber s interest i s practical. Scannin g th e wide field  o f ethical experi -
ence, h e conclude s tha t th e lif e o f ethic s canno t b e expresse d eithe r i n 
cold principles , o r i n bar e maxims . Ethic s i s neithe r thought , no r will , 
nor feeling , bu t life , th e fulnes s o f life, whic h i s all-inclusive . Whereve r 
self-less lov e i s expressed , ther e Bube r finds  th e perceptio n o f ultimat e 
reality an d a  reference t o God , a s the final  focu s o f al l earthly Thous — 
the eterna l Thou . 

The commo n element s i n th e basi c insight s o f bot h Cohe n an d 
Buber are , first,  th e stat e o f mind i n whic h bot h th e goo d an d th e tru e 
are sough t a s one . The y star t wit h th e feelin g tha t thes e tw o goals  ar e 
somehow one , tha t ther e i s a  commo n core , accessibl e t o th e hear t o f 
man, whic h i s a t onc e vali d an d right . I n th e "Thou " relation , th e wil l 
to serv e Go d an d th e wil l t o kno w Go d ar e merged . Similarly , th e "la w 
of truth " stand s a t th e borderline s an d unite s th e processe s o f though t 
and will . Secondly , ther e i s a  sense o f the "reality " o f the ethica l life — 
that is , th e feelin g tha t th e goo d lif e i s i n accor d wit h th e eterna l 
structure o f things . T o Buber , th e "dialogue " lif e i s the onl y "real " lif e 
and th e rewar d o f morality i s the knowledg e o f being real . Cohen , too , 
sees no sanctio n t o ethics . Th e goo d ma n ha s the satisfactio n o f know -
ing tha t hi s life i s steered i n th e directio n o f the thre e "pure " processe s 
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of Being . Thirdly , bot h believ e tha t th e ultimat e validit y o f ethica l 
motivation i s du e t o th e Wil l o f God . Bube r s thought i s expresse d i n 
the belie f that al l love i s love o f God; ever y Thou-relatio n i s an address 
to th e eterna l Thou . Cohen' s belie f takes the for m o f the principl e tha t 
the validit y o f the directio n o f pure wil l an d it s eternit y ar e guarantee d 
by the Go d o f truth. 3 

Rosenzweig's basi c intuitio n i s similar t o thos e o f Cohen an d Buber . 
It wil l b e remembere d tha t Rosenzweig' s philosoph y i s based upo n th e 
experience o f revelation . Th e lov e o f Go d stream s int o th e hear t o f 
man, wh o is , thereupon , constraine d t o repl y wit h lov e t o hi s fellow -
man. Rosenzwei g believe s tha t huma n lov e i s derived fro m th e lov e o f 
God an d tha t th e lov e o f ma n t o hi s fellow-ma n i s a n integra l lin k i n 
the eterna l triangl e o f creation , revelatio n an d redemption . Clearly , 
then, ther e i s no essentia l differenc e betwee n Bube r s and Rosenzweig' s 
versions o f the natur e o f the ethical-religiou s experience . 

Kaplan's on e belie f is , a s w e hav e seen , th e affirmatio n tha t ethica l 
rightness an d wrongnes s ar e roote d i n th e ultimat e structur e o f reality . 
God i s th e Being , Wh o assure s th e final  triump h o f th e ideal s o f 
mankind. Kapla n doe s no t describ e th e lin e o f demarcatio n betwee n 
the consciousnes s o f ethical an d non-ethica l ideals , nor doe s he indicat e 
how Go d function s i n th e world . Obviously , i f ethica l value s ar e t o b e 
accorded suprem e ontologica l statu s i n th e schem e o f existence , the y 
must b e conceive d a s endowe d wit h distinguishin g characteristics , 
which mar k the m of f decisivel y fro m th e strea m o f ordinar y phenom -
ena. Nevertheless , i n spit e o f his failure t o dra w suc h a  line o f demarca -
tion, Kaplan , i n hi s ow n way , bases hi s religio n upo n th e assertio n tha t 
our awarenes s o f ethica l value s include s a  perception o f thei r objectiv e 
validity and a  reference t o Go d a s their Guarantor . 

Thus, w e se e tha t th e fou r greates t an d mos t typica l exponent s o f 
recent Jewish though t agre e i n basin g religio n upo n th e perceptio n o f 
ethical values . Thoug h the y represen t widel y differin g philosophica l 
movements, thes e thinker s agre e that , a t bottom, religio n an d ethic s ar e 
one an d tha t th e voice o f conscience i s somehow als o the voice o f God . 
In thi s belief , moder n Jewis h philosopher s continu e t o cultivat e th e 
original insigh t o f their ancestra l faith . 

Jewish monotheis m wa s derive d fro m th e impulse s an d longing s o f 
ethics, no t fro m reasone d speculation s concernin g th e cosmos . Fo r thi s 
reason, ther e was always an impassable gul f between th e monotheis m o f 
the Greeks , especiall y o f Aristotle, whic h wa s based upo n th e recogni -
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tion o f the metaphysica l unit y o f the world , an d th e monotheis m o f the 
Hebrew prophets , whic h wa s s o powerfull y epitomise d i n Abraham s 
query, "Ca n i t b e tha t th e Judg e o f th e whol e worl d wil l no t d o 
justice?" God a s the "Righteou s Rule r o f the Universe " and Go d a s the 
Source o f "Order " i n th e worl d ar e th e tw o conceptions , stemmin g 
from Judais m an d fro m Gree k philosoph y respectively , whic h theolo -
gians, sinc e Philo , hav e sough t t o harmonize. 4 Moder n Jewish philoso -
phy continues , i n th e main , t o b e derive d fro m a  heightene d sens e o f 
ethical values . I n al l it s divers e ramifications , moder n exponent s o f 
Judaism remai n tru e t o th e dee p insigh t o f Elijah tha t Go d i s not t o b e 
found throug h th e contemplatio n o f th e fir e an d win d o f th e physica l 
universe, bu t tha t th e "still , smal l voice " o f conscienc e i s indee d th e 
voice o f God . 

I hav e endeavore d t o presen t a  strictl y objectiv e accoun t o f moder n 
Jewish philosophy . However , I  a m consciou s o f th e fac t tha t a  com -
pletely impartia l histor y o f philosophy canno t possibl y b e written . Th e 
essence o f philosophy i s the descriptio n an d explanatio n o f things fro m 
certain viewpoints an d you canno t char t th e map o f viewpoints withou t 
revealing th e coordinate s o f you r ow n thought . Fo r thi s reason , man y 
philosophers bega n th e expositio n o f thei r ow n systems  o f philosoph y 
with historie s o f philosophy, believin g tha t thei r view s o f th e develop -
ment o f thought wer e clea r illustrations o f their ow n basi c ideas. 

In orde r t o enabl e th e reade r t o judg e thi s wor k fo r himself , i t i s 
necessary tha t I  se t fort h her e th e basi c principle s o f my ow n thought , 
insofar a s the y ar e relevan t t o th e constructio n o f a  philosoph y o f 
religion. 

i. Fro m a  logical standpoint, complet e skepticis m is possible. We may 
sit dow n i n a n eas y chair , pas s al l th e dat a o f ou r min d i n revie w an d 
demand incontrovertibl e proo f fro m the m tha t the y ar e no t al l par t o f 
one grand illusion. To an aggressively skeptical state of mind, al l "proofs" 
must b e furthe r substantiate d throug h "proof s o f proofs" an d s o on , a d 
infinitum. I n th e pal e ligh t o f skepticism, al l fact s an d value s assum e o f 
necessity th e ghostl y aspec t o f unreality . Though t itsel f i s powerles s t o 
arrest this process of total dissolution, through militan t disbelief , whereb y 
the world an d it s contents ar e turned int o a n ephemera l nightmare . Bu t 
no suc h powe r i s require d b y thought , sinc e th e pressur e o f lif e itsel f 
soon puts an end to the unearthly speculation s o f the skeptic . Away fro m 
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the eas y chair an d within th e seething cauldro n o f life's actua l problems, 
no on e bu t th e insan e will  questio n th e realit y o f th e existenc e o f th e 
world o r o f man. Ou r "anima l faith, " t o emplo y a  celebrated phras e o f 
Santayanna, brushe s asid e wit h suprem e unconcer n an d eas e th e vas t 
array of logic so torturously assemble d by the philosophical skeptic . 

When w e pos e t o ourselve s th e questio n o f th e ultimat e foundatio n 
and purpose o f existence, we are similarly able in stric t logic to adop t a n 
agnostic attitude . Perhaps , ther e i s no eterna l Realit y behin d th e flux o f 
phenomena, w e ma y say , or i f there b e suc h a  Reality, i t i s to u s totall y 
incomprehensible. Th e bes t we ca n do, it may be argued , i s to designat e 
that Reality as the Unknowable. This attitude, too, is refuted, no t by any 
rational means, but by the fact tha t human  life and human  ideals continu e 
to deman d tha t we orien t ou r lives to som e valid goals. As skepticism i n 
regard t o th e existenc e o f th e physica l univers e i s overcom e b y th e 
pressure o f anima l impulses , s o i s agnosticism i n regar d t o th e ultimat e 
nature o f reality surmounted b y the spiri t o f man which impel s us never 
to giv e u p th e searc h fo r God , fo r trut h an d goodness . Complacen t 
agnosticism is itself a sin against the human spirit . In spite of past failures , 
it i s our spiritua l dut y t o emplo y ou r bes t lights in th e attempt , a t onc e 
human and divine, to know the Unknowable. From this sacred endeavor , 
we ma y no t fal l bac k i n wea k despai r withou t losin g ou r titl e t o th e 
crown o f human dignity . "Fo r the righteous man falleth seve n times and 
riseth up again. " 5 

If, then , w e spur n th e deathl y refug e o f th e skeptic , w e ca n onl y 
answer th e basi c questio n o f philosophy , "wha t i s th e essenc e o f al l 
things?" by postulating frankly a  reasonable assumption or by referring t o 
an intuition o f reality. This fact becomes evident through an examinatio n 
of th e natur e o f logica l thought . Deductiv e logi c proceed s fro m th e 
general proposition to the particular instance. Possessing the major prem -
ise, w e ar e enabled , throug h deductiv e logic , t o not e th e appropriat e 
minor premises and to draw the correct conclusions . But, th e final majo r 
premise, ho w ca n i t b e obtained ? Her e i s wher e though t end s an d 
intuition begins . Inductiv e logic  proceed s fro m th e particula r t o th e 
universal. Majo r premise s ar e buil t u p throug h th e consideratio n o f a 
number o f relevan t individua l cases . Strictl y speaking , inductiv e logic 
requires the verification o f all the instances that are comprised within th e 
major premise . Otherwise , th e majo r premis e mus t stil l b e regarde d a s 
unproved. I n th e cas e o f th e questio n befor e us , inductiv e logi c i s 
obviously inapplicable . Clearly , then , ou r view s on th e essenc e o f things 
will be base d o n a n intuition . Ther e i s room fo r reaso n i n th e criticis m 
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of alternativ e answers , o f course . Thus , I  agre e wit h th e idealisti c criti -
cism o f th e materialisti c positio n o n th e groun d tha t th e concept s o f 
matter, force , energy , etc . ar e no t vali d metaphysica l concepts . I  furthe r 
believe tha t th e progres s o f scienc e ha s rendere d materialis m totall y 
untenable. But , whe n w e com e t o th e presentatio n o f a  positiv e answe r 
concerning th e essenc e o f things , w e ar e compelle d t o fal l bac k upo n 
our ow n deepes t convictions . 

There i s n o wa y o f evadin g thi s choic e o f a n intuition . Cohe n dare d 
to rejec t al l "given " element s i n th e constructio n o f hi s system . S o lon g 
as he wa s occupie d wit h th e problem s o f logic, h e manage d t o retai n thi s 
position. But , w e hav e seen , tha t whe n h e cam e t o construc t a  philoso -
phy o f life , h e foun d i t necessar y t o begi n wit h th e "la w o f truth. " A 
similar examinatio n o f al l grea t philosopher s wil l show , I  believe , tha t n o 
one ca n buil d th e palac e o f metaphysic s wh o doe s no t himsel f provid e 
the cornerstone . 

2. Th e principl e whic h w e hav e t o la y dow n a t th e bas e o f metaphys -
ics canno t b e a n arbitrar y assumption . Th e recognitio n o f th e depen -
dence o f a  rationa l philosoph y upo n a  basi c intuitio n doe s no t gran t a 
general licens e fo r al l manne r o f irrationa l an d unprove d beliefs . I n th e 
history o f thought , disappointmen t i n th e powe r o f reaso n le d al l to o 
often t o th e sill y excesse s o f romanti c subjectivism , which , i n it s turn , 
sooner o r later , culminate d i n a  neo-obscurantism. N o intuitio n deserve s 
to b e take n accoun t o f which i s not share d b y th e generalit y o f mankind . 

The differenc e betwee n a n intuitiona l trut h an d a  rationa l axio m i s 
that a n axio m retain s th e qualit y o f certaint y a t al l times , s o tha t w e ar e 
never abl e t o doub t it s validity . Th e metaphysica l intuitions , o n th e 
contrary, appea r t o u s a s overwhelmingl y an d incontestabl y tru e onl y a t 
certain moments . Thus , Bergso n s intuitio n o f th e ela n vital , Schopen -
hauer's intuitio n o f th e cosmi c Will , Jacobi' s intuitio n o f freedom — 
all thes e insights , w e ar e told , com e onl y a t rar e moment s o f intens e 
concentration.6 I n othe r words , th e clai m o f th e intuitionist s i s tha t 
knowledge concernin g th e ultimat e structur e o f th e univers e ca n b e 
reached b y us , onl y whe n w e are  i n certai n state s o f mind . W e mus t 
assume a  certai n "existential " attitude , a s th e Germa n thinker s pu t it , 
before w e ca n glimps e reality . A t th e bas e o f reason , i t i s what y o u — t h e 
whole o f you—are tha t counts . 

3. I n seekin g t o solv e th e riddl e o f existence , w e fac e th e choic e o f 
beginning eithe r wit h th e lowes t o r wit h th e highes t concepts . I n th e 
first case , we assum e simpl e elements—Democritea n atoms , o r electrons , 
or som e genera l for m o f matte r i n motion , o r a  serie s o f "neutral " 
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essences. Fro m thes e elements , w e the n procee d t o explai n th e emer -
gence o f the mor e comple x organisms , throug h th e operatio n o f som e 
simple mechanica l rules . I n th e secon d case , w e begi n wit h a n all -
inclusive concept , th e Absolute , Self , o r Reason , o r th e Infinite , o r 
Personality, and then attempt t o reason down to earthly things. 

It obviousl y make s a  big differenc e i n th e fina l result , a s to whethe r 
we begin with th e simples t o r the mos t comple x concepts . I f everything 
is, at bottom, particle s of matter in motion, the n th e distinguishin g trait s 
of mankind appea r t o b e accidenta l phenomena , mer e temporar y freak s 
of existence . We ar e highe r tha n th e univers e an d rightfull y loo k dow n 
upon it . If , o n th e contrary , w e begi n wit h th e highes t concept , the n 
man s spirit i s more aki n t o realit y tha n hi s body . Ma n look s u p t o th e 
universe an d i s the mor e a t home i n i t the highe r h e rise s to th e lofties t 
spiritual level s o f which h e i s capable. From a  strictly logica l viewpoint , 
both assumption s ar e equall y admissible . Th e fina l decisio n mus t com e 
from a n extra-logical source , from th e depths of our own being. 

4. A t this point, the intuition of the objective validity of ethical values 
must b e take n int o consideration . I n moment s o f intense mora l fervor , 
we feel tha t Tightness and wrongness are eternally fixed i n the scheme o f 
things; tha t i t i s not ou r ow n persona l dictate s an d impulse s tha t ar e th e 
source o f ethica l feeling ; tha t th e sens e o f authorit y attachin g t o ou r 
ethical judgment i s not derived either from th e opinions of other men o r 
from th e unconscious influence o f society; that the things we call "good " 
and "bad " ar e similarl y designate d b y th e Eterna l One , Wh o stand s 
outside o f us and yet dwell s within us , speaking through ou r mouth s i n 
moments of great, ethical exaltation . 

This intuitio n i s the basi s o f my philosophy an d religion . I  believe it , 
not onl y becaus e o n man y occasion s i t ha s com e t o m e wit h dazzlin g 
clarity, but , fa r mor e becaus e thi s insigh t ha s bee n share d b y th e grea t 
thinkers o f humanity, i n particular, by the religious geniuses o f Israel. To 
be sure, an intuition i s a fluid state of mind, which canno t a s a whole b e 
imprisoned i n som e har d formula . Ever y statemen t i n whic h thi s intu -
ition has traditionally been phrased necessarily reflected th e philosophica l 
background an d particula r bia s o f thos e wh o hav e experience d it . W e 
have see n befor e ho w beneat h th e apparentl y oppose d philosophie s o f 
Judaism o f our generation , ther e i s hidden on e grou p o f insights, point -
ing t o th e divin e origi n o f ethica l values . B y seizin g upo n differen t 
aspects o f this intuition, philosopher s ma y evolve widely varying world -
views, the common sourc e of which i t is difficult t o discern . 

We ar e concerne d wit h discoverin g whethe r ther e i s indeed vouch -
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safed t o man , albei t admittedly a t rare moments only , an intuition o f the 
eternal validit y an d o f th e extra-huma n sourc e o f ethica l values . I n 
advocating a n affirmativ e answe r t o thi s query , I  point t o tha t lon g lin e 
of Hebrew prophets , who taugh t tha t God , th e Creato r o f the world , t o 
Whom alon e tru e Being can be imputed , i s also the Sourc e o f morality. 
It i s th e opinio n o f nearl y al l scholar s tha t th e Jewis h teacher s hav e 
arrived a t thei r monotheisti c fait h throug h thei r intens e mora l enthusi -
asm. Thei r religio n aros e an d develope d ou t o f thei r intuitio n o f th e 
absolute authority o f the moral law. Among the Greeks, it was Plato who 
gave t o th e worl d th e classi c formulatio n o f thi s belief , i n th e though t 
that th e Good , th e Tru e an d th e Beautifu l ar e One . Kant , i n moder n 
times, attempte d t o formulat e i n rigi d terminolog y th e dictate s o f th e 
"practical reason, " whic h h e conceive d t o b e a  divin e an d eterna l law , 
akin to the timeless principles o f logic. 

There ar e man y scholar s wh o maintai n tha t th e objectivit y o f ethica l 
values i s du e t o th e unconsciou s pressur e o f society . Thus , Durkhei m 
wrote, "I f religio n ha s give n birt h t o al l tha t i s essentia l i n society , i t i s 
because the idea o f society is the soul of religion." 7 I  do no t believe tha t 
consciousness o f society i s the sourc e o f the highes t ethica l experiences . 
The greates t advances in ethica l feeling were consummate d i n the heart s 
of thos e fe w wh o dare d t o oppos e th e mass-mind . Th e mo b i s alway s 
stolid an d blind , motivate d mos t powerfull y b y th e leas t commo n de -
nominator o f mora l feeling . Durkheim s "ide a o f society " doe s not , 
therefore, refe r t o an y consciousnes s o f th e opinion s o r wishe s o f th e 
actual huma n societ y i n whic h w e live , bu t t o som e vagu e abstraction . 
Furthermore, the conviction , tha t ethica l validity derives from sociologi -
cal forces, if actually believed in, is likely to dispel belief in ethical validity 
altogether. Fo r i t i s o f th e essenc e o f th e highes t ethica l experienc e t o 
feel tha t th e sourc e o f its authority stand s outsid e an d abov e the shiftin g 
sands of popular approval . 

We do not alway s apprehend i n consciousness th e objective validit y o f 
ethical values. I t is possible for u s to view mora l actio n from a n indiffer -
ent, non-mora l standpoint . I n tha t event , we see nothing peculia r in th e 
life o f morality, nothing , tha t is , which canno t b e explaine d o n th e basis 
of ordinary , huma n impulse s an d drives . Bu t ther e ar e moment s i n life , 
when, n o longer skeptica l and indifferent , w e feel th e values o f morality 
to b e supremel y real , mor e rea l eve n tha n ou r ow n lives . A t suc h 
moments we canno t but regard the materialistic explanation s o f morality 
as utterly fals e an d irrelevant . Mos t o f us, i n th e ordinar y ru n o f things, 
take mora l value s fo r grante d an d ar e no t muc h concerne d ove r them . 
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When, however , w e ar e suddenly confronte d wit h a n outrageous crime , 
we realize , throug h th e violenc e o f ou r indignation , tha t th e spring s o f 
morality ar e ver y dee p indeed , streamin g fort h fro m som e mysterious , 
divine source. 

5. Th e intuitio n o f objectiv e ethica l validit y lead s directl y t o th e 
conclusion tha t ther e i s a  Divin e Will , operatin g behin d th e vei l o f 
phenomena. Ethica l values are obligatory fo r us , because the y ar e willed 
by a Supreme Will . They coul d no t appea r t o us as objective, i f they di d 
not exis t apar t fro m huma n minds . Bu t value s ca n hav e n o existenc e 
apart fro m a  Mind whic h envisage s the m an d a  Will, which , i n willin g 
them, confer s upo n them the status of values. 

This conclusio n ma y be drawn , n o matte r i n what for m th e intuitio n 
of the validit y o f ethica l value s i s conceived . I n a  genera l way , w e ma y 
say that intuitiona l ethic s ma y be divide d int o tw o classifications , unde r 
the headings , "justice " an d "love. " I n th e forme r category , ethic s i s 
conceived a s a system o f eterna l laws , to whic h me n o n eart h ough t t o 
conform. I n th e secon d category , th e moralis t stresse s a  feelin g o f at -
traction toward an elusive goal. The two differen t way s of construing th e 
meaning o f the ethica l experienc e ar e illustrate d i n th e philosophie s o f 
Buber and Cohen. I n either case, the idea of God is found t o be implied , 
in one way or another, i n the basic insight of the moral life. 

6. O n th e basi s o f thi s argument , I  believ e tha t metaphysic s shoul d 
start wit h th e highes t concep t availabl e t o man , tha t o f Personality . W e 
are unable to give a full accoun t o f what i s meant by God a s Personality, 
any more than we can tell all about our own persons. The term "person -
ality" is the mos t inclusive in ou r vocabulary. I t includes th e element s o f 
matter, spirit , will , caprice, character , emotion , min d and the mysteriou s 
unity i n whic h the y ar e al l fuse d together . B y thinkin g o f Go d a s 
Personality, we indicate that from Hi s Nature, all the multiple and diverse 
phenomena o f existence are somehow to be explained . 

For a  long time , i t wa s believed tha t philosopher s coul d onl y believ e 
in a  "negative theology. " Go d ha d t o be define d i n negativ e term s onl y 
and ever y adjectiv e referrin g t o Hi s rea l positiv e actio n coul d onl y b e 
taken i n a  symbolic sense . I  believe wit h Rosenzwei g tha t Go d i s to b e 
conceived as a Living Person, containing within His Being the contradic-
tions of necessity and freedom, eternit y and timeliness , matter and spirit , 
lawfulness an d creativity , "mida s hadin " an d "mida s horahmin. " I s no t 
the huma n sel f a similar unity o f diverse elements ? I  do no t believ e tha t 
we ca n possibl y hop e t o improv e ove r th e conception s o f th e Go d o f 
Israel i n Talmudi c literature , wher e H e i s picture d a s a t onc e "Ou r 
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Father," "Ou r King, " "Lor d o f the Universe " an d "Go d of Israel, " "th e 
Place" an d "th e Merciful. " "Whereve r yo u fin d th e greatnes s o f God , 
there to o you find Hi s humility," we read i n the prayer-book. Go d as the 
metaphysical principl e o f unit y an d Go d a s the sourc e o f ethica l value s 
are on e or , as the Rabbi Lev i Isaa c o f Berdichev wa s wont t o phrase thi s 
truth, "Go d as the Far and God as the Near i s One ." 8 

A conceptio n o f God , reache d throug h th e proces s o f progressiv e 
abstraction, ca n onl y b e o f th e mos t genera l sort . Hence , i t canno t 
possibly permi t suc h war m attribute s o f Hi s Natur e a s the languag e o f 
true piet y an d genuine praye r requires . Bu t a monotheism whic h derive s 
from a n intuitio n o f ethica l validit y lead s naturall y t o tha t vie w o f God, 
which doe s justice t o His relations wit h ma n and the world. Ther e ar e in 
the ethica l experienc e element s o f bot h generalit y an d particularity — 
the apprehensio n o f a  universa l la w o f justice a s wel l a s a  cal l t o love . 
There i s no reason , then , t o decre e tha t Go d canno t thin k o f or love th e 
individual. I  se e Rosenzweig s grea t contributio n t o th e philosoph y o f 
religion i n his contention tha t Go d does indee d lov e th e individual . 

Against th e concep t o f Go d a s Sel f o r Personality , th e argumen t i s 
often advance d tha t w e hav e n o knowledg e o f any self . Th e ter m "self " 
or "person " i s based upo n th e absence o f analysis, i t is pointed out . Thus , 
Hume an d mor e recentl y Bradle y hav e show n tha t w e hav e n o percep -
tion o f self. They searche d thei r mind s and found nothin g which endure d 
through time , apar t fro m th e changin g flux  o f mental representations . I t 
was thi s criticis m o f Hume , which , mor e tha n anythin g else , le d t o th e 
abandonment o f the concep t o f a "personal " God , sinc e ther e appeare d 
to b e no rea l meanin g veste d i n tha t term . Yet , the argument o f H u me i s 
nothing bu t a  quibble ; I  canno t imagin e how , wit h hi s procedur e o f 
eliminating particula r menta l data , an y other resul t wa s possible. McTag -
gart ha s shown tha t w e d o posses s a n awarenes s o f self.9 I  fee l that , littl e 
as w e ma y kno w concernin g th e inne r unit y o f personality , th e ter m 
itself is one of the leas t equivoca l i n huma n parlance . 

In an y event , i t is only a s Personality tha t Go d can be worshipped . I n 
recent years , th e tendenc y ha s arise n t o thin k o f Go d a s a  Process , o r a 
Force, o r a Principle. John Stuar t Mil l suggeste d tha t Go d be worshippe d 
as a  powe r withi n reality , workin g steadil y fo r th e good , omnipresent , 
but no t all-powerful . Thi s God-forc e manifest s itsel f especiall y i n th e 
endeavors o f mankind t o subdu e natur e an d to improv e th e structur e o f 
society. Mill s reversio n t o neo-animis m wa s motivate d b y th e apparen t 
insolubility o f the problem o f evi l o n th e basi s o f traditional theology . A 
similar attitud e prevail s amon g som e o f the "Reconstructionists. " Thus , 
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Eugene Koh n writes , " a Go d wh o i s the sourc e o f evi l n o les s tha n o f 
good and who i s conceived as having the power to save mankind but no t 
using it , canno t comman d th e reverenc e du e t o a  God." 10 I n thi s dis -
dainful manner , h e brushe s asid e thre e milleni a o f monotheisti c piety , 
offering u s instead th e view o f a God wh o i s only a n "aspec t o f reality." 
It is not my purpose to examine in detail views, which have not yet been 
fully developed . Here , I  wis h onl y t o indicat e tha t th e conceptio n o f 
God a s "personality" i s alone capabl e o f affording a  rational solutio n o f 
theological problems , whil e retainin g th e capacit y o f evokin g th e spiri t 
of worship. I t is of the essence of personality to unify an d to integrate, to 
make room for the ideal, while yet the real continues to exist . 

All so-calle d "contradictions " i n th e traditiona l concep t o f Go d re -
volve roun d th e apparen t conflic t betwee n th e Wil l o f Go d an d Hi s 
work. Yet , i f w e ar e no t t o b e guide d b y th e la w o f th e jungle , thi s 
distinction mus t neve r be los t sigh t of . O n th e othe r hand , an y doctrin e 
which implie s a  complet e severanc e betwee n thes e tw o phase s o f th e 
activity o f Go d mus t en d eventuall y i n th e reductio n o f th e statur e o f 
God to tha t of man. 

The solution o f the problem of evil, which Cohe n proposes , in whic h 
suffering i s interprete d a s "yissuri m she l a'havah, " "affliction s o f love," 
appeals to m e most . Th e poin t t o remembe r i s that th e concep t o f Go d 
as the idea l personality present s many aspects , contradictions i f you will , 
sublimed int o a  highe r unit y i n th e Consciousnes s o f God . W e ma y 
remonstrate wit h Hi m eve n a s Jeremiah, complai n an d protes t eve n a s 
Job, prais e an d exto l eve n a s David. Bu t i t i s t o Him , t o Hi m Wh o i s 
mysteriously on e i n al l Hi s many-sidedness , that , i n ou r moment s o f 
humble piety, we always return. 

Conceptions o f Go d a s a  "power " o r a s a  "process " ar e altogethe r 
worthless fo r religion . Th e concep t o f "power " i s derive d fro m th e 
science o f physics , wher e i t i s employe d t o designat e a  potentia l force . 
Clearly, then , thi s term canno t b e applie d t o God , sinc e H e mus t b e a n 
actual Being . I f Go d i s an actua l "force " fo r th e goo d interactin g wit h 
the ethicall y neutra l forces , the n w e shoul d identif y th e effectiv e cause s 
of everything tha t i s goo d wit h God—a n obviou s absurdity . Th e ter m 
"process" is one o f relation, possessin g no inheren t meanin g o f its own . 
It becomes significan t onl y whe n i t i s indicated wha t kin d o f process is 
meant. 

God, a s the Suprem e Personality , remain s a n inscrutabl e Being . Thi s 
means for religion , tha t we approac h Hi m i n humble supplication , con -
scious o f ou r huma n limitations . I n philosophy , thi s concep t o f Go d 
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presents innumerable problems, which i t is our task as thinkers to resolve. 
At the base of human thought , lie s the feeling o f humble reverence . We 
cannot, a s living beings , se e th e Fac e o f th e Lord . Moses , throug h hi s 
humility, cam e closes t t o God . Ther e ca n be n o cocksurenes s i n matter s 
of religion , then . Ofte n th e restles s agnosti c come s neare r t o genuin e 
piety tha n th e professiona l religionist . Fo r piet y is , a t bottom, a  seeking 
and a quest. 

7. W e hav e see n befor e tha t th e awarenes s o f th e validit y o f ethica l 
values comes to us in rare moments, but i t is upon th e insights gained i n 
those moment s tha t th e entir e mora l structur e o f mankind i s perilously 
reared. Ever y generatio n inherit s a  certain fun d o f moral idealis m fro m 
the accumulated experience o f its predecessors. But, the genuinely mora l 
sentiments i n ou r heritag e ar e boun d t o wane , unles s the y ar e periodi -
cally strengthene d throug h renewe d devotio n t o th e Sourc e o f ethica l 
motivation. I f worship i s neglected an d disdained , then , i n the cours e o f 
time, morality loses its distinguishing fervor. I t is inevitable tha t i t should 
then b e classe d alon g wit h othe r huma n impulse s a s merel y a  for m o f 
subtle selfishness, require d by "common sense. " 

The highes t ethica l experienc e i s a  repl y t o a  Tho u a s wel l a s a n 
awareness of the eternal "rightness" of ethical life. I t is this double natur e 
of the ethica l experience , which account s fo r th e ancien t controversy , as 
to the relative merits of the concepts of "justice" and "love" in expressing 
the essenc e o f the mora l life— a controversy , whic h Acha d Ha'A m an d 
many others thought was the main issue between Judaism and Christian -
ity. Really, th e religiou s elemen t whic h enter s int o th e highes t form s o f 
ethical awarenes s ca n onl y b e describe d a s love , wherea s th e ethica l 
motives in ordinary life ar e better subsume d under th e term o f "justice." 
Without thi s savin g grace  o f devotio n t o a  Person , th e elemen t o f 
lawfulness i n ethics steadily loses its appeal, wilting away like an uproote d 
tree. During the firs t stag e of irreligion, th e Kantian stage , the mora l law 
appears t o b e suspende d i n mid-air . Then , i t graduall y fall s t o earth , 
either as materialism o r as humanism—no longe r distinctly itself. 

Worship i s th e exercis e whereb y th e attemp t i s mad e t o kee p mora l 
fervor a t a  hig h level . I n remindin g ourselve s o f ou r relatio n t o th e 
Supreme Being , w e strengthe n th e tie s o f ethic s whic h ar e commo n t o 
man and to God . Through worshi p we endeavor t o reach tha t hig h stat e 
of spiritual exaltation , whe n th e realit y o f the goo d i s experienced mos t 
poignantly. T o b e sure , worshi p doe s no t alway s accomplis h thi s result , 
but, i f it achieves thi s purpose onc e in a  lifetime, i t is more than justified 
as a regular practice. 
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The intimate relationship between religion and ethics serves to explai n 
why public worship is often s o much more inspiring than private prayer . 
We must unlimber ou r bonds o f oneness with eac h other , before  w e can 
feel th e tie s tha t bin d u s t o ou r Fathe r i n heaven . Here , too , w e fin d a 
major reaso n fo r loyalt y t o th e inherite d form s o f particula r religiou s 
groups, fo r peopl e o f a  lik e educatio n an d backgroun d acquir e mor e 
easily th e feelin g o f unity an d brotherhood . Thus , publi c worshi p i s an 
ethical duty , for i t i s our obligatio n t o striv e always to be better tha n w e 
are. 

But worship i s more tha n a  spiritual exercis e for th e end s o f ethics. I t 
is one o f the follies o f our time , that support fo r religio n i s sought in th e 
fields o f sociolog y an d politica l scienc e wit h th e clai m tha t "socia l 
justice" an d "democracy " ar e secur e onl y o n th e basi s o f a  strong reli -
gious faith . Whateve r trut h i s t o b e foun d i n thos e claim s ma y b e 
sufficient t o justify publi c suppor t fo r religion ; i t canno t serv e as a good 
incentive fo r religio n itself . However , th e trul y religiou s requir e n o 
extraneous motivation. Witness the joy of the Psalmists in their commu -
nion with God . Thos e who hav e once experience d th e pure earnestnes s 
and th e dee p sens e o f devotion whic h floods  th e whol e o f one s being, 
submerging, i f only for th e moment , al l that i s petty an d unworthy , will 
not requir e specia l reasons for religiou s worship. They wil l feel i t both a 
duty and a  privilege to pray, even as they fee l i t a  duty and a  privilege t o 
do good and to shun evil , for the root o f religion and ethics is one. 

Is worship a  form o f communion wit h th e Deit y o r i s i t primaril y a 
dedication o f onesel f t o th e Wil l o f God ? Student s o f th e histor y o f 
religions know tha t in the lower forms o f religion, worship i s an elemen t 
of secondary importance i n the sacrificia l ritual . The value o f worship is 
thought t o li e i n it s efficac y a s a means o f bringing dow n th e Grac e o f 
God, i n on e for m o r another , t o th e suppliant . Th e fac t tha t religiou s 
worship ha s s o ofte n bee n th e prelud e t o bigote d hatred s o f al l sort s i s 
doubtless due to the circumstance tha t the element o f dedication to a  life 
of ethics, as the Will of God, has been ignored and worship was thought 
of i n non-ethical , ritualisti c terms . Whe n religio n i s no t guide d t o it s 
goal throug h th e voic e o f conscience , i t i s liable t o sin k t o th e leve l o f 
black magic and become a  vehicle for mass-fanaticism an d blindness. O n 
the othe r hand , th e voic e o f conscience shoul d be recognize d a s hailing 
from beyon d ourselves , bein g indee d a  faint ech o o f the might y cal l o f 
God to man . Worship, then, i s primarily self-dedication an d secondarily , 
communion with the Will of God. 

8. Th e abov e outline o f the philosophy o f religion agrees , I  feel, wit h 
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the innermos t essenc e o f Judaism. I t remain s t o poin t ou t th e obviou s 
truth tha t ther e ar e value s t o th e entir e bod y o f Jewish life , ove r an d 
beyond th e truth s containe d i n thi s exposition . Judais m i s a  reveale d 
religion. Th e meanin g o f thi s ter m ca n onl y b e understoo d agains t th e 
background o f th e lon g an d gloriou s rol e whic h th e Jewis h religio n 
played in world history . I f we believe tha t the cours e o f human event s is 
directed b y th e Providenc e o f God, w e mus t loo k upo n ou r rol e i n th e 
cosmic dram a a s a Divine command . Rosenzweig s theor y o f revelation, 
expounded a t length before, will  be found t o accord with an enlightene d 
view o f tradition an d wit h th e way s o f thinking o f the earnestl y critica l 
modern mind . 

In recen t years , th e questio n ha s bee n hotl y debated , i s Judaism pri -
marily a  religion o r a  civilization? Thi s questio n i s generally s o phrase d 
as to preclude a  definite answe r in favo r o f either alternative . Judaism is , 
of course, more tha n a  national civilization . O n th e othe r hand , religio n 
is no t jus t a  philosoph y o f life ; i t i s tha t plu s a  regime n o f conduc t 
intended to saturate all phases of life with the spirit of faith. Thus Judaism 
is the central , all-pervasiv e an d all-absorbin g elemen t o f the civilizatio n 
of the Jewish people . 

Judaism ma y b e describe d a s a  civilizatio n i n th e sens e o f bein g th e 
treasure o f a  definit e historica l group . I t i s th e dut y o f ever y grou p t o 
keep alive for humanit y the ideals of its peculiar heritage. Grou p effor t i s 
needed to maintain group-values , especially the values of religion, whic h 
are inaccessibl e t o th e nake d eye—muc h less , t o th e nake d heart . No t 
one o f the fine r treasure s o f th e cultur e o f a  group—neithe r it s bette r 
music nor its noblest literature, nor its greatest works of art, nor the basic 
faith underlyin g it s for m o f government—coul d b e transmitte d fro m 
one generatio n t o th e succeedin g on e withou t som e for m o f socia l 
organization an d commo n endeavor . Fo r th e flesh  i s wea k an d th e 
upward climbing of the human spiri t requires constan t prodding . 

To ask whether Judaism be a religion o r a  civilization i s not so much a 
question o f definition an d historica l study , a s it i s one o f motivation. It s 
real meaning is, which motive for the maintenance o f Jewish life shal l we 
stress, th e nationalisti c o r th e religiou s one ? I n othe r words , wha t i s 
involved i s a  chang e o f valuatio n an d emphasis . I  a m oppose d t o thi s 
change for many reasons, principally because I  believe that the motive o f 
nationalism is productive of good only when i t is kept in the background, 
as subordinate to the universal ideals of ethics and religion. 11 

To clos e wit h a  wor d o f exhortation , I  fee l tha t i t i s impossibl e t o 
over-estimate th e role which a  genuine renaissance of the Jewish religio n 
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could pla y i n protectin g th e Achille s hee l o f Wester n civilization , it s 
gradual los s o f a  religio-mora l basis . Ou r peopl e i n thi s countr y an d i n 
many othe r land s ar e favore d wit h a  hig h degre e o f culture , an d w e ar e 
very muc h i n th e publi c eye . I f w e coul d wi n ou r peopl e bac k t o rea l 
piety, no t merel y t o passiv e observanc e o f certai n ritual s o r t o wea k 
panderings t o popula r taste , w e shal l hav e unleashe d intellectua l force s 
which canno t fai l t o influenc e powerfull y th e entir e tren d o f curren t 
events. I n th e past , ou r peopl e performe d thi s functio n fo r th e world . 
Somehow, th e line s o f histor y follo w ancien t grooves . This , then , i s stil l 
our tas k an d thi s ou r destiny—t o labo r fo r th e reviva l o f genuin e piet y 
among ou r people , s o tha t w e ma y brin g neare r th e promise d day , whe n 
"the knowledg e o f Go d wil l cove r th e eart h a s the water s cove r th e sea. " 

NOTES 
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THE NEARNES S O F GO D 

CHIEF RABB I KU K wa s essentiall y a  mystic . Hi s clai m tha t "ma n i s 
by natur e a  mystic" x ma y o r ma y no t b e applicabl e t o th e generalit y o f 
mankind, bu t i t wa s certainl y a n accurat e reflectio n o f hi s ow n stat e o f 
mind. Hi s posthumou s works , i n particular , revea l hi m a s a  mysti c o f 
rare profundit y an d scope . Al l th e facet s o f hi s fascinatin g personalit y 
become understandabl e onl y whe n the y ar e relate d t o th e mystica l 
experiences tha t wer e th e centra l event s i n hi s psychi c life . Hi s bol d 
metaphysical speculation s an d hi s radical reinterpretations o f Kabbalisti c 
concepts deriv e thei r significanc e an d valu e fro m th e fact s o f hi s ow n 
life. Darin g a s some o f hi s idea s appea r t o be , the y neve r brea k ou t o f 
the charme d circl e o f mystica l experienc e an d contemplation . Th e 
stormy wave s o f doub t tha t assaile d hi m fro m tim e t o tim e an d threat -
ened t o toppl e th e structur e o f hi s conviction s wer e no t allaye d b y 
rational or even by the traditional arguments s o much a s by a resurgence 
of that strang e an d overwhelmin g spiritua l phenomenon , whos e glorie s 
he neve r tire d o f singing . Th e man y volume s o f published an d unpub -
lished writing s tha t h e lef t behin d ar e bu t a  serie s o f symphoni c varia -
tions o n th e basi c melody o f his life—his yearnin g fo r an d discover y o f 
the "nearnes s o f God. " 

How doe s h e describ e thi s centra l fac t i n hi s spiritua l life ? I n com -
mon wit h nearl y al l othe r grea t mystics , h e insist s tha t th e mystica l 
experience i s unique an d ineffable , s o radicall y differen t fro m th e nor -
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mal course o f events as not t o be expressibl e in th e medium o f commo n 
speech. Silenc e alon e doe s justic e t o th e sacre d intensit y o f mystica l 
ecstasy. Thus, h e writes , 

And life i s so joyous, so sacred, so filled wit h the majesty o f the Name o f 
the Lord . Yo u lon g t o expres s Hi s name , t o interpre t th e exalte d light . 
You are filled wit h a n intense thirst , pleasin g in th e extreme , t o fil l you r 
mouth wit h th e praise o f the Go d o f gods. And ou t o f the abundance o f 
pure fear , th e intensity o f holy trembling, you return t o silence. 2 

But, incommunicabl e thoug h th e fulnes s o f mystica l ecstas y be , h e 
returns agai n an d agai n t o th e attemp t t o captur e i n huma n languag e 
some o f it s fleeting  aspects . I n poetic , winge d word s h e rhapsodize s o n 
the majest y o f the mystic s inne r life , it s cosmi c effect s an d significance , 
and th e spiritua l "certainties " tha t i t leaves behind . 

Expanses, expanse s 
Expanses divine, my soul doth crave . 
Enclose me not i n cages, 
Of matter o r mind . 
Thru heavenl y vastness my soul doth soa r 
Unfenced b y walls of heart 
Or wall s of deed — 
Of ethics, logic o r mores— 
Above all these it soars and flies , 
Above the expressible and nameable , 
Above delight and beaut y 
Exalted and ethereal . 
Lovesick am I — 
I pant, I  pant for my Lord, 
As a deer for rive r banks, 
Oh, wh o ca n my anguish relate ? 
Who lyr e be, to sing my agony, 
To voice my bitterness, 
The endles s pain of expression? 
I thirst for truth , no t concept s o f truth. 
Lo, I  ride above the heavens, 
Wholly absorbed within th e trut h 
Wholly pained by travail of expression; 
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How ca n I the great truth articulat e 
Which my  heart overfills ? 
Who ca n to multitudes uncover , 
To nations and individual s 
The tota l fulness tha t is creation, 
The sparks of light and warmth 
Which m y soul doth contain . 
I see those flames arising, 
Bursting thru al l firmaments . 
Who perceives them ? 
Who o f their vigor can relate? 
I am not on e o f Gods electe d heroes, 
That found al l worlds within the m 
And did not car e if others 
Their riches knew o r not . 
These herds of sheep that walk erect , 
Will it matter if they know the height o f man? 
Is then aught harmed by ignorance? 
But, I  am to this world enchained . 
The living, they are my friends . 
My soul with them is intertwined; 
How the n illumination shar e with them ? 
For all that I  relate 
Doth onl y hide my radiance, 
Becloud my inner light . 
Thus, grea t is my pain and anguish . 
My God , be Thou m y help in trouble! 
Grant me the gifts o f articulation, 
Expression, the minds translation — 
That I  might o f Thy truths narrate , 
Thy Truth , Oh , m y God. 3 

Strangely enough , ther e ar e n o exception s i n nature , an d th e uniqu e 
psychical experience s o f th e Chie f Rabb i exhibi t th e sam e genera l 
characteristics tha t ar e foun d i n th e record s o f al l so-calle d "gran d 
mystics." Th e followin g stage s o n th e wa y o f mysticism ar e abundantl y 
illustrated i n hi s writings, thoug h the y ar e nowhere clearl y schematize d 
or systematized . 
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CONFLICT AN D TH E INWAR D PAT H 

The first  stag e o n th e pat h o f mysticism i s marked b y a n uneas y appre -
hension o f inne r conflic t an d contradiction . Th e seeke r tire s o f th e 
"fragmentariness" o f conceptual knowledge , an d h e undertake s i n utte r 
sincerity th e tas k o f discoverin g hi s ow n sou l an d th e substanc e o f th e 
universe. H e realize s tha t th e surfac e phenomena , bot h o f his ow n sou l 
and o f the outsid e world , presen t a  pluralistic panorama , a  multitude o f 
diverse data and feelings , withou t an y inherent principl e o f unity. Turn -
ing his gaze inward, h e finds  numerou s menta l images , a  restless curren t 
of ideas and emotions , but n o underlying , unifyin g principle , n o subjec t 
corresponding t o th e pronoun , "I. " Projecting hi s glance int o th e oute r 
world, h e finds  similarl y unrelate d events , bit s o f knowledg e "tha t cas t 
shadows upo n on e another. " Ku k believe d tha t th e multitudinous , cha -
otic appearanc e o f the externa l worl d wa s merely a  reflection o f the los s 
of the sens e o f unity an d personalit y i n one' s ow n soul . "Becaus e o f th e 
narrow receptiv e facult y o f man, " h e writes , "on e datu m contradict s 
the othe r datum ; on e feelin g combat s th e othe r feeling , an d on e imag e 
pushes ou t th e other ; but , i n truth , on e datu m fortifie s th e othe r datum , 
different feeling s vitaliz e eac h other , an d th e severa l image s i n one' s 
mind complet e eac h other . Th e mor e a  ma n i s uplifted , th e wide r hi s 
faculties expand , unti l h e come s t o find  withi n himsel f th e satisfyin g 
fulness o f inner peac e an d th e consequen t consistenc y betwee n al l data , 
feelings an d images." 4 I n on e o f his poems, h e wrote , 

How grea t is my inner battle! 
My hear t i s filled with yearning, spiritual , multi-directional , 
I beg for sweetness , divine, to permeate me . .  . . 
I long without cessation , 
Cry ou t in my inward essence , 
in loud voice: 
"The ligh t o f God give me. .  . ." 5 

The first  step , then, consist s in a  deep revulsio n agains t th e multiplic -
ity of external knowledge an d in a  determination t o discover the princi -
ples o f trut h an d unit y withi n th e deepe r layer s o f th e soul . Realit y 
cannot b e apprehende d b y th e sense s i n on e all-encompassin g vision . 
Consciousness i s like a  narrow glea m o f light cas t into th e vas t mysteri -
ous darknes s o f th e oute r worl d bringin g onl y on e objec t a t a  tim e 
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within th e rang e o f ou r menta l perception . I t follow s tha t th e vie w o f 
the tota l pattern o f existence i s forever exclude d from th e reach o f those 
who pursu e onl y the path o f external knowledge . "Th e thought s whic h 
derive fro m th e externalit y o f the worl d mislea d al l men, eve n th e bes t 
of them. A  kind o f inner intoxicatio n i s dissolved in them . An d th e vas t 
majority o f mankind readil y succumbs t o thi s intoxication." 6 

To brea k th e spel l cas t b y th e materia l worl d upo n one' s mind , i t i s 
necessary t o mak e a  gigantic effor t t o achiev e th e feelin g o f inner unity . 
Thus w e see k t o discove r realit y b y findin g ourselves . Th e deepe r w e 
descend t o th e recesse s o f ou r ow n soul , th e close r w e com e t o th e 
inwardness an d essenc e o f al l things . Natur e surrender s th e ke y o f he r 
being t o th e on e who ha s discovered th e ke y to hi s own personality . 

UNITY 

The ques t fo r truth , then , mus t begi n wit h th e endeavo r t o achiev e 
inner unit y Thi s goa l i s unfortunatel y to o ofte n take n fo r granted . 
Living from han d to mouth spiritually , we are seldom sufficiently critica l 
of ourselve s t o notic e th e conflictin g tide s o f emotio n an d current s o f 
thought withi n us . I t i s essential , t o begi n with , t o recogniz e th e trut h 
that inne r unit y i s a n idea l tha t ma y b e reache d fo r fleeting  moment s 
only an d i s neve r permanentl y a n accomplishe d fact . Thus , Ku k i s 
reported t o hav e said , 

Whoever sai d concerning me tha t my soul is torn apart , was quite right . 
Of course it is torn. We cannot picture in our intellect a  man whose sou l 
is no t torn . Onl y inanimat e object s ar e complete . Bu t ma n consist s o f 
contrary aspirations , s o tha t ther e i s alway s a n inne r battl e withi n hi m 
and hi s tas k i s t o overcom e th e contradiction s i n hi s sou l thr u a n all -
embracing principle , i n th e universalit y o f which everythin g i s included 
and brough t t o perfec t harmony . Naturally , n o huma n bein g ca n eve r 
completely attai n this ideal for which we strive; but, thr u ou r efforts , w e 
can approac h i t mor e an d more . An d thi s i s wha t th e Kabbalist s cal l 
"unification." 7 

Kuk s predilectio n fo r th e idea l o f harmon y an d hi s metho d o f 
reinterpretation o f Kabbalisti c concept s i s her e illustrate d wit h strikin g 
clarity. Th e practic e o f Yichudim  among th e master s o f Kabbala h con -
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sisted in th e repetitio n o f certain name s an d formulae,  b y which "unifi -
cation" wa s believe d t o b e achieve d i n th e mysteriou s uppe r world s o f 
the sefiroth.  As a  resul t o f thi s "unification, " th e flow  o f "light " an d 
grace fro m heave n t o eart h wa s suppose d t o b e eased , wit h th e sou l o f 
the sain t receivin g a  major incremen t o f it. Kuk applie s th e ter m i n thi s 
passage t o th e unificatio n o f th e personalit y o f th e mystic , thoug h i n 
other passage s h e continue s t o emplo y th e sam e ter m i n it s classi c 
significance. 

The basic need, then , i s a recognition o f the divisiveness of our being . 
The nex t ste p i s an attemp t t o overcom e th e dichotomie s withi n u s an d 
to attai n a  measur e o f unity . I t mus t b e understoo d tha t th e mysti c i s 
not i n searc h o f an abstrac t principl e o f unity, bu t o f the psychi c feelin g 
of unification tha t overcome s a t on e strok e al l the inne r an d oute r line s 
of demarcation . Ku k doe s no t offe r a  rationa l principl e tha t i s capabl e 
of precise formulation . H e ca n merel y poin t t o hi s ow n experience , i n 
which ther e wa s reveale d t o hi m a n intuitio n o f th e organi c unit y "o f 
all th e world. " H e relate s tha t o n man y a n occasio n h e woul d becom e 
keenly aware , i n fea r an d trembling , o f th e suprem e majest y o f th e 
Divine powe r tha t dwell s within ever y particle o f the universe . 

The gate s ar e opened , th e Kin g o f glor y enters . .  . . Th e world s ar e 
united, th e hidde n an d th e reveale d ar e commingled , bod y an d sou l are 
merged, th e "lights " an d th e "vessels " ar e linke d together . An d a n 
exquisite sweetness , a n inner , intens e an d highl y exalte d pleasur e i s 
uncovered in the source of the rejoicing soul. Then power and light fro m 
above appea r unto the e wit h al l the ornamentatio n o f their man y lights . 
Thou wil t recogniz e th y powe r an d th e intensit y o f thy exaltation ; wil t 
know th y humblenes s an d th y unworthiness , th e unworthines s o f al l 
creatures. .  . .8 

It i s apparen t fro m thi s descriptio n tha t Ku k s vision o f unit y i s no t 
the resul t o f a n arbitrar y fiat  o n hi s part , bu t i s rathe r du e t o a  sudde n 
invasion o f th e norma l consciousnes s b y a  curren t o f feelin g fro m th e 
mysterious real m o f the unconscious . Inne r an d oute r unit y i s achieve d 
simultaneously i n a  wondrous blaze of glory. "God enters " and al l things 
become on e i n an d thr u Him , fo r i n essenc e al l creatures ar e but spark s 
of the invisibl e radiance o f God. Thi s doe s no t mean , that , accordin g t o 
Kuk, th e pluralisti c univers e i s unreal o r that , a t bottom, th e univers e i s 
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an undifferentiate d an d unvarie d manifestatio n o f th e Divine . O n th e 
contrary, the principle of differentiation i s directly implied in the process 
of revelation, a s will be show n i n th e sequel . Thus , eve n i n th e glo w o f 
mystical ecstasy , th e separatenes s o f thing s doe s no t disappear . I n Ku k s 
vision, unit y i s a n added , transformin g quality , no t a  se a o f identity . A 
new dimensio n come s int o view , s o t o speak , whic h uncover s th e 
merging root s o f al l things . "Th e distinguishin g mar k o f th e spiritua l 
intuition i s the vie w o f all things together." 9 

This togethernes s i s not horizonta l i n character , bu t vertical . Thing s 
arrange themselve s i n accordanc e wit h thei r nearnes s t o th e sourc e o f 
life, s o tha t th e whol e univers e take s o n th e appearanc e o f a  multitud e 
of "ladder s o f Jacob," whic h ar e "se t u p o n th e eart h an d th e to p o f 
them reache s t o heaven. " Ku k describe s thi s hierarch y i n th e inne r 
structure o f thing s wit h infectiou s enthusiasm : "Bu t th e thin g whic h 
causes us to think , t o reflect , t o sin g and t o believ e i s the foundatio n o f 
the worlds . And thi s foundatio n include s link s o f one grea t chain , lon g 
and ordered , i n whic h ever y lin k i s attache d t o th e nex t one , i n a 
natural arrangemen t o f sanctity." 10 I n thi s mystica l chai n o f being , al l 
the object s o f creatio n an d al l huma n deed s an d thought s find  thei r 
proper an d respectiv e places . Ther e i s no levelin g o f value i n th e inne r 
world. Al l thing s ar e no t equal , bu t ther e ar e bond s o f fellowshi p 
between th e highes t an d th e lowest . I n th e all-inclusiv e chai n o f cre -
ation, ther e ar e neithe r irrevocabl e breaks , no r missin g links . Ther e i s 
no unbridgeabl e gul f between th e sacred and th e secula r o r between th e 
spiritual an d th e materia l o r betwee n th e goo d an d th e bad . A s Ku k 
puts it , "Th e heaven s an d th e heaven s o f heaven s togethe r wit h th e 
depths o f the eart h constitut e on e unit , on e world , on e being." 11 

In anothe r connection , h e describe s th e hierarch y o f Being i n intel -
lectualistic terms , as graded particularizations o f the one Grea t Thought . 
Thus, h e writes , "Wha t d o w e se e i n th e vision ? W e see  th e Suprem e 
Thought (HaMachshavah  HaElyona), th e Though t whic h embrace s al l 
things, th e Though t whic h contain s th e powe r an d th e fulnes s o f th e 
Whole. W e se e tha t al l th e grea t river s flow  fro m it , an d stream s issu e 
from th e rivers , and brooks from th e streams , and the brooks divid e int o 
many channel s an d th e channel s divid e int o man y thousands , indee d a n 
infinity o f little canals , which pou r fort h th e bounty (shifoth)  o f will, lif e 
and thought." 12 
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FEAR AN D TREMBLIN G 

The sudde n incursio n int o norma l consciousnes s o f the Divin e curren t 
of light an d lif e i s sometimes precede d o r followe d b y a  keen feelin g o f 
fear an d awe . A  physica l shudder , withou t apparen t cause , shake s th e 
mystic t o th e depth s o f hi s being . A t th e ver y threshol d o f delighte d 
ecstasy, h e i s seize d b y a  mysteriou s anxiety , whic h graduall y deepen s 
into a  sense of nameless, inexplicable terror . I n keeping with hi s Kabbal-
istic background, Ku k interpret s thi s phase o f the mystica l experience a s 
being a  vague , subconsciou s memor y o f th e cosmi c catastroph e o f th e 
"destruction o f th e vessels. " Thus , h e writes , "Th e first  step , whic h 
derives fro m th e ancien t even t o f destruction , arouse s tha t shudde r i n 
the sou l (zi-azu-a)  whic h i s t o pur e fear , a s th e shel l i s t o th e seed." 13 

According t o Luriani c Kabbalah , th e first  te n sejiroth,  also calle d vessels , 
were shattere d becaus e the y coul d no t contai n th e flow  o f Go d s grace, 
when i t wa s poure d int o the m fo r th e purpos e o f creatin g th e world . 
This cosmi c catastroph e i s conceived i n Kabbala h no t a s an even t o f th e 
dead pas t bu t a s a n integra l phas e o f th e eterna l riddl e o f th e univers e 
and o f the huma n soul . I n th e cas e of Adam an d Eve and millennia late r 
when th e Israelite s stoo d a t Sinai , th e sam e dram a wa s reenacted , th e 
"vessels" proving to o wea k fo r th e transcenden t powe r o f the Almighty . 
The creatur e i s alway s liabl e t o "break " whe n i t come s int o direc t 
relation wit h th e overflowin g boundles s energ y o f th e Creato r whic h 
impels i t t o level s o f bein g fo r whic h i t i s no t prepared . Therefore , 
when th e sou l o f the mysti c become s awar e o f the imminen t influ x o f 
the Divin e curren t o f grace , i t recall s vaguel y th e traged y o f ancestra l 
experience an d i t tremble s i n fearfu l anticipatio n o f bein g unabl e t o 
bear th e blinding radianc e tha t migh t ensue . 

The shudde r o f mystica l ecstas y ha s it s counterpart , accordin g t o 
Kuk, i n th e peculia r spiritua l travai l tha t i s th e specia l burde n o f al l 
original creators . "Grea t ar e th e agonie s o f creation, " h e writes . "The y 
remove ma n fro m th e trouble d worl d i n whic h th e materia l force s o f 
life ar e s o deepl y rooted , t o th e real m o f Divine emanatio n an d purit y 
in whic h th e huma n sou l i s a  rightfu l citizen , exercisin g it s power s i n 
freedom."14 Th e mor e profoundl y origina l a  new creatio n is , the mor e 
it i s accompanie d b y "th e agonie s o f creatio n reminiscen t o f th e de -
struction o f th e worlds." 15 Sinc e al l genuin e creativenes s i s mystica l i n 
character derivin g fro m a n inflow o f Divine energ y int o th e sou l o f th e 
artist, ther e ca n b e n o rea l artisti c productivit y withou t th e stin g o f 
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spiritual tensio n an d pain . "Superficia l artist s drea m o f creativeness , 
while the y indulg e i n satiety , i n lightheartedness , i n a  life o f eating an d 
drinking an d promenading . The y regar d th e pai n an d bitternes s i n 
which th e roya l crown o f the spiri t i s hidden a s a kind o f sweat which i s 
reserved fo r secon d rat e artists . But thi s is a bitter mistake . .  . .  " 1 6 

FREEDOM 

An essentia l phas e o f Kuk' s religiou s experienc e i s a  uniqu e awarenes s 
of freedom. Th e iro n law s of causation whic h hol d al l creation i n thral l 
seem t o brea k an d fad e awa y fo r th e mysti c i n hi s moment s o f exalta -
tion. Th e norma l huma n sens e o f freedom o f choic e seem s t o increas e 
in intensit y a  hundred-fol d a s th e mysti c become s mor e keenl y con -
scious o f th e spring s o f power i n hi s ow n soul . S o characteristi c i s th e 
experience o f freedo m i n Kuk' s patter n o f piet y tha t h e consistentl y 
refers t o th e spiritua l worl d o f mystica l intuitio n a s th e "worl d o f 
freedom" (Olam  HaCheruth). Thi s realm of freedom i s closer to ultimat e 
reality than th e physica l world o f sounds, shapes and colors . Glimpse s o f 
it com e t o ever y ma n wheneve r h e oppose s th e fre e dictate s o f hi s 
own conscienc e t o th e temptation s o f th e world . Ku k employ s Kant' s 
terminology whe n h e designate s ever y mora l ac t a s a  fre e act , bu t h e 
parts compan y wit h th e grea t Germa n philosophe r whe n h e declare s 
our huma n standard s o f justice , includin g th e Golde n Rul e an d th e 
Categorical Imperative , t o b e merel y roug h crystallization s o f th e fluid 
spiritual curren t o f freedo m tha t derive s fro m th e Creator . I n othe r 
words, Go d i s above morality , an d wheneve r w e ascen d neare r t o Him , 
we glimps e th e realit y o f freedom , o f whic h th e principle s o f huma n 
ethics are but roug h approximations. 17 

From a  psychological poin t o f view, th e basi c meanin g o f freedom i s 
the absenc e o f limitation o n one s power . Thu s Ku k writes , 

Mystical apprehensio n i s founded o n th e inne r convictio n o f almighti -
ness, th e absenc e o f limitatio n o n th e possibilitie s o f infinit e power . 
Objective cognitio n is , on the other hand, built on the knowledge o f the 
limitation o f powe r i n accordanc e wit h th e circumstance s i n whic h 
power manifest s itsel f in thi s world . I n eac h sphere , th e for m o f one o r 
the other cognition enjoys absolute sovereignty. There is no limit to one' s 
power i n th e inne r world ; ther e i s n o freedo m i n th e oute r physica l 
world. 
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But, freedo m i s no t onl y a  negative feeling , denotin g th e absenc e o f 
foreign, limitin g forces ; i t contain s als o a  positiv e phase , th e feelin g o f 
being tru e t o th e natur e o f one' s ow n inne r life . Ku k portray s th e 
interior lif e o f the spiri t a s a living wellspring o f ceaseless creativity , tha t 
is normall y hemme d i n an d hel d i n chec k b y th e pressur e o f outsid e 
distractions. Th e surfac e processe s o f the huma n min d ca n onl y registe r 
impressions, arrang e the m i n thei r prope r classification s an d rearrang e 
them accordin g t o need . Eve n th e powe r o f reasonin g i s superficia l i n 
character, suite d fo r practica l calculations , fo r th e critica l appraisa l o f 
new creations , fo r findin g fault s an d adjudgin g merits . Th e rea l sourc e 
of creativity lie s in th e deepe r recesse s o f the huma n soul , where i t i s in 
contact wit h th e Divin e curren t o f creativity . Thu s a s soo n a s one' s 
consciousness i s liberate d fro m th e bewitchin g powe r o f th e oute r 
world, hi s sou l become s awar e o f th e tremendou s store s o f creativ e 
power withi n it . 

In ever y second , i n th e smalles t instan t o f time , w e create , consciously 
and unconsciously, an endless multitude o f creations; if we can only learn 
to perceiv e them , brin g the m withi n th e border s o f clea r cognition , 
accustom ourselve s to include the m within th e framewor k o f expressio n 
suitable fo r them , the n thei r splendo r an d majest y will  b e reveale d an d 
their power in all the phases of life will  become visible. 18 

This creativit y o f th e inne r sou l i s no t alway s understood , becaus e i t 
is too vibran t wit h th e intensit y o f life t o b e capture d i n cold , concep -
tual terms , but , then , Ku k declare s emphaticall y tha t whateve r i s genu -
inely creativ e derive s from it . "I t i s only th e fre e sou l tha t creates." 19 

In commo n wit h Maimonides , Ku k describe s th e proces s o f creatio n 
in th e inne r real m o f freedo m a s bein g neithe r smoot h no r constant , 
but a s consistin g o f intermittent , fleeting flashes  o f insight , ver y muc h 
like the flashes of lightning i n a  dark sky . Even i f their rea l import i s no t 
realized a t the moment , th e residu e o f "spiritua l fulnes s an d grace " tha t 
they deposi t i n th e sou l develop s i n th e cours e o f tim e int o work s o f 
art.20 

For in the m th e secre t o f the highe r lif e i s revealed; al l rational labor , al l 
systematic work , al l laws and judgments, religiou s precept s an d verdicts , 
profound conception s an d maxim s o f logic deriv e th e spiri t o f their lif e 
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only fro m th e shadow s o f th e shadow s o f th e radianc e o f thes e grea t 
flashes.21 

PRINCIPLE O F ALTERNATIO N 

In the writings o f Kuk, th e though t i s frequently reiterate d tha t th e pat h 
of mystica l enlightenmen t i s no t on e o f continuou s ascent , bu t that , i n 
accordance wit h th e la w o f rhythm tha t govern s al l phenomena o f life , 
the highes t experience s o f piety contai n phase s o f depression a s well a s 
exaltation. I n fact , thes e up s and down s i n th e inne r lif e o f the spiri t ar e 
as intimately relate d a s the cres t o f an ocea n wav e an d it s trough. Ever y 
upward ste p int o th e jo y o f ecstas y an d freedo m i s followe d b y a 
downward plung e int o th e depth s o f darkness an d despair . Th e gloriou s 
lightning-like visio n o f th e organi c unit y o f th e univers e i s succeede d 
by a  gradua l relaxatio n o f inne r tension , whic h slowl y deepen s int o a 
feeling o f gloo m an d frustration . "Hour s o f thi s kind, " h e writes , "ar e 
most bitte r t o th e possessor s o f a  highe r soul . The n the y groa n an d 
moan i n spiritua l travail ; the n th e worl d an d it s pain s canno t measur e 
up t o th e intensit y o f their agony . The n thei r soul s cry unto Go d ou t o f 
their terribl e anguish , ou t o f th e fathomles s deep , an d th e Lor d turn s 
unto the m an d bestow s mor e o f Hi s Ligh t unt o them." 22 Ku k return s 
again an d agai n t o thi s fascinatin g them e o f the alternatio n o f light an d 
darkness, joy an d pain , exaltatio n an d depression , i n th e grea t spiritua l 
adventure o f the mystic . The profoun d melanchol y o f the mysti c s "dark 
night" i s a  kind o f psychica l recoi l fro m th e dizz y heigh t t o whic h hi s 
soul had leaped . I t is the "mornin g after " feelin g o f returning, wit h eye s 
dazed b y th e glor y the y beheld , t o th e dra b routin e o f ordinar y exis -
tence. Th e riddl e o f the univers e i s fel t t o b e agonizin g i n it s obdurat e 
opaqueness, becaus e o f th e unforgettabl e memor y o f th e brie f glimps e 
into it s solution tha t was afforded t o him . As Kuk phrase s it , 

Thereupon, ther e follow s th e recognition , ho w everythin g i s dar k an d 
devoid o f an y valu e i n compariso n wit h th e ligh t o f th e Infinite ; ho w 
the endles s depth s whic h separat e th e Creato r fro m th e create d rende r 
seemingly impossibl e an y kin d o f relatio n betwee n them . The n every -
thing is dried up and emptied o f meaning. 

And ou t o f this travail of the soul and out o f this deep insight into th e 
nothingness o f all things and the majestic fulnes s o f their Sourc e and th e 
power o f the exalte d existenc e o f the Suprem e Light , it s positive phase s 
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and it s brightness begi n t o fil l al l th e chamber s o f hi s soul . .  . . And h e 
begins to ascend, the confidence o f his soul and the sense of the eternit y 
of hi s lif e i s intensifie d an d h e i s uplifte d t o highe r spheres , unti l h e 
recognizes his frustration an d wretchedness, and, with a  broken spirit , h e 
succumbs t o despair ; thereupon , th e spiri t return s t o shin e fo r him . I t 
comes and goes like flashes of lightning.23 

Thus, ther e wa s an eb b an d flow  o f spiritual insigh t an d exaltatio n i n 
the inne r lif e o f Kuk, a s in th e cas e o f most mystics , his spiri t oscillatin g 
between feeling s o f ecstasy and moment s o f deepest despair. 24 

CONTENT O F THE MYSTICA L EXPERIENC E 

We hav e alread y sketche d som e o f th e characteristic s o f Kuk' s mystica l 
experience, th e sens e o f unity , th e experienc e o f freedo m an d th e 
resolution o f conflicts. Thes e ar e qualitie s o f the psychica l phenomeno n 
of mysticism . Bu t wha t doe s th e mysti c himsel f "see " i n hi s highes t 
moments? Wha t i s th e substanc e o f th e realit y tha t i s reveale d t o him ? 
What i s the natur e o f the messag e tha t h e receive s from th e Divine ? 

In commo n wit h othe r grea t mystics , Kuk affirm s tha t th e "what " o f 
the mystica l experienc e remain s nebulou s eve n i n th e lucid moment s o f 
ecstasy. But, ther e i s the ineluctable certaint y "that " on e i s listening to a 
call from abov e an d tha t thi s cal l derive s fro m a  transcendent source . A 
profound feelin g o f consecration t o hig h end s take s hol d o f the mystic , 
abiding with hi m a s a dynamic urg e t o discove r th e significanc e o f these 
ends an d t o attemp t thei r realizatio n i n th e circumstance s o f hi s actua l 
life. Generally , h e nee d no t wai t lon g before th e natur e o f the dutie s t o 
which hi s life mus t no w b e dedicate d i s manifested t o him . 

Though w e d o no t perceiv e articulat e letter s an d distinc t words , w e 
regard our secular and Torah studies as intended solel y for th e purpose o f 
obtaining a s muc h a s possibl e th e clarit y o f word s ou t o f th e exalte d 
sound which beats constantly in our inner ear , that we may present the m 
to ourselve s an d t o other s i n a  form tha t leads to actio n an d t o properl y 
ordered and systematized reflection. 25 

Kuk frequently refer s t o the "call " that wordlessly transmit s a  message 
to th e mystic . Thu s h e define s th e basi c attitud e o f the mysti c a s bein g 
that o f absorbed, whole-soule d listening . 
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The higher waves beat upon our soul increasingly. The inner movement s 
of ou r spiri t ar e product s o f th e note s whic h th e violi n o f ou r sou l 
sounds, i n it s rap t exaltation . Thoug h w e canno t kno w wha t i t i s al l 
about, no r expres s it in any detail,  nor give a rational summary o f it, no r 
define th e topics of the higher sounds , nevertheless we listen with a  total 
listening. The voice of words do we hear. .  . .26 

Again, h e speak s o f th e "call " a s a  paradoxica l combinatio n o f ligh t 
and sound , a s in thi s passage, 

When al l the parts of man, the physical and the spiritual , are readied an d 
purified, an d th e lus t fo r th e holines s o f the exalte d Natur e o f God .  . . 
breaks for itsel f a path, then , t o th e exten t tha t thi s i s done, th e wall s o f 
limitation ar e remove d an d a  straight ligh t an d a  straight soun d reache s 
us, suffused wit h the riches of life and the wisdom of truth.27 

Weaker echoe s o f this mystica l "call " see m t o hav e been almos t dail y 
occurrences i n th e lif e o f Kuk. Thu s h e frequentl y write s o f the "son g 
of the soul " a s an eve r present, neve r silent , inner melody , a n expressio n 
of the ceaseles s yearning o f the creatur e fo r it s Creator . Al l religious lif e 
and though t i s simply a n attemp t t o gras p and t o expres s thi s melody o f 
faith. 

Faith i s th e son g o f life , th e son g o f Being . An d a  son g i s th e mos t 
penetrating perception, more inward by far in its conceptual essence than 
any prosaic conceptio n ca n be . .  . .  Woe t o hi m wh o wishe s t o denud e 
life o f the splendor o f its poetry; h e loses al l the inwardnes s an d truth o f 
life.28 

The profoun d religiou s experienc e o f Ku k transforme d fo r hi m th e 
entire sordi d panoram a o f mundane existenc e int o on e infinit e expans e 
of radiant beauty. Consequently , th e dar k pessimism of the modern ma n 
is totally alie n t o hi s spirit . I n on e o f his poems, h e wrote , 

Radiant i s the soul of the world , 
Beautiful an d resplendent , 
Soul-wealth, overflowing , 
Holy Spirit , abounding , 
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Fountains o f fortitude , 
Majesty an d beatitude. 
Proudly I  am unlifted , 
Raised t o the world s elan, 
Loftiest pea k o f its soul. 
How gorgeou s the vision! 
Come all , partake, enjoy , 
Take in this delight , 
This heavenly bliss. 
Taste and see that Go d i s good.29 

DYNAMISM 

The worl d o f realit y a s reveale d i n mystica l intuitio n i s no t a n empt y 
placid Nirvana , bu t a  dynamic curren t o f vitality, ful l o f vigor an d verv e 
and creativity . Fa r from bein g a n escap e fro m life , th e pat h o f mysticis m 
takes on e t o th e ver y sourc e o f life , "th e lif e o f life " i n Kabbalisti c 
terminology. Th e discover y o f th e mysti c consist s i n th e clai m tha t a t 
bottom th e worl d i s no t a  dar k dea d machine , runnin g dow n t o tota l 
stillness, like an unwound spring . The rea l world is , on th e contrary , ful l 
of life an d ligh t an d overflowin g energy , seekin g t o expres s itsel f in eve r 
new forms . T o th e interio r vision , "everythin g flows  o n an d on , trem -
bles and aspires." 30 There i s a nisus in the substanc e o f the world , whic h 
breaks fort h i n ne w creations , fro m tim e t o time , bringin g a  chun k o f 
recalcitrant matte r on e ste p neare r t o God . "Th e stron g wil l t o becom e 
part o f th e bod y o f th e King , t o retur n t o th e high , pure , fre e an d 
strong Sourc e o f existence , th e Sourc e o f Infinite Light , i s imbedded i n 
all living creatures, in the whole o f creation. And thi s is the fundamenta l 
force tha t drive s th e whirlin g whee l o f al l existence , th e forc e o f 
development."31 W e mus t bea r i n min d tha t thi s accoun t o f the ela n o f 
the univers e i s no t a  statemen t o f dogma , bu t a  descriptio n o f tha t 
momentary glimps e o f reality , whic h flashes  acros s th e min d o f th e 
mystic a t th e ape x o f hi s ecstati c experience . Thus , h e write s o f th e 
"experienced proces s o f development" 32 an d o f "th e phenomeno n 
which come s t o man , whereb y h e sense s al l creation, no t a s a thing tha t 
was don e an d completed , bu t a s a  thin g whic h i s alway s becoming , 
uplifted, develope d an d exalted . .  .  ." 33 

Mystical ecstasy , then , i s basically a n intensificatio n o f th e feelin g o f 
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being aliv e i n th e mids t o f a  vibrant world . Ku k refer s ver y frequentl y 
to thi s feelin g o f th e restles s driv e an d upwar d surg e o f th e curren t o f 
life i n hi s poetic description s o f his spiritual experiences . Not e thi s ge m 
of religious poetry : 

All being whisper s a  secret t o me : I  have life , take , please take—i f yo u 
have a  hear t an d i n th e hear t ther e i s blood, tha t th e poiso n o f despai r 
has not sullied ; 

But, i f thy heart be uncircumsized an d my beauty holds no char m fo r 
you—Being whisper s t o me—away , awa y from me , forbidde n a m I  t o 
thee! 

If every gentl e twitter , ever y flash of beauty, no t th e splendo r o f holy 
song but the stream of foreign fir e in thee arouse—away, awa y from me , 
forbidden a m I to thee. 

And a  living generation will  arise 
That wil l sing to beauty and life; 
And youth without en d 
From the dew of heaven will derive. 

And a living people will attend to the flow of the secrets of being fro m 
the splendor s o f Karme l an d th e Sharon , an d ou t o f th e tendernes s o f 
song and th e beauty o f life—the ligh t o f holiness will  ris e to overflow -
ing; And al l being wil l murmu r t o him , M y chose n one , I  a m fo r the e 
intended!34 

UNIO MYSTIC A 

Does th e mystic , a t th e heigh t o f his ecstati c experience , kno w himsel f 
to b e a t on e wit h God ? Thi s questio n stand s a t th e vagu e an d shiftin g 
borderline betwee n th e actua l experienc e o f mysticis m an d it s philo -
sophical interpretation . Amon g Christia n writers , th e prevailin g opin -
ion i s tha t unio  mystica  i s th e goa l towar d whic h th e lon g an d tortuou s 
path o f mysticism ultimatel y leads . I n Jewish mystica l literature , o n th e 
other hand , th e possibilit y o f actua l unio n wit h th e Suprem e Bein g i s 
ruled ou t i n advance . Marti n Buber , wh o sense d th e tru e puls e o f 
Jewish mysticism , insist s i n hi s littl e work , /  and  Thou,  tha t th e ape x o f 
religious experienc e i s a  dialogu e wit h God , no t a  unio n wit h Him . 
The Jewish patter n o f piet y ha s n o roo m fo r th e idea l o f unio  mystica, 
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based a s i t i s upo n th e profoun d consciousnes s o f th e absolut e distinc -
tion between th e Creato r an d Hi s creatures . 

Kuk sometime s employ s languag e whic h suggest s th e attainmen t o f 
complete unit y i n th e mystica l experience . Thu s h e write s o f th e 
psychical leve l o f sanctity , "whe n ma n become s on e wit h th e bod y o f 
the King , an d ther e i s n o longe r an y separatio n betwee n hi m an d hi s 
God."35 I n anothe r connection , h e assert s tha t whe n ma n reache s th e 
state o f mora l excellenc e i n whic h th e exercis e o f hi s ow n fre e wil l i s 
identified wit h th e categorica l demand s o f absolute justice, h e become s 
part o f "the bod y o f the King. " 

These passages , however , ar e no t t o b e take n literally . Th e "bod y o f 
the King" i s a Kabbalistic designatio n fo r th e Sejiroh  of malchuth,  the las t 
of th e te n stage s i n th e descen t o f th e "Grace " o f Go d t o earth . Ku k 
identifies thi s Sejiroh  with th e fre e mora l orde r o f th e Universe , o f 
which ma n become s awar e i n moment s o f grave ethica l decision . T o b e 
a par t o f th e "bod y o f th e King " i s therefor e merel y a  euphemisti c 
expression fo r th e attainmen t o f tha t degre e o f ethica l perfection , i n 
which ma n become s full y responsiv e t o ever y shad e an d nuanc e o f th e 
spiritual life . 

His inne r lif e wa s s o stirrin g an d exultin g tha t h e coul d no t hel p 
feeling tha t hi s soul had attaine d som e sor t o f contac t wit h it s "Source " 
in God . A s to th e manne r o f this contact , h e wa s understandabl y silent , 
since i t i s beyond th e huma n ken . 

The first , H e pulled me, as by a rope, 
To His palatial dwelling place, 
And thru th e strings of His holy violin , 
My soul doth listen to His song.36 

INTERPRETATION 

Even i n th e cas e of normal, routin e experience , th e line o f demarcatio n 
between fac t an d interpretatio n canno t b e draw n wit h certainty . Ho w 
much mor e i s this tru e i n th e cas e o f the mysti c wh o strive s constantl y 
for th e complet e integratio n o f his personality roun d th e centra l cor e o f 
his ecstatic insights ! Mystical literature proves abundantly tha t th e whol e 
training o f th e mystic , th e idea s derive d fro m book s an d th e subtl e 
influence o f the environment , enter s int o th e ver y textur e o f the mysti -
cal experience. Fac t and interpretatio n ge t to be s o intimately commin -
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gled a s to b e completel y indistinguishabl e fro m eac h other . Th e mysti c 
is rarel y a  devote e o f religio n i n general . A s Schleiermache r pointe d 
out, th e mystica l Gefuhl  i s a n amorphous , albei t exalte d sensation , 
which i s molde d int o definit e shap e b y th e subjectiv e characte r an d 
background o f the mystic . 

This observatio n applie s wit h particula r forc e an d pertinenc e t o th e 
religious consciousnes s o f Kuk , whic h wa s peculiarl y syntheti c an d 
many-sided. Passage s describin g th e ideal s o f mystica l piet y ar e t o b e 
found sid e by sid e with rhapsodie s o n th e occul t virtue s o f the Hebre w 
alphabet. Description s o f the mystica l curren t o f creativity, a  la Bergson, 
alternate wit h paean s o f praise abou t th e cosmi c effect s o f th e stud y o f 
the secret s o f Kabbalah . Ku k wa s a n Orthodo x mystic , i n th e exac t 
sense o f th e term ; hi s orthodox y an d hi s mysticis m wer e a s closel y 
related as body an d soul . The heritag e o f his past was turned int o living , 
vibrating reality for hi m by the fire  o f his ecstatic piety . 

The tw o basi c concepts , i n th e ligh t o f whic h Ku k interprete d hi s 
mystical experience , wer e grac e (shefa)  and holines s (k'dushah). 

Kuk s doctrine o f grac e stand s i n th e direc t lin e o f th e evolutio n o f 
Jewish religiou s thought . I t is a tribute t o th e originalit y an d uniquenes s 
of hi s thinkin g tha t hi s writing s whic h rea d a t time s a s thoroughl y 
Bergsonian i n spiri t an d moder n i n tempe r ar e reall y th e expressio n o f 
a deepl y traditionalis t mind . Th e drie d bone s o f Jewish traditio n too k 
on ne w lif e i n th e min d o f Kuk , becaus e h e ha d actuall y experience d 
the profoun d an d ennoblin g feeling s o f genuin e piety . I n th e insight s 
vouchsafed t o hi m i n th e hour s o f hi s mystica l ecstas y Ku k foun d a 
bridge between th e ancient , esoteri c world o f Kabbalah and the moder n 
world of science and bold philosophical speculation. H e virtuall y identi -
fied th e Kabbalisti c doctrin e o f the flow  o f grac e wit h th e ela n vita l o f 
Bergsonism, whic h i s th e cosmi c dynami c urg e behin d th e proces s o f 
evolution an d th e progres s o f mankind . B y th e sam e token , h e ranke d 
the scientifi c achievement s o f the modern er a on a  par with th e mystica l 
"improvements" o f Luriani c Kabbalah . Thr u thi s reinterpretatio n o f 
Kabbalistic thought , Ku k arrive d a t a  philosoph y o f religio n tha t i s 
ultra-modern an d ultra-traditionalisti c a t one an d th e sam e time . 

In numerous passages , he emphasize s th e many-sided influenc e o f the 
Divine flow  o f grace which affect s ever y aspect of existence. I t generate s 
life an d strength , whic h interpenetrat e th e entir e world. 37 Ever y par t o f 
the universe i s filled with th e overflo w o f blessing which break s into th e 
souls of the saints. 38 



i 6 i 
The Nearness  of God 

The soul s o f al l creature s an d al l th e world s ar e fille d wit h pleasure . 
Nations ar e blessed , scholar s an d writer s ar e crowne d wit h thought s o f 
peace an d blessing . Ever y spiri t i s endowe d wit h swee t hope . Trus t i n 
God .  . .  fills all . . . .  The splendi d determination t o be uplifted abov e all 
epochs of time in order to cleave unto the value and splendor o f eternity 
suffuses al l things. .  . . The plant s o f the eart h ris e t o b e blesse d .  . .  th e 
love o f lif e become s refine d .  . .  wh o ca n properl y glorif y th e pre -
ciousness o f thes e exalte d hour s whic h eb b an d flow  wit h thei r light ! 
The light o f the Torah is their source. .  . . 

The effect s o f religious inspiratio n ar e t o b e foun d i n ever y phas e o f 
social progress. Huma n societ y a s a whole i s the ultimat e beneficiar y o f 
Divine grace . Oftentimes , th e recipient s o f mystica l inspiratio n ar e 
temperamentally unsuite d fo r th e stud y o f th e detaile d sciences . "Th e 
two capacitie s contradic t eac h othe r subjectively , a s the y ar e unite d 
objectively."39 A s a  rule, "geniuse s o f piety" lac k th e talen t an d inclina -
tion fo r experimenta l researc h an d th e ru n o f th e mil l scientist s ar e 
insensitive t o th e mystica l "yearnin g fo r God. " Nevertheless , ther e i s a 
direct chai n o f causatio n betwee n thes e tw o fields  o f endeavor . Th e 
creative powe r whic h invade s th e consciousnes s o f the ecstati c mysti c i s 
the rea l sourc e o f the selfles s devotio n t o trut h tha t constitute s th e cor e 
of th e scientifi c attitude , an d i t i s als o th e ultimat e origi n o f thos e 
intuitive insight s int o th e structur e o f th e universe , thos e bol d leap s i n 
the dark , whic h periodicall y rais e the science s t o eve r higher levels . 

If men had not waited unti l the revelation o f the "rootlight, " n o wisdo m 
would have developed, n o forward ste p in ethics, public law and practical 
progress would have prevailed. 40 

But th e influenc e o f man upo n th e physica l univers e i s not confine d 
to th e technique s o f science an d industry . Thr u th e master y o f mystica l 
knowledge an d practice, man affect s th e "essenc e o f the world," refinin g 
it an d renderin g i t mor e subservien t t o th e need s o f humanity. 41 Thu s 
the saints , who neve r descen d fro m th e hig h pinnacl e o f "attachment t o 
God," induce progres s and achievemen t i n ever y field  o f human activity , 
"for th e grea t ligh t o f thei r lif e fills  th e entir e univers e wit h 'improve -
ment' an d light." 42 Ku k doe s no t eve n find  i t difficul t t o believ e tha t 
the fruit s o f the soi l are perfected b y the "Divin e overflow " tha t course s 
thru th e sou l o f the mystica l saint. 43 Fo r th e worl d i n essenc e i s consti -
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tuted o f th e sam e substanc e a s i s th e flow  o f Divin e illumination . Al l 
things ar e part o f one livin g organism— a deathless , eve r growin g "tre e 
of life. " Ther e ar e n o solitar y souls , n o isolate d event s i n th e universe . 
The coarses t clo d o f matte r i s joined i n it s roo t t o th e sourc e o f al l lif e 
and thought . "T o th e grea t soul , characterize d b y th e qualitie s o f abso -
lute freedom , unit y an d rightness , everythin g i s united." 44 

The suprem e importanc e o f mystical inspiratio n place s th e personal -
ity o f the tzaddik  i n th e very cente r o f the cosmi c dram a o f redemption . 

Pathways thes e me n o f rectitud e are , fo r th e purpos e o f disseminatin g 
light an d life fo r ever y creature . Instrument s the y ar e for th e irradiatio n 
of the light of eternal life—the servant s of the Lord and the executors o f 
His Word; His faithful messengers , to give life to the dying, to fortify th e 
weak, t o awake n th e dormant . .  . .  An d the y cal l i n th e nam e o f th e 
Eternal, Lor d o f th e Universe , Wh o speak s thu s unt o ever y creature , 
"Live an d rejoic e i n al l tha t i s good ! Ris e an d b e uplifte d eve r higher , 
higher!"45 

Though the y see m to hav e no visibl e part i n fashioning th e cours e o f 
history, th e saint s are in realit y th e foca l point s o f progress. 

And thes e individual s (th e saints) , fro m th e height s o f thei r spiritua l 
elevation, uplif t th e world fro m it s low state , thru thei r existenc e alone , 
not thr u thei r recognizeabl e influence . Th e inne r secret s the y d o no t 
reveal and canno t reveal . But, tha t whic h th e grea t ligh t cause s to com e 
into bein g thr u th e scatterin g o f it s spark s ove r tha t whic h i s revealed , 
over the glanc e o f an eye , over ever y conversatio n an d gesture , ove r th e 
essence o f will, th e purpose o f life—in al l these ways they act , encour -
age, strengthen an d sanctify th e All.46 

The mystica l effectivenes s o f th e saint s i s in direc t proportio n t o th e 
intensity o f th e tie s o f affectio n an d lov e b y whic h the y ar e unite d t o 
the large r circle s of society. 

This grea t even t begin s wit h drop s tha t com e on e b y one . Bu t a s on e 
continues t o ascend , th e Divine Power , i n the heigh t o f its sacred purit y 
being fortifie d b y th e goo d desire s o f men , o f th e individua l an d th e 
group, shatter s th e wall s whic h da m it s flow;  th e drop s begi n t o com e 
more frequently , t o coalesc e an d tur n int o streams ; th e stream s i n tur n 
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become might y rivers , a  "multitud e o f man y waters, " th e ech o o f a 
multitude o f men, like the voice of the Lord when H e speaks. 47 

The sain t i s aided i n hi s effort s t o attai n th e highes t stat e o f mystica l 
ecstasy by "th e goo d desire s of men," th e se a of good wil l and piety tha t 
fills hi s socia l environment . Unsee n channel s bin d al l me n int o on e 
living entity . Th e ideal s an d aspiration s o f divers e individuals , eac h 
seeking a  pathway t o Go d i n th e isolatio n o f his chamber , ar e mutuall y 
reinforced an d integrated i n th e sou l o f the saint , where the y contribut e 
to th e attainmen t o f th e nobles t pinnacl e o f man' s spiritua l life , th e 
illumination o f the Hol y Spirit . I n turn , th e "Divin e Overflow " tha t i s 
granted t o th e sain t i s communicated first  t o th e socia l grou p o f whic h 
he i s th e foca l center , an d then , b y degree s t o eve r large r groups , 
spreading ou t i n concentri c wave s unti l i t reache s th e whol e o f hu -
manity. 

The bond between al l the souls in Israe l is such tha t many channel s pou r 
the radiance of life one into the other , and in the higher levels of spiritual 
existence ther e i s complet e unit y i n th e kno t o f th e root s o f thei r life . 
Thus i t i s that th e ascen t o f one sou l into th e ligh t i s felt thr u radiation , 
as it were, by al l the souls , whether the y sense this spiritual increment o r 
not. Naturally , th e persona l bond s o f love , trust , respec t an d mutua l 
attachment i n practical matter s .  . . open th e spiritua l channel s more an d 
more an d fortif y eve n mor e powerfull y th e kno t o f th e root s o f th e 
soul. .  . .  An d th e inne r ligh t shine s a t th e imag e o f Go d i n mankin d 
generally.48 

The apparen t separatenes s o f individual s i s itsel f du e t o th e spel l o f 
the physica l vei l o f reality . Th e deepe r w e prob e int o th e inne r depth s 
of ou r soul s i n orde r t o reac h th e root s o f things , th e close r d o th e 
discrete soul s o f humanity merg e int o th e on e grea t Sel f of Man . 

HOLINESS 

Out o f his soul-shaking mystica l experienc e an d hi s original doctrin e o f 
Divine grace , Ku k evolve d a  ne w an d strikin g interpretatio n o f th e 
feeling o f holiness tha t lie s at the roo t o f all religion . 

The distinctio n betwee n th e hol y an d th e secula r i s exceedingly dee p 
and thorough-goin g i n Judaism , affectin g no t onl y a  fe w occasional , 
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sacramental rites , bu t th e whol e regime n o f lif e o f th e piou s Jew . 
However, thi s distinctio n wa s mos t ofte n conceive d no t a s a n intrinsi c 
quality, bu t a s a n externa l fact , resultin g fro m th e arbitrary , inscrutabl e 
will o f God , Wh o determine s wha t i s unclean , permitte d o r sacred . I n 
Kabbalistic thought , o n th e othe r hand , ever y mitzvah  wa s relate d t o 
some cosmi c event , s o tha t it s scrupulou s performanc e entaile d auto -
matically a  triump h o f holiness , i n th e inne r structur e o f th e universe . 
The Chassidi c movemen t lai d particula r stres s o n th e attitud e o f th e 
worshipper, declarin g tha t th e real m o f holiness i s approachable onl y b y 
the qualitie s o f the "fea r an d love" of God . 

Kuk goe s on e ste p further , citin g th e testimon y o f his ow n inne r lif e 
for th e clai m tha t th e feelin g o f th e hol y i s a  datu m o f human experi -
ence. H e tell s us not onl y what ma n ough t t o fee l i n th e presence o f his 
Maker, bu t wha t h e doe s i n fac t feel . Piet y wa s t o hi m neithe r a n 
ethereal abstractio n no r a  gloom y retrea t fro m life , bu t a n indubitable , 
thrilling an d exaltin g event . 

The outstandin g characteristi c o f his conception o f holiness i s its life -
affirming quality . I n accor d wit h th e basi c tendencie s o f Judaism an d 
the dispositio n o f the moder n temper , Ku k consider s th e basi c attitud e 
of religion t o b e th e endeavo r t o liv e life mor e fully , no t t o escap e fro m 
it. Accordingly , h e describe s th e feelin g o f th e hol y a s a  heightene d 
sensitivity t o th e pulsatin g curren t o f vital power i n th e inne r substanc e 
of being . Th e hol y i s no t a  stati c quality , bu t a  dynamic , vitalizin g 
stream tha t i s apprehende d b y th e deepl y piou s perso n a s a  might y 
current o f becoming . "Th e goo d an d th e hol y pas s i n a  powerfu l 
current."49 A  sens e o f increased power , derivin g fro m th e fel t accessio n 
of energy i n the ecstati c revelation o f the Hol y Spirit , i s an essentia l par t 
of th e feelin g o f th e Holy . "Grea t an d overflowin g stream s o f powe r 
rise, thr u th e might y intensificatio n o f pure intellectua l concentration , 
that i s revealed i n th e ligh t o f the Hol y Spirit." 50 

Far fro m implyin g th e existenc e o f an y dichotom y betwee n th e 
physical an d th e spiritua l phase s o f life , Ku k declare s repeatedl y tha t 
holiness i s a n intensifie d for m o f vitality , dependen t fo r it s ver y exis -
tence upo n th e exuberan t healt h o f the physical organism. 51 Comment -
ing upo n th e strikin g vers e i n Ecclesiastes , "Bette r tha n wisdom , tha n 
honor, i s a little folly, " h e assert s tha t th e dumb , restles s strivings o f me n 
resulting fro m a n abundanc e o f natura l energy , i s the necessar y substra -
tum fo r th e Hol y Spirit. 52 I n th e lif e o f the natio n a s of the individual , 
the sam e relationshi p obtain s betwee n physica l healt h an d th e curren t 
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of spiritua l life . "Th e exalte d power s o f holiness , i n th e spiri t o f th e 
nation an d in the light o f its soul, are concealed i n it s vital forces. .  .  ," 53 

The feelin g o f the hol y includes an apprehension o f its transcendenta l 
character tha t i s certai n an d unmistakable . Thr u a  lifelon g habituatio n 
in th e discipline s o f piet y an d thr u th e sustaine d stud y o f Kabbalah , 
"there i s created i n ma n a  special sens e whereb y h e ca n distinguis h th e 
taste o f a  though t tha t i s charge d wit h holines s fro m a  merel y profan e 
thought."54 Thi s feelin g o f th e numinou s i s experience d no t onl y i n 
sacred ritua l o r i n th e ecstas y o f revelation , bu t als o i n ever y goo d an d 
selfless ac t tha t bear s th e mar k o f consecratio n t o a  hig h caus e .  .  . 
"every goo d inclination , ever y goo d quality , ever y work , ever y ac t o f 
holiness, ever y commandment , ever y dee d o f righteousness—it ca n b e 
felt tha t the y com e t o u s fro m a  stron g an d exalte d world . .  . .  Th e 
living worl d come s t o u s wit h th e fulnes s o f lov e an d w e kis s i t i n 
overflowing affection . . . . " 

In hi s all-encompassin g lov e o f life , Ku k recognize d th e sea l o f 
holiness i n man y an d divers e field s o f activity . "An d everythin g tha t i s 
beautiful an d wonderfu l i s a  phenomeno n o f revelation , i n whic h th e 
life o f all life dwell s in on e for m o r another." 55 Ther e i s indeed n o limi t 
to th e extensiv e ramification s o f th e strea m o f holiness , "fo r ther e i s i n 
truth nothin g i n th e univers e tha t i s absolutely secular. " 56 Th e triump h 
of mysticis m wil l prov e "tha t ther e i s exalte d greatnes s i n everythin g 
that i s small." 57 Whil e i t i s th e heigh t o f destructiv e foll y t o disregar d 
the line o f demarcation betwee n th e hol y and the secular , i t is neverthe-
less clear that the distinctio n i s one o f degree, for th e underlying curren t 
of realit y drive s o n unceasingl y towar d th e goa l o f sanctifyin g al l th e 
spheres o f existence. 58 

The ter m "holiness " thu s ha s a  genera l universa l significance , i n 
addition t o it s particula r significanc e whic h i s conceive d strictl y alon g 
the line s of orthodox Kabbalism . Th e "light s o f holiness" emanate fro m 
the stud y o f the Torah , th e observanc e o f the mitzvoth,  th e contempla -
tion o f th e truth s o f Kabbala h an d th e practic e o f "unifications. " Un -
compromising insistenc e o n thes e principle s o f Orthodox y doe s no t 
negate th e universa l denotatio n o f holiness , tha t i s define d i n generall y 
psychological an d philosophica l terminology . I n thi s latte r sense , th e 
holy i s a  simpl e qualit y tha t i s nativ e t o th e huma n min d an d tha t i s 
perceptible eve n b y children. 59 It s appearanc e o f unrealit y i s du e t o a 
peculiar illusio n o f th e huma n imagination , tha t turn s thing s upsid e 
down an d make s th e rea l see m unrea l an d th e unrea l see m real. 60 I n 
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reality, nothin g i s simple r t o th e huma n min d tha n holiness , fo r " th e 
higher a  t rut h is , th e mor e simpl e i t i s .  .  . " 61 

Kuk wa s to o deepl y a  homo  religiosus  to b e insensibl e t o th e universa l 
aspects o f holiness , an d to o rigidl y loya l t o traditio n t o conced e an y 
validity o r authorit y t o non-Jewis h form s o f religiou s experience . H e 
was therefor e le d t o arriv e a t th e followin g synthesi s o f th e universa l 
and particula r type s o f holiness : 

It wa s indee d prope r tha t th e whol e conten t o f holines s shoul d hav e 
reference t o humanit y i n general , fo r th e perceptio n o f holiness i s univer -
sal an d th e conten t o f holiness , th e bon d betwee n ma n an d God , i s 
independent o f an y nationality . Thi s universa l conten t would , i n tha t 
event, hav e appeare d fo r Jews i n a  specia l Jewish garment , bu t th e wav e 
of moral perversio n tha t se t i n late r i n worl d histor y cause d th e element s 
of holiness t o b e forgotte n amon g al l men. An d a  new creatio n wa s mad e 
in Israel . .  . .  Nevertheless , ther e ar e stil l titan s o f th e spiri t wh o fin d th e 
cosmic elemen t i n th e roo t o f Adams soul , whic h stil l throbs i n th e hear t 
of mankind generally . .  .  , 62 

These "titan s o f th e spirit, " o r saints , ar e peculiarl y sensitiv e t o th e 
feeling o f holines s whic h i s th e su m an d substanc e o f thei r lives . Thei r 
whole personalit y become s a  living incarnatio n o f holiness . 

The ligh t o f holiness extend s firs t t o th e powe r o f speech whic h well s u p 
out o f th e livin g sourc e o f holines s .  . .  then , too , th e sens e o f hearin g i s 
ennobled, s o tha t al l tha t i s hear d i s adde d u p t o a  great , pur e an d hol y 
light, whic h expand s furthe r t o reac h th e sens e o f sight . Thus , al l tha t 
strikes th e ey e i s sanctifie d an d uplifte d an d th e fina l accoun t o f th e 
world appear s t o b e pelluci d an d transparen t .  . .  an d the n ever y move -
ment, ever y feelin g an d tremo r becom e ful l o f favor an d hig h glory . .  .  , 63 

We hav e her e a n excellen t accoun t o f wha t th e student s o f mysticis m 
designate a s th e "stat e o f illumination. " T h e confusio n o f metaphors , 
bounding fro m sigh t t o soun d an d bac k again , th e extrem e vaguenes s o f 
terminology an d th e lyricis m o f th e style , ar e al l expression s o f th e 
attitude whic h the y expound . A  kin d o f euphori a intoxicate s th e senses , 
as i f they ha d bee n vouchsafe d a  momentar y perceptio n o f th e indwell -
ing glor y o f th e universe . "Kisse d wi t h love, " th e saint s year n t o besto w 
love upo n thei r fellowmen , t o serv e an d unit e i n spiri t wi t h al l mankin d 
and t o forg e eve r mor e powerfu l bond s o f unit y amon g men. 6 4 
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7 
RAV KUK , A N APPRECIATIO N 

IT I S STILL to o earl y t o essa y an estimat e o f Kuks plac e i n th e histor y 
of Jewish lif e an d thought . A s thes e line s ar e bein g written , te n year s 
after hi s death , som e o f his manuscrip t materia l i s stil l unpublishe d an d 
the ful l impac t o f his thought i s just beginnin g t o be felt . Th e influenc e 
which hi s personalit y exerte d o n th e mind s o f numerou s friend s an d 
disciples ha s no t ye t crystallize d int o definit e literar y creations . Certai n 
it i s that h e belonge d t o th e clas s o f men whos e statur e grow s wit h th e 
passage o f the years . Nevertheless , i t i s high tim e tha t a n effor t b e mad e 
to evaluat e th e significanc e o f Ku k s though t fo r th e solutio n o f th e 
problems o f Judaism i n ou r tim e an d place . Th e extraordinar y religiou s 
consciousness tha t i s reveale d i n hi s writing s shoul d prov e t o b e a 
salutary influenc e i n th e confuse d an d amorphou s stat e o f America n 
Jewish theology . Whil e i t i s certai n tha t hi s philosoph y a s a  whol e 
cannot pas s muste r i n th e ligh t o f modern criticism , ther e ar e element s 
in hi s though t tha t deserv e t o b e include d i n an y health y syste m o f 
Jewish theology . Thi s much i s indisputable: the Jewish theologia n o f the 
future wil l no t b e abl e t o ignor e th e wor k o f Kuk, th e mystic , o r Kuk , 
the defende r o f the Orthodo x faith . 

THE MYSTI C 

Many a  reade r wil l i n al l probabilit y conclud e tha t Kuk s idea s an d 
feelings move d withi n a n etherea l an d esoteri c real m o f its own, a  realm 
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that i s remove d fro m th e affair s o f thi s worl d an d i s therefor e wholl y 
irrelevant an d meaningles s t o th e menta l habit s o f rationa l humanity . 
Kuk wa s a  mystic an d th e basi c current s o f his thought wer e mystica l i n 
origin an d conception . Bu t i s no t mysticis m somethin g tha t i s occul t 
and mysterious , a  wondrou s an d bizarr e disciplin e tha t i s no t o f thi s 
world? Thos e wh o hesitat e t o condem n i t outrigh t a s a n abnorma l 
delusion o f tormente d soul s inclin e generall y t o th e vie w tha t i t i s a n 
exclusive doctrine , o f consequenc e onl y t o so-calle d "mystics, " an d 
quite unintelligibl e t o non-mystic s wh o constitut e th e whol e trib e o f 
normal humanity . Indeed , i f mysticis m i s itsel f th e peculia r treasur e o f 
peculiar people , ho w ca n i t hel p i n th e solutio n o f th e religiou s prob -
lems o f the commo n man ? Th e mystic s repor t o f his ecstatic visio n ca n 
be accepte d b y th e averag e ma n onl y a s a  matte r o f faith . How , then , 
can mysticism affor d suppor t t o the totterin g pillars o f faith i n ou r time ? 

The answe r i s that th e mystica l experienc e i s really a n intensificatio n 
of a  form o f experienc e tha t i s commo n t o th e generalit y o f mankind . 
While i n it s ful l exten t an d grandeu r i t i s grante d onl y t o rar e souls , 
weaker echoe s o f i t belon g t o th e commo n experienc e o f humanity . 
For mysticis m i s nothin g bu t a n overwhelmin g concentratio n o f reli -
gious feeling , and , i n accordanc e wit h th e logi c o f feeling , mystica l 
literature an d contemplatio n i s certai n t o arous e an d stimulat e th e 
emotions o f piety . Ther e i s a  strange fascinatio n i n th e mystica l adven -
ture tha t appeal s t o al l who see k th e nearnes s o f th e Lord . Th e genu -
inely piou s canno t bu t fee l tha t th e mysti c ma y er r i n detail s bu t tha t 
the genera l directio n o f hi s effort s i s tru e t o th e Divin e schem e o f 
things. 

In recen t studie s o f the psycholog y o f religion , muc h i s made o f th e 
so-called "feelin g o f th e holy. " Whil e th e investigator s o f thi s subjec t 
may no t b e entirel y agree d a s to th e exac t descriptio n o f al l the variou s 
phases o f the emotiona l comple x o f holiness , ther e i s no questio n o f its 
widespread prevalence . Ther e i s scarcel y a  sensitiv e huma n bein g wh o 
has not bee n overcom e b y thi s feeling a t one tim e o r anothe r i n hi s life . 
Some ma y experienc e i t i n worship , other s ma y fin d i t invade s thei r 
souls i n moment s o f profound crisis , fundamenta l spiritua l decisio n o r 
earnest rededication . I n ever y case , i t appear s i n a  characteristic patter n 
of it s own , wit h al l it s phases discernibl e thr u th e telescop e o f analysis . 
Rudolf Otto , i n hi s classi c stud y o f this subject , describe s i t a s a  tremen-
dum mysterium  consisting o f the "moments " o f awe, bigness , fear , rever -
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ence, trust , inscrutability , a  feeling o f the numinous , etc . This feeling , i t 
will easily be recognized , i s but a  weaker exampl e o f mystical ecstas y 

The relatio n o f the mysti c t o non-mystica l humanit y i s therefore ver y 
much lik e tha t o f a  musical compose r t o th e averag e person . Th e latte r 
dimly feel s th e rightnes s o f the sequenc e o f notes, approvin g o f i t i n hi s 
heart, thoug h h e himsel f coul d no t hav e compose d it . Thi s wa s i n fac t 
the analog y wit h whic h Ku k generall y operated . H e conceive d o f th e 
joys o f mysticis m a s bein g outburst s o f th e pen t u p inne r son g o f th e 
soul. Th e melod y o f man' s psychi c life , h e felt , wa s unhear d an d un -
heeded i n th e tumultuou s hubbu b o f superficia l consciousness . Bu t 
when thr u a  magnificent effor t th e noise o f routine existenc e i s silenced, 
the inne r musi c o f mystica l yearnin g break s forth . Al l wh o liste n t o i t 
will, i f they mak e th e necessar y effort , recogniz e i t a s the voic e o f thei r 
own deepes t consciousness . 

Kuk s work s o n mysticis m wer e writte n i n th e style  o f persona l 
"confessions." Th e autho r mad e n o effor t t o convinc e b y logica l argu -
mentation, t o prov e a  point b y meticulous analysis , o r eve n t o persuad e 
thru th e mediu m o f stirrin g eloquence . H e wrot e fo r himself , a s i t 
were, jotting dow n th e report s o f hi s ow n experience s an d idea s an d 
challenging th e reade r t o rediscove r th e sam e event s i n th e recesse s o f 
his ow n soul . Wel l di d h e realiz e tha t th e spiri t o f religio n ma y b e 
awakened bu t no t communicated , an d h e firml y believe d tha t i n chart -
ing th e event s o f hi s ow n psychi c life , h e wa s renderin g a n accoun t o f 
the deepes t realitie s i n huma n natur e generally , since , i n thei r roots , th e 
souls o f all men an d women ar e one . 

He wa s quit e awar e o f th e occasiona l obscuritie s i n hi s writing s an d 
of the abrup t mystica l "leaps " which abounde d i n hi s style. As he wrot e 
to a  friend : 

I wish t o cal l your attentio n t o th e genera l circumstanc e tha t i n spiritua l 
matters we are always related to the mystical element which is the deepes t 
truth i n ou r consciousness . Therefore , i t shoul d no t occasio n surpris e i f 
in th e mids t o f a  usua l an d factua l expositio n w e suddenl y encounte r 
expressions which lif t u s out o f the realm of the normal , th e sensible and 
the logical . Fo r th e mos t part , i t i s just the n tha t w e resum e t o spea k 
with simpl e naivete , th e naivet e o f childhood , a s was said , "ou t o f th e 
mouths o f childre n an d babe s has t Tho u founde d strength. " Thes e ob -
scure passages are inevitably to be found i n the words of those who spea k 
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out o f the depth s o f their soul—and i t is thru the m tha t the radiance o f 
inner trut h i s revealed. I t seem s t o m e tha t thi s observatio n i s a faithfu l 
key t o th e understandin g o f th e difficul t section s i n my  work s an d th e 
works o f those wh o writ e i n thi s style , both o f past generation s an d o f 
the present time. 1 

We shal l regar d hi s estimat e o f th e mystica l experienc e wit h greate r 
sympathy an d understandin g i f w e bea r i n min d th e undoubte d fac t 
that, philosophicall y speaking , mysticis m i s possible. Ther e i s very littl e 
that al l philosophers worthy o f the name ar e agreed upon . Nevertheless , 
it may be state d with littl e dange r o f contradiction tha t th e whol e poin t 
of philosoph y i s a n attemp t t o expos e th e naivet e o f commo n sens e 
humanity, tha t i s inclined t o tak e th e worl d simpl y a s i t appear s t o th e 
naked eye . Philosopher s ma y an d d o diffe r regardin g everythin g unde r 
the sun , bu t o n thi s the y ar e agreed , tha t "ther e ar e mor e thing s i n 
heaven an d eart h tha n ar e dreame d of " i n th e philosoph y o f non -
analytical common sense . The so-calle d "naturalistic " school o f philoso-
phy seek s t o approximat e th e commo n sens e pictur e o f th e universe , 
but ther e i s al l th e differenc e i n th e worl d betwee n a  post-critica l 
philosophy o f Force and Energy and the naive views of non-philosophi -
cal humanity . 

The gran d cours e o f th e evolutio n o f philosophica l though t wa s 
begun whe n thinker s becam e awar e o f the distinctio n betwee n primar y 
and secondar y qualitie s o f objects . Sound , color , odor , tast e an d th e 
tactile appearance o f an object wer e obviously th e product o f interaction 
between th e objec t i n itsel f an d th e senses . Thi s wa s eve n mor e obvi -
ously tru e i n th e cas e o f suc h qualitie s a s beaut y an d harmon y o r 
repulsiveness an d awkwardness . O n th e othe r hand , certai n qualities , 
like mas s o r size , o r shape , see m t o belon g directl y t o th e object , bein g 
independent o f th e vagarie s o f th e perceiver . Furthe r reflectio n reveal s 
that al l objects ar e subjec t t o chang e an d mutation , capabl e o f assumin g 
a multitud e o f divers e form s an d shapes . Evidentl y ther e i s a  substanc e 
that i s common t o al l objects o f existence an d tha t underlie s th e curren t 
of change . Thi s muc h i s elementary observatio n an d deduction . Philo -
sophical though t bega n wit h speculatio n concernin g th e natur e o f thi s 
underlying substance . Wa s i t water , air , th e fou r elements , th e Indeter -
minate, Mind , Fire , Unchangin g Being , Numbers , Idea l Forms , Sub -
stance? Thes e wer e th e question s tha t occupie d th e ancien t Gree k 
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philosophers an d basically , th e characte r o f th e essenc e o f al l thing s i s 
still the fundamenta l questio n o f philosophy. 

In ou r scientifi c age , thi s lin e o f reasonin g ha s becom e commo n 
knowledge. W e kno w no w tha t soun d i s th e movemen t o f wave s o f 
certain length s an d tha t sigh t i s due t o th e excitatio n o f the opti c nerv e 
by a  different typ e o f wave. Behin d th e facad e o f the physica l universe , 
as i t appear s t o ou r senses , ther e i s th e "real " worl d o f atom s an d 
molecules, electron s an d neutrons . Mor e recen t scientifi c studie s prov e 
that the electron s ar e not simpl y tiny particles whirling abou t thei r fixed 
orbits i n perpetua l motion , bu t tha t the y to o ar e multi-dimensiona l 
waves o f som e sor t i n a n ethe r tha t doe s no t reall y exist . A t thi s point , 
the huma n imaginatio n give s u p an d abstrac t mathematic s tak e over . 
Einstein's searc h fo r a n all-embracin g mathematica l formul a tha t woul d 
express th e underlyin g substanc e o r energ y o f th e univers e i s reall y th e 
attempt o f a mathematician o r scientis t t o encroac h upo n th e domai n o f 
philosophy an d captur e th e ke y t o it s riddles . Th e atomi c bom b whic h 
demolished Hiroshim a als o deal t a  body blo w t o th e mechanisti c con -
ception o f the universe , fo r i t demonstrate d tha t matte r i s not th e basi c 
unit o f existence . I f matte r i s congeale d energ y an d energ y i n tur n i s 
defined a s that whic h set s matte r i n motion , the n ho w shal l we pictur e 
ultimate reality ? Theoretica l physic s endeavor s t o penetrat e th e myster y 
of existence , vei l by veil ; no soone r i s one vei l tor n apar t b y th e geniu s 
of researc h tha n ther e i s displaye d anothe r an d mor e bafflin g one . Th e 
progress o f scientifi c researc h an d reflectio n tend s t o confir m th e intu -
ition o f th e grea t mind s o f al l ages , tha t behin d th e simples t grai n o f 
matter ther e li e hidden ocean s o f mystery. 

But, d o w e onl y thin k o f the worl d an d it s contents? D o w e no t als o 
live in th e world , an d i s it not possibl e for u s to reflec t upo n th e curren t 
of lif e i n ou r ow n bein g an d thereb y t o attai n a  glimps e o f th e rea l 
nature o f existence ? I s i t no t tru e tha t unbeknow n t o ou r consciou s 
selves we carr y th e secre t o f life withi n ou r breas t an d tha t i f we coul d 
only prob e ourselve s deepl y enough , w e shoul d solv e a t on e strok e th e 
riddle o f ou r Sel f an d o f th e Universe ? Logically , ther e i s n o reaso n 
whatsoever t o deny the validity of this method o f introspection. Histori -
cally, mystic s hav e bee n amon g th e mos t fastidiou s an d thoroughgoin g 
logicians. 

Metaphysical intuition ha s long been a  respectable doctrin e i n philos -
ophy. Ther e i s scarcely a  grea t syste m o f though t tha t doe s no t includ e 
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or leav e roo m fo r a n intuitiv e gras p o f reality . Th e whol e vas t rang e o f 
philosophical speculatio n may , a s a  matte r o f fact , b e divide d int o tw o 
categories—those tha t ar e frankl y base d upo n a n intuitio n an d thos e 
that presum e t o b e wholl y objectiv e o r scientific . I n th e forme r cate -
gory, w e shoul d includ e name s lik e thos e o f Plato , Plotinus , Fichte , 
Nietsche, Schopenhauer , Bergso n an d S . Alexander. Th e latte r categor y 
includes al l th e incorrigibl e Aristotelian s wh o kno w quit e definitel y 
that there i s nothing menta l o r physical that can elude the rigid method s 
of th e tes t tube . Now , intuitio n i s essentiall y a n attemp t t o pursu e th e 
path o f mysticism, albei t t o a  limited degree . Bergson , th e outstandin g 
exponent o f intuitio n i n ou r day , identifie d i t i n hi s las t book , Two 
Sources of  Morality and Religion, with th e doctrine s o f mysticism. 

As a  mystic , Ku k wa s exceedingl y healthy , sober , optimisti c an d 
many-sided. Man y a  thinker o r pietist who sough t t o find  Go d thr u th e 
pardes of mysticis m coul d no t endur e th e emotiona l strai n an d becam e 
in on e wa y o r anothe r "peculiar. " Th e annal s o f mysticis m ar e filled 
with suc h perversions— a considerabl e par t o f whic h ar e o f a n eroti c 
character. Ku k wa s happil y fre e o f an y suc h distortions . Hi s mystica l 
experiences wer e uniforml y o f th e healthy-minde d variety , lendin g 
fresh wing s t o hi s creativ e facultie s an d endowin g hi m wit h a n enor -
mous capacit y fo r shee r drudgery . 

The essentia l conten t o f Kuk' s mysticis m i s als o fre e o f an y trac e o f 
asceticism, acomism , o r an y for m o f "sick-minded " escapism . Th e 
terms tha t occu r mos t ofte n i n hi s descriptio n o f th e mystica l stat e 
are "light, " "life, " "love " an d "creativity. " I n hi s mysticism , a  happ y 
combination o f the lofties t facultie s o f normal consciousnes s i s brough t 
to th e highes t pitc h o f efficiency . Kuk' s persisten t emphasi s o n th e 
current o f vitality perceive d i n th e mystica l stat e i s especially worth y o f 
note. I t woul d b e mos t difficul t t o find  an y parallel s t o thi s phas e o f 
Kuk's piety i n th e vas t range o f Christian o r Buddhist mysticism . I n thi s 
respect, bot h Ku k an d Bergso n ar e tru e t o th e life-affirmin g characte r 
of Jewish piety , i n which holines s i s not a  thing "othe r tha n life, " but a n 
intensified for m o f lif e itself , transmutin g an d sanctifyin g al l tha t i s 
coarse an d earthy . 

Kuk's mysticis m i s o f particula r importanc e i n th e histor y o f Jewish 
philosophy becaus e h e was practically th e first Jewish literary mystic . As 
a stat e o f mind , mysticis m wa s naturall y neve r completel y absen t fro m 
the Jewish scene , but th e fac t i s that introspectiv e mysticis m o f the kin d 
that i s so common amon g Christians , detailing al l the steps of emotiona l 
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refinement o n th e wa y t o mystica l ecstasy , i s almos t completel y lackin g 
in th e enormou s literatur e o f Jewish piety . Prof . G . Schole m attribute s 
this fac t t o a  certai n bashfu l reticenc e o n th e par t o f Jewish mystics . 
However, thi s reticenc e itsel f need s t o b e explained . Whateve r th e 
explanation, th e fac t i s that Ku k blaze d a  new pat h i n Jewish thought . 

When w e bea r i n min d th e fac t tha t moder n philosoph y o f religio n 
is for th e mos t par t founde d upo n th e theor y an d practice o f mysticism, 
we ar e enable d t o se e Kuk' s contributio n i n th e prope r perspective . 
Theology wa s no t alway s tie d t o mysticism . I n th e Middl e Age s an d i n 
the earl y perio d o f moder n philosophy , theolog y coul d affor d t o b e 
thoroughly rational . Philosoph y wa s then stil l the handmaide n o f theol -
ogy, provin g i n fou r differen t way s th e existenc e o f God . Afte r Kant' s 
devastating criticis m o f thi s rationa l approach , religiou s thinker s almos t 
uniformly foun d themselve s compelle d t o resor t t o th e real m o f feelin g 
and ethica l will for the foundation o f their faith . Mysticis m an d religiou s 
experience generall y the n cam e int o thei r own . A s a  matter o f experi -
ence, religio n coul d mee t th e challeng e o f moder n criticis m withou t 
difficulty sinc e th e tes t o f experience i s the touchston e o f truth fo r th e 
modern mind . Th e renewe d interes t i n mystica l literature , however , 
could fin d onl y indifferen t materia l i n Jewish sources . Whether becaus e 
of "voluntar y censorship " o r becaus e i t di d no t see m t o fi t int o th e 
established mold s o f Jewish piety , th e fac t itsel f i s incontestable , tha t 
only rare and vague instances o f genuine mysticis m ca n be discovere d i n 
Jewish sources . Kuk s writing s fill  i n thi s ga p wit h uniqu e distinction , 
adding fres h potentialitie s an d nuance s t o th e futur e growt h o f Jewish 
religious thought . 

NOTE 

i. Igroth  Hor'iyah (Jerusalem , 1934) , p. 131. 
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8 
THE RIS E O F JEWIS H 

RATIONALISM 

HAVING ESTABLISHE D th e validit y o f th e genera l belie f i n proph -
ecy, Maimonide s proceede d t o reasser t th e Orthodo x dogm a tha t onl y 
the Tora h o f Moses coul d b e regarde d a s true revelation . Man y Jewis h 
sectarians, includin g th e Qaraites , ha d accepte d th e belie f tha t bot h 
Jesus an d Mohamme d wer e "tru e prophets. " Unwillin g t o ris k th e 
dangers o f complet e tolerance , Maimonide s insiste d tha t Christianit y 
was onl y on e ste p abov e idolatry , an d Mohamme d wa s just "insane. " 
How coul d on e preten d t o b e a  prophet wh o ha s no t eve n learne d t o 
despise the pleasures o f the senses? "Holiness i s the repudiation o f sexual 
relations."1 

Nevertheless, bot h Christianit y an d Isla m were , accordin g t o Mai -
monides, divinel y ordaine d "preparations " fo r th e ultimat e establish -
ment o f th e kingdo m o f God . I n othe r words , the y tende d t o lea d 
mankind towar d th e truth s o f monotheism , thoug h the y wer e no t 
absolutely tru e i n themselves . 

Just a s it is impossible t o assig n a  valid purpose t o ever y phenomeno n 
in life , thoug h th e existenc e o f inner purposivenes s withi n livin g thing s 
is obvious, so too w e ca n find  th e radianc e o f purpose i n many portion s 
of the Torah , thoug h no t i n ever y vers e an d ever y detail . However , w e 
cannot bu t affir m tha t ther e i s a general purpose fo r th e precept s o f th e 
Torah an d tha t thi s fundamenta l purpos e i s "th e improvemen t o f th e 
body an d th e soul " o f men. Rationalit y i s the nobles t qualit y o f huma n 
beings. Coul d Go d b e conceive d the n a s less rationa l tha n men ? With -
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out attemptin g t o accoun t for  ever y detai l o f the law , we mus t discove r 
Gods purpos e a t least in th e mos t importan t precept s an d mizvoth. 

Maimonides divide d th e mizvoth  o f th e Tora h int o fourtee n catego -
ries, assigning some rationa l motivation fo r eac h o f them. I n general , h e 
declared, ritual s an d ceremonie s ar e relate d t o ideal s an d sentiment s i n 
several divers e ways—a s practica l guidanc e i s t o goo d intentions , a s a 
concrete illustratio n i s to a n abstrac t doctrine , a s a shell is to a  kernel, a s 
the bod y i s t o th e soul . "Fo r idea s withou t deed s whic h affir m an d 
fortify the m canno t continu e t o be effectiv e amon g th e people. " 2 

The attainmen t o f perfection i n piet y i s dependen t upo n th e estab -
lishment o f ideal physica l condition s fo r th e individua l an d a  just orde r 
in society . Spiritua l perfectio n i s intellectua l greatnes s superimpose d 
upon idea l mora l qualities , whic h ar e i n thei r tur n dependen t o n a  just 
and equitabl e orde r i n society . Consequentl y w e arriv e a t a  threefol d 
goal as the ultimat e purpos e o f the Torah : 

Our fina l conclusio n emergin g ou t o f al l thes e postulate s i s tha t ever y 
commandment, b e i t positiv e o r negative , ha s a s it s purpos e t o correc t 
injustice o r t o instil l such ethica l qualitie s a s are neede d fo r th e goo d o f 
society; or to teach opinions that are true o r ideas that are needed for th e 
prevention o f evil, or the training in good virtues .  . .3 

It i s interestin g t o not e tha t Maimonide s referre d t o tw o classe s o f 
beliefs, thos e tha t wer e tru e i n themselve s an d thos e tha t neede d t o b e 
affirmed a s true fo r th e sak e of an ideal , stabl e society . Like Plato i n The 
Republic, he wa s keenl y consciou s o f th e nee d fo r cementin g a  societ y 
by mean s o f affirmation s tha t wer e no t strictl y true , bu t wer e suite d t o 
the need s o f tha t particula r society . Lik e Aristotle , h e frequentl y af -
firmed tha t "ma n i s b y natur e a  politica l being. " I t i s impossibl e fo r 
great me n t o attai n thei r ful l spiritua l statur e i n isolation . A  jus t an d 
perfectly ordere d societ y i s needed a s the matrix , fo r th e emergenc e o f 
a smal l numbe r o f chose n soul s wh o wil l attai n th e perfectio n o f 
"cleaving unto th e Active Reason." Thi s selec t group o f saintly philoso-
phers wil l understand an d continuall y contemplat e th e abstrac t concep -
tion o f the Deity . But th e large masses of the people canno t be expecte d 
either to comprehen d s o subtle a  concept o r t o res t conten t wit h a  Go d 
idea tha t i s completel y strippe d o f al l th e element s tha t the y associat e 
with personality . A  facad e o f opinion s o r dogma s i s needed , Maimon -
ides believed , i n orde r t o provid e a  foundation o f ideologica l unit y fo r 
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the Jewish community . Fo r thi s reaso n th e Tora h enjoine d th e belie f i n 
certain humanlik e qualitie s o f the Deity , suc h a s His hearin g an d seeing , 
His pitying , loving , an d avenging . Thes e qualitie s ar e no t true , i n th e 
strict sens e o f th e word , bu t the y mus t b e affirme d as  if  the y wer e true , 
since the y ar e "necessary " fo r th e maintenanc e o f th e communi t y o f 
Israel. Thes e "necessary " ideas , considere d strictl y a s socia l instrument s 
and armore d wi t h th e unyieldin g rigidit y o f dogma , d o no t conflic t 
wi th th e logica l truth s o f philosophy ; o n th e contrary , th e dogma s o f 
the Torah-communit y provid e a  mora l atmospher e an d a  congenia l 
social environmen t fo r th e emergenc e an d growt h o f philosophica l an d 
saintly souls . A t th e sam e time , thes e "necessary " idea s d o no t violat e 
the philosophe r s  passion fo r truth , sinc e fo r hi s ow n meditation s h e wil l 
know h o w t o interpre t the m i n accor d wi t h th e axiom s o f reason . 

Understand wha t w e sai d in regar d t o beliefs : a t time s th e commandmen t 
contains a  tru e belief , whic h i s tru e i n itself , no t i n it s relatio n t o som e 
other purpose , lik e th e belie f i n th e unit y o f God , Hi s eternit y an d 
incorporeality Bu t a t time s a  belief is enjoined whic h i s necessary fo r th e 
removal o f iniquity o r fo r th e acquisitio n o f good qualities , lik e th e belie f 
that th e Lord , ma y H e b e exalted , become s angr y a t th e on e wh o robs , 
as i t i s written , "An d m y wrat h shal l b e kindle d an d I  shal l kill, " o r th e 
belief tha t He , ma y H e b e exalted , wil l hea r th e cr y o f thos e tha t ar e 
wronged an d oppresse d an d wil l sav e them , a s i t i s written, "An d i t shal l 
be, whe n h e wil l cr y unt o me , I  shal l hear , fo r I  am merciful . .  .  . " 4 

Some belief s ten d t o authenticat e themselve s b y th e action s tha t the y 
inspire: 

It i s clea r tha t th e belie f i n th e possibilit y o f a  sinner' s retur n belong s i n 
the categor y o f th e belief s whic h ar e indispensabl e fo r th e existenc e o f 
the Torah-community , fo r i t i s impossibl e fo r ma n no t t o er r o r si n .  .  . 
and i f h e believe s tha t h e wil l neve r b e abl e t o aton e fo r hi s sin , h e wil l 
continue i n hi s error , possibl y eve n intensifyin g hi s rebelliousnes s t o th e 
point o f becomin g irretrievable . Bu t thank s t o thi s belie f i n repentance , 
he wil l men d hi s way s an d retur n t o th e practic e o f goo d virtues , 
becoming possibl y eve n mor e perfec t tha n befor e hi s sin . .  .  . 5 

In anothe r connection , Maimonide s define s repentanc e a s th e attain -
ment o f tha t psychica l leve l whic h i n th e j udgmen t o f Go d woul d 
make th e erstwhil e sinne r rejec t th e temptat io n t o sin , i f th e identica l 
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opportunity wer e agai n presented t o him . I n othe r words , repentance i s 
not succes s i n winnin g a n ac t o f pardo n fro m th e Almighty , bu t th e 
mending o f on e s character , b y din t o f persisten t effort . Bu t t o peopl e 
generally wh o ar e bese t wit h th e feeling s o f guil t an d helplessnes s th e 
practices o f prayer an d repentanc e mus t b e represente d no t a s so man y 
exercises i n self-purification , bu t a s petitions fo r th e grac e an d favo r o f 
the Almight y Kin g an d compassionat e Father . Th e belie f i n divin e 
forgiveness i s th e exampl e o f a  "necessary " ide a tha t become s tru e i f 
accepted i n al l sincerity . 

This twofol d meanin g o f th e sam e act , on e fo r th e philosophe r an d 
one fo r th e masses , i s no t self-contradictory , sinc e ever y societ y i s 
inevitably a n organi c whole . Th e ultimat e purpos e o f th e Tora h i s 
fulfilled i n th e live s o f th e fe w philosophica l saints , bu t thes e giant s o f 
the spiri t ca n thriv e onl y in a  concrete, many-side d communit y an d fo r 
its sake. As one commentato r pu t it: 6 

And i t i s necessary tha t th e mass-ma n shoul d believe tha t Go d i s moved 
by human petitions and rituals of propitiation. Thoug h thi s belief is false, 
strictly speaking , i t i s necessar y fo r th e existenc e o f society . Therefor e 
these beliefs are called necessary, not true . The wise man will understan d 
that thes e belief s ar e sai d in accor d wit h th e maxim , "Th e Tora h spok e 
in the language of men. .  . ."7 

Along with idea s true an d "necessary " th e Tora h enjoine d th e obser -
vance o f man y commandments , whic h wer e designe d fo r th e purpos e 
of maintaining a n ideal , justly ordere d society . This overarchin g purpos e 
was th e centra l motivatio n o f al l the law s regulatin g relation s "betwee n 
man an d man. " 

As to ritua l observances , Maimonides note d tha t th e Tora h was give n 
in th e mids t o f certain historica l circumstance s an d tha t th e significanc e 
of each rit e ca n be see n onl y whe n i t i s viewed agains t th e backgroun d 
of the prevailing pagan practices in th e tim e o f Moses. 

The comple x laws , regulatin g th e sacrifice s i n th e sanctuar y an d 
temple, wer e designe d fo r th e purpos e o f weanin g th e peopl e awa y 
from th e worship o f pagan deities . In the day s of Moses the people wer e 
not ye t read y fo r mor e elevate d form s o f worship . The y coul d no t 
conceive o f servin g th e Almight y i n an y othe r wa y tha n b y bringin g 
offerings int o th e temple . Hence , i t wa s necessar y fo r Mose s t o adap t 
his teaching t o th e primitive habit s o f his contemporaries . 
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Moses' predicament ma y be compare d t o the appearance o f a prophet i n 
our da y who woul d cal l to th e servic e o f God i n th e followin g manner : 
"The Lor d commande d yo u no t t o pray to Hi m an d no t t o fas t an d no t 
to see k Hi s hel p i n tim e o f trouble , bu t t o le t you r servic e consis t i n 
thought only , without deeds. " 8 

Such a  messag e woul d b e i n keepin g wit h th e inne r trut h o f faith , 
but i t woul d hardl y b e accepte d b y th e peopl e o f ou r day . I n th e sam e 
way, Moses wa s compelle d t o tak e accoun t o f the habits , rite s an d idea s 
which prevaile d i n hi s generation . H e coul d no t antagoniz e th e peopl e 
by rejectin g way s o f thinkin g an d actin g tha t wer e dea r t o them . H e 
could onl y regulat e an d spiritualiz e thei r customs , s o as to lea d the m b y 
degrees in the righ t direction , an d he ha d t o begin a t the people s actual 
point o f spiritual development . 

Maimonides wa s familia r wit h som e paga n practice s fro m quotation s 
and description s whic h h e foun d i n contemporar y Mosle m literature . 
Though h e wa s clearl y awar e o f th e paucit y an d inaccurac y o f th e 
information availabl e t o hi m concernin g th e ritual s o f th e heathen , h e 
felt justifie d i n propoundin g th e genera l rul e tha t Judais m evolve d i n 
the cours e o f a n arduou s struggl e agains t th e follie s an d rite s o f th e 
pagan world . Al l the quasi-magica l rite s i n Judaism wer e ultimatel y du e 
to th e strateg y employe d b y Mose s an d hi s successor s i n thei r relentles s 
efforts t o comba t th e inroad s o f th e paga n mentality . Man y a  tim e th e 
architects o f the Jewish fait h ha d t o stoo p i n orde r t o conquer . 

The essenc e o f paganis m i s th e worshi p o f th e creature , rathe r tha n 
of th e Creator ; i.e. , th e attributio n o f independen t dominio n t o stars , 
mountains, rivers , name s o f angels , etc . Fo r thi s reaso n Maimonide s 
considered astrolog y an d th e jugglin g o f mysteriou s "names " b y th e 
proto-Qabbalists o f hi s da y t o b e a t onc e shee r stupidit y an d unalloye d 
paganism. Judaism is , i n essence , a  continua l protes t agains t th e paga n 
worship o f th e creatur e an d agains t magica l relianc e o n th e manipula -
tion o f occul t forces . I t i s a t th e poin t wher e magi c an d naiv e supersti -
tion en d tha t Judaism begins . 

The knowledg e o f thes e [pagan ] idea s an d rite s i s a  ver y importan t 
gateway leading to th e comprehensio n o f the reason s for th e command -
ments, for th e roo t o f our entir e Tora h an d th e axi s upon whic h i t turn s 
is the determinatio n t o eras e thes e idea s fro m th e heart s o f men an d t o 
eliminate the m from th e world . . . i t is the primary, genera l intention o f 
the whole Torah . .  . .9 
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With th e limite d informatio n o f th e histor y o f religion s a t hi s dis -
posal, Maimonides endeavore d stoutl y t o explai n th e rite s o f Judaism a s 
being primaril y s o man y act s o f symboli c repudiatio n o f th e way s o f 
heathendom. Occasionally , too , a  magica l practic e ha d t o b e include d 
within th e Torah , a s an unavoidabl e concessio n t o th e ingraine d primi -
tive habits o f the people o f Israel at the tim e o f Moses. For , a s Maimon-
ides put it , "I t i s impossible fo r huma n natur e t o g o suddenl y fro m on e 
extreme t o th e other." 10 

The Torah , fo r example , prohibited th e eatin g o f the frui t o f a tree i n 
its first  three years o f growth (Aria).  This prohibition wa s a  silent protes t 
against th e policy o f the pagans t o dedicat e suc h frui t t o th e us e o f thei r 
temples. The Tora h ordaine d th e bringing o f the frui t o f the fourt h yea r 
to th e Hol y Temple ; th e purpos e o f thi s commandmen t wa s t o mak e 
certain tha t th e peopl e wil l no t brin g th e frui t t o th e paga n altars . I t 
will b e note d tha t Maimonide s wa s no t dismaye d b y th e fac t tha t tw o 
opposing strategie s wer e employe d b y the Tora h t o counterac t th e sam e 
pagan custom . Maimonide s als o pointe d ou t tha t th e bringin g o f fruit s 
to pagan temple s was occasionally accompanie d b y immora l an d orgias -
tic fertilit y rite s which wer e intende d t o haste n th e growt h o f the trees . 
After fou r years , there wa s no longe r an y danger o f such practices . 

The Tora h prohibite d th e practic e o f grafting th e branc h o f one tre e 
upon th e ste m o f another becaus e th e pagans would indulg e i n unnatu -
ral sexua l act s i n connectio n wit h thi s wor k (Kilaim).  Similarly , th e 
planting o f grain s i n a  vineyar d wa s prohibite d s o tha t th e Israelite s 
would b e remove d a s far a s possible fro m th e temptatio n t o indulg e i n 
the immoral , magica l rite s tha t wer e frequentl y performe d i n connec -
tion wit h thes e practices . Th e prohibitio n o f interweavin g thread s o f 
flax an d woo l (Shatnez)  i s based o n simila r reasoning ; namely , th e fac t 
that paga n priest s mad e i t a  poin t t o wea r garment s mad e fro m clot h 
that was woven i n thi s manner. 11 

In th e Hol y Temple , th e tablet s o f th e la w wer e place d i n th e Ark , 
within th e Hol y o f Holies , no t becaus e ther e wa s an y holines s o r 
divinity i n th e tablet s themselves , bu t simpl y t o indicat e tha t th e word s 
of the prophet s constitute d th e basi s o f the covenan t betwee n Go d an d 
Israel. Sinc e prophet s derive d thei r inspiratio n fro m angel s (th e Activ e 
Reason), th e belie f in angel s ha d t o b e reinforce d b y th e representatio n 
of th e cherubim . Th e rit e o f burning incens e i n th e Hol y Templ e wa s 
designed fo r th e purpos e o f eliminatin g th e noxiou s odor s resultin g 
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from th e burnin g o f th e sacrifice s o n th e altars , no t t o offe r a  pleasin g 
fragrance t o the Almighty . Th e sacrifice s offere d i n the temple consiste d 
of cattle , goat s an d sheep , fo r thes e wer e sacre d "totem " animal s t o 
many o f the paga n nations , an d i n slaughterin g the m th e Jews demon -
strated thei r disbelie f i n th e sanctitie s o f th e paga n world . Th e pagan s 
would brin g leavene d an d sweetene d offering s t o thei r gods , bu t no t 
salt. Thi s i s why th e opposit e practic e wa s enjoine d i n th e Torah ; i.e. , 
leavened an d sweetene d food s wer e prohibited , bu t sal t wa s t o b e 
sprinkled o n al l offerings upo n th e altar. 12 

The drinkin g o f bloo d wa s prohibite d "fo r bloo d wa s ver y unclea n 
in th e eye s o f th e Sabean s [Nea r Easter n pagans] , wh o nevertheles s 
would drin k i t o n specia l occasions , believin g bloo d t o b e th e peculia r 
drink o f th e demons , s o tha t whe n the y partoo k o f it , the y though t 
they entere d int o partnershi p wit h th e demon s an d learne d th e futur e 
from them." 13 I t i s fo r a  simila r reaso n tha t th e eatin g o f mea t wa s 
prohibited altogether , s o lon g a s th e Israelite s dwelle d i n th e deser t o f 
Sinai, for th e worship o f demons i s very widespread i n the desert . Later , 
when the y entere d int o th e lan d o f Israel , wher e suc h practice s wer e 
almost unknown , th e prohibition o n mea t wa s rescinded . 

In th e Tora h w e find a  detailed descriptio n o f sacrifice s tha t wer e t o 
be brough t daily , o n th e Sabbat h o r i n hono r o f th e ne w moon . Th e 
new moo n sacrifice s ar e o f special interest t o us , since they appea r t o b e 
the residu e o f moon worship . Manifestly , th e sacrifice s describe d i n th e 
Torah wer e i n effec t lon g befor e th e Tora h wa s accepte d b y th e Israe -
lites. Th e Tora h simpl y allowe d th e establishe d practic e t o continu e 
since th e Israelite s wer e powerfull y addicte d t o it , specifying , however , 
that th e offering s wer e t o b e brough t t o God , no t t o th e moon . I n thi s 
manner th e dange r o f moo n worshi p wa s averted . Bu t a s t o "th e 
offering o f wine, " Maimonide s wrote , " I a m disturbe d abou t i t u p t o 
this day . Wh y shoul d i t b e commanded , seein g th e pagan s als o offere d 
wine t o thei r gods?" 14 Fo r tha t matter , Maimonide s als o confesse d hi s 
inability t o find a  goo d reaso n fo r th e tabl e i n th e sanctuar y an d th e 
showbreads tha t were placed upo n it. 15 

As t o th e law s o f ritua l uncleanliness , whic h see m s o cumbersom e 
and unnecessary , Moses ' genera l ai m wa s t o softe n th e hars h an d com -
plicated regulation s o f th e paga n nations , bu t h e coul d no t shoc k th e 
sensibilities o f th e peopl e an d def y thei r ingraine d prejudice . "Fo r thi s 
Torah o f Go d .  . .  cam e t o lighte n th e burde n o f existin g rites , an d i f 
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some o f the m appea r t o yo u t o involv e a  grea t dea l o f troubl e an d 
annoyance, i t i s so only because you d o no t kno w th e custom s and idea s 
which prevailed a t that tim e .  . ." 16 

Thus th e law s o f ritua l defilemen t wer e designe d i n par t fo r th e 
purpose o f discouragin g peopl e fro m comin g int o th e Hol y Templ e 
too frequently . Insofa r a s th e masse s ar e concerned , familiarit y breed s 
contempt. Th e mor e th e commo n peopl e wer e kep t awa y fro m th e 
Holy Temple , th e mor e the y wer e likel y t o rever e it . Accordingly , th e 
laws o f defilemen t wer e s o designe d that , a t an y on e time , " y ° u wil l 
find ver y fe w peopl e tha t ar e clean. " Another motiv e fo r thes e precept s 
is to induc e peopl e t o sta y awa y fro m tha t whic h i s ugl y o r disgusting . 
Third, "Th e Tora h ha d t o accommodat e itsel f to th e accepte d custom s 
of th e time , fo r th e Sabean s lavishe d a  grea t dea l o f energ y upo n suc h 
matters a s ritual uncleanliness." 17 

A goo d illustratio n o f th e primitiv e obsessio n wit h rite s o f purifica -
tion i s th e la w governin g th e periodi c "uncleanliness " o f wome n an d 
the comple x ritua l o f lustratio n i n speciall y designe d bath s (rnikvah). 
Among som e primitiv e people , "th e menstruatin g woma n ha d t o b e 
locked i n a  house al l by herself , th e places upon whic h sh e walked wer e 
burned an d whoever spok e to he r became unclean . .  .  ." If you compar e 
these stringencie s wit h th e comparativ e mildnes s o f th e regulation s i n 
the Torah , Maimonide s concluded , yo u wil l not e th e spiri t o f modera -
tion tha t governe d th e laws o f Moses. 

As to the dietary laws, most o f the requirements o f Judaism are simply 
sanitary regulations . "Th e bes t par t o f th e mea t i s permitte d fo r us. " 
The flesh  o f the pig was prohibited becaus e o f the unclean habit s o f this 
particular animal . "An d i f the eatin g o f pork wer e permitted , th e street s 
and th e house s would b e a s dirty a s latrines, eve n a s are the countrie s o f 
the Frank s [Europeans ] i n ou r day. " This i s what th e fame d physicia n o f 
Egypt though t o f the Christia n land s o f Europe. Mutatis  mutandis! 

Blood an d trefa  (non-kosher) mea t ar e ba d fo r digestion . A s t o th e 
mixing o f mea t wit h milk , "i t appear s probabl e t o m e tha t ther e wa s 
about i t a n odo r o f pagan worship . I t i s possible tha t the y boile d mea t 
with mil k i n the cours e o f one o r anothe r o f their celebrations." 18 

The law s o f marriag e an d divorc e constitut e th e basi s o f a  justl y 
ordered society . Th e la w concernin g th e "bitte r waters " t o b e give n t o 
the woma n suspecte d o f adultery , establishin g a n ordea l fo r th e discov -
ery o f sexua l sins , wa s designe d t o discourag e marita l infidelit y b y 



189 
The Rise oj'Jewish  Rationalism 

scaring th e superstitiou s wome n an d embarrassin g th e understandin g 
19 

ones. 
The la w o f levirat e marriag e existe d lon g befor e th e covenan t a t 

Sinai. Sinc e th e peopl e coul d no t b e weane d awa y fro m thi s primitiv e 
custom al l a t once , th e Tora h modifie d th e la w b y th e introductio n o f 
the ceremon y o f Halitza. 20 

The la w o f circumcisio n establishe d a  sig n whic h i s commo n t o al l 
Jewish people . At th e sam e time , 

One o f th e reason s fo r circumcision , t o my  mind , i s t o lesse n th e 
enjoyment o f sexua l intercours e an d t o weake n thi s orga n a s muc h a s 
possible. .  . .  That circumcisio n lessen s thi s organ s capacit y fo r conjuga l 
relations an d sometime s remove s th e pleasur e associate d wit h it , I  hav e 
no doubt. 21 

The majo r portio n o f th e Tora h wa s devote d t o th e orderin g o f a n 
ideal society , s o designed a s to encourag e a t least some people t o devot e 
themselves t o th e cultivatio n o f the nobl e qualitie s o f the soul . As to th e 
lex talionis,  th e principl e o f "a n ey e fo r a n eye, " i t was , t o Maimonides , 
simply a n application o f the principle o f absolute justice. 

And he who lost a limb through the actions of an assailant, then the same 
limb shoul d b e remove d fro m th e assailant , "a s h e pu t a  blemis h i n a 
man, s o a  blemis h shal l b e pu t i n him. " Thoug h w e toda y substitut e 
money fo r thi s punishment , d o no t b e disturbed , fo r ou r intentio n i s 
here t o explai n th e reason s o f th e verse s i n Scripture , no t th e word s o f 
the Talmud. 22 

Sufficient illustration s hav e bee n cite d t o indicat e th e rigorou s an d 
even ruthles s logi c whic h Maimonide s brough t t o th e analysi s o f th e 
Jewish faith . Th e essenc e o f Judaism i s the belie f in th e on e incorporea l 
Deity an d th e determinatio n t o cleav e unt o Him . Bu t th e Jewish fait h 
developed i n distinc t historica l circumstances ; therefore , i t adopte d an d 
preserved i n it s passage throug h histor y som e irrationa l rites , vestiges o f 
the ancien t struggl e agains t paganism . Fo r th e mos t part , thes e ritual s 
possess n o intrinsi c significance , sav e insofa r a s they ar e neede d fo r th e 
maintenance o f the Torah-community . 

Maimonides himsel f did not dra w any conclusion a s to the superfluit y 
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or obsolescenc e o f th e rituals , bu t hi s syste m o f though t wa s b o u n d t o 
lead t o thi s consideration . And , i n spit e o f his silence , h e di d no t doub t 
for a  m o m e n t th e rightnes s o f followin g th e inne r logi c o f hi s idea s t o 
its ultimat e conclusions . For , a s h e sa w it , reaso n i s virtuall y identica l 
wi th th e wil l o f God. Indeed , i t is the one qualit y whic h derive s directl y 
from God , bein g th e inheren t la w o f Hi s being . Scriptura l languag e a t 
times attribute d al l natura l phenomen a t o th e Deity , sinc e H e wa s th e 
source o f al l powe r an d th e law s o f natur e wer e designe d an d fixed  b y 
Him. 2 3 Bu t whil e th e force s o f natur e wer e establishe d b y God , the y 
did no t represent . Hi s wil l i n th e sam e sens e a s th e ligh t o f reason , 
deriving automaticall y fro m God , throug h th e agenc y o f th e Activ e 
Intellect. Si n an d failur e ar e du e t o matter ; th e direc t actio n o f th e 
Deity i s reason. An d reaso n i s at al l times good . 

"For throug h th e knowledg e o f truth , al l hatre d an d quarrel s ar e 
eliminated, an d peopl e ceas e t o injur e on e another." 2 4 W e mus t no t 
compromise wi t h th e stric t dictate s o f th e intellec t i n interpretin g th e 
Torah, "fo r onl y th e t rut h i s acceptabl e t o H im , an d onl y falsehoo d 
does H e hate." 2 5 
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THE QABBALA H 

IT WA S in th e eightie s o f the thirteent h centur y tha t th e classi c tex t o f 
Qabbalistic literature , th e Zohar,  appeared . Th e scholar , Rabb i Mose s 
de Leon , i s no w presume d t o hav e writte n th e majo r portio n o f th e 
Zohar, which i s not reall y one systemati c work , bu t a  collection o f many 
books an d brochures , varyin g i n clarit y an d emphasi s an d hel d togethe r 
by a n inne r unit y o f them e an d ideology . Thi s vas t compendiu m o f 
esoteric lore is a pseudo-epigraphic composition , attribute d by its edito r 
to Rabb i Simo n Ba r Yoha i an d a  coterie o f his "illuminated " disciples . 
This second-centur y Palestinia n rabb i wa s believe d t o hav e spen t thir -
teen year s i n a  cave , studyin g th e hidde n mysterie s o f Torah , wit h th e 
direct ai d o f the "spiri t o f holiness." What mor e natura l tha n t o ascrib e 
to hi m th e authorshi p o f a  boo k whic h i s replet e wit h vision s an d 
revelations! 

Soon afte r it s appearance , th e authenticit y o f th e Zohar  wa s ques -
tioned, b y mystics no les s than by thei r opponents . Rabb i Isaa c o f Akko 
reported th e testimon y o f d e Leon' s wido w t o th e effec t tha t he r 
husband wa s th e ghos t write r o f th e Zohar,  in al l it s comple x subdivi -
sions. Bu t thi s testimon y wa s ignore d an d late r controverte d wit h th e 
utmost vehemence . S o congruou s wa s th e comfortin g messag e o f th e 
Zohar with th e overridin g need s o f the contemporar y Jewish conscious -
ness tha t al l critica l objection s wer e se t aside . Fundamentally , th e Zo -
haric mentalit y wa s "true " t o th e increasin g impetu s o f th e dogmati c 
and romanti c phase s o f contemporar y Judaism ; ergo , i t ha d t o b e a n 
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authentic revelation . Fo r tw o centuries , th e ris e o f the Zohar  in popula r 
acceptance wa s slo w an d steady . Then , whe n th e travai l o f Spanis h 
Jewry reache d it s climax in th e fatefu l expulsio n o f 1492 , the Zohar  was 
catapulted t o canonica l holiness , attaining a  degree o f authority tha t wa s 
third onl y t o th e Bible an d th e Talmud. 1 

While th e Zohar  i s th e centra l tex t o f Qabbalah , ther e wa s a  grea t 
body o f esoteri c lor e antedatin g it , whic h wa s incorporate d i n th e 
Talmud, th e Midrashim,  and i n a  number o f Qabbalistic work s o f whic h 
the Sefer  Yezira (The Book  of  Creation),  attributed t o th e patriarc h Abra -
ham, wa s th e bes t know n an d mos t revered . Altogether , th e ter m 
"Qabbalah" comprise s toda y a  vas t literature , containin g mor e tha n 
three thousand volumes . While som e o f the classi c works contain elabo -
rate metaphysica l systems , mos t o f thes e volume s spi n th e ancien t 
threads i n endles s variations , wit h th e vie w o f uncoverin g th e "inne r 
secrets" o f th e Tora h o r proposin g a  quasi-magica l formul a o f "hol y 
names" fo r th e propitiatio n o f angel s an d th e banishmen t o f demons . 
Yet, i n al l it s vas t variety , Qabbala h contain s certai n basi c intellectua l 
principles an d concepts , whic h it s devotee s emplo y wit h virtua l una -
nimity. 

While som e rationalistic student s o f Jewish though t regar d the Qabbala h 
as a  temporary aberration , bor n o f ignorance an d despair , whic h coul d 
rightfully b e exclude d fro m th e histor y o f Judaism, w e canno t overloo k 
the fac t that , fo r man y centuries , th e Qabbala h constitute d th e regnan t 
philosophy o f th e Jewish faith . Fro m Cresca s t o Mendelssohn , n o Je w 
dared ventur e int o th e fiel d o f metaphysica l speculatio n withou t tread -
ing the approve d pathway s o f Qabbalah. No r ca n i t be sai d tha t Ortho -
dox Judaism in our day has repudiated th e organi c comple x o f Qabbalis-
tic ideas , fo r s o authoritativ e a  religiou s personalit y a s th e lat e chie f 
rabbi o f Palestine, Abraha m Isaa c Kuk , frame d hi s ideas in th e mold s o f 
Qabbalah. An d th e Hasidi c movemen t o f th e eighteent h centur y wa s 
essentially a  reassertion o f Qabbalisti c thought . Hasidis m converte d th e 
esoteric lore o f Qabbalah int o a  mass movement, preachin g it s doctrine s 
in public an d applyin g them i n practice . 

The degre e o f authorit y an d prestig e enjoye d b y th e Qabbala h ma y 
be gauge d b y th e circumstanc e tha t Rabb i Joseph Karo , autho r o f th e 
Shulhan Arukh,  wa s no t onl y a  devote e bu t als o a  livin g "channel " o f 
Qabbalistic revelation . Maggidim,  or holy soul s from heaven , woul d visi t 
him whe n h e wa s in a  trance an d brin g hi m tiding s fro m "th e worl d o f 
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truth." Ra v Ha i Gao n believe d i n th e authenticit y o f th e mystica l 
visions o f his contemporaries , th e yordai  hamerkabah,  wh o wer e precur -
sors o f th e Qabbalah . Nahmanides , whos e commentar y o n th e Tora h 
was widel y rea d an d whos e influenc e o n Spanis h Jewry wa s unsurpas -
sed, wa s on e o f th e maste r builder s o f Qabbalah . Rabb i Joe l Sirkis , 
author o f the classi c halachic work , Baith  Hodosh, asserted flatly that "h e 
who denie s th e trut h o f th e wisdo m o f Qabbala h i s calle d a  heretic." 2 

Rabbi Mose s Isserles , th e greates t halachi c authorit y o f Polis h Jewry , 
allowed himself considerable latitude in the interpretation o f Qabbalisti c 
doctrines an d deplore d th e tendenc y o f improperl y traine d scholar s t o 
venture int o th e dangerou s domai n o f the "wisdo m o f the hidden. " Ye t 
he to o agree d tha t Qabbala h wa s authentic tradition , receive d by Mose s 
at Sina i an d "transmitte d fro m mout h t o mouth." 3 Th e Gao n o f Viln a 
and hi s disciple s wer e staunc h believer s i n th e revelation s o f Qabbalah , 
insisting only o n th e relativ e independence o f the real m o f Halachah.4 

On th e othe r hand , a  few bol d voice s eve n i n medieva l time s dare d 
to challeng e th e pretension s o f Qabbalah . Rabb i Isaa c be n Sheshe t 
Barfat too k issu e wit h th e Qabbalisti c metho d o f directin g differen t 
prayers throug h differen t channel s o r sefiroth,  insistin g tha t childlik e 
naivete i s th e bes t attitud e fo r prayer. 5 Th e sixteenth-centur y Italia n 
rabbi, Le o d e Modena , condemne d th e whol e Qabbalisti c theosoph y a s 
spurious, identifyin g i t a s pagan i n origin. 6 

The eighteenth-centur y rabbi , Jaco b Emden , accepte d th e genera l 
texture o f Qabbalisti c idea s i n hi s introduction t o th e praye r book ; yet , 
worried b y th e possibl e misus e o f Qabbala h b y sectarians , h e asserte d 
that th e tex t o f th e Zohar  wa s corrupted , s o tha t i t ca n onl y b e use d 
with th e greates t o f caution. 7 

From al l th e above , i t woul d appea r tha t althoug h th e Qabbala h 
dominated Jewish though t fo r severa l centuries , ther e wa s neve r a  tim e 
when it s authority wa s entirely unchallenged . 

The ter m "Qabbalah " mean s "tradition. " Unlik e th e disciplin e o f phi -
losophy, th e Qabbala h i s founded upo n th e testimon y o f revelation, no t 
the axiom s o f reaso n o r th e wisdo m o f experience . Th e Qabbalist s 
maintained tha t thei r "hidde n wisdom " wa s charge d wit h cosmi c po -
tency an d given ove r to the safekeeping o f chosen individuals . The basi c 
books o f Qabbalah wer e allege d t o b e writte n b y ancien t revere d sages , 
or by heavenly beings suc h a s "Raziel, th e angel. " 

Enthusiastic adherent s o f th e "wisdo m o f truth " maintaine d tha t 
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Elijah th e prophet reveale d th e principles o f Qabbalah t o Rabb i Davi d 
of Provence , wh o was the father o f Rabbi Abraha m (RabD) , fame d a s 
the bitte r criti c o f Maimonides. Th e son was also privilege d t o behol d 
Elijah i n hi s visions . Hi s discipl e Rabb i Yizha k wa s similarl y blessed , 
transmitting hi s lore t o Ezra an d Azriel, "wh o were th e fourth genera -
tion, receivin g direc t informatio n fro m Elijah." 8 Anothe r Qabbalis t 
maintained tha t a  certain Rabb i Keshish a Gao n brough t thi s secre t lor e 
from th e ancien t academie s o f Babylonia t o Rabb i Yehuda h he-hassi d 
of Germany. 9 

Rabbi Jonathan Eibshitz , on e of the leadin g rabbinica l figure s o f the 
eighteenth century , declare d categoricall y tha t "th e Qabbalist s receive d 
their doctrine s directl y fro m th e prophets."10 

Modern scholar s encounte r n o difficulty  i n finding parallel s betwee n 
the centra l concept s o f Qabbalah an d the Gnostic systems  of the ancien t 
world, whic h i n turn wer e compounde d i n diverse combination s ou t of 
the floating  debri s o f pagan mytholog y an d Judeo-Christian elements . 
But th e building block s o f philosophic systems  ar e not a s significant a s 
the cemen t o f thought an d inspiration tha t hold s the m together . A t its 
noblest reaches , Qabbalisti c though t i s ric h i n profoun d insight s an d 
noble sentiments , thoug h i t i s neve r entirel y fre e fro m th e clingin g 
"shells" of superstition. S o thoughtful a n author a s Rabbi Joseph Irgas h 
did not disdain pragmatic "proofs " for the truths o f Qabbalah. Proceed -
ing o n th e principle tha t trut h i s that whic h works , h e challenge d th e 
philosophers wit h thi s clinchin g argument : "Whic h philosophe r eve r 
created a  calf, a s the Talmudic sage , Rovo , i s reputed t o hav e done?" 11 

The classi c Qabbalist s believe d i n th e possibilit y o f th e miracle , bu t 
scorned th e employmen t o f lofty principle s fo r suc h lowl y tasks , con -
tending tha t onl y a  "calf " woul d bothe r t o mak e a  calf . Thi s wa s the 
aspect o f Qabbala h whic h Maimonide s particularl y resente d a s ran k 
stupidity an d madness.12 The Qabbalists retorte d i n time by inventing a 
letter i n whic h th e age d philosophe r i s sai d t o hav e repente d o f his 
errors. 

In it s essential motivation , Qabbala h sough t t o re-establish th e valid -
ity o f the Jewish ritua l agains t th e challeng e o f rationalistic philosophy . 
It represents , therefore , a  reflectiv e formulatio n o f th e principle s o f 
naive faith, a  blend o f the philosophic passio n for analysis and systematic 
consistency with th e religious yearning for the assurance o f divine favor , 
humanly wo n an d securel y held . Thi s might y effor t t o provid e soli d 
intellectual scaffoldin g fo r the tender tremor s o f naive piety underlie s all 
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of Qabbalah. An d thi s effor t wa s directe d throug h severa l channels , for , 
as we have seen, the rational philosophy o f the Middle Ages emasculate d 
the sinew s o f piety an d assigne d t o religiou s ritua l a  subordinate rol e i n 
the attainmen t o f intellectua l perfection , exaltin g th e virtu e o f philo -
sophic reflectio n abov e tha t o f stric t ritua l observance . Compelle d t o 
live in perpetual readines s fo r martyrdom , Jewish peopl e coul d il l affor d 
the corrosiv e effect s o f rational criticism . 

A mil d bu t ever-presen t undercurren t i n Qabbalisti c writing s reflect s 
the hur t prid e o f the Jew. Ho w coul d Maimonide s possibl y b e righ t i n 
his descriptio n o f th e "alien " wisdo m o f th e Greek s a s th e essenc e o f 
Jewish teaching ? I f profoun d essence s ar e hidde n i n th e Torah , the y 
would b e reveale d t o grea t Jews, no t Gentiles . Are loyal , observan t Jews 
to be compare d t o thos e who wande r abou t th e palace, while the Gree k 
philosophers wer e safel y inside ? 

Rationalistic wisdo m i s not a t al l peculiar t o Israel , but i s the portion o f 
all nations , reflectin g a s i t doe s huma n efforts . Thus , th e othe r nation s 
had amon g the m greate r philosopher s tha n we , eve n whe n ou r peopl e 
were seduced by this wisdom. But the wisdom of Israel is inward, divine , 
received from th e Almighty and not shared by the othe r nations . 

Jewish reason i s different fro m th e reason o f the othe r nations , even as 
the Jew i s differen t i n th e possessio n o f a  different soul , a s is known t o 
the wise , an d Jewish reaso n i s perfected throug h th e stud y o f Torah, it s 
mysteries an d secret s an d throug h th e dialectic s o f th e tru e wisdom , 
which is far above the wisdom that is derived from experience . This level 
the philosophers di d not attain and did not merit. 13 

To b e sure , w e ar e bidde n t o mak e us e o f ou r speculativ e an d 
reasoning faculties , bu t th e Qabbalist s agree d wit h Halev i tha t ever y 
rational system starts  out with a  number o f unproved axiom s o r assump -
tions. W e ma y mak e us e o f ou r power s o f reasonin g onl y whe n th e 
"tools" o f basi c intuition s ar e mad e availabl e t o u s b y revelation . Al l 
philosophers bas e thei r speculativ e system s upo n on e o r mor e "firs t 
principles," an d thes e "firs t principles " ar e extra-rational , derivin g ei -
ther from th e illusions o f human imaginatio n o r the truth s o f God. "Fo r 
Torah an d wisdo m wer e bot h derive d fro m th e divin e reason , an d ar e 
substantially one , complementin g eac h other , an d th e believe r require s 
both fo r hi s perfection. Bu t th e first  principles upo n whic h th e philoso -
phers build thei r systems are not derive d from th e divin e reason . Hence , 
all their conclusion s ar e false , incapabl e o f providing salvation." 14 
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On a  deepe r level , th e Qabbalist s wer e concerne d wit h th e tas k o f 
reconciling th e persona l philosoph y o f Jewish monotheis m wit h th e 
implicit mechanisti c naturalis m o f Greek philosophy . 

In Judaism, th e fundamenta l analog y fo r th e bonds between Go d an d 
man i n al l thei r variatio n an d complexit y i s th e relationshi p betwee n 
two personalities . Ther e i s God , th e Master , th e Fathe r o r th e Kin g 
who commands , instructs , pleads, demands, promises or punishes. Non e 
of th e seductiv e impulse s o f th e flesh  affec t Him , fo r H e i s spirit , an d 
none o f th e force s o f natur e prevai l agains t Him , fo r H e i s th e creato r 
of th e totalit y o f existenc e ou t o f th e naught . Still , i n al l Hi s omnipo -
tence an d omniscience , Go d i s a person. Th e Talmudi c sages shied away 
from attributin g materia l qualitie s t o Him , bu t the y di d no t envisag e 
Him withou t th e temperamenta l an d psychica l qualitie s o f a  huma n 
being. I t i s significant tha t Rabb i Abraha m o f Posquieres, who oppose d 
the Maimonidean conceptio n o f an abstrac t Deity , arguin g tha t materia l 
qualities ar e applicabl e t o th e natur e o f God , wa s deeme d t o b e on e o f 
the inspire d father s o f the Qabbalah. 15 

But eve n thos e wh o shunne d th e coars e attribute s o f th e flesh  con -
ceived o f God a s the idea l saint , wh o learns , prays , judges an d adminis -
ters Hi s domain , s o tha t Hi s ever y actio n migh t serv e a s a  mode l fo r 
human action . 

Upon thi s basi c insight , th e entir e worl d vie w o f Judais m wa s 
founded. Th e tortuou s an d uncertain cours e o f the huma n adventur e i n 
history i s explained a s the resul t o f the perpetua l tensio n betwee n Go d 
and men . Ther e i s n o fundamenta l forc e tha t i s arraye d agains t th e 
Deity, eve n Sata n servin g Hi s purpos e i n som e way , bu t fro m tim e t o 
time th e fre e huma n wil l set s itsel f i n direc t oppositio n t o th e divin e 
will. Th e consequence s o f thi s huma n rebellio n ar e no t automati c o r 
necessitous, fo r th e Lor d may , accordin g t o Hi s Wisdom, elec t t o ac t i n 
accord with th e "polic y o f mercy" o r th e "polic y o f law." Typical o f the 
personal concep t i n Judaism i s the rejectio n o f the pagan-magica l vie w 
of guil t a s a n intangibl e slim y substanc e clingin g t o a  person a s wel l a s 
the philosophica l vie w o f punishmen t a s bein g causall y relate d t o it s 
corresponding crime . The concep t o f teshuvah,  repentance an d reconcil -
iation, reflect s th e genuin e nonmechanisti c impetu s o f Jewish genius — 
the causa l chai n i s set asid e by God , wh o forgive s th e sinne r ou t o f Hi s 
goodness an d Hi s love for Hi s creatures . 

In Jewis h monotheism , natur e wa s no t conceive d a s operatin g i n 
accord wit h law s that were foreve r fixed  i n it s very being. Al l the force s 
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of nature ar e His "servants, " with th e su n "rejoicing " t o d o Hi s biddin g 
and th e star s bein g "counted " upo n thei r disappearanc e fro m th e sky . 
The heaven s ar e Hi s "chair " an d th e eart h Hi s "footstool" ; still , H e 
speaks to ma n "ou t o f the hai r on Hi s head," an d "look s upo n th e poo r 
and thos e tha t ar e contrit e i n spirit. " 

It i s through speec h tha t H e reveal s Himself to man , fo r speec h i s the 
fundamental for m o f communicatio n betwee n tw o rationa l beings . 
While Go d canno t b e seen , H e ca n b e heard , wit h al l th e Israelite s 
hearing Hi s word s a t Sinai ; later , Hi s word s wer e restricte d t o th e 
prophets an d stil l late r th e sage s hear d th e "echo " o f Hi s voic e (Bath 
Kol). I n al l thes e relationships , ther e wa s n o basi c difficult y fo r th e 
religious imagination , sinc e Go d wa s conceived a s the epitom e o f a fre e 
spirit, abl e to mov e abou t whereve r H e pleased . 

It wa s Aristotle' s concep t o f a  natura l la w operatin g i n th e whol e o f 
nature tha t provide d th e basi c antithesi s t o th e persona l concep t o f 
Judaism. Man' s relatio n t o th e univers e abou t hi m coul d no w b e con -
ceived i n term s o f the necessitou s law s o f cause an d effect , which , onc e 
postulated, coul d no t b e terminate d a t an y arbitrar y point . Th e inne r 
bond betwee n th e logica l proces s an d th e concep t o f causalit y opene d 
up a  wa y o f reasonin g whic h sough t t o find  necessitou s connection s 
between al l events . Eve n th e worl d exist s b y necessity , an d i f man i s t o 
rise abov e th e destin y o f the anima l kingdom , h e mus t achiev e hi s goa l 
by usin g the law s o f necessity t o hi s advantage , avoidin g th e downwar d 
pull o f the materia l an d th e feve r o f desir e i n favo r o f the trul y huma n 
exercise o f philosophical contemplation . Th e principle s o f necessity an d 
of will are polar opposites ; eac h i s capable o f being stretche d s o far a s to 
account fo r th e whol e o f existence , an d th e tw o philosophie s s o gener -
ated ar e perpetually i n conflict . Th e Jewish concep t exalt s freedo m an d 
God a s th e sourc e o f al l life , seein g natur e a s a  pal e reflectio n o f Hi s 
dynamic will ; th e Aristotelia n allow s necessit y an d natur e t o absor b 
God, a s i t were , leavin g th e whol e o f existenc e i n th e iro n gri p o f a n 
inexorable machine . 

While Maimonide s sense d th e ominou s implication s o f thi s funda -
mental conflict , nevertheles s h e yielde d t o th e Aristotelia n conceptio n 
of mechanis m an d necessity . H e concurre d i n th e descriptio n o f th e 
Deity a s "alive , powerful , wis e an d purposive, " bu t h e emptie d thes e 
adjectives o f an y rea l conten t b y declarin g tha t the y wer e onl y t o b e 
taken a s negations o f negations; i.e. , Go d i s not not-alive , no t not-wise , 
etc. T o Maimonides , th e wa y t o reac h Go d i s to declar e concernin g al l 



199 
The Qabbalah 

things: "The y d o no t appl y t o th e Deity. " Accordingly , th e relatio n 
between ma n an d God , s o simpl e an d natura l i n prephilosophica l 
monotheism, become s a n insuperabl e problem . "Ho w the n ca n on e 
conceive th e relatio n betwee n Hi m an d tha t whic h i s outsid e o f Him , 
thus postulating a  dimension o f existence includin g the m both?" 16 

Man's ris e i n th e scal e o f being occur s i n accor d wit h th e necessitou s 
laws o f nature . A s hi s min d grow s int o uniso n wit h th e Activ e Reaso n 
of th e universe , ma n achieve s a  kind o f "nearness " t o th e divin e bein g 
and a  measur e o f liberatio n fro m th e swirlin g current s o f passio n an d 
the universa l sway of death. Bu t i t i s man himsel f who thu s achieve s th e 
ascent, so that a t the level of prophecy, a  direct intervention o f the Deit y 
is required in order to prevent prophecy . Philosophica l contemplatio n is , 
in thi s view , th e crow n o f the goo d life , wit h th e law s o f morality an d 
the regulation s o f piet y servin g onl y a s th e necessar y preparatio n an d 
context fo r th e ar t o f contemplation . 

The mizvoth  o f the Tora h are interpreted a s fulfilling thei r function i n 
a necessitou s manner , b y affectin g th e min d o f th e worshipe r o r th e 
social pattern o f society . Th e inne r mechanica l logi c o f Aristotle reign s 
supreme within th e Maimonidean conceptio n o f Judaism. Th e dynami c 
concept o f personality , i n whic h fundamenta l realit y i s i n continuou s 
tension betwee n th e huma n qualitie s o f lov e an d domination , justic e 
and mercy , wrat h an d forgiveness , i s replaced b y th e stati c concep t o f a 
self-perpetuating machin e i n whic h n o chang e eve r occurs . Th e pro -
phetic declaration , "I , th e Lord , di d no t change, " wa s intende d onl y t o 
describe th e reliabilit y o f Hi s character , assertin g tha t Go d doe s no t 
forget Hi s promises. But whe n th e rationa l spiri t cam e t o prevai l withi n 
the "ten t o f Shem, " thi s vers e wa s interprete d a s referring t o th e rigi d 
inflexibility an d unchangeabilit y o f th e divin e nature ; hence , i t mean t 
also tha t Go d wa s not move d b y prayers, petitions o r penitence. 17 

To man y saintl y souls , the auster e an d heroi c synthesi s o f philosophi -
cal Judaism coul d onl y appea r disastrous . A s a  Qabbalis t o f th e eigh -
teenth centur y pu t it , "Thi s concep t i s i n trut h desolatio n an d death ; 
whoever accept s i t shoul d b e separate d fro m th e communit y tha t i s i n 
exile, and h e shoul d no t bothe r wit h mizvoth." 18 

This tensio n betwee n freedo m an d necessity , personalit y an d mecha -
nism, i s overcom e i n Qabbala h b y th e assumptio n o f a n infinit e chai n 
of being, i n whic h personalit y constitute s th e on e directio n an d neces -
sity the other . I t is the progressive diminutio n o f the "grace, " emanatin g 
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from th e sourc e o f divine personality , tha t permit s realit y t o freez e int o 
a rigi d syste m o f inexorabl e "laws. " Ther e ar e n o dichotomie s o r 
absolute division s i n existence , wit h th e tota l characte r o f th e univers e 
shading of f progressively fro m th e sourc e o f al l meaning tha t i s Go d t o 
the Satani c naught . 

If realit y i s infinite , the n al l tha t i s finit e partake s o f unrealit y an d 
every lin e o f demarcatio n i s onl y relativel y true . Hence , w e ar e le d t o 
the conclusio n tha t al l separabl e categorie s ar e no t reall y separate , bu t 
united b y som e mediatin g categories . "Betwee n ever y tw o categorie s 
there i s always a  middle category, " an d "I t i s o f the natur e o f existenc e 
to hav e a  mediating entit y betwee n tw o opposites." 19 Th e principl e o f 
continuity furnishe s u s with th e maste r key for th e understanding o f the 
universe, whic h bear s i n al l it s ultimat e constituent s th e doubl e sea l o f 
both freedo m an d necessity , spiri t an d matter , personalit y an d mecha -
nism. Thi s duality , th e Zohar  points out , i s reflected i n th e divin e name , 
Elohim, whic h frequentl y stand s fo r th e Deit y a s reflected i n nature , th e 
numerical equivalent s o f it s letter s bein g equa l t o thos e o f the Hebre w 
word fo r natur e (teva).  This nam e consist s o f tw o words , aile  and mi, 
standing respectivel y fo r th e "many " o f existenc e an d th e "who " o f 
personality. Th e inferenc e tha t i s drawn fro m thi s quain t juggling i s that 
nature consists  o f a  continuou s flux  o f phenomena , movin g betwee n 
these poles o f being.20 

In al l likelihood, thi s organi c concep t wa s derive d fro m th e contem -
plation o f th e huma n personality , whic h i s spiritua l i n essenc e an d 
physical i n appearance ; fre e i n it s ow n consciousness , ye t subjec t t o th e 
operation o f a multitude o f mechanical laws . "Fo r ma n i s a microcosm , 
therefore i t i s right an d prope r t o tak e hi m a s an analog y an d archetyp e 
of all the worlds." 21 

While th e Qabbalist s derive d thei r teachin g fro m man y source s whic h 
were no t alway s mutuall y consistent , the y rarel y dispense d wit h th e 
principles o f continuity an d polarity . I n respec t o f the doctrin e o f God , 
they envisage d th e Deit y i n th e mos t "negative " terms , referrin g t o 
Him a s Ain Sof  ("Endless"), an d denyin g t o Hi m an y physical attribute s 
whatsoever. "Fo r th e singl e Master , calle d Ain  Sof,  canno t b e sai d t o 
possess will o r desire , intention o r thought , speec h o r action." 22 

At th e sam e time , the y envisage d th e Ain  Sof  a s identifie d i n som e 
way wit h prima l ma n (Adam  Kadmon),  whic h i s the spiritua l archetyp e 
of personality , an d i t wa s considere d ran k heres y t o separat e thes e 
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elements i n thought . A s wil l appea r i n th e sequel , the y als o conceive d 
the prima l man , i n hi s lowe r representations , a s functionin g i n auto -
matic respons e t o th e performanc e o f mizvoth  o n earth . Mechanis m 
leads int o personalit y an d beyond—o n t o th e inscrutabl e an d th e in -
comprehensible. Th e prima l ma n consist s i n hi s tur n o f te n sejiroth, 
which wer e conceive d a s bein g bot h Go d an d not-God . "Fo r tha t 
which i s infinite an d boundles s coul d no t mak e tha t whic h i s finite an d 
definite; therefore , i t wa s necessar y t o postulat e te n sejiroth  i n th e mid -
dle, which ar e both finit e an d infinite. " 23 

Similarly, th e huma n sou l was regarded a t its lowest a s quasi-material , 
ascending thence b y degrees to highe r level s which receiv e "light " fro m 
its "roots " i n prima l man . Whateve r ma n doe s o n eart h strike s echoe s 
in th e uppe r reache s o f hi s soul , reverberatin g i n th e "uppe r worlds, " 
bringing abou t eithe r th e "hardening " o r th e "sweetening " o f th e 
"laws." 

Fundamentally, th e religiou s conten t o f the principl e o f continuity i s 
best see n i n th e practica l inferenc e o f the suprem e importanc e o f ever y 
human action . Qabbalisti c symbols , whic h ar e generall y coars e an d 
frequently intricat e i n detail , wer e no t intende d t o b e merel y symbols , 
but t o b e take n a s th e lowes t link s i n th e chai n o f being , whic h whe n 
moved "below " effec t change s "above. " Nothin g tha t ma n doe s i s 
unimportant, fo r h e was designed t o be th e custodia n o f the vas t palace; 
that is , th e universe , "constricting " o r "expanding " th e channel s o f 
grace b y hi s obedienc e t o th e la w o r hi s rebellion agains t it . "Th e Lor d 
is th y shadow " wa s interprete d t o mea n tha t th e Deit y react s i n auto -
matic fashion t o the actions o f men. (Whil e we emplo y th e ter m "man " 
in thi s connection , w e mus t remembe r tha t fo r mos t Qabbalist s onl y a n 
Israelite deserve d thi s designation . Th e soul s o f othe r nation s wer e no t 
connected b y "channel s o f light " t o th e uppe r world s an d wer e there -
fore incapabl e o f affectin g th e operatio n o f the sefiroti c worl d b y thei r 
deeds o r misdeeds. 24 

Thus, th e absolut e dichotom y betwee n matte r an d spirit , betwee n thi s 
earthly worl d an d th e divin e being , wa s overcom e i n Qabbala h b y 
the assumptio n o f a  hos t o f mediatin g an d connectin g entities . Th e 
metaphysical difficultie s pose d b y philosophica l analysi s wer e solve d b y 
the blan d denia l o f th e logi c o f contradictio n an d th e la w o f th e 
excluded middle . The worl d i s one; hence, al l opposites ar e dynamicall y 
related by entitie s tha t were a t once o f one categor y an d o f its opposite . 
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For ou r abstraction s ar e no t metaphysicall y ultimate . "The y reac h an d 
do no t reach " (mo-to  v'lo moti). 

The proble m o f a change havin g occurred i n th e eternall y changeles s 
nature o f th e Infinite , whe n th e univers e wa s create d b y Hi s will , i s 
resolved b y th e assumptio n tha t creatio n too k plac e a t level s tha t wer e 
far remove d fro m th e inne r bein g o f God , wit h th e exten t o f volitio n 
required diminishin g a s th e curren t o f Divin e influenc e i s trace d bac k 
to it s ultimat e source , s o tha t virtuall y n o effor t wa s neede d a t th e en d 
of th e infinit e chai n o f causation : " . . . s o tha t whe n w e com e t o th e 
ultimate Emanator , w e fin d tha t n o chang e occurre d i n Him , becaus e 
of th e chai n o f wil l leadin g t o will . . . . A t th e source , w e find  tha t 
which i s midway betwee n potentia l an d actua l functioning." 25 

In th e sam e manner , th e Qabbalist s solve d th e parado x o f God s 
spirituality an d merc y leadin g t o th e materiality , harshnes s an d satani c 
uncleanliness o f thi s world . I n th e endles s chai n o f being , thing s ge t 
"coarser" an d mor e evi l i n proportio n t o thei r "remoteness " fro m th e 
source an d in direc t relatio n t o th e numbe r o f "garments" i n whic h th e 
holy spar k i s hidden. "Jus t a s all the law s are love i n thei r source , s o th e 
unclean ar e clean , an d everythin g i s rooted i n th e wil l o f wills."26 

The Qabbalisti c logi c o f continuit y obliterate d al l distinction s be -
tween intellectua l concept s an d th e physica l world , b y th e assumptio n 
of intermediate essences , wit h th e resul t tha t seemingl y naiv e primitiv e 
ways o f thinkin g wer e reinstate d b y th e suprem e subtletie s o f thei r 
dialectics. Th e ter m "spirit " fo r instance , whic h originall y mean t 
breath, cam e t o b e reidentifie d wit h th e breat h o f th e spoke n word , 
especially th e spoke n Hebre w word s o f prayer. 

For, behold, th e letter is a palace and fortress for the spirituality to whic h 
it points , an d whe n a  ma n mention s o r move s on e o f th e letters , tha t 
spirituality i s necessarily aroused . Also, holy forms com e t o be made ou t 
of th e breat h o f th e mout h whic h ar e uplifte d an d boun d togethe r i n 
their root s within th e domai n o f Emanation. No t onl y this , but i n thei r 
physical existence ; tha t is , i n thei r writing , spiritualit y rest s upo n th e 
letters. This , indeed , i s th e reaso n fo r th e holines s o f th e Scrol l o f th e 
Law.27 

By th e sam e token , th e etherea l realm s o f spirituality wer e conceive d 
to b e fashione d i n form s correspondin g t o th e Hebre w letters , th e 
alphabet being elevate d t o th e ran k o f a cosmic, eterna l pattern . 
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They sai d tha t th e highe r intelligence s ar e precious lights , o f the utmos t 
purity, fashione d i n th e for m o f letters . Thi s associatio n applie s t o al l 
forms o f light, for eve n physical light consist s o f letters, a s the master s o f 
the wisdom o f magic testify , fo r whe n the y make fire the y see letters, by 
means o f whic h the y comprehen d divers e branche s o f knowledg e an d 
are enable d t o foretel l th e future . An d i f thi s b e tru e i n th e cas e o f 
physical fire, ho w muc h mor e i s this applicable t o th e cas e of the highe r 
lights, whic h contai n th e form s o f letter s an d sefiroth,  wit h littl e letter s 
subsisting within big letters. .  . ,28 

This concep t enable d th e Qabbalist s t o interpre t th e actua l Tora h a s 
an earthl y embodimen t o f a corresponding "spiritual " Torah , consistin g 
of divine "lights, " functioning a s the ke y to th e uppe r realm s o f grace. 

"The verse , 'Tora h i s light,' i s to b e interprete d a s meaning rea l light , 
not illumination i n the sense of analogy, and not wisdom onl y but actua l 
light, fo r thi s i s the for m o f its existence above." 29 

It follows tha t th e earthl y domai n o f time an d matte r wa s bound b y a 
chain o f mediatin g essences  unt o th e spiritua l real m o f eternit y an d 
spirit. Th e sefiroth  wer e a t onc e Go d an d not-God , spatia l an d nonspa -
tial, tempora l an d eternal . 

We sa y tha t i t i s true tha t th e real m o f Emanation i s no t bod y an d no t 
matter, bu t tha t fro m i t bod y an d materia l issue . Thus , th e master s o f 
Qabbalah believed tha t the four element s are "pointed to " in the sefiroth. 
. .  . Not tha t the actual elements are to be found i n them, heave n forbid , 
but th e root s o f the element s ou t o f which the y issue : even so , with th e 
dimensions an d concept s o f body. That i s why we ar e justified i n saying , 
length, widt h an d depth , fo r w e mea n th e powe r whenc e lengt h issues , 
the power of width an d the power o f depth.30 

From al l the foregoing , th e ne t religiou s substanc e o f the Qabbalisti c 
world view becomes clear . The observan t Jew was assured that hi s ever y 
action wa s charged wit h endles s "cosmic " ramifications . Upo n hi m an d 
his fellow Jews, th e cosmi c orde r i n al l its vastness and complexit y hun g 
breathless. Ever y mizvah  h e performe d helpe d t o effec t a n "improve -
ment" i n th e uppe r spheres , while , a t th e sam e time , i t provide d a n 
additional "threa d o f light," ou t o f which h e woul d eventuall y accumu -
late those "garment s o f light," in which hi s soul might b e clothe d whe n 
it dwell s i n th e "lowe r paradise. " B y th e sam e token , ever y avera  (sin) 
constituted a  "blemish " i n th e highe r "realm s o f purity, " whic h re -
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dounded ultimatel y t o th e injur y o f th e entir e world , beside s daubin g 
his sou l wit h a  diabolica l stain , whic h woul d hav e t o b e remove d b y 
pain an d repentance , befor e th e sou l coul d ascen d bac k t o it s source . 
This ascen t wa s conceive d a s a n infinit e adventure , continuin g i n th e 
various domain s o f paradis e i n th e hereafter , unti l th e sou l attain s a 
higher degre e o f beatitud e tha n i t ha d befor e creation . An d al l thes e 
effects ar e virtually automatic , wit h th e "above' ' domai n o f the spiritua l 
responding mechanicall y t o th e action s o f th e Jewish peopl e her e "be -
low." T o th e believers , th e psychologica l motivation s fo r th e utmos t 
exertions o f piet y wer e manifestl y al l embracing . The y labore d a t th e 
salvation o f thei r ow n souls , yes , but a t th e sam e tim e the y fulfille d th e 
most crucia l functio n i n th e tota l econom y o f th e universe . Thei r 
prayers wer e fo r th e sak e o f "th e worl d above " an d fo r th e well-bein g 
of mankin d generally . Thei r piet y partoo k o f universal , eve n cosmic , 
idealism an d o f the urg e t o sacrific e one s ow n comfort s i n behalf of the 
salvation o f all men . 

The Qabbalisti c mentalit y wa s save d fro m th e dange r o f sinkin g t o 
the level of theosophic juggling by constant emphasi s o n th e psycholog -
ical attitude o f the worshiper . Th e ol d virtue o f humility wa s conceive d 
to b e th e maste r ke y t o ever y forwar d ste p i n th e domai n o f Qabbalah . 
In al l thei r fantasti c flight s t o th e uppe r realms , th e Qabbalist s di d no t 
forget t o exto l th e simpl e an d fundamenta l virtue s o f Jewis h piety , 
guarding agains t th e insidiou s sin s o f prid e an d complacency . A s the y 
strove fo r th e power s "above " the y di d no t neglec t th e mora l struggl e 
of men her e "below. " 

Furthermore, thei r concep t o f th e cosmi c "mission " o f th e Jewis h 
people was so exalted tha t they were kep t fro m indulgin g in the cultiva -
tion o f their ow n individua l piety . While individua l "saints " are capabl e 
of movin g th e worlds , th e Jewis h peopl e a s a  whol e constitute d th e 
major lin k betwee n th e uppe r an d lowe r worlds . Thoug h ever y natio n 
possesses a  governin g "genius, " th e Jewish peopl e represen t a n earthl y 
embodiment o f th e Shechinah,  which i s th e tent h sejirah,  and i s calle d 
malkhuth, o r dominion . No t humanity , bu t Jewry i n it s totality , i s th e 
center o f th e cosmi c drama , an d i t i s fo r Israe l t o brin g abou t b y it s 
actions the "unio n o f the worlds, " the retur n o f the fallen sejirah  back t o 
its source . Th e individua l Je w wa s thu s bidde n t o unit e himsel f i n 
thought an d sentimen t wit h th e totalit y o f th e Jewis h people , per -
forming ever y mizvah  fo r th e sak e o f "the unificatio n o f the Hol y One , 
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blessed be He , and Hi s Shechinah,  in the nam e o f all Israel, through Hi m 
who i s hidden an d inconceivable. " 

The particularisti c loyaltie s o f th e Je w wer e exalte d i n th e mos t 
superlative terms . Whil e philosophi c Judais m labore d t o wide n th e 
common intellectua l an d mora l groun d o f al l faith s an d peoples , th e 
Qabbalah sough t t o isolat e Israe l fro m th e cultur e o f "th e othe r na -
tions," whic h i s derive d "fro m th e world s o f uncleanliness. " B y it s 
general doctrin e o f thing s i n thi s worl d "pointin g to " essence s i n th e 
higher worlds , th e Qabbala h wa s abl e t o assig n suprem e importanc e t o 
every Jewis h custo m an d practice , an d t o giv e adde d impetu s t o th e 
growth o f fanaticism an d ethni c self-exaltation . Rabb i Shalo m Sharabi , 
author o f a "holy" Qabbalisti c prayer book, whic h i s still used by pietists 
in Jerusalem, boaste d i n hi s introductio n tha t h e ha d neve r looke d a t 
any boo k whic h wa s no t writte n b y th e grea t Qabbalists , Isaa c Luri a 
and Hayi m Vita l an d thei r authenti c disciples ; i.e. , th e "purity " o f hi s 
vision wa s no t dimmed , Go d forfend , b y th e "shells " o f "impurity " 
dwelling o n unhol y letters. 31 Thu s di d thos e wh o aime d s o high , 
seeking t o encompas s th e darin g o f philosoph y alon g wit h th e dept h 
of piety , occasionall y sin k s o lo w i n fanaticis m an d self-aggrandizin g 
dogmatism. Th e Qabbalist s tappe d ne w wells  o f enthusias m an d devo -
tion i n behal f o f th e Jewish faith , raisin g th e pitc h o f piety t o feveris h 
heights an d strengthenin g th e resistanc e o f th e Jew durin g th e dismal , 
torment-filled centurie s o f th e late r medieva l an d th e earl y moder n 
period. Bu t thi s goo d wa s purchase d a t a  price , a  pric e whic h al l 
but extinguishe d th e swee t rationalit y an d even-tempere d humanit y o f 
Judaism a t its best . 
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JUDAISM AN D TH E NE W 

TESTAMENT 

FATHER FLOROVSK Y summe d u p th e challeng e o f a n interfait h 
dialogue i n thes e well-chose n words—"I t i s delicat e an d painful , bu t 
not hopeless. " Th e subjec t o f thi s pape r illustrate s th e aptnes s o f hi s 
judgment. Th e lon g centurie s o f histori c hostilit y demonstrat e th e 
anguish, ye t th e essenc e o f both testaments , a s Pau l understoo d it , wa s 
precisely hop e (Act s 28:20; Eph. 2:12) . 

Judaism an d Christianit y mee t theologicall y o n th e followin g com -
mon ground : th e Hebre w Bible , reverenc e fo r Wisdom , an d th e geniu s 
of prophetic inspiration . Beginnin g wit h th e las t element , w e not e tha t 
rabbinic Judaism maintained tha t biblica l prophecy ha d com e t o a n end . 
Yet, i t als o asserte d tha t th e Hol y Spiri t guide d th e deliberation s o f th e 
sages. Hille l attribute d thi s blessin g t o al l piou s Israelites—"Yo u ma y 
rely upo n th e Israelites , th e Hol y Spiri t i s upo n them . I f the y ar e no t 
prophets, the y ar e son s o f prophets." 1 Th e deliberation s o f th e sage s 
were aide d b y a  divine echo. 2 Th e medieva l philosopher , Judah Halevi , 
expressed th e genera l belie f whe n h e asserte d tha t th e Mishna h an d 
Talmud wer e compose d wit h divin e assistanc e (The  Kuzari  3:73) . 

The concep t o f prophetic inspiratio n consiste d i n attemptin g t o pen -
etrate th e deepe r meanin g o f Tora h an d th e concomitan t belie f tha t 
God work s throug h history , generatin g eve r greate r understandin g o f 
God's revelation . So , i n th e rabbini c traditio n a  prophe t coul d no t se t 
aside a  halachah,  or establis h a  ne w halachah,  but coul d decid e whic h 
halachot were t o b e applie d i n hi s day. 3 Divin e inspiratio n i n th e inter -
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pretation o f a biblical book wa s claime d b y th e writer s o f the Dea d Se a 
Scrolls.4 

A paralle l developmen t o f the operatio n o f the Hol y Spiri t lie s a t th e 
very hear t o f Christianity . Whethe r th e vie w prevaile d tha t th e Hol y 
Spirit worke d throug h th e communit y a s a  whol e o r throug h th e 
bishops o r through th e papacy o r throug h th e mystics , th e obligatio n o f 
penetrating t o th e deepe r meanin g o f th e Bibl e wa s incumben t upo n 
every generation . An d Jesus illustrate d thi s obligatio n b y th e commen t 
on divorce , siftin g th e divin e inten t fro m "th e hardnes s o f th e heart, " 
which conditione d a n earlie r saying. 5 W e dar e sa y tha t i n ever y fait h 
deriving fro m th e Bibl e a  renaissance too k plac e wheneve r theologian s 
returned t o a  fresh stud y o f Hol y Writ . Th e reinterpretatio n o f Scrip -
ture, i n th e ligh t o f the propheti c emphasi s o n justice, compassion , an d 
love, i s the commo n tas k o f Jews and Christians . 

In ou r day , we brin g t o th e stud y o f the Scripture s i n particular , an d 
the pas t generally , certai n tool s an d insight s tha t wer e scarcel y availabl e 
in previou s generations—whic h bring s u s to th e secon d componen t o f 
theological commo n ground , th e elemen t o f wisdom . Th e obligatio n 
to pursu e th e ques t o f wisdom i n orde r t o understan d th e implication s 
of faith i s of the essenc e o f biblical religion , sinc e th e book s o f wisdo m 
formed par t o f Hol y Writ . Th e sage s formulate d th e matte r suc -
cinctly—"If ther e i s no wisdom , ther e i s no piety ; i f there i s no piety , 
there i s no wisdom " (Abo t 3:14) . Similarl y i n Christianit y wisdo m wa s 
extolled, an d Greek philosophy preoccupied th e attention o f the Father s 
of the Churc h beginnin g with Clemen t o f Alexandria . 

Wisdom toda y ha s the adde d dimensio n o f history-mindedness i n al l 
its facets— a recognitio n o f th e contex t i n whic h ever y even t mus t 
be viewed , a  critica l an d comparativ e approac h t o al l documents , a n 
understanding o f th e fluidity  o f meaning , an d it s determinatio n b y 
psychological an d sociologica l factors . 

The dut y t o stud y histor y i n orde r t o understan d th e meanin g o f 
providence i s already state d i n Deut . 32:7 . But whil e histor y wa s in th e 
past th e handmaide n o f theology , i t no w assert s it s ow n independen t 
validity, compellin g theolog y t o tak e accoun t o f its data . History-mind -
edness nee d no t degenerat e int o a n all-questionin g historicism ; o n th e 
contrary, b y deepenin g ou r awarenes s o f ou r huma n limitations , a s 
individuals an d a s heirs o f a specific tradition , i t heightens ou r apprecia -
tion o f the thir d par t o f the prophet Micah' s admonition , "t o d o justice, 
to love mercy, and t o walk humbly wit h th e Lord , th y God " (6:8) . 
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When w e spea k o f Judaism i n relatio n t o th e Ne w Testament , w e 
have to make clea r that we view Judaism a s a river which contain s man y 
trends an d flows  o n severa l levels . Moder n Judais m contain s a  broa d 
range o f views , fro m a  tenuou s attachmen t o f thos e wh o ar e primaril y 
ethnicists t o a  whole-souled , mystica l absorptio n i n Tora h a s th e em -
bodiment o f th e divin e will . W e spea k o f thre e mai n branche s o f th e 
Jewish faith—Orthodox , Conservative , an d Reform . But , i n actuality , 
each o f thes e division s i s a  loos e groupin g o f divers e views . O n th e 
whole, ther e i s greater emphasi s toda y o n th e historical-cultura l matri x 
of faith, henc e a  willingness to include within th e traditio n sects , trends, 
and opinion s tha t wer e previousl y excluded . W e includ e th e Karaites , 
for instance , an d appreciat e th e boldnes s o f thei r founder s slogan — 
"Search wel l i n th e Torah , an d d o no t rel y o n m y opinions. " Thes e 
audacious rebel s agains t th e rul e o f th e Talmu d articulate d a  Jewis h 
ideal, althoug h thei r maxi m prove d t o b e impractical . B y th e sam e 
token, w e loo k upo n th e spectru m o f Jewish group s i n Ne w Testamen t 
times without identifyin g ourselve s completel y wit h an y on e o f them . 

The discover y o f th e Dea d Se a Scroll s expande d furthe r ou r aware -
ness o f th e immens e fermentatio n i n th e spiritua l lif e o f ancien t Israel . 
The Qumra n sectarian s dre w a  sharp line between "th e childre n o f light 
and th e childre n o f darkness, " bu t i n moder n Israe l thei r writing s ar e 
ensconced i n a  special building , Bet  Hasefer,  a s a grea t nationa l treasure . 
Each sectaria n grou p considere d itsel f to b e "th e tru e Israel, " a s did th e 
Pharisees, wh o spok e o f thei r teacher s a s hachmai  Yisroel,  the sage s o f 
Israel; th e Sadducee s wh o stigmatize d thei r opponent s a s Pharisees , o r 
separatists; th e Zealots ; th e Essenes ; th e Samaritans ; an d th e Apostoli c 
Jewish-Christian communit y i n Jerusalem.6 Th e Pharisee s capture d th e 
loyalty o f th e masse s o f th e peopl e eve n befor e th e Grea t Revol t and , 
following tha t disaster , th e Hillelit e schoo l o f Pharisaic though t cam e t o 
predominate. Becaus e o f a  series o f catastrophes , th e treasure s o f Helle -
nistic Judaism wer e neglected . Th e sage s o f Yavneh wer e compelle d t o 
limit th e rang e o f Scripture , eliminatin g th e apocrypha l an d pseudo -
epigraphic works. 7 The y acte d i n orde r t o lowe r th e feve r o f messiani c 
speculation an d provide a  protective shiel d against the inroads of Gnosti c 
sectarians. 

Ever since the openin g of the modern era , Jewish scholar s endeavore d 
to reclai m th e work s o f Philo , th e book s o f th e Maccabees , an d th e 
entire librar y o f intertestamentar y literature . Judah Maccabee , unmen -
tioned i n rabbini c literature , wa s reclaime d a s a n exemplar y hero . I t i s 
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now eviden t tha t th e apocalypti c writer s forme d circle s o r school s 
within eithe r th e Pharisai c o r th e Esseni c movements . An d Philo s 
thought i s now regarde d a s essentially an d authenticall y Jewish.8 A s w e 
see it , th e tannaiti c sage s o f the Hillelit e schoo l di d no t approv e al l tha t 
the Pharisai c orde r represented , eithe r i n fac t o r i n popula r fancy. 9 A s 
to th e hig h priestl y hierarchy , i t consiste d largel y o f Sadducees , an d th e 
Talmud contain s ampl e evidenc e o f the resentmen t the y aroused amon g 
the peopl e (Pesahi m 57a , Yom a 18b , Kiddushi n 66a) . Considerabl e 
latitude wa s allowe d fo r difference s o f opinio n amon g th e tannaiti c 
rabbis, heir s o f the Pharisees . I t was considere d a  blessing tha t "dispute s 
for th e sak e of heaven" woul d endur e (Abo t 5:20) . 

In th e historica l interpretatio n o f Judaism, whic h wa s begu n i n th e 
nineteenth century , w e tak e i t a s ou r tas k t o acknowledg e th e dar k 
shadows a s well a s the brigh t glorie s o f the Pharisai c movement . W e ar e 
also awar e o f th e distortion s an d perversion s tha t crep t int o th e tw o 
Talmuds by reaso n o f the fac t tha t the y were no t edited , wit h th e resul t 
that unworth y an d unhistorica l reference s t o Jesu s an d Christianit y 
found thei r wa y int o th e Talmu d an d Midrashim . W e regar d suc h 
passages as the debri s o f folk-myths, rathe r than a s teachings o f the faith . 
Modern Jewish scholar s ca n find  ampl e justification fo r thi s attitud e i n 
the authoritativ e work s o f the rabbini c tradition. 10 

From al l the above , it is clear that the theologica l spectrum o f historic 
Judaism i s far bigge r an d mor e divers e tha n eithe r Bousse t s concentra -
tion o n th e Apocryph a o r Moore' s concep t o f "normativ e Judaism " 
would suggest . Schechter' s stress on rabbinic Judaism and Moore's classi c 
description o f th e idea s implie d i n rabbini c literatur e wer e neede d 
correctives o f the previously prevailing views, especially among Germa n 
scholars, whic h describe d first-century  Judais m largel y i n term s o f th e 
Apocrypha. O n th e othe r hand , i t i s equall y one-side d t o ignor e Phi -
Ionic an d intertestamentar y literature . 

The grea t historian , E  Baer , ha s propose d th e thesi s tha t a  synthesi s 
of Judais m an d classica l Hellenis m wa s effecte d b y th e sage s o f th e 
fourth an d thir d pre-Christia n centuries , whe n th e idea l o f a  Hassid 
emerged a s a blend o f the Gree k philosopher an d th e prophetic disciple . 
There wa s bor n th e concep t o f a n earthl y societ y o f ascetics , strivin g 
heroically fo r spiritua l perfectio n an d fo r th e establishmen t o f a  perfec t 
society her e o n earth , mirrorin g th e harmon y prevailin g in th e cosmos . 
Even i f Baer s theory i s not accepte d in it s totality, we canno t doub t tha t 
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for generation s Gree k philosopher s an d Jewis h sage s recognize d on e 
another a s kindred i n spirit. 11 

Philo, then , wa s not a n exceptiona l figur e wh o undertoo k a n impos -
sible task , bu t th e hei r o f a  long traditio n t o which , a s a  matter o f fact , 
he refer s fro m tim e t o time . Th e Alexandria n schoo l o f Jewish though t 
helps u s t o se e th e root s o f th e Ne w Testamen t i n th e teaching s o f 
diaspora synagogues . Ther e is , fo r instance , th e distinctio n i n Phil o 
between Go d wh o i s unknowable , an d God' s manifes t powers , chie f o f 
which wa s th e Logos. 12 Whethe r th e origi n o f the "heavenl y man " b e 
sought i n Persi a o r i n Greece , thi s concep t wa s employe d b y Phil o i n 
his description o f the creatio n o f Adam an d Eve (Philo , Legum  Allegoria, 
I, XII , 31 , Ed. Loe b Classics) . 

The Alexandria n Jews an d Christia n historian s wer e convince d tha t 
Plato an d Aristotl e wer e disciple s o f th e biblica l prophets. 13 A  bold , 
universalistic outreac h t o al l people inform s th e entir e range o f Hellenis-
tic-Jewish literature—from Phil o t o th e autho r o f the Testament s o f the 
Twelve Patriarchs. 14 Phil o interpret s "th e reason s o f th e command -
ments" i n purel y huma n terms , a s sign-post s fo r th e huma n sou l i n it s 
struggle t o attai n perfection . Eve n th e nam e "Israel " i s fo r hi m a  title , 
rather tha n a n ethni c designation—th e mar k o f on e wh o ha s attaine d 
the visio n o f God. 15 Philo' s us e o f th e allegorica l metho d t o discove r 
the inne r meanin g o f Tora h i s toda y n o longe r regarde d a s a n alie n 
importation int o Judaism . Th e author s o f th e Dea d Se a Scroll s em -
ployed a  simila r method . Furthermore , Hille l o r hi s teacher s di d no t 
scruple t o adop t th e method s o f Alexandrian grammarian s i n th e inter -
pretation o f the writte n law. 16 

Philo's descriptio n o f th e Theraputae , Josephus ' descriptio n o f th e 
Essenes, an d th e Dea d Se a Scroll s allo w u s glimpse s o f th e variet y o f 
schools within first-century  Judaism . We now recognize th e tremendou s 
polarity betwee n a  gentle , all-embracin g humanis m an d a  fanatica l 
dogmatism seekin g to limi t th e circle s o f the "elect. " I n th e Babylonia n 
Talmud itsel f w e encounte r th e tw o contrastin g attitudes—th e con -
stricting one , limiting th e reward s o f heaven t o th e fe w pietists , an d th e 
outreaching one , openin g it s blessings t o al l "wh o direc t thei r heart s t o 
heaven."17 

From th e standpoin t o f historica l Judaism , th e document s o f th e 
New Testamen t acquir e a  specia l importance . The y reflec t th e proces s 
whereby th e centra l concept s o f the Jewish religio n wer e transferre d t o 
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the grea t non-Jewis h world . Ye t thi s transfe r wa s carrie d ou t i n a  wa y 
which cas t th e Jewish peopl e i n th e rol e o f the dark , satani c force . Thi s 
double effect—a n acceptanc e o f th e Jewish messag e i n essence , an d a 
rejection o f the Jewish messenger in fact—has determine d th e characte r 
and destin y o f Jewish history . Hence , ther e i s a  renewed interes t i n th e 
study o f th e Ne w Testamen t an d it s ancillar y literatur e o n th e par t o f 
Jewish scholars . 

For a  long time , Jewish scholar s studie d th e Ne w Testamen t onl y fo r 
the purpos e o f holdin g thei r ow n i n debate s wit h Christia n counter -
parts. Suc h disputation s centere d o n th e meanin g o f certai n proof-test s 
or, a s Nahmanide s an d Alb o pointe d out , o n th e logica l tenabilit y o f 
certain Christia n dogmas. 18 By far , th e vas t majority o f medieval rabbi s 
ignored th e Ne w Testamen t an d shunne d interfait h discussion s fo r fea r 
of being accuse d o f blasphemy. Eve n i n ou r day , som e rabbi s maintai n 
that, whil e Christianit y mus t tak e accoun t o f Judaism, th e latte r doe s 
not hav e t o evaluat e th e impor t an d trut h o f th e former . Whil e fo r 
Christianity, Judaism i s the foundation , the y say , for Judaism, Christian -
ity is simply a  development outsid e it s own walls . 

Indeed, th e Orthodox , wh o ar e comfortabl e wit h dogmati c walls , 
frequently tak e this view. But, i f our self-awareness a s Jews is determined 
by ou r overvie w o f Jewish history , we canno t bu t regar d th e emergenc e 
of the Christia n branc h ou t o f the Jewish ste m a s the mos t momentou s 
event i n ou r millennia l experience . Th e Jewis h self-imag e i s largel y 
affected b y thi s development , a s wel l a s th e imag e o f th e Jew amon g 
the nations . Th e "bi g idea " o f ou r heritag e wa s demonstrate d i n thi s 
phenomenon, i n tha t "th e Go d o f Israel " triumphe d ove r th e paga n 
deities an d al l their works . But als o th e "bi g burden " o f Jewish lif e wa s 
here heape d upo n ou r shoulders , sinc e th e Jew wa s in effec t compelle d 
to wea r th e sig n o f Cain . Whil e i n actualit y th e Jewish spiri t achieve d 
a magnificen t triumph , thi s proces s wa s associate d wit h a  systemati c 
denigration, eve n th e demonization , o f the Jew. 

Hence, th e thoughtfu l Jew who desire s to follow th e ancien t counsel , 
"know thyself, " must grappl e with th e man y riddle s posed by a  study o f 
the Ne w Testament . T o begin with , th e Jew know s tha t th e entir e Ne w 
Testament wa s compose d b y Jews . Luk e wa s probabl y a  conver t t o 
Judaism befor e h e joined th e Christia n community . Yet , th e Jew als o 
knows tha t th e variou s document s constitutin g th e Ne w Testamen t 
were edite d b y Christian s a t a  tim e whe n th e churc h consiste d largel y 
of Gentile s an d wa s engage d i n bitte r fight s agains t Jews . Th e tw o 
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communities brok e apar t i n th e generatio n followin g th e destructio n o f 
the Hol y Templ e (7 0 A.D.), amids t bitte r curse s an d implacabl e hatred. 1 9 

We canno t tel l whe the r th e birchat  Haminim  o f th e Jew s precede d o r 
followed th e anathema s o f th e Christians . I n an y case , neutralit y ap -
peared impossibl e t o bo t h sides . T h e historica l approac h make s i t possi -
ble fo r u s t o rediscove r ou r kinshi p wi t h on e another , whil e repudiatin g 
the seed s o f malice tha t th e duststorm s o f history hav e scattere d ove r th e 
pages o f sacre d Scripture . 

T h e centra l these s tha t emerg e fro m th e stud y o f th e N e w Testamen t 
in th e contex t o f Jewish rabbini c literatur e include : 

First, tha t th e teachin g o f Jesus di d no t impl y th e repudiatio n eithe r o f 
Judaism o r o f the Jewish people . 

Second, that th e close r w e com e t o th e Apostoli c communit y centere d i n 
Jerusalem, th e les s w e encounte r an y suggestio n o f th e "rejection " o f 
Israel. 

Third, tha t th e N e w Testamen t passage s implyin g th e "rejection " o f th e 
Jewish people , a s a  reversa l o f thei r havin g previousl y bee n chosen , 
were superimpose d upo n th e earlie r tradition s o f th e churc h afte r th e 
fall o f Jerusalem; tha t th e essenc e o f Christia n teaching , accordin g t o 
medieval interpreters , consiste d i n th e repudiatio n o f Judaism. 

Fourth, tha t al l such anti-Judais m an d anti-Jewis h passage s resulte d i n par t 
from th e gradua l transferenc e o f th e Gospe l traditio n fro m th e Jewis h 
to th e Hellenisti c cultur e sphere , durin g th e seventy-yea r period , 65— 
135 A.D. , an d i n par t fro m th e impassione d bitternes s o f th e secon d 
and thir d centurie s whe n th e N e w Testamen t cano n attaine d it s pres -
ent form . 

Fifth, tha t i t i s incumben t upo n Christia n scholars , a s seeker s o f trut h i n 
love an d lov e i n truth , t o eliminat e anti-Jewis h an d anti-Judais m 
inferences fro m thei r interpretatio n o f the N e w Testament . 

Sixth, tha t i t i s incumben t upo n Jewis h scholar s t o reclai m th e N e w 
Testament a s a n integra l par t o f thei r domai n o f stud y an d t o develo p 
the implication s o f the teachin g tha t Christianit y i s an "ecclesi a fo r th e 
sake o f heaven, " employe d b y Go d a s an instrumen t whereb y human -
ity i s being prepare d fo r "th e kingdo m o f heaven," malchut  shomayim. 

1. Th e firs t thesi s ha s bee n establishe d fo r severa l generation s amon g 
Jewish scholars . Jesus wa s a  supremel y origina l personality , an d hi s view s 
did no t coincid e completel y wit h thos e o f an y o f th e movement s tha t 
existed i n hi s day , bu t th e buildin g block s o f hi s spiritua l edific e wer e 
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taken fro m th e Jewis h worl d o f tha t day . Jesu s stoo d closes t t o th e 
Pharisees, i n tha t h e believe d i n th e resurrection , i n angels , i n th e 
worship o f the synagogue , an d i n th e rol e o f providence withi n th e lif e 
of the individua l an d within Israel ; but h e wa s also clos e t o th e Essenes , 
as i s eviden t i n hi s ethics , i n hi s relatio n t o Joh n th e Baptist , i n hi s 
closeness t o th e apocalypti c circles , an d i n th e lif e o f th e Apostoli c 
community o f Jerusalem. 

But Jesus differe d wit h some  of the Pharisai c leaders . Afte r all , James 
the Elde r testifie s tha t man y Pharisee s ha d joine d th e earl y Christia n 
community withou t givin g up thei r zea l for th e La w (Act s 21:20). Jesus' 
arguments wit h th e Pharisee s referre d t o specifi c issue s o f th e ora l law, 
which were probably topics of disputation in the schools . His critique o f 
the hig h priest s reflecte d popula r sentiment s tha t ar e als o echoe d i n th e 
Talmud (Pesahi m 57a) . Jesus' chie f complain t wa s th e non-recognitio n 
on th e par t o f most Pharisai c leader s o f hi s clai m t o b e th e apocalypti c 
Messiah.20 A s we lear n fro m occasiona l reference s i n th e Talmud , som e 
apocalyptic circle s taugh t tha t th e Messia h would brin g dow n th e Hol y 
Temple from heave n and put i t in the place of the earthly one. 21 

2. Th e secon d thesi s i s prove d b y scholar s throug h th e comparativ e 
textual analysi s o f the Gospels . Pau l Winter , i n hi s book On  the  Trial of 
Jesus (Berlin , 1961) , put s sid e b y sid e th e variou s reference s t o th e 
enemies o f Jesus. H e take s th e passio n chapter s o f Mark t o b e th e mos t 
ancient portion, an d he concludes his analysis as follows (p . 124): 

The oldest  synoptic tradition  (however restyled it may  have  become in the  process 
of literary formulation) does  not include  the Pharisees among the  enemies of Jesus 
at all; ther e i s no t a  single instanc e i n whic h Pharisai c hostilit y toward s 
Jesus finds mention . 

A similar view was already put forwar d b y the famou s scholar , Danie l 
Chwolson, wh o suggeste d tha t th e second-centur y editor s change d i n 
many places th e wor d "scribes " fo r th e wor d "Pharisees, " sinc e i n thei r 
day ther e wer e n o longe r Sadduce e scribes. 22 Joseph Klausne r pointe d 
out tha t Jesus debate d a s a  membe r o f th e Pharisai c movement . Pau l 
Winter argues similarly: "Yet in historical reality, Jesus was a Pharisee .  . . 
when a n eschatologica l emphasi s ma y hav e pervade d Pharisai c though t 
more strongly than in the tannaitic age" (p . 133). 

The viewpoin t o f Jewish scholar s wa s summarize d i n th e ol d Jewish 
Encyclopedia, publishe d i n the firs t decad e o f the twentiet h centur y (arti -
cle on the New Testament) : 
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. .  .  that th e olde r an d th e mor e genuin e th e records , writte n o r unwrit -
ten, o f th e doing s an d teaching s o f Jesus , th e mor e the y betra y clos e 
kinship wit h an d friendl y relation s t o Jew s an d Judaism ; bu t tha t th e 
more remot e the y ar e fro m th e tim e an d activit y o f Jesus, th e mor e the y 
show o f hostilit y t o th e Jewish peopl e an d o f antagonis m t o th e Mosai c 
Law 

The gul f betwee n th e Jew s an d Christian s wa s deepene d b y th e 
lynching o f Stephen, an d th e persecution s directe d b y th e Sadduce e hig h 
priest wer e oppose d b y Rabba n Gamalie l th e Elder . Agripp a probabl y 
followed th e counse l o f th e Sadducees . Th e Pharisee s stil l resente d th e 
execution o f James th e Elder , bu t wit h th e approac h o f the Grea t Revol t 
(65-70 A.D. ) temper s wer e inflame d throughou t th e Jewis h world . I n 
some places , Jewis h leader s sough t t o remov e th e protectiv e mantl e o f 
Judaism, a s a religio  licita,  from th e proliferatin g Christia n churches . Thus , 
the soi l wa s prepare d fo r Nero' s persecutions . Wit h th e outbrea k o f 
the Revolt , whic h wa s spurre d b y intens e messiani c expectations , an d 
punctuated b y outbreak s o f pogrom s throughou t Syria , th e Christian s 
left Jerusalem, accordin g t o a  tradition recorde d b y Eusebius . 

With th e disappearanc e o f the mothe r churc h i n Jerusalem, leadershi p 
fell int o th e hand s o f Gentil e Christians . Th e remnan t o f Jewish Chris -
tians wer e bese t b y pressure s fro m bot h Jews an d Christians . Th e Jewis h 
curse formulate d b y Rabba n Gamalie l th e Secon d an d th e Christia n 
anathema combine d t o crus h th e middl e position . I n addition , whe n th e 
Roman Empir e impose d a  specia l ta x upo n Jews , th e Christian s wer e 
exempt; an d whe n Marcu s Aureliu s Antoniu s wa s friendl y t o Jews , h e 
was implacabl y hostil e t o Christians . Th e cours e o f histor y raise d a  hig h 
barrier o f hostilit y betwee n th e tw o communitie s jus t a t th e tim e whe n 
their respectiv e tradition s wer e takin g fir m shape . Bu t i t wa s th e ris e 
of Gnosticis m tha t contribute d mos t effectivel y t o th e introductio n o f 
mythological Antisemitis m i n Christianity . 

3. Th e thir d thesi s point s t o th e mos t persisten t anti-Jewis h animu s 
that i s inculcated almos t unconsciousl y b y th e N e w Testament . T o illus -
trate it s dar k impetus , I  wil l cit e a  recen t popula r scientifi c commentar y 
on Matthew , edite d b y th e lat e Professo r Albright , wh o yielde d t o n o 
one i n hi s stou t defens e o f Judais m an d th e Jewis h people . Yet , i n 
commenting o n Matt . 9:1 7 (Matthew,  Garde n City , N.Y. , 1971) , he wrot e 
(p. 108) : 

Romans IX-X I i s evidenc e o f th e grea t concer n fel t abou t th e precis e 
relationship o f th e Messiani c Communit y t o Judaism. O n th e vie w tha t 
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vss. 16-1 7 ar e to be regarded a s Jesus' teaching o n th e relationship o f his 
Community t o Judaism, the n th e fina l claus e (< and both  are preserved" i s 
either editoria l comment , o r a  misplaced sayin g from anothe r contex t i n 
an attempt t o deal with the question . 

But thi s must be regarded as unsatisfactory. Th e whol e teno r o f Jesus' 
teaching, i n al l four gospels , makes i t hardl y possibl e t o suppos e tha t h e 
looked t o a  continuance o f hi s Messianic Communit y an d Judaism sid e 
by side. 

So, eve n Albrigh t assume s tha t th e establishmen t o f th e Messiani c 
community implie d th e rejectio n o f thos e wh o di d no t join it . But , i s 
not thi s attitud e a  retrojectio n o f late r attitudes ? I f Pau l coul d no t 
reconcile himsel f t o suc h a  rejection , coul d Jesus , whos e Jewish root s 
were fa r deeper , adop t suc h a  judgment? Whethe r o r no t w e adop t 
Schweitzer's interpretatio n o f Jesus' eschatologica l attitude , w e canno t 
deny tha t Jesus' centra l concer n wa s to preac h "th e goo d news " t o hi s 
own people . An d hi s fe w act s o f benevolenc e towar d Gentile s wer e 
entirely i n keepin g wit h th e teachin g o f Jewish ethics , certainl y no t a 
repudiation o f hi s people . Bu t th e pervasiv e feelin g t o whic h Albrigh t 
calls attention embodie s an impetus, deep and strong. What i s its source? 
The answe r uncover s a  fundamenta l struggl e whic h continue s t o th e 
present. 

The canonizatio n o f the Ne w Testamen t wa s brought abou t throug h 
the partial rejection an d the partial acceptance of two contending philos-
ophies—Judaism an d Gnosticism . Marcio n forme d th e firs t canon , an d 
he exclude d th e Ol d Testamen t altogether , consignin g th e Go d o f Israel 
and God' s Law to th e siniste r role of demiurge, the creato r o f this world 
and it s numberles s evils . Jesus was th e So n an d Messenge r o f the good , 
transworldly realm, whose followers , b y repudiating this world and al l its 
works, would inherit tha t glorious realm. Marcion was repudiated by the 
emergent Catholi c Church , bu t Gnosticis m wa s to o insidiou s an d to o 
deep-rooted t o b e altogethe r eliminated . Th e Churc h looke d fo r th e 
middle way between Judaism and Gnosticism . 

What wer e th e essentia l difference s betwee n thes e tw o pole s o f th e 
spirit? W e tak e Gnosticis m t o b e th e opposit e o f classica l Hellenis m a s 
well as of prophetic Judaism. While the stars were "gods" to the Hellene s 
and noble creations o f God, o r angels, to Jews, they were part o f the evi l 
order of reality to the Gnostics. 23 The essenc e of Gnosticism i s the myt h 
of catastrophe, describin g ho w Sophia,  o r th e heavenl y one , o r superna l 
light wa s imprisone d b y Satani c forces , an d th e belie f tha t th e wa y o f 
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redemption depend s o n a  special knowledg e derivin g fro m beyon d thi s 
world, whereb y th e sou l reverses its path an d ascends to heaven . Hence , 
the polarit y i s threefold—whethe r o r no t trut h i s co-extensiv e wit h 
natural huma n power s o f reason ; whethe r o r no t goodnes s i s tha t o f 
human effor t an d conscience ; an d whethe r o r no t certai n peopl e ar e 
provided fro m birt h wit h a  pneumatic soul , renderin g the m capabl e o f 
redemption. Gnosticis m assert s th e discontinuity  o f huma n wisdo m an d 
redemptive knowledge , o f sanctificatio n throug h deed s an d intentions , 
or throug h a n inne r spiri t an d Divin e Grace . Similarl y i t assert s th e 
dichotomy o f th e huma n rac e betwee n ordinar y peopl e an d pneu -

04 

matics. 
Paul wavere d betwee n Judaism an d Gnosticism , inclinin g sufficientl y 

to the latter pole to provide a  handle to Marcion. Som e portions o f John 
contain th e reverberation s o f Gnosti c rhetoric . Generally , th e Gnostic s 
were bitterl y anti-Judaisti c an d anti-Jewish . Withi n Christianit y th e 
Gnostic orientation , identifyin g th e divin e wit h th e discontinuous , th e 
transcendental, an d th e ascetic , triumphe d especiall y i n heretica l move -
ments. But , i t frequentl y generate d a  powerfu l undertow , eve n withi n 
the officia l form s o f th e faith . An d wheneve r Gnosti c anti-Judais m 
prevailed, anti-Jewishness was always the result . 

The Gnosti c theor y o f pneumatics i s easil y translatabl e int o mystica l 
racism. Fichte , prophe t o f moder n Germa n nationalism , demonstrate d 
the perennial appeal of Gnosticism in his philosophy of history, stigmatiz-
ing the Jews as the children o f worldly cleverness , Verstand,  an d elevatin g 
the Teuton s t o th e ran k o f people o f Vernunft. 25 A  grea t dea l o f moder n 
biblical stud y expatiate d o n th e contrast s betwee n Jewish "goo d deeds " 
and Christian grace; between Jewish intellectualism, which is presumably 
barren, an d th e nobl e intuitio n o f Teutons , o r Nordics , o r Aryans ; 
between th e Jewish idea l o f equalit y befor e th e La w an d th e arbitrar y 
"election" o f the Gentiles. 26 Naturally, i n Germa n Gnosticism , th e Slavs 
and th e Greek s ar e condemne d equall y wit h th e Jews, thoug h a  specia l 
hell o n eart h wa s reserve d fo r thos e wh o wer e "chosen " b y th e evi l 
Creator. Idea s ar e "carrie d over " fro m religio n t o politic s an d bac k 
again. Gnostic , tha t i s non-Helleni c an d non-Jewish , wa s th e asserte d 
discontinuity betwee n th e Ol d Testamen t an d th e Ne w Testament , be -
tween th e Ol d Covenan t an d th e New , betwee n th e ol d Israe l an d th e 
New, between the Old Morality and the New, between Jew and Gentile . 
It i s time t o alla y thi s metaphysica l mythology , whereve r i t appears—i n 
Christian a s in Jewish thought . 

4. Th e fourt h thesi s purport s t o explai n ho w wha t wa s originall y a 
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fervently Jewish faith becam e s o bitterly anti-Jewish . I n part , th e answe r 
is simply the transference o f the same rhetoric from a  Jewish to a  Gentile 
popular base. When a n Isaiah or a Jeremiah castigate s his people, he does 
not infer tha t they are indeed degenerate and God-forsaken. Th e prophe t 
demands s o much becaus e h e trust s th e essentia l nobilit y o f his people , 
and hi s word s ar e preserve d b y th e peopl e a s expression s o f thei r ow n 
conscience. But , whe n th e sam e word s ar e take n ou t o f contex t b y 
external enemies , they add up to a  verdict of condemnation . 

A contemporar y Jesuit schola r summarize s th e impor t o f the biblica l 
prophets as follows: 

Ancient Israe l was played ou t an d ha d t o go . . . . This ne w Israe l could , 
however, onl y b e bor n o f the downfal l o f the old . .  . .  The salvatio n o f 
the new people of God was the reverse of the divine judgment passed on 
the ancient people o f God. 27 

Yet, not e tha t th e sam e word s whic h conve y thi s meanin g t o th e 
Catholic schola r were cherished by Jews as "the hope o f Israel." 

So, the occasiona l bitter outcrie s o f Jesus or Paul o r Matthew o r John 
were spoke n i n th e revere d vei n o f propheti c admonition , bu t thei r 
Gentile editors , living in a  different milieu , edite d the m in keeping with 
their ow n lights.  Following th e fal l o f Jerusalem, th e mothe r churc h fel l 
apart, an d th e branche s i n th e Gentil e worl d ha d t o establis h thei r 
legitimacy o n thei r ow n grounds , despit e th e fac t tha t the y wer e wor -
shipping on e wh o wa s condemne d an d execute d b y Rome . Modifica -
tions and qualifications tha t existe d in the origina l document , describin g 
various personalitie s withi n th e Jewish community , wer e al l generalize d 
into th e ter m whic h mad e sens e onl y i n th e ne w socia l environment — 
i.e., th e ter m "Jews " wa s substitute d fo r "witnesses " o r "crowds " o r 
"opponents" or "skeptics." 28 

In part , thi s editoria l polic y wa s a  reflectio n o f th e bitte r animosit y 
between Jews an d Gentile s durin g th e Civi l Wars o f 65 to 13 5 A.D. By 
the middle o f the second centur y th e Jewish Christian s were reduced t o 
a marginal minority. How coul d the hatred o f Jews coexist with the love 
of so much o f the Jewish literary and spiritual heritage? The sad truths of 
human natur e provid e th e answer , an d histor y corroborate s th e insight s 
of psychology. Josephus tells us that in Damascus the Syrian women wer e 
"God-fearers," attendin g the synagogue s o n th e Sabbath , while man y o f 
their husband s wer e Jew-haters , plannin g physica l massacre s o f thei r 
Jewish neighbors. 29 
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5. Th e fift h thesi s i s a n appea l t o Christia n conscienc e an d truthful -
ness. Ther e i s absolutel y n o reaso n t o interpre t th e document s o f th e 
New Testamen t i n suc h a  wa y a s t o teac h tha t th e Jews ar e condemne d 
or accursed o r rejected , muc h les s that the y ar e eternall y guilt y o f deicide . 
The Catholi c Churc h i s to b e heartil y commende d fo r it s decisivenes s i n 
confronting thi s issue . I  ca n sa y withou t fea r o f contradictio n tha t n o 
passage i n th e Ne w Testamen t give s ai d o r comfor t t o Antisemitism , i f i t 
is seen i n th e ligh t o f th e social-cultura l contex t o f contemporar y Jewis h 
life. 

The disputation s wit h Pharisai c leader s ar e instructiv e example s o f th e 
arguments tha t wen t o n i n th e schools . Thei r genera l impor t i s a n 
emphasis o n inwardnes s an d principl e tha t i s indee d laudabl e an d b y n o 
means rar e i n Jewish tradition . Th e numerou s parables , s o ric h i n mean -
ing, ar e all-human , no t Jewish-Gentile i n reference . Alway s th e concep t 
of Israe l include d a n all-huma n dimensio n i n hop e an d faith . An d th e 
narration o f Jesus ' lif e an d death , rea d i n context , i s fre e o f an y anti -
Jewish animus . 

By wa y o f example , th e sentenc e o f Matthe w 27:2 5 whic h serve d a s 
the foundatio n fo r th e myt h o f deicid e ca n b e easil y understoo d i n it s 
Jewish context . A s i t read s i t i s utterl y incomprehensible . "Al l th e peo -
ple" coul d onl y refe r t o th e crow d actuall y present . Wh y shoul d peopl e 
voluntarily tak e guil t upo n thei r childre n a s wel l a s upo n themselves ? 
The medieva l min d understoo d thi s actio n a s th e wor k o f Satan , bu t 
medieval myth s hav e a  way o f persisting beneath moder n rationalizations . 

If we se e th e crucifixio n i n th e ligh t o f th e practice s the n prevailing , 
then w e kno w tha t witnesse s were indee d warned , prio r t o th e executio n 
of th e defendant , tha t th e guil t fo r tha t deat h an d th e deat h o f an y 
potential descendant s dow n t o th e en d o f time woul d res t upo n them . I n 
turn, th e witnesse s woul d reasser t thei r testimon y an d sa y the y ar e s o 
sure tha t the y ar e willin g t o assum e thi s blame. 30 Now , Jesu s wa s con -
demned o n th e basi s o f the presume d testimon y o f witnesses, o r o f thos e 
present i n th e hous e o f Caiaphas . Th e follower s o f th e hig h priest , then , 
stated thei r willingnes s t o b e judged i n heave n fo r th e bloo d o f Jesus an d 
his potentia l descendants . W h e n thi s inciden t wa s transferre d t o th e 
milieu o f a  differen t culture , "hi s children " seeme d blasphemous , i f Jesus 
was God , an d th e ter m "witnesses " wa s simpl y generalize d t o th e phras e 
"all the people" ; a s in mos t othe r cases , the specifi c ter m wa s generalize d 
to th e all-inclusiv e category , "Jews. " 

A simila r exampl e ma y b e take n fro m Joh n 8:44 , wherei n th e devi l i s 
said t o b e th e fathe r o f the Jews. W e hav e her e a  sermon, give n presum -
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ably in a  synagogue, with Jesus addressing "those Jews who ha d believed 
him" (8:31) . Th e autho r dramatize d th e tensio n betwee n belie f an d 
unbelief withi n th e sou l o f Jewish people . Whe n thi s inne r dialogu e i s 
transferred int o a Gentile-Christian univers e of discourse, the inner voice 
of admonition is transformed int o an external verdict of condemnation. 31 

6. Th e firs t par t o f the sixt h thesi s deal s with th e reclamatio n o f th e 
New Testament . I t is part o f Jewish history as literature and life, but wit h 
respect t o th e sacre d heritag e i t mark s th e boundar y betwee n Judais m 
and Christianity . Frequently , w e ca n se e ho w th e sam e word s acquire d 
different meanin g a s they were transferred fro m th e Jewish t o th e Helle -
nistic context . 

So the nam e "so n o f God" wa s applied t o Jewish people generally , t o 
righteous men , t o th e king s of the hous e o f David, an d by implication , 
also to the Messiah.32 But, within the ideological context o f Judaism, th e 
concept o f divine unit y preclude d an y notion o f a "son o f God" i n an y 
essential sense. Precisely because Jews lived in a society where Caesa r was 
proclaimed so n o f God an d Kyrios,  Jewish oppositio n t o thi s notion wa s 
firmly established . Philo could speak of God being three in appearance— 
i.e., God s sovereignty , benevolence , an d unknowabl e being—bu t h e 
added that , t o the thoughtful , Go d i s One.33 So , the same series of titles 
of "Messiah, " "so n o f Man, " "So n o f God, " an d "Kyrios " coul d b y 
degrees acquir e totall y differen t meanin g a s th e Jewish culture-contex t 
was replaced by the Hellenistic. 34 

Similarly, th e concept s o f redemption , faith , th e La w an d it s inne r 
meaning, th e idea l congregatio n o f Israel , th e salvatio n o f Gentiles , th e 
replacement o f th e sacrificia l ritua l b y deed s o f "steadfas t love"—al l 
these and many more—are observe d in the process of transformation . 

In on e century , th e nascen t Christia n communit y underwen t severa l 
transformations, brough t abou t by a series of "scandals." The firs t "scan -
dal" was felt within the Apostolic community , which was almost entirel y 
Jewish—the Messia h cam e unt o hi s ow n people , an d "they " rejected 
him. "They, " i n thi s case , meant th e leader s an d teachers , th e Pharisai c 
masters "wh o si t i n Moses ' seat. " I n th e ligh t o f thi s "scandal, " th e 
differences betwee n Jesus and the Pharisaic teacher s were magnified , bu t 
the belief prevailed that this resistance of Jewish leaders and their follow -
ers was provisional and temporary . Th e secon d "scandal " was felt o n th e 
boundary betwee n Jewr y an d th e Hellenisti c worl d a s a  resul t o f th e 
progressive transferenc e o f biblical an d rabbini c idea s t o th e Hellenisti c 
realm of thought. Wha t wa s "unthinkable" i n Judaism became th e mar k 
of a transcendent wisdom , th e sign of a fresh upsurg e o f the Hol y Spiri t 
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in th e churche s whic h continue d t o develo p th e idea s o f Pau l an d John , 
particularly afte r th e churc h becam e entirel y Hellenistic . Whil e Phil o 
represented th e synthesi s o f Judaism an d Helleni c philosophy , th e Paulin e 
churches represente d th e blen d o f Judaism an d Hellenisti c religion . Th e 
third "scandal " wa s fel t b y th e Gentil e converts , followin g th e fal l o f 
Jerusalem. H o w coul d the y ador e on e wh o wa s convicte d an d execute d 
by Roma n authority ? Gradually , th e notio n prevaile d tha t Jesu s wa s 
condemned b y th e Jews , whil e Pontiu s Pilat e wa s th e passiv e reluctan t 
agent o f Jewish, o r demonic , fury . 

In th e moder n world , al l o f u s ar e bidde n t o liv e i n tw o universe s o f 
discourse—within ou r tradition s an d i n spirit , i n a n all-embracin g uni -
verse o f discourse . On  the  Boundary  i s the titl e o f Paul Tillic h s autobiog -
raphy. And t o liv e "o n th e boundary " i s part o f our universa l experience . 

The secon d portio n o f th e sixt h thesi s migh t b e calle d a  Jewis h 
theology o f Christianity . Thi s tas k wil l b e carrie d ou t i n divers e way s b y 
the theologian s o f presen t an d futur e generation s i f th e contemporar y 
irenic orientatio n withi n th e Christia n an d Jewish world s i s maintaine d 
and deepened . I t take s tim e fo r ol d idea s t o fad e awa y totally . W h o ca n 
tell whethe r th e ol d demon s wil l aris e fro m thei r grave s an d onc e agai n 
point t o Jewr y a s anti-Christ , whos e si n i s th e fre e intellec t o r a  con -
science geare d int o universa l la w o r piet y ossifie d i n ritual ? I f th e ecu -
menical movemen t endures , w e ca n expec t a  deepening o f the sentimen t 
of communit y i n th e famil y o f Go d s children . Le t m e outlin e som e o f 
the sign-post s o f a Jewish theolog y o f Christianity : 

a. Go d judges individuals , on e b y one , a s wel l a s group s a s a  whole . A 
rabbi wh o live d throug h th e sieg e o f Jerusalem taugh t "tha t th e piou s 
among th e nation s shar e i n th e Worl d t o Come, " eve n i f they ar e no t 
converted. Accordin g t o thei r persona l merit , th e Hol y Spiri t rest s 
upon them . Piou s Gentile s ar e describe d i n th e Talmu d a s example s 
for Jews.35 

b. Christianity , i n al l it s variations , wa s declare d b y th e Tossafist s t o b e a 
monotheistic faith . Gentile s wer e allowe d t o associat e othe r divin e 
beings wit h Go d i n thei r worshi p (shittuf),  thoug h thi s practic e wa s 
not permitte d t o Jews. Th e "curs e o f heretics " (birkhal  haminim)  wa s 
not include d i n th e prayer s o f Europea n Jews , sinc e th e clos e o f th e 
Babylonian Talmud. 36 

c. Occasiona l hint s o f a  stil l mor e affirmativ e relatio n t o Christianit y 
should no w b e develope d systematicall y an d i n depth . Suc h a n orien -
tation i s containe d in  nuce  i n th e rabbini c characterizatio n o f th e 
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church a s a n "ecclesi a fo r th e sak e o f heaven " tha t Go d cause s t o 
endure and expand through th e vicissitudes o f history.37 Thi s estima -
tion o f th e churc h a s a  divin e instrumen t b y n o means  implie s th e 
ending o f Israel s role . Th e hig h purpose s o f Go d requir e man y 
instruments fo r thei r "fulfillment. " So , w e retur n t o th e vie w o f 
Rabban Gamalie l th e Elder , a s recorde d i n Act s 5:33 , an d t o th e 
opinion o f James, "th e brothe r o f Jesus" (Act s 15:13-21) . Highl y 
significant i s th e imager y o f th e twelfth-centur y philosopher , Juda h 
Halevi, wh o spok e o f Israe l a s "th e heart" ; othe r faiths , lik e othe r 
internal organs , ar e equall y necessar y fo r life . H e als o employe d th e 
figure o f a  tre e wit h thre e branches , growin g ou t o f th e sam e see d 
(The Kuzari 4:23). 

d. Whil e Jew s canno t accep t th e dogmati c framewor k o f th e Ne w 
Testament, the y ca n an d d o recogniz e it s sublim e teachings . Man y 
scholars, including preeminently Marti n Buber , sa w in the revival s of 
Jewish pietis m a t variou s times , an d particularl y i n Polish-Russia n 
Hassidism, a  simila r efflorescenc e o f religiou s genius—a n emphasi s 
on inwardness , a n aspiratio n fo r "th e nearnes s o f God," a n anticipa -
tion in the presen t o f the glorie s o f the blessed future. Som e moder n 
Jewish philosopher s regarde d Christianit y a s the outstretche d ar m o f 
the Jewish faith, seekin g to redeem humankind. 38 

Above all , th e historica l approac h wit h it s stron g das h o f relativis m 
orients ou r thinkin g alon g th e line s o f pragmatism . Trut h is  a s trut h 
works. Doe s any proposed idea really motivate people t o sow the seeds of 
justice an d truth , o f faith, hope , an d love? Indeed , Jesus anticipate d thi s 
mode o f thinkin g i n th e maxim . "B y thei r fruit s shal l ye kno w them " 
(Mt. 7:16) . 

In th e pragmati c orientatio n w e focu s ou r attentio n o n th e tas k tha t 
faces us , th e tas k o f regainin g fo r th e livin g Wor d o f Go d a  societ y 
which i s s o largel y atheistic , materialistic , an d bitterl y cynical . I t i s a n 
overwhelming task , fa r mor e "delicat e an d painful " tha n th e interfait h 
dialogue, but by no means "hopeless. " 

All o f us are calle d upo n t o shar e i n th e covenan t o f the spiri t whic h 
transcends all ritualistic and historical differences. I t is in this way that we 
see th e contemporar y meanin g o f Jeremiah's "berit  Hadashah,"  which 
underlies the ter m "Ne w Testament " (Jer . 31:30) . Neither th e ol d ritua l 
nor th e ne w i s in itsel f decisive . Wha t i s decisive i s the spiri t i n whic h 
rites ar e performe d an d th e consequence s tha t flo w fro m the m (Lk . 
22:20; I  Cor. 11:25) . To the exten t tha t an y o f us individually o r collec -
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tively achieve s th e propheti c ideal , w e shar e i n a n enterpris e tha t i s 
eternal. Whethe r w e deriv e ou r inspiratio n throug h th e rabbini c tradi -
tion, whic h i n tur n i s linke d t o th e Hebre w Bible , o r throug h th e 
Christian traditio n an d th e N e w Testament , whic h ar e als o linke d t o th e 
same sacre d Scriptures , ou r ultimat e ques t i s th e same— malchut sho-
mayim, th e Reig n o f heaven i n ou r heart s an d i n society . 

NOTES 

i. Tosefta , Pesahi m 4 , 13 . Jer. Talmu d 6 , 1 . Th e versio n o f th e Babylonia n 
Talmud, Pesahi m 66b , does no t mentio n th e Hol y Spirit . 

2. Th e referenc e t o Hille l in Tosefta Sot a 13,3 . Pesikta Rabbati , Ch . 35 . Th e 
relation o f Halachah t o prophecy i s examined i n detai l by A. Urbach i n Tarbitz, 
1947-

3. B . T  Shabba t 104a . H e coul d reviv e a  law tha t wa s forgotten . Th e ter m 
used here i s "Tsofim," whic h mean s mystica l visionaries. I n thi s sense, the sage s 
were considere d t o be th e heir s o f the prophets . [B . T. Baba Bathra 12a , wher e 
the strang e commen t i s given—"A Sag e i s better tha n a  prophet." A  prophet' s 
authority di d no t exten d t o concession s t o idolatry , eve n a s a  temporar y 
expedient (Sanhedri n 90a). ] 

4. "Th e Habakku k Commentary, " Pesber  Habakkuk, i s a case in point . Not e 
particularly thi s sentence . "An d a s for wha t i t says , that  he may run  who reads it, 
this mean s th e teache r o f righteousness , t o who m Go d mad e know n al l th e 
mysteries o f the word s o f his servants , th e prophets " [Milla r Burrows , ed. , The 
Dead Sea  Scrolls  (New York , 1955) , p . 368] . Th e idea l o f th e prophe t ha s 
continued i n Judaism, dow n t o ou r ow n day . Se e m y essay , "Th e Prophe t i n 
Modern Hebre w Literature, " i n Dialogue  and Tradition,  p . 385. 

5. Mt . 19:8 . A  simila r vie w i s state d i n th e Talmud , Kiddushi m 21b , i n 
reference t o th e la w describe d i n Deut . 21:10-14 . 

6. Th e Pharisees , i t ha d bee n note d lon g ago , d o no t refe r t o themselve s 
under tha t title . O n th e tim e an d th e issue s tha t brough t abou t th e spli t 
between th e Pharisee s an d Sadducees , se e S . Zeitlin , The  Rise  and  Fall  of  the 
Judean State  (Philadelphia, 1968) , vol. 1  Prolegomena. L . Finkelstein, "Haperus -
him Kenese t Hagedolah " (Ne w York , 1950) , p. 81 , note 243 . 

7. Rabb i Akib a favore d proclaimin g th e exclusio n fro m Olam  Haba  o f 
those wh o rea d "externa l books " (Sanhedri n 100b) , bu t ther e i s considerabl e 
uncertainty a s to th e meanin g o f "externa l books. " Th e onl y exampl e offere d 
in bot h th e Palestinia n an d Babylonia n Talmu d i s th e wor k o f Sirach , o r Be n 
Sira, yet Sirac h wa s quoted i n th e Talmuds . I t seems tha t Rabb i Akiba' s maxi m 
was his own privat e opinion . I n th e Midrashim , echoe s o f apocalyptic writing s 
are heard . Eve n th e book s o f Enoch, s o clos e t o Ne w Testamen t thought , ar e 
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praised i n Zohari c writings , whic h contai n echoe s o f th e idea s o f Pharisai c 
circles in th e first  century . I t is noteworthy tha t th e Tossafo t asser t tha t in som e 
areas w e follo w th e teachin g o f "th e externa l books, " a s agains t th e Talmud s 
(Berochot 18a , Zohar, Bereshi t 72b , 37b , Shemot 55a , Vayikra 10b.  See also th e 
Jerusalem Targu m o n Gen . 5:24.) . 

8. Se e Harry A . Wolfson's Philo,  in tw o volume s (Cambridge , Mass. , 1948) . 
9. Th e descriptio n o f "Pharisai c Plagues " i n th e Babylonia n Talmu d i s 

already undecipherable (Sot a 22a). Clearly, the condemnatio n referre d t o exter -
nal act s o f piet y whic h wer e contraste d wit h "th e Pharise e ou t o f love," wh o 
follows th e exampl e o f Abraham. 

10. Tha t som e ra w passage s wer e inserte d b y "immatur e disciples " wa s 
already acknowledge d b y Juda h Halev i (1085-1140 ) i n The  Kuzari,  III , 73 . 
Maimonides i n th e Introductio n t o th e "Guid e o f the Perplexed, " an d i n Firs t 
Part, Chapte r 59 . Nahman Krochma l devote d chapte r 1 4 of his classic work t o 
this problem , Moreh  Nebuchai Hazeman. I n regar d t o th e Pharisees , h e stresse d 
that the y represente d normativ e traditio n onl y i n a  genera l way , no t insofa r a s 
they defende d thei r ow n sectaria n interest s (ibid. , ch . 10 , Editio n Lemberg , 
1863, p. 51) . 

11. F . Baer' s studie s appeare d i n th e Hebre w magazine , Zion,  vol . 27-2 8 
(1952-1953), an d vol . 3 7 (1962) ; i n Molad  (1964) ; an d i n hi s smal l book , 
summarizing hi s position, Yisroel  Bo-amim  (Jerusalem , 1956) . 

12. Harr y A . Wolfso n point s ou t tha t God' s "unknowability " wa s Philo' s 
contribution t o religiou s philosophy . Whil e Plat o considere d tha t th e huma n 
mind wa s closes t t o th e Logos , Phil o insiste d tha t ou r min d i s no t self -
activating, bu t tha t i t reflect s divin e powe r an d initiative . Se e Legum  Allegoria, 
II, 69 . Harry A . Wolfson, Philo,  II, p. n o . 

13. Josephus , "Contr a Apionen, " 1 , 22 . Eusebius , Praep . Evangelic a XIII , 
12. 

14. Th e universalis t not e i n th e Testament s o f th e Twelv e Patriarch s i s 
particularly striking . Test , o f Benjamin , IX , 2 ; Tes t o f Naphtali , II , 5 ; Tes t o f 
Levi XIV, 4 . 
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I I 
PERSPECTIVES FO R TH E STUD Y 

OF TH E BOO K O F ACT S 

THE FAIT H an d caree r o f Pau l ar e generall y regarde d a s marking th e 
tragic brea k betwee n Judais m an d Christianity . Whil e man y Jewis h 
scholars maintai n tha t Jesu s live d an d taugh t withi n th e ambienc e o f 
Judaism, the y argu e tha t Pau l wa s responsibl e fo r th e separatio n o f th e 
two faith s an d thei r mutua l hostility . So , Joseph Klausne r ca n find  i n th e 
case o f Jesus onl y th e "seed " o f denationalize d piety . Kaufman n an d 
Buber includ e Jesus completely withi n th e spher e o f Judaism. 

But a s t o Paul , Klausne r blame s hi s alienatio n o n th e fac t tha t h e 
was a  Je w fro m th e Diaspora , henc e inauthenti c an d anguishe d b y 
contradictions. Montefior e similarl y assert s tha t Pau l coul d no t hel p bu t 
experience th e seren e piety o f the Pharisees , ha d h e lived in th e land o f 
Israel. Raise d i n a n alie n environment , Pau l wa s trouble d b y foreig n 
influences an d familia r onl y with th e unlovel y exterio r o f Jewish obser -
vances. Pau l seem s especiall y ignoran t o f th e centra l idea s o f Pharisai c 
Judaism—namely, repentanc e an d forgiveness . 

In sum , i t i s sai d b y Jewish scholar s tha t whil e th e religio n o f Jesus 
was part o f Judaism, th e religio n about  Jesus, inaugurated b y Paul , brok e 
radically and completel y wit h th e Jewish faith . 

Christian scholar s find  i n th e lif e o f Pau l additiona l confirmatio n o f 
the thesi s that the Jews, a s a people, were "rejected, " i f not placed unde r 
a curse , and the n replace d by the Gentiles . 

Johannes Munck , i n th e Anchor  Bible  volume o f Acts , commentin g 
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on Acts 28:17—28, says: "Israels unbelief became the cause of his preach-
ing th e Gospe l t o th e Gentiles. " Th e sam e autho r comment s o n Act s 
21:20, wher e James speak s o f ten s o f thousand s wh o joined th e Chris -
tian community , whil e remainin g "faithfu l t o th e law" : "Ther e coul d 
not b e s o many Jewish-Christians, sinc e Jesus complaine d tha t hi s mes -
sage was rejected. " 

The axio m o f a mutual rejection tha t was immediate an d tota l distort s 
the teaching of die New Testamen t generally . Paul would hav e preache d 
to Gentiles , whethe r o r no t al l o r mos t Jews ha d accepte d hi s message . 
After all , Pete r ha d als o preache d t o Gentiles . Here , w e ar e concerne d 
with th e Book o f Acts. 

May I  suggest th e followin g perspective s fo r th e interpretatio n o f this 
book: 

First, th e concep t o f monotheism , a s i t emerge d i n Judaism, included 
a set of polarities that  were reconciled only in the Will  of  God. Judaism i s what 
it is , and i t is what i t will be. It s being i s also its vision o f the future . 

God wa s absolutely transcendent , beyon d th e gras p o f mans sense s o r 
man's imagination o r man' s intelligence . Already, Philo speak s of God a s 
being unknowable . A t th e sam e time , Go d wa s reveale d a t Sinai , t o 
the prophets , diml y als o t o th e Sages . Mediatin g divin e entitie s wer e 
conceived, suc h a s "The Word, " th e Shekhinah,  Prima l Man , Metatron , 
"whose nam e i s the sam e a s that o f his Master." I n th e interpretatio n o f 
biblical oracles , God s hel p wa s grante d fro m tim e t o time , throug h 
these entities . 

The Torah , too , wa s bi-polar . Give n a t Sina i t o Moses , i t containe d 
specific commands , whos e purpos e wa s "pedagogical, " "t o refin e hu -
man nature, " an d inne r principles , whic h corresponde d t o th e structur e 
of the cosmos . 

The Templ e i n Jerusalem wa s believe d t o correspon d t o a  heavenl y 
Temple.1 Go d dwell s i n heave n an d i n th e huma n heart , a s wel l a s 
symbolically i n Hi s earthl y Temple ; th e Archange l Michae l o r Metatro n 
functioned a s th e heavenl y hig h pries t offerin g th e soul s o f th e righ -
teous, o r "lamb s o f fire," b y way o f atonement fo r th e sin s of Israel . 

Israel, too , wa s bi-polar . I t refer s t o th e empirica l Jewish people , bu t 
also t o "th e piou s amon g th e nation s o f th e world. " "Whoeve r denie s 
idolatry i s calle d a  Jew," say s the Talmud . Th e so-calle d God-fearer s o f 
the Ne w Testamen t wer e i n thi s category . 

This bi-polarit y wa s eviden t i n al l the relation s betwee n God , Torah , 
and Israel—Go d deal s i n term s o f law, bu t H e als o extend s Hi s merc y 



234 
The Study  of  the Book of Acts 

freely; ma n i s free , ye t al l i s determined ; Go d forgives , ye t ma n mus t 
earn forgiveness b y sacrifices a s well as by repentance; Israe l was chosen , 
by th e fia t o f divin e love , ye t onl y individual s ar e s o chosen ; Israe l wil l 
be vindicate d i n tim e t o come , ye t al l o f redeeme d mankin d wil l 
constitute th e Israe l o f th e future , whil e no t al l Israelite s wil l b e re -
deemed. Characteristi c i s the languag e o f the Mishnah : "Al l Israe l hav e 
a shar e i n th e Worl d t o Come , bu t th e followin g classe s o f people , d o 
no t . .  ." (Sanhedrin  10:1). 

This bi-polarit y i n ever y aspec t o f the Jewish fait h i s inescapable i n a 
living faith, base d on monotheism, tha t seeks to do justice to the fullnes s 
of human aspirations . I t grow s ou t o f th e realitie s o f huma n existence , 
on th e on e hand , an d th e nobilit y o f mans ideals , on th e othe r hand . 

Now, i n the Jewish vision o f the future , th e Messianic Era shading of f 
into th e Worl d t o Come , th e gentler , bolder , mor e dreamlik e pol e o f 
hopes an d ideal s wa s expecte d t o predominate—Go d wil l b e mor e 
present t o Hi s worshippers , Hi s Hol y Spiri t bein g "poure d out " i n 
abundance; th e inne r ligh t o f Torah wil l be revealed ; Israe l will becom e 
the redeeme d nucleu s o f humanity ; forgivenes s wil l b e offere d freely , 
conditioned onl y o n one s willingnes s t o accept ; Jerusale m an d th e 
Temple tha t i s Above wil l tak e th e plac e o f the concret e Templ e i n th e 
earthly Jerusalem; th e polic y o f Compassion , o r love , wil l prevai l ove r 
that o f Law: redeemed mankin d wil l be liberated fro m th e body o f flesh 
and join th e compan y o f angels, in whose compan y the y trul y belong . 

Now, "th e Tim e t o Come " (leatid  lavo) wil l begi n wit h th e day s o f 
the Messiah , eventuat e i n a  cosmic Da y o f Judgment, an d culminat e i n 
the revelatio n o f th e "Worl d t o Come " (olam  haba), when th e "Saint s 
will si t wit h crown s o n thei r head s delightin g i n th e radianc e o f th e 
Presence [Shechinati\r 

Had th e aeo n o f th e Tim e t o Com e dawne d already ? A t thi s point , 
the Christian s diverge d fro m th e res t o f the Jewish community . 

Jesus an d hi s disciple s believe d tha t th e ne w aeo n ha d begun . Th e 
religion o f Jesus containe d a  firm  belie f about  Jesus. Pau l believe d th e 
culmination o f th e ne w aeo n woul d com e i n hi s ow n generation . H e 
was living in th e Eschatologica l Age . I t was incumbent upo n hi m t o b e 
the instrumen t o f savin g thos e tha t wer e predestine d fo r salvation . 
Otherwise, thei r "bloo d woul d b e upo n hi s head. " 

All o f Paul' s teachin g i s to b e see n i n th e contex t o f th e appearanc e 
of th e ne w aeon—hence , a n Immanen t Divin e Presence , a  Messiani c 
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Torah, a  new Israel , the redeeme d nucleu s o f humanity, th e assuranc e o f 
the Hol y Spirit , an d th e belie f of the speed y comin g o f the Parousia . 

Hence, th e cru x o f th e argumen t betwee n Pau l an d th e Jews, wh o 
did no t accep t hi s message , wa s whethe r o r no t th e Messiani c Ag e wa s 
truly begu n an d th e Worl d t o Com e woul d appea r soon . Al l othe r 
differences wer e derive d fro m thi s basi c issue . Mos t un-Jewis h a s Paul s 
career seem s t o Jewish scholar s today , h e wa s utterl y sincer e whe n h e 
claimed: " I hav e committe d n o offens e eithe r agains t Jewish La w o r th e 
Temple o r Caesar " (Act s 25:8). 

The exclusivis m o f th e Apostoli c communit y i s understandabl e i n 
this context : "Neithe r i s there salvatio n i n an y other ; fo r ther e i s non e 
other nam e unde r heave n give n amon g men , whereb y w e mus t b e 
saved" (Act s 4:12) . I n th e En d o f Days , w e ar e told , "th e Lor d wil l b e 
one an d Hi s Name One " (Zech . 14:9) . 

Understandable als o i s th e revelatio n concernin g th e Covenant , th e 
Law, th e formatio n o f a  ne w Israel , th e concep t o f a  hig h pries t i n 
heaven, an d th e ide a o f the Messia h "sittin g o n th e righ t han d o f God. " 
The las t notion , frequentl y describe d a s blasphemous , i s attribute d t o 
Rabbi Akib a (d . 13 5 C.E. ) (Hagigah  14a). 

In brief , th e firs t perspectiv e I  would urg e i s that Pau l be understoo d 
as fa r a s possibl e withi n th e contex t o f hi s Jewish upbringing , thoug h 
unconsciously h e migh t wel l hav e absorbe d th e teaching s o f th e "mys -
tery" religions . 

As th e secon d perspective , I  urg e tha t neithe r th e Ne w Testamen t i n 
general no r Pau l i n particula r teache s tha t th e Jews wer e "rejected " an d 
the Gentile s wer e chose n i n thei r place . Wher e suc h reference s occur , 
the meanin g i s that Judaism a s such wil l no longe r suffic e i n the comin g 
Day o f Judgment, inauguratin g th e World t o Come . 

Jews, o n thi s view, are like the res t o f mankind, tha t i s "guilty" o f th e 
sin o f Adam. Livin g unde r th e Law , the y wer e mor e consciou s o f thei r 
sinfulness. Indeed , a  common moti f in th e Hig h Holida y liturg y i s "w e 
and ou r father s hav e sinned. " 

According t o Luke in Acts , the nonacceptanc e o f Jesus as the Messia h 
makes on e "guilty " o f huma n sinfulnes s an d o f th e bloo d o f Jesus. So , 
Stephen, addressin g himsel f t o a  Jewish crowd , speak s o f the murderer s 
of Jesus i n th e third-perso n plural , "they, " an d t o hi s audienc e directl y 
as facin g th e possibilit y o f becomin g guilty : "The y kille d thos e wh o 
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foretold th e comin g o f th e Righteou s One , an d yo u no w livin g hav e 
become hi s betrayers and murderers . .  ." (Act s 7:52) . 

The "rejection, " i f any , wil l occu r i n th e Parousia , i n th e Da y o f 
Judgment. 

For thi s reason , Pau l say s to Jews wh o di d no t believe : "You r bloo d 
be upo n you r ow n heads ; I  am clean ; fro m hencefort h I  wil l g o t o th e 
Gentiles" (Act s 18:6) . Bu t the n h e goe s t o th e Jews i n th e ver y nex t 
town. An d a t th e en d o f th e book , h e i s stil l speakin g t o th e Jews o f 
Rome. 

The thir d perspectiv e i s a  recognitio n tha t th e issu e betwee n Pau l an d 
his Jewis h opponent s wa s no t universalis m o r humanis m vs . Jewis h 
particularism o r ethnicism , bu t whethe r th e La w remaine d vali d i n th e 
new eschatologica l age , prior t o th e Secon d Coming . 

It was not universalism as such, because the Jews accepted the "fearer s 
of the Lord" i n the fellowshi p o f the synagogue an d a s candidates o f the 
World t o Come . Also , th e acceptanc e o f Gentile s i n th e Christia n 
dispensation wa s qualified . So , a t Pisidia n Antioc h (Act s 13:42-52) , 
Luke writes : "A s many a s were destine d fo r eterna l lif e believed. " Late r 
he report s Jame s a s saying : "Fo r th e Gentile s t o tak e ou t o f the m a 
people fo r hi s name " (Act s 15:14) . Also , th e Exodu s o f th e Israelite s 
from Egyp t provide d a  paradigmati c imag e o f redemption , an d Israe l 
then include d a  mixture o f many peoples (Exod . 12:38) . 

The Apostle s wer e surprise d t o fin d tha t th e Hol y Spiri t fel l upo n 
Gentiles also , though the y ha d no t accepte d th e Law. 

The issu e wa s no t admittanc e int o th e national  community o f Israel , 
but int o th e Covenant . Th e rabbini c expressio n fo r enterin g int o th e 
Covenant wa s "to com e unde r th e wings o f the divin e Presence. " 

Luke's writin g i s understandabl e fro m th e standpoin t o f th e secon d 
generation, whic h wa s impresse d b y th e preponderanc e o f Gentile s i n 
the Christia n churches . So , w e rea d o f Jewish "jealousy " (Act s 13:45) , 
and w e ge t th e genera l feelin g tha t somehow , b y a  fresh divin e fiat,  th e 
Gentiles were substitute d fo r th e Jews a s the newl y chose n people . Th e 
very wor d Gentiles  is meaningfu l onl y i n a  Jewish context . Ou t o f th e 
Jewish context , th e wor d Gentile  places th e Jews apar t fro m th e res t o f 
humanity, a s if they were metaphysicall y superhuma n o r subhuman , no t 
like othe r people . 

The Apostle s an d Jesus an d th e classica l prophets , speakin g t o thei r 
own people , demanded mor e from them—hence , th e tone o f bitterness 
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and frustration . Bu t thi s intra-Jewis h famil y feelin g mus t no t b e per -
verted b y removing i t from it s historical context . 

The couple t " J e w s rejected , Gentile s accepted " mus t b e pu t i n it s 
historical context . Pau l finds  th e nucleu s o f hi s adherent s i n ever y cit y 
among Jew s an d thei r associates , th e "God-fearers, " sebomenoi,  yirai 
Adonai. The y wer e prepare d b y th e synagogu e fo r th e understandin g o f 
the Gospel . Whe n Pau l preache s t o a  Roma n lik e Festus , th e Roma n 
governor i n Caesarea , th e latte r exclaims : "Paul , tho u ar t beside thyself ; 
too muc h learnin g dot h mak e the e mad " (Act s 26:24) . 

Agrippa i s no t converted , but , a s Jew, h e understand s wha t Pau l i s 
saying. 

The numbe r o f Jews i n th e Roma n Empir e wa s betwee n 5  an d 1 0 
percent o f the tota l population . Suppos e th e Christia n churc h obtaine d 
twice a s large a  percentage o f convert s amon g Jews a s among Gentiles ; 
the percentag e o f Jews withi n th e churche s woul d var y fro m 1 0 t o 2 0 
percent. 

To illustrate th e deviou s reasonin g o f some scholars—eage r t o main -
tain th e simplisti c couple t "Jew s rejected , Gentile s accepted"—ma y I 
refer yo u agai n t o Johanne s Munck' s commen t i n th e Anchor  Bible 
on Act s 11:1—18 : "Thi s Paulin e view , whic h ma y suitabl y b e name d 
'representative universalism, ' represente d a  Semiti c outlook . Wher e a 
part ha d accepte d th e Gospel , then , th e whole , tha t i s th e natio n 
concerned, ha d accepte d it , an d where a  part ha d rejecte d it , th e natio n 
as a whole ha d rejecte d it. " 

Translated i t means tha t th e Jews rejected it , because a  part di d so ; the 
Gentiles accepte d it , no t some  Gentiles , becaus e th e par t equal s th e 
whole. Ho w even-handed ! Ho w Semitic ! 

The fourt h perspectiv e tha t i s frequentl y ignore d b y Jewish a s wel l a s 
Christian scholar s i s that Paulin e Christianit y gre w ou t o f opposition t o 
Temple Judaism, no t th e modifie d post-Templ e Judaism tha t i s reflecte d 
in th e Mishnah an d Talmud . 

The theolog y o f Paul and o f the Lette r t o th e Hebrew s operate s wit h 
the notio n o f forgivenes s o f si n throug h th e suprem e sacrific e o f th e 
"Son o f God. " Post-Templ e Judais m maintain s i n practic e th e suffi -
ciency o f repentance , o n th e par t o f man , an d forgiveness , o n th e par t 
of God . However , i n theor y i t cherishe d th e hop e o f a  reinstitutio n o f 
the Templ e an d it s sacrifices . Also , i t speculate d tha t i n th e heavenl y 
Temple, "no t buil t b y huma n hands, " the sacrifice s o f the righteou s ar e 
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even no w bein g offere d i n th e shap e o f "lambs o f fire"  an d th e officiat -
ing priest i s either Michae l o r Metatron (Hagigah  12b , Menahot 110a). 

The latte r speculatio n wa s neve r raise d t o th e ran k o f a  dogma . 
Interesting i s a  baraitha  which reflect s th e gul f between Templ e Judaism 
and tha t o f th e rabbini c period : " A sinner , wha t i s hi s punishment? — 
They aske d thi s questio n o f Wisdom . I t responded , ' a sinner , h e shal l 
die'; the y aske d i t o f prophecy , i t responded , 'evi l pursue s th e sinner' ; 
they aske d i t o f Torah , i t responded , 'le t hi m brin g a  sacrific e an d hi s 
sin will be forgiven' ; the y asked i t o f God, H e answered , 'le t him repen t 
and al l will be forgiven. ' " 2 

Here, then , i s a policy, representin g th e tru e inten t o f God , whic h i s 
superior t o th e Divine Will , a s it i s found i n th e Torah . 

A simila r though t i s presented i n th e nam e o f Rabban Yohana n be n 
Zakkai, wh o assume d th e leadershi p o f Judaism afte r th e destructio n o f 
the Templ e (Abot  di  R.  Nathan  IV) . H e sai d t o hi s discipl e wh o wep t 
over th e destructio n o f th e Temple : "W e hav e a n atonemen t o f equa l 
efficacy, deed s o f lovingkindness." 

Now w e kno w tha t man y pietist s were embittere d b y the administra -
tors o f the Temple . 

The Talmu d note s th e popula r resentmen t o f th e hig h priest s an d 
their aides. 3 Th e Samaritan s wer e implacabl e i n thei r hostility , an d 
Stephen ma y hav e been a  Samaritan . Th e Samaritan s referre d t o them -
selves a s Hebrews, an d th e Epistl e b y thi s nam e ma y hav e been writte n 
to Samaritans . 

More t o th e point , th e Qumra n communit y show s u s a  grou p o f 
ardent pietist s who disdaine d th e high priest s o f the Templ e a s usurpers, 
since the y di d no t belon g t o th e famil y o f Zadok . Th e Qumra n Has-
sidim wer e organize d b y thei r Righteou s Teacher , Moreh  Zedek,  a s a 
holy community , i n whic h Go d dwelt , a  livin g sanctuar y tha t coul d 
serve a s a  substitut e fo r th e Hol y Temple . Thi s community , o r it s 
governing council , azat  hayahad,  wa s "th e tru e Israel. " Thei r sacre d 
meals wer e probabl y modele d afte r thos e i n th e Temple . The y looke d 
forward t o th e descen t o f the heavenl y Temple , th e on e no t buil t wit h 
human hands . (A s Berti l Gartne r comments : "W e hav e see n tha t th e 
Qumran text s contai n a  consisten t Templ e symbolism , i n whic h th e 
community i s represente d a s th e ne w Temple , an d i n whic h th e tru e 
sacrifice i s see n a s being spiritua l i n character , offere d i n th e hol y an d 
pure lives , the praise and prayer o f the member s o f the community.") 4 

The Templ e symbolis m o f Paul i n I  Corinthian s 3:1 6 an d I  Timoth y 
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3:15 an d o f the autho r o f Hebrews i s paralleled b y simila r symbolis m i n 
the Qumra n communit y an d b y rabbini c speculation s concernin g th e 
heavenly Temple . 

The frustration s o f many Jews wit h th e Templ e ritua l ar e reflecte d i n 
Paul's an d Luke' s criticis m o f th e La w an d it s suppose d inefficiency . A 
large portion o f the Law dealt with th e Temple and the laws of "purity, " 
which relate d t o it . 

The complaint s tha t th e La w coul d no t b e observe d full y cu t t o th e 
heart o f man y Jews—mostly i n th e Diaspora , bu t als o i n Galilee . Th e 
offering o f olah  was to be brough t fo r "meditation s o f the heart." 5 Ho w 
often coul d a  Jew fro m th e Diaspor a g o u p t o Jerusalem? Th e bringe r 
of a sin-offering o r a  burnt-offering ha d t o lean with both hand s o n th e 
animal, prio r t o it s sacrifice (semikhah). 6 The law s o f "purity" place d al l 
Diaspora Jew s i n th e categor y o f th e "impure, " requirin g a  wee k o f 
purification. Also , th e commercialis m o f th e priestl y familie s an d th e 
legitimacy o f the hig h pries t were frequentl y questioned . 

Apparently, befor e R . Akiba' s time , th e assumptio n wa s tha t anyon e 
who di d no t observ e all  of th e precept s o f th e La w wa s doomed . R . 
Akiba maintaine d tha t th e observanc e o f even on e mizvah  was sufficien t 
to secur e a  share in th e World t o Com e (Makkot  24a) . 

In brief, i n Templ e Judaism, man y believed tha t "ther e i s no forgive -
ness save in blood " (Yoma  5a). Fo r th e Apostoli c community , th e bloo d 
of Jesus ha s take n th e plac e o f th e bloo d o f lambs : "Hi m hat h Go d 
exalted wit h Hi s righ t han d t o b e a  Princ e an d a  Savior , fo r t o giv e 
repentance t o Israel , an d forgivenes s o f sins " (Act s 5:31) . Rabbini c 
Judaism asserte d tha t both repentanc e an d forgiveness require d n o sacri -
ficial intermediary . 

The greates t si n i n Templ e Judais m wa s pigul,  t o entertai n idl e 
thoughts whil e th e sacrific e wa s being offered . Hence , Pau l in I  Corin -
thians (11:27 ) warn s o f punishment fo r thoughtles s participatio n i n th e 
eucharist. I t was the reenactmen t o f a sacrifice . 

The autho r o f Hebrews argue s tha t an y si n committe d afte r conver -
sion canno t b e forgiven : "Fo r i f w e si n willfully  afte r tha t w e hav e 
received th e knowledg e o f truth , ther e remainet h n o mor e sacrific e fo r 
sins" (Heb . 10:26) . 

Temple Judaism wa s no t identica l wit h th e Sadduce e mentality , bu t 
the two attitude s were certainl y very close . So, the Sadducees , especiall y 
the Templ e functionaries , persecute d th e earl y Christians , whil e th e 
Pharisees defen d Pete r an d John : "Bu t i f i t b e o f God , y e canno t 
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overthrow i t . .  ."(Acts 5:39) . Pau l to o wa s defende d b y th e Pharisees : 
"We fin d n o evi l in thi s man ; bu t i f a spiri t o r a n ange l hat h spoke n t o 
him, le t us not figh t agains t God " (Act s 23:9). 

Fifth, th e perspectiv e o f universa l history . I f w e loo k a t th e cours e o f 
human history , a s it unfolds i n the succession o f centuries, i t is clear tha t 
some for m o f ethica l monotheism , embracin g th e insight s o f Hebre w 
prophecy an d Helleni c philosophy , wa s du e t o emerg e i n th e Roma n 
Empire. Paganism was spiritually bankrupt. Judaism appealed powerfull y 
to th e paga n population , bu t i t was , afte r all , th e religio n o f a n ethni c 
community tha t wa s emotionall y withdrawn , sociall y insulated , an d 
politically subjugated . 

The logi c o f spiritual developmen t wa s directe d decisivel y towar d a n 
integrated cosmos , governe d b y On e God , Wh o i s reveale d i n man s 
heart an d mind . A s Greek philosoph y supersede d previou s speculations , 
so Jewis h biblica l though t advance d inexorabl y withi n th e Roma n 
Empire. Variations o f Persian dualis m and Chaldai c Gnosticis m capture d 
for brie f moments th e fanc y o f the populace , bu t the y coul d no t deflec t 
the mai n curren t whic h aime d a t the harmonizatio n o f al l the demand s 
of mans spirit . 

A ne w synthesi s wa s neede d tha t include d th e impac t o f Judaism , 
with it s antiquit y an d prestige , an d ye t wa s a  ne w revelation , whic h 
non-Jews coul d ente r o n th e groun d floor. 

As Toynbe e pointe d out , th e externa l proletaria t tend s t o embrac e 
the cultur e o f the nuclea r peopl e i n som e heretica l form , whic h reflect s 
their ambivalence o f both admiratio n an d contempt . 

So, th e Samaritan s embrace d Judaism , bu t wit h a  difference ; th e 
Germanic tribe s too k u p th e Aria n for m o f Christianity ; th e Persians , 
the Shiy a form o f Islam; the Russians , thei r ow n variatio n o n Byzantin e 
Orthodoxy. Religiousl y speaking , Judaism wa s th e nuclea r community . 
The tim e wa s rip e fo r a  for m o f Jewish monotheis m tha t woul d em -
brace it s living core an d a t the sam e time disput e it s legitimacy . 

This histori c rol e wa s carrie d ou t b y Christianity , wit h Pau l layin g 
down th e two basic lines of acceptance an d rejection towar d the mothe r 
faith. I n Roman s 9—11 , h e acknowledge d i n hi s ow n wa y tha t th e 
nonacceptance o f Chris t b y th e Jews wa s providential . Th e ambivalen t 
love-hate relationshi p betwee n Judaism an d Christianit y wa s itsel f dy -
namic an d restless , wit h th e Gnostic s stressin g th e anti-Judai c sid e an d 
the second-centur y apologist s emphasizin g the pro-Jewish elements . 
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The rapi d sprea d o f Christianit y i n th e paga n worl d wa s du e t o it s 
serving a s th e vehicl e o f th e biblica l faith . I n th e cas e o f th e Jewis h 
people, n o suc h historica l functio n existed , fo r the y ha d experience d 
this development i n the biblica l period. Hence , th e appea l o f Christian -
ity t o Jews wa s comparativel y modest . It s anti-Templ e moo d wa s neu -
tralized b y rabbini c Judaism , whic h i n practic e substitute d praye r an d 
good deed s fo r th e sacrifice s o f the Templ e bu t maintaine d th e hop e o f 
the restoratio n o f the Temple . 

The sixt h an d final  perspectiv e tha t I  urg e i s th e persona l attemp t o f 
Paul an d othe r Apostle s t o overcom e th e isolatio n o f th e Je w an d 
to eliminat e th e scourg e o f antisemitism . Paul s comple x personalit y 
contained a  kee n feelin g fo r th e broa d swee p o f histor y alon g wit h a 
deep concer n fo r th e destin y o f his ow n people . H e spare d n o effor t t o 
bring salvatio n t o al l men , bu t h e love d th e Jewis h peopl e wit h a 
passion. 

Paul wa s a  theologian , an d al l hi s action s ha d t o b e consciousl y 
systematized an d relate d t o hi s centra l convictio n o f "Chris t crucified. " 
He wa s als o a  grea t Jewis h personality , wh o wa s deepl y concerne d 
with th e endemi c hostilit y betwee n Jew s an d Greek s i n th e Easter n 
Mediterranean, especiall y i n Syri a an d Egypt . Doubtless , h e fel t deepl y 
the anguis h o f hi s fello w Jew s whe n Caiu s Caligul a ordere d tha t hi s 
picture b e worshippe d i n th e Templ e (3 9 C.E. ) Th e anti-Jewis h riot s i n 
Alexandria, Egyp t (38—4 0 C.E.) , an d th e anti-paga n riot s i n Jamnia , 
Palestine, provoked outbreaks in many parts of the empire . Antisemitis m 
had become a  murderous mass-phenomeno n (Josephus , Wars  of  the Jews 
II:i8). 

It was inevitable tha t Paul, a  native o f the Hellenisti c Jewish Diaspora , 
would b e deepl y concerne d wit h th e nee d o f bridgin g th e tragi c rif t 
between th e Jews and the Greeks . His conviction tha t the Eschatologica l 
Age had alread y dawned reenforce d hi s determination t o haste n th e da y 
when al l ethni c rivalrie s an d hatred s woul d b e overcome . Wit h fierc e 
resolve, h e battle d agains t th e notio n o f retainin g th e lin e o f demarca -
tion betwee n Jew s an d Greek s withi n th e Christia n community . H e 
would no t allo w th e La w t o enforc e Jewish insularit y withi n th e com -
munity tha t was already living in spiri t i n th e Messianic Age . Hellenisti c 
Jews wer e keenl y consciou s o f th e socia l consequence s o f th e Law , 
which surrounde d the m wit h a n "iro n curtain, " a s i t wer e (Aristeas  to 
Philocrates, ed . Moise s Hadas , [Ne w York , 1951] , 139) . The y bor e it s 
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restrictions wi t h amazin g courage , s o lon g a s it s educationa l functio n 
was necessary . Bu t i n th e t im e o f fulfillment , th e propheti c visio n o f th e 
fraternity o f peoples coul d n o longe r b e postponed . 

Paul fel t calle d upo n t o prepar e th e wa y fo r th e comin g wi t h powe r 
of th e Mess iah—hence , t o insis t tha t i n Chris t al l division s shal l n o 
longer b e tolerated . "Ther e i s neithe r Je w no r Greek , ther e i s neithe r 
bond no r free , ther e i s neithe r mal e no r female ; fo r y e ar e al l on e i n 
Christ Jesus" (Gal . 3:28) . 

In sum , th e perspective s tha t emerg e ou t o f Jewish scholarshi p are : 

1. Th e bi-polarit y an d dynamis m o f th e Jewish fait h woul d b e raise d t o 
the breakin g poin t whe n th e Eschato n wa s a t hand . 

2. Th e Da y o f Judgmen t wa s impending , bu t n o "rejection " o f th e 
Jewish peopl e ha d alread y take n place . 

3. Th e cor e o f th e argumen t betwee n Pau l an d th e loya l Jews wa s no t 
ideological bu t factual—ha d th e Messia h arrive d o r not?—I t wa s no t 
universalism vs . particularism . 

4. Templ e Judaism wa s th e ste m ou t o f whic h Paulin e Christianit y an d 
Pharisaism diverged . 

5. Th e macroscopi c vie w o f world-history , i n whic h Paul s caree r i s t o 
be seen . 

6. Th e microscopi c vie w o f Paul' s comple x personalit y an d hi s dedica -
tion t o th e unit y o f the communit y o f the newl y "chose n people. " 

NOTES 

1. Jer . Yoma  1 , "Wh y di d th e priest s serv e i n whit e garments?—A s th e 
service i s above, so i t i s below." 

2. Jer . Makkot  2 . 
3. Yoma  71a, Pesachim  57a . 
4. The  Temple  and the  Community  in  Qumran  and  the  New Testament  (Cam-

bridge Universit y Press , 1965) , p. 47. 
5. Taanit  26a , "Ho w ca n a  person' s sacrific e b e offere d whe n h e i s no t 

present?" 
6. "Alway s a n olah  is brought onl y fo r meditatio n o f the heart " (Lev.  Rabba 

7:3). (W e can understand Paul' s predicament i n Romans 7. ) 
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A NE W KIN D O F CHRISTIAN -

JEWISH DISPUTATIO N 

EVER SINC E Christianit y wa s born , a  dialogu e ha s bee n unde r wa y 
between it s followers an d the defender s o f Judaism. Sinc e both Jews an d 
Christians interprete d ever y aspec t o f lif e i n term s o f thei r respectiv e 
central beliefs , thi s dialogu e expande d i n tim e t o includ e nearl y ever y 
phase o f culture . I n essence , th e sam e argument s hav e been repeated , a s 
if ever y generatio n wer e calle d upo n t o justif y it s positio n anew . Bu t 
there were alway s fresh nuances , reflectin g th e particula r bia s of the age . 
Most o f th e tim e th e antagonist s wer e no t presen t i n th e flesh,  onl y i n 
the imagination o f the disputant . Ye t a debate o f some sort , eve n agains t 
the ghos t o f a contestant, ha s been goin g o n sinc e th e Christia n branc h 
grew ou t o f the ancien t ste m o f Judaism. 

For Christian s thi s dialogu e i s inescapable, sinc e i t i s enshrined i n th e 
New Testament . Jesus i s represente d i n th e Gospel s a s debatin g eithe r 
with Pharisee s o r wit h "Jews. " I n th e Synopti c Gospel s h e speak s a s a 
Jewish teacher , no t onl y whe n h e agree s with hi s interlocutors , bu t als o 
when h e condemn s wit h impassione d intensit y th e Pharisai c leader s o f 
the people . A t time s h e speak s i n th e style  o f th e biblica l prophets , 
hurling hi s rebuke a t the people i n thunderbolt s o f holy wrath . A t time s 
he pose s a  challenge o r respond s t o a  question i n th e styl e o f the rabbi s 
themselves. I n th e Gospe l o f John, th e debat e turn s int o a  cosmic due l 
between th e sourc e o f ligh t an d th e childre n o f darkness . Ther e th e 
argument o n eart h i s conceived a s a shadowy replica o f the metaphysica l 
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244 
A New  Kind  of  Christian-Jewish Disputation 

struggle in the heavens . Every affirmatio n o f the Christia n fait h i s stated 
by Go d Himself , throug h Hi s Son . 

By th e sam e token , Jewish oppositio n appear s t o b e onl y th e ti p o f 
the iceber g o f Jewish depravity . Th e disputant s d o no t spea k t o eac h 
other; the y shou t an d declai m o r rather , sin g out thei r convictions . 

To b e sure , eve n i n th e darkes t age s o f history ther e wer e occasiona l 
glimpses of humanity an d rational piety. May it not be that Go d employ s 
diverse instrument s t o establis h Hi s Kingdo m o n earth ? Thus , Rabba n 
Gamaliel th e Elde r tell s hi s colleague s i n th e Sanhedri n tha t th e Chris -
tian communit y ma y wel l b e "o f God, " playin g it s rol e i n th e divin e 
scheme o f redemptio n (Act s 23:9) . An d James , hea d o f th e mothe r 
church i n Jerusalem, allow s tha t ther e ma y b e tw o communitie s o f th e 
faithful—a Jewis h on e consistin g o f "thos e wh o ar e zealou s fo r th e 
Law" an d a  Gentil e on e consistin g o f thos e wh o abid e onl y b y th e 
Noachian commandment s (Act s 15:1—29) . 

In th e cours e o f history , however , th e mediatin g position s betwee n 
the loya l Jews an d th e Gentil e Christian s wer e destroyed . Th e fal l o f 
Jerusalem was , perhaps , th e decisiv e even t i n thi s polarization . Increas -
ingly, th e Jewish imag e i n th e Christia n traditio n wa s demonized . N o 
longer wa s the Jew a  human antagonist , bu t a  minion o f Satan, rejecte d 
and accursed . Th e Hebre w Bibl e wa s no t a n expressio n o f Jewish life , 
but a  recor d o f th e Jewish fal l fro m grace , t o b e rea d a s a  warning fo r 
future generations . Th e prophet s an d psalmist s ha d bee n "Christian s 
before Christ, " foreve r fightin g agains t th e perniciou s spiri t o f Judaism. 
Jews studie d th e Tora h an d th e prophet s wit h al l th e passio n o f thei r 
souls, but a  veil was drape d ove r thei r mind s an d heart s tha t the y migh t 
not gras p it s true meaning . Fro m beginnin g t o end , th e Ol d Testamen t 
was a  tissue o f myths, oracles , an d metaphors , foreshadowin g th e caree r 
of Chris t o n earth . Th e tru e meanin g wa s plai n t o all , sav e accurse d 
heretics an d Jews. 

In Catholi c Europe , heretic s wer e ruthlessl y persecute d an d con -
demned t o death . However , Jews, th e wors t heretic s o f all , were gener -
ally permitte d t o liv e albei t unde r sever e restrictions . The y wer e re -
garded b y th e Churc h a s a  specia l case , a  paradoxica l mystery , a t onc e 
divine an d demonic , sinc e "the y wer e belove d fo r th e fathers ' sakes " 
(Romans 11:28 ) an d a t th e sam e tim e minion s o f Satan . Accordingl y 
they were allowe d t o occup y a  marginal position i n society , a  precarious 
one o f degradatio n an d humiliation , i n whic h the y migh t aton e 
throughout histori c tim e fo r th e infinit e si n o f "deicide. " 
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This medieva l imag e o f the Jew, i n al l its fantastic imagery , persist s i n 
the mind s o f million s dow n t o ou r day . I t i s deepl y imbedde d i n th e 
folk imager y o f mos t Europea n nations . An d i t i s capabl e o f bein g 
infinitely varie d b y subtl e minds . It s on e invarian t featur e i s th e meta -
physical uniquenes s o f th e Jew ; h e i s differen t fro m al l othe r huma n 
beings in a  cosmic, existentia l sense . His history an d hi s destiny mus t b e 
understood no t i n huma n term s bu t i n th e ligh t o f hi s specia l statu s i n 
the divin e schem e o f things . I t too k th e geniu s o f Shakespear e i n hi s 
"Merchant o f Venice" t o cal l attentio n t o th e basi c dehumanizatio n i n 
the Christia n imag e o f the Jew. 

Into th e moder n ag e th e Christian-Jewis h disputatio n ha s continue d 
but i n mor e divers e an d subtle r forms . A  portio n o f th e populatio n 
continues to live in spiri t within th e mythological world o f medievalism, 
and eve n enlightene d peopl e mov e uneasil y betwee n th e pole s o f ratio -
nality and fantasy . Al l too ofte n th e underworl d o f ancient myth s ca n b e 
easily detecte d beneat h th e facad e o f contemporar y rhetoric . I n th e 
modern world , individua l Jews have com e t o play so central an d power -
ful a  role tha t n o intellectua l movemen t coul d affor d t o ignore them . A s 
in Gree k legend s ancien t ghost s acquire d fres h lif e whe n the y wer e 
given libation s o f blood, s o th e myth s o f antiquity hav e bee n rebor n i n 
modern time s throug h interactio n wit h contemporar y conflicts . A t 
times, th e underpinnin g o f medieva l mytholog y i s banishe d t o th e 
limbo o f th e unconscious ; a t time s belie f i n i t i s passionatel y denied , 
and sincerel y so , ye t it s impetu s endure s eve n i n movement s tha t ar e 
consciously anti-Christian . Th e Holocaus t perpetrate d b y the Nazi s was 
consciously anti-Christia n an d nihilistic ; yet i t was made possibl e by th e 
massive momentu m o f medieva l folk-antisemitis m an d b y th e fantasti c 
mythology tha t gre w fo r centurie s unde r th e aegi s o f the Church . 

The Jew, fo r hi s part , ha s no t alway s responde d overtl y an d publicl y 
to th e challeng e o f Christians . Rabbini c literatur e contain s onl y rar e 
and scattere d replie s to th e argument s o f contemporary Christians . Eve r 
since th e banishmen t o f Jewish Christian s fro m th e synagogue s i n th e 
last decad e o f th e firs t century , th e rabbini c traditio n virtuall y ignore d 
the spectacula r expansio n o f the Church . Talmudi c literature attaine d it s 
final for m i n Babylonia , wher e ther e wer e ver y fe w Christians . Th e 
Palestinian Midrashim  were compose d i n th e fifth  an d sixt h centuries , 
when Jewis h preacher s coul d refe r onl y indirectl y an d b y th e wa y o f 
parables t o th e dominan t Christia n fait h i n th e Byzantin e Empire . I n 
addition, th e inne r expositio n o f th e Jewish fait h di d no t requir e tha t 
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account b e take n o f th e emergenc e o f Christianity . Whil e th e Churc h 
defined itsel f by reference t o th e Synagogue , th e Synagogu e di d not fee l 
called upon t o defin e itsel f by any references t o th e Church . 

Yet i t woul d b e wron g t o conclud e tha t th e Jew s o f th e medieva l 
world ignore d th e challeng e o f Christianity . Ho w coul d the y fai l t o 
think abou t it ? Believing tha t th e han d o f God wa s seen in history , the y 
could no t bu t assig n som e rol e t o th e Churc h i n th e divin e pla n fo r 
redemption. Maimonide s state d explicitl y tha t bot h Isla m an d Chris -
tianity ar e instrument s employe d b y Go d t o sprea d Hi s teachin g an d 
prepare th e worl d fo r redemption . Som e Frenc h rabbi s taugh t tha t 
Christians d o no t belon g i n th e categor y o f idolator s tha t th e Talmu d 
describes, bu t i n tha t o f the Noachia n semi-converts . Certainl y when -
ever Jews pondered thei r destin y the y coul d no t hel p wonderin g a t th e 
uniqueness o f their fate—on th e on e hand , thei r messag e was accepted , 
at least in part , b y Christian s t o th e nort h an d by Moslems t o th e south ; 
on th e othe r hand , they , th e bearer s o f th e message , wer e scorne d an d 
persecuted. Thei r fait h i n thei r heritage , however , wa s reinforced b y th e 
steadily mounting evidenc e o f its universal appeal , an d thei r determina -
tion t o survive , despit e al l detractors , wa s strengthened b y th e doctrina l 
and practical fault s the y found i n th e religion s o f their neighbors . 

So, althoug h genuin e fac e t o fac e dialogue s rarel y too k plac e i n th e 
ancient an d medieva l worlds , Jews and Christian s coul d no t bu t agoniz e 
over thei r relations t o on e another . 

BETWEEN TRADITIONALIST S AN D PHILOSOPHER S 

The publi c lif e o f Mose s Mendelssohn , 1729—86 , was a  living demon -
stration o f the Jewish-Christian dialogue . He wa s an outstanding philos -
opher, rea d an d admire d b y th e intellectual s o f Germany . Residin g i n 
Berlin, th e capita l o f Prussia , h e wa s generall y regarde d a s th e leadin g 
Jew o f hi s day . A s such , h e wa s challenge d b y believin g Christians , o n 
the on e hand , an d by enlightened philosophers , o n th e othe r hand . Th e 
first challeng e wa s directe d a t hi m b y Johan n Caspa r Lavater , 1741 -
1801, a  Swiss pastor an d popula r author , wh o ha d translate d a  work b y 
the Frenc h historian , Bonnet , detailin g th e evidence s o f Christianity . 
Lavater sen t a  cop y o f tha t boo k t o Mendelssohn , wit h a  lette r askin g 
that h e eithe r refut e th e "proofs " offere d b y Bonnet o r consen t t o thei r 
validity an d conver t t o Christianity . Presumably , Jew s ha d no t bee n 
convinced i n th e pas t o f th e trut h o f Christianit y becaus e the y ha d 
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willfully close d thei r mind s t o it s message . A s "childre n o f th e devil, " 
(John 8:44 ) the y woul d no t liste n t o th e truth . Bu t Mendelssohn , a s a 
philosopher, wa s trained t o be open-minded . Hence , th e challenge . 

Here th e traditiona l positio n o f th e Christia n protagonis t i s clearl y 
revealed. First , h e doe s no t pu t hi s ow n fait h o n th e line . Lik e Au -
gustine, he affirm s hi s belief ab initio and the n proceed s t o fin d justifica -
tions for it . He believe d i n orde r t o understand . Hi s faith doe s not gro w 
out o f hi s ow n effort s t o comprehen d th e mysterie s o f existence . So , 
the Catholi c catechis m define s fait h a s follows : "Fait h i s a  gif t o f Go d 
infused int o ou r souls , b y whic h w e firml y believ e al l thos e thing s 
which Go d ha s revealed t o us. " 

Lavater an d hi s colleague s di d no t ask , i f fait h i s God' s gif t tran -
scending our understanding , ma y not Go d i n Hi s Wisdom devis e differ -
ent pattern s o f belie f fo r differen t people ? I f fait h i s no t founde d o n 
rational proofs , wh y marsha l thos e proofs? T o the "enlightened " Jews o f 
Berlin, miracle s reporte d i n th e Gospel s d o no t prov e tha t Jesus wa s a 
divine being , an y mor e tha n th e miracle s tol d o f Hasidi c saints . Men -
delssohn repeated an idea tha t i s emphasized i n medieval Jewish philoso -
phy. Th e Jew s believe d i n Mose s no t becaus e the y wer e impresse d b y 
his miracles , bu t becaus e the y wer e persuade d b y th e cogenc y o f hi s 
teachings. Th e belie f that Go d coul d offe r t o me n onl y on e pathwa y o f 
salvation i s itsel f non-rational . A s Mendelssoh n pointe d ou t agai n an d 
again, th e doctrin e o f religious exclusivenes s i s the on e irrefutabl e proo f 
of the falsehoo d o f a faith, fo r i t imputes fran k injustic e t o God . 

Second, eagernes s t o convert , o r missionar y zeal , i s characteristi c o f 
the Christia n protagonis t s position. I n itself , thi s zeal is laudable. Peopl e 
should shar e thei r treasure s wit h others . Bu t thi s eagernes s i s combine d 
with a  stigmatization o f the fait h o f the non-Christian , judging i t t o b e 
inferior, o r inadequat e fo r salvation , o r false . Durin g th e Enlighten -
ment, whe n th e intellectual s cam e t o realiz e th e foll y an d futilit y o f th e 
wars o f religion, an y suc h denigratio n o f a  historic fait h wa s manifestl y 
contrary t o th e spiri t o f th e times . After  th e Protestan t Reformatio n 
called int o questio n som e o f th e centra l institution s o f th e medieva l 
faith, ho w coul d the y i n tur n wiel d th e swor d o f exclusivenes s agains t 
Jews? 

Third, t o me n o f enlightenment, b e the y Jews o r Christians , i t i s th e 
turning o f one' s hear t an d min d t o Go d tha t counts , no t th e rituals , o r 
ceremonies, whereb y devotio n i s expressed . I n thi s light , ther e i s nee d 
for al l o f u s t o b e converte d t o a  deepe r spirituality . Th e mizvot  o f th e 
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heart ar e infinit e i n numbe r an d i n degree s o f outreach , a s Bahya Ib n 
Pakuda remind s us . Hence , conversion , i n Jewish hope , i s conceived a s 
an inne r transformation , a  keener gras p o f truth , a  deeper love , a  mor e 
determined consecratio n t o "deed s o f lovin g kindness. " Th e spiritua l 
convert ma y continu e t o practic e th e rite s o f hi s ancestra l faith , whil e 
the essenc e o f th e tru e fait h live s withi n him . S o th e messiani c futur e 
includes th e hop e fo r a  universa l conversion , i n thi s spiritua l sense , 
while divers e faith s an d people s wil l continu e t o cheris h thei r ow n 
individual identities . 

In thi s sense , a  true dialogu e i s indeed a  cal l fo r conversion , bu t i t i s 
neither one-side d no r concerne d wit h externals . Alon g thes e lines , 
Mendelssohn replie d t o Lavate r bot h directl y an d throug h hi s activ e 
correspondence wit h man y friends . "Th e interna l religio n o f th e Jews 
contains n o othe r precept s tha n thos e o f the Religio n o f Nature." As t o 
the externa l expression s o f faith, the y ar e inevitably entangle d wit h th e 
history o f a  particula r group—hence , the y canno t b e purel y rational . 
"But, thi s I  know, tha t n o externa l religio n ca n be universal." l 

Lavater share d th e widesprea d prejudic e amon g Christian s tha t Jews 
practice som e for m o f desecratio n o f th e imag e o f Jesus an d tha t the y 
continually abus e hi s name . Ho w surprise d wa s h e t o encounte r i n 
Moses Mendelssoh n " a beautifu l person, " wis e an d tolerant , wh o ex -
tolled Jesus as a great teache r an d a  moral personality . Mendelssoh n ha d 
to disabus e Lavate r an d hi s confrere s o f the notion s tha t Jews curs e th e 
name o f Jesus o r tha t the y rejec t hi s ethica l teachings : 

"It i s a n ingraine d prejudic e o f your coreligionist s tha t th e Jews, al l 
of them , incessantl y slande r th e religio n o f th e Christian s an d it s 
founder, an d thereb y a  great man y thing s are convenientl y explaine d i n 
dogmatics, an d muc h tha t i s both irreligiou s an d unrationa l i s thereb y 
justified i n ordinar y life. " 2 

As to th e distinctio n tha t Jews make between th e ethica l teaching s o f 
Jesus and the dogma s concernin g hi s divinity. Mendelssohn wrote : 

I als o kno w man y a  Jew, who , lik e me , g o a  ste p further , an d basin g 
themselves upo n th e statement s o f Christia n testimonie s (for , I  repeat , 
we hav e no reliabl e Jewish ones ) acknowledg e th e innocence an d mora l 
goodness of that founder s character, yet do so on the clear conditio n 

(i) tha t he never meant to regard himself as equal with the Father , 
(2) tha t he never proclaimed himsel f as a person o f divinity, 
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(3) tha t he never presumptiously claime d the honor o f worship, 
(4) tha t he did not intend to subvert the religion o f his fathers. 3 

The concep t o f th e Religio n o f Natur e suggest s th e influenc e o f 
Rousseau, whos e descriptio n o f the Vica r o f Savoy was the n extremel y 
popular. Rousseau' s profession  de  foi, i n hi s boo k Emile,  describe s tru e 
religion a s a synthesis o f feeling, conscience , an d intelligence . "Go d ha s 
given u s conscienc e t o lov e th e good , reaso n t o kno w it , freedo m t o 
choose it. " Rousseau' s famou s hym n t o conscienc e anticipate d th e 
moral philosophy o f Kant . 

Conscience! Conscience! divine instinct , immorta l an d celestia l guide o f 
an ignorant an d limited, bu t intelligent an d free being ; infallible judge o f 
good an d evil , tha t make s ma n lik e unt o God : I t i s you wh o mak e th e 
excellence o f hi s natur e an d th e moralit y o f hi s actions ; withou t yo u I 
feel nothin g in me tha t lifts m e abov e the beasts excep t th e sa d privilege 
of straying from erro r to error with the help of an understanding withou t 
rule and a reason without principle . 

The manifol d evil s o f societ y wer e man-made , no t inevitabl e prod -
ucts of our natural endowment . "Ma n i s born free , yet , he is everywhere 
in chains. " 

It i s importan t t o not e tha t Rousseau , unlik e Voltair e an d othe r 
contemporary philosophers , excoriate d th e Christia n authoritie s fo r 
their oppressio n o f Jews.4 

Mendelssohn's clai m tha t th e Religio n o f Natur e wa s identica l wit h 
the centra l teaching s o f Judaism wa s challenge d i n a n anonymou s pam -
phlet. "Doe s no t th e Tora h o f Mose s ordai n th e punishmen t o f deat h 
for an y number o f offenses agains t the prescribed rituals ? Does Mendels -
sohn, then , conside r himsel f to depar t fro m th e laws of Judaism, o r doe s 
he vie w religio n a s a n evolvin g phenomenon , constantl y continued , 
altered an d improved?" 5 

Actually, Mendelssoh n ha d ampl e justification withi n th e Jewish tra -
dition fo r th e notio n o f a  Religio n o f Natur e an d fo r th e distinctio n 
between "internal " an d "external " religion . Th e notio n o f "spiritua l 
converts," tha t is , Gentile s wh o accep t th e centra l principle s o f mono -
theistic fait h an d ethics , withou t adoptin g th e Jewish "external " ritual , 
goes bac k t o th e pre-Christia n perio d o f Judaism. "Spiritua l converts, " 
participating i n Synagoga l worship , wer e numerou s i n th e far-flun g 
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Jewish Diaspor a i n th e Roma n Empire. 6 Maimonide s maintaine d tha t 
the divin e mandat e t o conver t th e pagan s t o "th e tru e faith " i s fulfille d 
when the y accep t "th e seve n Noachia n laws. " Furthermore , Maimon -
ides distinguishe d betwee n law s o f "firs t intention, " suc h a s the injunc -
tion t o lov e Go d an d t o practic e compassion , an d law s o f "secon d 
intention," suc h a s the regime n o f sacrifices i n th e Hol y Temple. 7 Law s 
of "secon d intention " wer e institute d i n orde r t o mee t certai n specifi c 
historical needs . Maimonide s distinguishe d als o betwee n idea s tha t ar e 
true i n themselve s an d "necessar y ideas, " tha t is , idea s tha t serv e t o 
bind th e communit y together , providin g a  viabl e organis m fo r th e 
maintenance an d disseminatio n o f the tru e faith. 8 

To be sure , Maimonides maintaine d tha t pagans are obliged t o accep t 
these Noachia n principle s o n th e groun d tha t the y ar e containe d i n th e 
revelation grante d t o Moses . 

Whoever accept s th e seve n mizvot  an d observe s the m conscientiousl y 
belongs i n th e categor y o f the "piou s amon g th e nation s o f the world " 
and shares in olam haba,  th e world to come. This is true, however, onl y if 
he accept s them an d observe s them because th e Lord commande d the m 
in th e Torah , informin g u s throug h Moses , ou r teacher , tha t al l th e 
descendants o f Noah wer e so commanded previously . But i f he observe s 
them becaus e o f his own reasoning , h e i s not a  ger toshav. An d h e i s no t 
counted among "the pious of the nations," and not among their sages.9 

In anothe r version , th e las t phras e read s "bu t amon g thei r sages." 10 

Spinoza quote d thi s passag e fro m Maimonides , attributin g i t t o "th e 
Jews" generally. 11 

Mendelssohn pointe d ou t tha t Maimonide s ha d n o textua l justifica -
tion i n th e Talmu d fo r hi s qualification . Therefore , Mendelssoh n con -
cluded, Maimonides' s positio n wa s onl y a  persona l opinion , no t a n 
integral par t o f Jewish teaching . 

Possibly, Maimonide s wa s impelle d t o adop t hi s formall y dogmati c 
position becaus e h e sa w th e entir e Judeo-Christian-Moslem worl d o f 
thought se t agains t a  paga n worl d tha t h e kne w onl y fro m literature . 
Christians a s wel l a s Moslem s were , i n hi s view , disseminator s o f th e 
scriptural worl d view. 12 Withou t th e impuls e derivin g fro m th e Torah , 
we canno t decid e whethe r th e worl d i s create d o r not . Thi s basi c 
doctrine "shoul d b e accepte d withou t proo f becaus e o f prophecy." 13 

His referenc e t o Christian s a s idolators14 was purely legalistic , having t o 
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do wit h th e differenc e betwee n reverencin g an d worshipin g icons . Fo r 
the la w i n questio n t o apply , i t was sufficien t i f someone might  overstep 
the subtl e boundar y line . Maimonides s deeper vie w i s expressed i n th e 
famous Responsu m concernin g a  would-be Christia n convert , i n whic h 
he assert s that "Go d look s to th e Heart. " 

The fifteenth-centur y Jewis h philosopher , Josep h Albo , develope d th e 
concept o f a  God-give n fait h stil l further , allowin g tha t severa l true , 
divinely reveale d faith s ma y coexis t a t an y on e time . Whil e th e histori c 
forms o f tru e religio n ar e man y an d diverse , adapte d t o th e varyin g 
cultural context s o f thei r adherents , it s essentia l cor e i s on e an d th e 
same. I t consist s o f faith i n th e On e God . Hi s revelatio n o f the law s o f 
morality, an d Hi s Providence. 15 

To be sur e Joseph Alb o di d no t agre e tha t th e medieval , Inquisition -
ridden Christianit y o f hi s da y wa s consonan t wit h th e principle s o f a 
true faith . Fo r tha t matter , di d no t th e philosopher s o f th e Enlighten -
ment similarl y condem n th e horrendou s perversio n o f th e teachin g o f 
Jesus by thei r contemporar y narrow-minde d minion s o f the Church ? I n 
the moder n worl d o f hi s time , Mendelssoh n argued , bot h Judaism an d 
Christianity neede d t o dives t themselve s o f th e ugl y rag s an d tatter s o f 
superstition an d retur n t o th e pristin e purit y o f thei r God-give n faiths . 
Indeed, Christianit y an d Judais m toda y ma y b e compare d t o "tw o 
pyramids o f which th e apices are exactly alike , but from the n downwar d 
they var y i n a  great man y respects." 16 Each ape x i s founded o n it s ow n 
traditional pyramid , an d th e lowe r on e descend s fro m th e intellectua l 
elite t o th e masse s an d fro m reaso n t o emotion , th e mor e th e pyramid s 
diverge in pattern an d structure . 

As a  so n o f th e Enlightenment , Mendelssoh n though t i n term s o f 
individuals rathe r tha n groups . A s "thinkin g reeds, " huma n being s ar e 
expected t o make use o f their rationa l faculties i n orde r t o see k and find 
salvation. God , Wh o i s just, di d no t fai l t o endo w ever y individua l wit h 
the gift s o f intelligence an d conscience , sufficien t t o lea d hi m t o salva -
tion. Religio n mean s literall y tha t whic h binds , th e bon d betwee n ma n 
and God , and , i n essence , tha t bon d i s th e capacit y t o reaso n an d t o 
judge. S o Mendelssoh n wa s bitterl y oppose d t o an y suggestio n fo r th e 
preservation o r th e reconstitutio n o f Jewish autonomy . H e too k stron g 
exception t o th e recommendatio n o f hi s ow n friend , Christia n Dohm , 
who authore d a n epocha l work callin g for th e improvemen t o f the civi l 
status o f Jews, tha t th e Jewish communit y b e give n th e righ t t o impos e 
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discipline within it s own rank s and to expe l recalcitrant members . As an 
advocate o f the Jewish cause , Doh m argue d tha t "the y ma y be allowe d 
to bin d thei r member s amongs t themselve s b y a  voluntary covenant , t o 
have thei r dispute s judged an d decide d b y thei r ow n laws." 17 

Through th e centuries , Jewis h peopl e ha d insiste d o n th e righ t t o 
judge thei r ow n member s i n an y agreemen t tha t the y mad e wit h th e 
rulers o f th e land . Generally , the y ha d bee n taxe d a s a  unit , an d th e 
burden o f taxe s ha d the n bee n distribute d b y a  committe e o f la y an d 
rabbinic leaders . Interna l disciplin e i n religiou s a s in communa l matter s 
had bee n maintaine d b y mean s o f th e herem. 18 Spinoz a wa s th e mos t 
famous o f all who fel l unde r th e interdictio n o f the herem  because o f his 
heretical views . 

To Mendelssohn , th e ver y though t o f renewin g th e herem  was a n 
abomination. Religio n mus t no t resor t t o coercion . "Tru e divin e reli -
gion arrogate s n o dominio n ove r though t an d opinion , i t know s n o 
other forc e tha n tha t o f winnin g b y argument." 19 Sinc e a  religiou s 
community doe s no t posses s coerciv e power s b y nature , a  voluntar y 
covenant canno t creat e suc h rights , "an y mor e tha n cultivatio n ca n 
create a  flower,  wher e ther e wa s no natura l seed." 20 Civi l an d crimina l 
law should be applied without an y regard to th e religio n o f the litigants . 

It i s i n thi s eagernes s t o eliminat e th e vestige s o f communa l self -
government tha t Mendelssoh n definitel y an d defiantl y brok e wit h th e 
organic tradition o f Judaism. Th e medieva l ghettoes preserved intac t th e 
historical tradition s o f Judaism. Th e Talmu d an d th e Code s o f Jewish 
law embrac e th e whol e o f lif e i n th e fine  meshe s o f th e selfsam e law , 
making no distinctio n between ritua l and civi l ordinances. In the Yeshi -
vot, th e scholar s argue d fro m th e sam e premise s i n case s o f civi l litiga -
tions, o f family purity , o f Nazarite abstention , an d o f the scapegoa t sen t 
into th e wilderness o n Yom Kippur. Rabbi s were generally preoccupie d 
with th e problem s o f commercia l la w rathe r tha n wit h an y othe r phas e 
of the tradition , an d i t wa s considere d a n ac t o f treacher y fo r business -
men t o brin g thei r litigation s t o non-Jewis h courts . Lookin g ahea d t o 
the ne w orde r o f freedom , Mendelssoh n argue d tha t a  unitar y societ y 
cannot permi t separate , self-segregatin g enclaves . O n th e alta r o f free -
dom, h e wa s eage r t o sacrific e th e entir e edific e o f Jewish civi l an d 
criminal law as well a s every othe r remnan t o f autonomy . 

In contrast , Maimonide s ha d bee n acutel y consciou s o f th e organi c 
nature o f the Jewish community . T o hi m th e purpos e o f the mizvot  wa s 
communal a s well a s personal—that is , designe d t o maintai n th e kin d 
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of communit y tha t i s suitabl e fo r th e emergenc e o f saintl y philoso -
phers.21 True , th e philosophe r pursue s hi s ow n pat h t o God ; h e distin -
guishes betwee n th e mizvot  o f primary significanc e an d th e tru e ideas , 
on th e on e hand , an d th e communa l discipline s an d inevitabl e popula r 
beliefs, o n th e othe r hand ; h e meditate s i n solitud e o n th e lov e o f God , 
pursuing th e via  negativa,  determining wha t i s no t God , an d th e via 
eminentia, contemplating th e mark s o f His excellenc e i n creatio n an d i n 
Torah. I n th e end , h e attain s a  stat e o f religiou s ecstasy , whe n Divin e 
Providence envelop s hi m lik e a  protective cloud . Bu t thi s ecstati c unio n 
is onl y a  stag e i n th e lif e o f th e saintl y philosopher . H e mus t g o 
beyond thi s state an d reinvolv e himsel f in th e mundan e concern s o f th e 
community. 

To Maimonides , th e natur e an d conten t o f th e Jewis h communit y 
was fixed  an d immutable . Th e childre n o f Abraham , Isaac , an d Jaco b 
pledged themselve s a t Sina i t o accep t th e covenant . Individual s fro m 
among th e Gentile s joined the m i n th e cours e o f time. Suc h individual s 
should be welcomed a t al l times with ope n arms , for whil e Israelite s ar e 
children o f Abraham , th e righteou s proselyte s ar e "childre n o f God. " 
Saintly and philosophical individual s may also emerge i n the non-Jewis h 
world an d attai n th e highes t level s o f ethica l an d religiou s perfection . 
But Maimonides di d not doub t tha t there was but on e divinel y ordaine d 
community an d tha t thi s communit y wa s destine d t o regai n it s ow n 
land, eliminat e al l idolatr y fro m it , an d the n procee d t o impos e th e 
"true religion, " a t leas t i n it s interna l sense , o n al l men . Characteristi -
cally, th e orde r o f redemption , a s Maimonides sa w it , i s fo r th e Jewish 
people t o regai n it s land first,  rebuil d th e Hol y Temple , an d brin g bac k 
the disperse d fro m amon g th e nations . Onl y whe n thes e nationa l goal s 
have been fulfilled wil l the redeemed people o f Israel proceed t o redee m 
the res t o f mankind . T o b e sure , thi s sequenc e o f event s wa s presente d 
by Maimonide s wit h tw o reservations—first , tha t n o on e reall y know s 
how th e proces s o f messianic redemptio n wil l unfold ; second , tha t thi s 
process wil l no t b e a  sudden, supernatura l manifestation , bu t tha t i t wil l 
take plac e withi n th e contex t o f th e law s o f natur e a s the y hav e bee n 
fixed i n th e six days of creation. Thu s Maimonide s prepared th e way fo r 
an evolutionar y an d naturalisti c interpretatio n o f the messiani c hope. 23 

Mendelssohn buil t o n th e Maimonidea n vision , bu t wit h a  radica l 
reordering o f priorities—the free , universa l society , base d o n th e right s 
of the individual , ma y wel l emerg e i n th e earl y stage s o f redemption. A 
new communit y o f th e "enlightened " wil l shak e itsel f loos e fro m th e 
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grip o f ancient hatreds . The histori c faith s wil l be purifie d fro m al l tha t 
is unworth y o f a  Religio n o f Nature . Jews a s individual s wil l shar e i n 
building thi s universa l society . Ultimately , th e lan d o f Israe l wil l onc e 
again becom e th e possessio n o f th e peopl e o f Israel . Th e messiani c 
hope, then , wil l b e fulfille d first  i n it s universalist-ethica l dimension . 
The beginnin g o f redemptio n fo r Jew s i s "bu t simpl y a  perio d whe n 
they wil l b e mor e humanel y treate d i n th e land s i n whic h the y dwel l 
and put o n a n equalit y with th e res t o f the inhabitants. " Then , wit h th e 
advance o f internationa l amity , "th e Israelite s wil l graduall y retriev e 
their ran k a s a nation." 24 

Thus Mendelssoh n anticipate d th e approac h tha t wa s subsequentl y 
adopted by Jewish liberal s and socialists : the establishmen t o f the univer -
sal, fre e societ y mus t com e first:  th e complet e fulfillmen t o f Israel s 
national hopes , i f the y ar e stil l tenabl e a t tha t time , wil l follo w a s a 
matter o f course , a s a  natura l consequenc e o f th e ag e o f perfection . 
And thi s universa l societ y mus t b e buil t b y a  coalitio n o f enlightened , 
emancipated individual s wh o constitut e i n effec t a  new , all-embracin g 
brotherhood. 

Yet Mendelssohn , i n contras t t o late r liberal s an d socialists , wa s a 
thoroughly observan t Jew. Di d h e the n depar t fro m th e traditio n i n hi s 
vision o f redemption? Di d th e Tora h impos e "wall s o f iron" aroun d th e 
children o f the Covenant , whic h preven t the m from joining with other s 
in buildin g th e grea t society? 25 T o b e sure , ther e wer e variou s ordi -
nances calculate d t o imped e th e natura l proces s o f socia l intercours e 
between Jews and thei r neighbors . And ther e was the menta l attitud e o f 
the chose n people , insofa r a s thi s attitud e wa s constantl y nurture d b y 
the biblica l imager y o f " a natio n tha t dwell s alone , an d i s no t counte d 
among th e peoples" (Number s 23:9) . 

Mendelssohn countere d th e first  challeng e b y th e claim , whic h wa s 
attested t o by hi s own achievements , tha t i t i s possible t o be loya l to th e 
Law i n ever y respec t an d ye t b e par t o f th e emergen t societ y o f th e 
enlightened. Furthermore , h e maintained , th e forbiddin g rampart s o f 
the La w ar e gradually lowere d i n practice , i f not i n theory . Suc h prohi -
bitions a s the us e o f Gentil e wine , fo r instance , ar e no w obsolete. 26 A s 
to cultura l differences , moder n Jew s progressivel y dives t themselve s o f 
the peculiaritie s o f speech , dress , an d economi c specialization . What -
ever i s incompatibl e wit h th e dawnin g sens e o f universa l brotherhoo d 
will graduall y withe r an d fad e away . Thes e observance s wer e histori c 
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accretions, b y n o mean s par t o f the essentia l structur e o f the Covenant , 
which wa s designed t o promote th e love o f God an d th e love o f man . 

As t o th e secon d challenge , Mendelssoh n argue d tha t th e notio n o f 
belonging to the chosen people implies neither arrogance no r exclusive -
ness, bu t simpl y th e spiri t o f obedienc e t o a  divinel y impose d bod y o f 
laws. I n hi s Germa n writings , h e addresse d himsel f t o a  societ y tha t 
accepted th e Hol y Bibl e a s th e basi s o f it s ow n ideologica l structure . 
But while Christian s were aware o f their ow n emergenc e fro m th e Dar k 
Ages an d o f standin g o n th e threshol d o f a  ne w era , the y persiste d i n 
seeing th e Jew s o f thei r ow n da y a s a  strange , petrifie d reli c o f th e 
ancient peopl e o f the Ol d Testament . Christian s mus t realiz e tha t eve n 
as they ar e no longe r identica l wit h th e apostoli c communit y o f Jerusa-
lem, Jews ar e n o longe r identica l wit h th e ancien t biblica l community , 
save tha t the y continu e t o b e obligate d b y th e sam e basi c Torah-law . 
This law was revealed a t Sina i to th e communit y a s a whole i n a  uniqu e 
manner s o dramati c tha t i t canno t b e revoke d excep t b y God , an d b y 
Him only , i n a  similar , dramatic , an d absolut e fashion . Ever y Jew add s 
to hi s consciousnes s o f humanit y th e remembranc e o f th e reveale d 
Sinaitic legislation , t o whic h h e remain s subject , a s a n individual , s o 
long as that legislation ha s not bee n superseded . 

Mendelssohn refute d th e Christia n clai m tha t thi s la w ha d bee n 
annulled b y th e birt h o f Christianity . H e pointe d ou t tha t eve n th e 
Synoptic Gospel s fai l t o sustai n thi s claim . Jesus lived an d preache d a s a 
Jew (Matthe w 23:2 , 3 ; 5:17 ; 7:24-27 ; Mar k i:44). 27 But , whethe r o r 
not loyalt y t o th e la w run s counte r t o Christia n dogmatics , i t certainl y 
is full y i n accor d wit h th e universa l Religio n o f Reason . Fo r th e Je w 
does no t substitut e th e precept s o f th e la w fo r th e demand s o f reason , 
but h e adds  these precept s t o th e principle s o f a  Religio n o f Reason . 
Furthermore, ther e i s a n organi c relationshi p betwee n th e mizvot  an d 
the rationa l essenc e o f religion . Th e practica l precept s articulat e th e 
theory o f faith , jus t a s speakin g an d writin g giv e expressio n t o ou r 
thoughts. Th e entir e bod y o f Jewish observance s i s a  for m o f writin g 
through deeds , articulatin g an d reinforcin g th e essentia l principle s o f 
monotheism. Thu s th e purpose o f the mizvot  i s to make th e monotheis -
tic fait h a  livin g realit y i n th e heart s an d mind s o f th e childre n o f th e 
Covenant. An d ther e i s nothin g irrationa l i n th e observanc e o f thes e 
external precepts , thoug h the y ar e non-rational,  havin g bee n dictate d b y 
God t o Moses . A s t o wh y Go d di d no t impos e simila r obligation s o n 
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Gentiles, Mendelssoh n pointe d ou t tha t Providenc e employ s divers e 
ways in guidin g th e historica l evolutio n o f differen t nations . S o lon g a s 
He provide d fo r al l people wha t the y neede d fo r salvation , throug h th e 
gifts o f conscience an d reason , w e canno t complai n abou t th e pluralit y 
of cultura l an d ceremonia l device s wit h whic h H e supplemente d Hi s 
essential revelation . I n th e cas e o f th e Jewish people , thi s supplementa l 
revelation wa s th e reveale d law . Christian s canno t questio n tha t thi s 
revelation ha d take n place , sinc e thei r ow n fait h i s ultimatel y founde d 
on th e Ol d Testament . I f the foundation o f a building is shaky, one doe s 
not ru n fo r safet y t o th e uppe r stories . 

Like Spinoza , Mendelssoh n insiste d tha t th e revelatio n a t Sina i con -
sisted no t o f doctrine s bu t o f law s tha t wer e mean t t o establis h th e 
Jewish polity . Bu t whil e Spinoz a inferre d fro m thi s circumstanc e tha t 
the law s became invali d whe n th e Jewish polit y wa s destroyed, 28 Men -
delssohn distinguishe d betwee n th e communa l an d th e persona l pre -
cepts. Th e communa l precept s wer e indee d n o longe r valid , sinc e th e 
biblical constitutio n i n whic h religio n an d governmen t wer e merge d 
together wa s a  unique , divinel y institute d experiment . It s singularit y i s 
affirmed i n Scripture . After  th e breaku p o f th e biblica l polity , religio n 
and governmen t wer e intende d t o g o thei r separat e ways—religio n 
directing it s effort s t o ma n s inne r natur e an d employin g onl y instru -
ments o f persuasion , an d governmen t directin g it s attentio n t o th e 
external action s o f peopl e an d employin g method s o f coercion . Men -
delssohn concurre d wit h Spinoz a tha t a  fre e societ y shoul d separat e 
religion fro m th e state , but unlik e Spinoza , h e insiste d tha t th e persona l 
precepts o f th e reveale d la w remaine d th e specia l obligatio n o f Jewish 
people. Thu s th e Jew i s bidden t o shar e i n th e buildin g o f a  universa l 
culture whil e remainin g subjec t t o a  special body o f divine legislation . 

In vie w o f hi s livin g i n a  Christia n society , however , amon g peopl e 
who ar e dedicate d t o a  cultur e an d a  philosoph y tha t ar e intimatel y 
associated wit h a  religiou s heritag e o f thei r own , wh y canno t th e Je w 
accept th e practica l rite s o f Christianit y a s a  supplemen t t o hi s philo -
sophical faith ? I t i s a t thi s poin t tha t th e impac t o f Mendelssohn' s 
interpretation become s clear . Practica l precept s ar e indee d consonan t 
with a  Religio n o f Reason , bu t dogmati c injunctions , orderin g th e 
mind t o accep t a s true thi s o r tha t irrationa l belief, ar e utterly incongru -
ent with a  rational faith. Th e centra l rites o f Christianity ar e inseparabl e 
from thei r root s in a  body o f dogmas, which mus t b e accepte d o n faith . 
On th e othe r hand , i n th e entir e Torah , Mendelssoh n pointe d out , 
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there i s n o commandmen t imposin g an y belief s o n th e Israelites . Th e 
dignity o f man consist s i n hi s freedo m t o see k trut h an d t o distinguis h 
between goo d an d evil . Ma n canno t surrende r hi s intelligenc e an d hi s 
conscience withou t ceasin g t o b e human . Man' s freedo m i s "the imag e 
of God" withi n him . Even Go d doe s no t intrud e int o th e inne r sanctu -
ary of man's soul . According to th e Talmud , "everythin g i s in the powe r 
of heaven , sav e th e fea r o f heaven " (Berocho t 33b) . Ho w coul d He , 
Who i s the Sourc e o f Wisdom an d Goodness , restric t an d frustrat e th e 
faculties o f th e huma n personalit y b y makin g salvatio n dependen t o n 
quasi-magical formulae ? 29 

It follow s tha t althoug h Judaism add s non-rational  ceremonie s t o th e 
Religion o f Reason , thes e "external " mizvot  ar e no t indispensabl e fo r 
salvation. Christianity , o r Christia n theology , i n al l its orthodox form s i s 
essentially irrational.  I t ma y stil l serv e a s a  Religio n o f Reaso n fo r it s 
own constituents , who, as they become philosophers , modify it s dogma s 
privately i n orde r t o preserv e it s essential , ethical-spiritua l impetus . Bu t 
official Christianity , gloryin g i n it s paradoxes, canno t serv e i n th e sam e 
capacity, openl y an d universally—tha t is , i n th e German y o f Mendels -
sohn's day—s o lon g a s i t remain s unreconstructed , weighte d dow n b y 
dogmas tha t th e fre e min d o f man utterl y repudiates . T o b e sure , man' s 
reason point s t o it s ow n limitations . Hence , "th e fea r o f Go d i s th e 
beginning o f wisdom " (Ps . 3 ; 10) . Bu t althoug h ma n acknowledge s 
a transrationa l mystery , h e canno t succum b t o irrationalis m withou t 
surrendering hi s freedom, hi s essential , human , an d divin e dignity . 

Mendelssohn's assertio n tha t Judaism doe s no t requir e th e acceptanc e 
of beliefs was repeated throughou t th e nineteent h centur y b y detractor s 
as wel l a s b y defender s o f th e Jewish faith . Th e defender s pointe d t o 
Judaism s essential rationality , whil e th e detractor s asserte d tha t Judaism 
was no t a  religio n a t all , sinc e i t di d no t ai m t o achiev e a  mystica l 
communion betwee n Go d an d Man , requirin g onl y th e rot e perfor -
mance o f certain deeds . 

We nee d t o tak e accoun t o f th e specia l contex t i n whic h Mendels -
sohn's argumen t wa s made . First , th e Religio n o f Nature , t o Mendels -
sohn, wa s a  warm, full-bloode d theism , i n whic h th e sentiment s o f th e 
Psalmists acquire d fres h an d vibran t meaning—i t i s significan t tha t 
Mendelssohn complete d a  sensitiv e translatio n o f th e Boo k o f Psalms . 
Reason, t o him , include d tha t tissu e o f rationa l an d mora l argument s 
that leads to a  firm assuranc e o f the Divine Presence , o f man's immortal -
ity, of the rol e o f Providence an d the freedom o f will. Spinoza' s panthe -
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ism, whic h denie s huma n freedom , wa s t o hi m a n aberration . An d th e 
deism o f the Frenc h Voltairian s was a  cynical abomination . H e admire d 
Rousseau's descriptio n o f th e fait h o f th e Vica r o f Savoyard . I n hi s 
innocent age , people coul d hardl y conceiv e o f the enormitie s tha t wer e 
perpetrated a  decade o r so after hi s death i n th e nam e o f the Goddes s o f 
Reason. Thu s Mendelssoh n include d a n existentia l "fea r o f God " an d 
an impassione d lov e o f Hi m withi n th e Religio n o f Natur e tha t h e 
deemed t o be purely rational . Hi s religion include d fait h i n th e sense o f 
trust in God s faithfulness , a  trust tha t was common t o both Judaism an d 
Christianity. Wha t h e rejecte d wa s the blind , dogmati c belief s tha t wer e 
blatantly irrational. 30 

In his recent Jewish Philosophy in Modern Times, Nathan Rothenstreic h 
contends tha t "b y subsumin g religio n unde r la w an d ethic s Mendels -
sohn reduce d Judaism t o dimension s tha t satisf y th e mora l min d bu t no t 
the religiou s temper. " 31 Bu t a s we hav e noted , Jewish law , t o Mendels -
sohn, was God-given—hence, charge d with a  special aura. Also, he was 
doubtless familia r wit h Leibnitz' s distinctio n betwee n th e thre e stage s o f 
law—preventive o f wrongdoing , affirmin g positiv e obligation s fo r th e 
common good , an d instillin g piety . Mendelssoh n regarde d Jewish law , 
in it s particularisti c areas , a s falling withi n th e secon d an d thir d stages . 
And a s t o "th e religiou s temper, " n o on e ca n rea d th e Morgenstuden 
without feelin g th e resonanc e o f Mendelssohn's vibran t piety . 

Second, Mendelssoh n di d no t rejec t belie f i n thos e these s tha t ar e 
inferred b y huma n reason . H e wa s afte r al l a  discipl e o f Maimonides , 
who formulate d th e Thirtee n Principle s o f Faith , beginnin g eac h on e 
with th e phras e " I believ e wit h perfec t faith. " Hi s disciple s i n th e nex t 
generation di d no t hesitat e t o includ e thes e principle s i n thei r manual s 
and catechisms . Fo r al l but on e o f th e Thirtee n Principle s o f Fait h ar e 
inferences o f reason, affirmin g th e existenc e o f God an d Hi s Providenc e 
and th e trut h o f th e Sinaiti c revelation , whic h wa s atteste d b y th e 
collective experienc e o f the Jewish people. The onl y irrational Principl e 
of Fait h i s the on e affirmin g th e resurrectio n o f the dead , whic h man y 
Maimonidean disciple s interprete d i n th e sens e o f immortalit y o f th e 
soul.32 

Third, ever y historica l fait h implie s belie f i n a  sacre d traditio n o f 
interpretation, an d Judaism was no exception . Th e characte r an d exten t 
of th e authoritativ e tradition , however , migh t b e disputed . I n th e first 
century, debat e centere d o n th e validit y o f the Pharisai c Ora l Law ; th e 
authority o f the Talmu d wa s questioned b y th e Karaites , a  sect founde d 
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at th e beginnin g o f th e eight h century . T o Maimonides , th e authorita -
tive chain o f tradition continue d dow n t o th e compilatio n o f the Baby -
lonian Talmu d b y Rabin a an d Ra v Ash i (ca . A.D . 500) . H e rejected , 
therefore, th e claims of the Babylonian Geoni m (589—103 8 c.e.) t o spea k 
as head s o f "th e grea t Sanhedri n an d th e smal l one. " Amon g th e 
authoritative Geoni m betwee n th e Talmu d an d hi s ow n da y h e men -
tions those o f Spain an d France , along with thos e o f Babylonia. 33 

The prevailin g belie f in th e Yeshivo t o f Centra l Europ e affirme d th e 
continuity o f the Holy Spiri t down t o the author s o f the Shulhan  Arukh, 
in th e sixteent h century . Th e Kabbalist s adde d a  whol e serie s o f fres h 
revelations, includin g thos e o f Rabb i Simo n ba r Yoha i o f th e secon d 
century, th e presume d autho r o f th e Zohar , an d Rabb i Isaa c Luria , o f 
the sixteent h century , whos e disciple s institute d a  number o f new rite s 
in th e practic e o f th e faith. 34 I n th e lifetim e o f Mose s Mendelssohn , 
there rage d a  bitte r debat e betwee n th e Hasidi m an d th e Mithnagdi m 
of Polan d an d Lithuania , concernin g th e rang e an d authorit y o f th e 
Holy Spiri t i n thei r day . Bot h side s accepte d th e authorit y o f th e 
revelations accorde d t o Rabb i Isaa c Luria. 35 

We ca n hardl y doub t tha t Mendelssoh n wante d t o introduc e som e 
basic reforms i n Jewish life in orde r t o further th e process of integration , 
and tha t h e consciousl y aime d t o minimiz e th e are a o f rabbinic author -
ity. Livin g i n a  Protestan t country , h e foun d i t natura l t o appea l t o th e 
authority o f Scripture rathe r tha n t o tha t o f a  living tradition . I n regar d 
to biblical exegesis , he found ampl e justification i n Jewish commentarie s 
for a  non-literal , non-fundamentalis t approach . I n thi s area , a s i n s o 
many others , Maimonide s ha d show n th e wa y b y layin g dow n th e rul e 
"The gate s o f interpretation ar e not close d t o us " ("Guide " II , 25) . 

In su m Mendelssoh n wa s calle d o n t o justify hi s Jewish loyaltie s b y 
believing Christian s an d b y th e philosopher s i n hi s circle . H e accepte d 
the philosopher s a s brother s i n spirit , assertin g tha t th e principle s o f 
modern theis m coincide d wit h th e essentia l teaching s o f Judaism. A s 
against th e Christia n challenge , h e responde d wit h th e weapon s o f 
philosophy—the rejectio n o f an y theor y o f exclusiv e salvatio n a s un -
worthy o f a just God , an d the repudiation o f any shackles on th e huma n 
mind i n th e shap e o f irrational dogmas , rejectin g th e charg e o f deicid e 
directed agains t the Jews as an utter absurdity , and opposin g the involve -
ment o f the externa l trapping s o f religion i n th e real m o f political affair s 
as a  grav e fallacy . I n th e proces s o f enlargin g th e scop e o f philosoph y 
within Jewis h lif e an d i n th e polic y o f governments , Mendelssoh n 
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became th e champio n o f a new humanism . H e coul d uphold th e Jewish 
side o f the debat e because o f his achievements a s a philosopher an d a s a 
humanist. I n turn , th e spiri t o f humanis m coul d no t bu t lea d t o ne w 
esthetic an d ethica l norm s fo r th e modificatio n an d transformatio n o f 
Jewish lif e i n th e emerging , fre e society . 

Two consequence s o f Mendelssohn' s positio n ar e particularl y wort h 
noting. First , th e repudiatio n o f th e corporat e statu s o f th e Jewis h 
community. I n th e debate s o n Jewis h emancipation , followin g th e 
French Revolution , th e prevailin g positio n o f bot h Jew s an d Gentile s 
called fo r th e enfranchisemen t o f Jews a s individuals , no t a s a  close d 
corporation o r caste . Jewish spokesme n willingly surrendered an y claim s 
for communa l autonom y an d submitte d i n al l bu t purel y religiou s 
matters t o th e civi l authorities o f the state . I n th e Assembl y o f Notable s 
and i n th e Pari s Sanhedrin , th e Jewis h representative s affirme d thei r 
eagerness t o conclud e a  covenan t wit h Gentiles , joining i n th e "frater -
nity" o f th e emergin g nation s o f Europe . Fo r generations , an d i n 
spite o f recurrin g setbacks . Jews considere d moder n humanis m a s th e 
common groun d o n whic h the y an d th e "enlightened " Gentile s coul d 
build together. 36 

The othe r histori c consequenc e o f the Mendelssohnia n positio n wa s 
to impoveris h th e ric h comple x o f Jewish loyaltie s an d t o transfor m i t 
into a  commitmen t t o intellectua l liberalism . Th e closes t discipl e o f 
Mendelssohn. Davi d Friedlande r (1750-1834) , wrot e a  lette r t o Pasto r 
Teller, a  leadin g Protestan t clergyma n i n Berlin , offerin g t o brin g a 
number o f Jewish familie s int o hi s churc h providin g the y woul d no t b e 
required t o accep t th e Christia n dogmas . Friedlande r acknowledge d 
that th e sever e restriction s t o whic h Jews wer e the n subjec t i n Prussi a 
accounted i n par t fo r thi s decisio n t o joi n th e prevailin g faith . But , 
then, n o financia l o r socia l blandishment s hav e i n th e pas t induce d 
Jewish peopl e t o giv e u p thei r faith . T o Friedlander , however , th e sol e 
obstacle t o a  Jewish-Christian fusio n wa s th e irritationa l dogmatis m o f 
the Church . An d thes e dogma s coul d b e allegorized , i n theor y a t least . 
As to the obligations o f Jewish law, many laymen had begun t o disregar d 
them. 

In fact , i t was the widesprea d violatio n o f Jewish dietar y an d Sabbat h 
regulations tha t induced th e mid-nineteenth-centur y Refor m leader s t o 
base Jewish loyalt y o n th e trut h an d relevanc e o f th e centra l idea s o f 
Judaism rathe r tha n o n th e particula r precept s o f Jewish law . To be sure , 
they were stil l operating, i n th e synagogue s a t least , wit h th e traditiona l 
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pattern o f symbols an d rituals , but the y coul d n o longe r assum e tha t th e 
prescriptions o f rabbini c la w governin g persona l lif e wer e indee d ob -
served by thei r laymen. I n contras t t o th e ag e o f Mendelssohn, the y ha d 
to conten d agains t philosopher s an d historians , a s wel l a s believin g 
Christians, i n orde r t o mak e roo m fo r th e vita l ideas o f Judaism. 

In Germa n Jewry , i t wa s th e emergenc e o f th e nineteenth-centur y 
Conservative movemen t o f Zechariah Franke l and Heinric h Graet z tha t 
led t o a  renewed appreciatio n o f Jewish la w a s the histori c embodimen t 
of th e Jewish spirit . I n th e middl e o f th e nineteent h centur y th e idea s 
of Savign y an d othe r lega l historian s ha d prepare d th e wa y fo r a n 
understanding o f lega l institution s a s th e distinctiv e expression s o f a 
nations soul , marking th e evolutio n o f its historic character . 

In nineteenth-centur y France , Josep h Salvado r (1796—1873 ) calle d 
attention t o th e socia l idealis m tha t wa s embodie d i n th e legislatio n o f 
the Torah . I f th e liberal s i n Europ e ha d t o conten d frequentl y agains t 
the Churc h i n orde r t o exten d th e horizon s o f liberty , equality , an d 
fraternity, thes e ideal s formed th e livin g nucleus o f Pentateuchal legisla -
tion. I n Salvador' s view , th e missio n o f Judaism consiste d no t i n th e 
"purity" o f it s monotheisti c ideals , bu t i n th e histori c impetu s o f it s 
ethical-social laws . Th e Jewish fait h pose s a  continuing challeng e t o al l 
Christian denominations , remindin g the m o f the commo n tas k in ever y 
generation t o haste n th e establishmen t o f a  jus t an d all-embracin g 
society her e o n earth . 

Mendelssohn wa s sustained i n his intellectual position b y the Germa n 
Enlightenment (Aufkldrung),  which wa s basicall y religiou s an d reveren t 
toward th e heritag e o f th e past . Hi s Phaedo,  a demonstratio n o f th e 
immortality o f th e soul , wa s receive d wit h acclai m b y th e Germa n 
public, whic h wa s wel l dispose d t o a  Platoni c lin e o f reasoning . Hi s 
lifelong friend , Gotthol d Ephrai m Lessing , wa s a  brav e champio n o f 
rationality i n religion , bu t unlik e Voltaire , h e wa s no t iconoclast , O n 
the contrary , h e cautione d hi s follower s t o trea t th e ol d fait h wit h 
humility an d reverence . 

Take care , mor e capabl e individual , whe n yo u pa w th e groun d an d ar e 
aglow on reachin g the las t page o f the firs t prime r (th e Jewish-Christian 
revelation!). Tak e car e no t t o le t you r weake r school-fellow s fee l wha t 
you ar e sensing o r alread y beginnin g t o see . Unti l thes e weake r school -
fellows hav e caugh t u p wit h you , tur n bac k th e page s o f thi s prime r 
again, an d fin d ou t whethe r wha t yo u tak e t o b e th e resul t o f mer e 
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expressions o f method, makeshift s o f the teachin g system, is not perhap s 
something more.37 

This reverenc e fo r traditio n characterize d Mendelssoh n a s well . H e 
never forgo t th e thir d elemen t i n Mica h s summation o f the essenc e o f 
piety, "t o wal k humbl y wit h th e Lord. " Thu s h e wrote : " . . . ou r 
reasonings ca n neve r fre e u s fro m th e stric t obedienc e w e ow e t o th e 
law"38 

Lessing agree d wit h Mendelssoh n tha t "natura l religion " i s th e sub -
stance an d "reveale d religion " canno t ad d mor e tha n methods , instru -
ments, o r mnemoni c device s t o th e basi c cor e o f th e Religio n o f 
Nature: "Th e bes t positiv e o r reveale d religio n i s th e on e containin g 
the fewes t conventiona l addition s t o natura l religio n an d leas t limits th e 
good effect s o f natural religion." 39 

Lessing was more incline d tha n Mendelssoh n t o believ e i n th e inevi -
table developmen t o f mankind towar d a  higher, universa l faith . Bu t th e 
two friend s wer e equall y dedicate d t o th e belie f tha t th e reasonin g 
faculty o f the human min d i s itself the supreme expressio n o f the Divin e 
Will. Therefore , Go d canno t possibl y deman d dogmati c fait h i n a  non -
rational proposition , muc h les s an irrationa l one . I t i s the very endeavo r 
to see k trut h tha t i s divine . Thes e famou s word s o f Lessin g s reflec t 
Mendelssohn's basi c approach a s well: 

If God were holdin g al l the trut h tha t exist s in hi s right han d an d in hi s 
left just th e on e ever-activ e urg e t o fin d th e truth , eve n i f attached t o i t 
were the conditio n tha t I  should alway s and forever b e goin g astray , and 
said t o me , "Choose! " I  should humbl y fal l upo n hi s lef t han d an d say , 
"Father, give ! Pure truth i s surely only for Thee alone." 40 

Mendelssohn wa s profoundly disturbe d an d angere d b y the charg e o f 
E H . Jacobi tha t Lessin g was really a  Spinozist. Jacobi himsel f had com e 
to champio n th e positio n tha t reaso n wa s a  wea k reed , whic h wa s 
incapable o f sustainin g a  theisti c an d ethica l worl d view . Religio n an d 
morality mus t b e base d o n faith . Thos e wh o lac k fait h ar e boun d t o 
drift towar d th e abys s o f materialis m o r pantheisti c naturalism . Jacob i 
challenged Mendelssoh n directly . An d Mendelssoh n fel t tha t Jacobi' s 
message wa s onl y a  sophisticate d wa y o f restatin g Lavate r s origina l 
challenge. Blin d fait h i s certai n t o lea d me n bac k t o medievalism . I f 
faith, no t reason , b e indee d th e on e foundatio n o f bot h ethic s an d 
religion, ho w ca n we avoi d the horror s o f religious fanaticism ? 
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Several decade s afte r th e deat h o f Mendelssohn , eve n non-orthodo x 
Jewish thinker s suc h a s S . L . Steinhei m coul d embrac e th e Halevia n 
position an d argu e i n behal f o f revelatio n a s a  non-rationa l sourc e o f 
faith an d morals . But Mendelssohn wa s extremely wary o f "enthusiasm " 
and fanaticism . I n hi s Morgenstunden  and i n hi s posthumou s missiv e t o 
the friend s o f Lessing , h e maintaine d first  tha t Spinozis m coul d b e 
interpreted i n a  theistic sense . H e wrot e o f a "purified Spinozism. " Di d 
not Spinoz a himsel f lay down cor e principles o f faith, whic h expres s th e 
essence of an enlightened faith ? Spinoza' s rejection o f Judaism was based 
on non-philosophic grounds. 41 Secondly , Mendelssohn argue d tha t pur e 
reason need s t o b e "oriented " b y mora l feelin g i f i t i s t o serv e a s th e 
foundation o f a  theistic faith . H e calle d fo r th e ai d o f sensum communis, 
or commo n sense . Perhaps Mendelssohn ha d i n mind th e Maimonidea n 
tradition i n th e "Guide"—tha t trainin g i n mora l principle s an d i n th e 
life o f piety wer e prerequisite s t o th e us e o f reason i n th e real m o f pur e 
speculation. Perhap s h e recalle d Maimonide s s principle i n th e openin g 
of hi s "Code"—tha t th e lov e o f Go d i s on e wit h th e ques t fo r th e 
understanding o f God . I n an y case , h e insiste d o n fidelit y t o "pure , 
authentic reason. " An d th e fervo r o f hi s insistenc e wa s du e i n n o smal l 
measure t o hi s intuitiv e convictio n tha t a n upsurg e o f romanticis m 
would pos e a  deadly challeng e t o th e Jewish peopl e i n particular , an d t o 
humanist value s in general. 42 

In contras t t o Lessin g an d th e liberals , th e Christia n traditionalist s 
maintained tha t the Jews were not ready for emancipation . Thei r corpo -
rate characte r prevente d Jews fro m becomin g integrate d int o th e emer -
gent state s o f Europe . I n th e Christia n view , Judais m i s a n ethni c 
community, "o f the see d o f Abraham," i n whic h sovereignt y belong s t o 
an earthl y Messiah , o r t o a  messianic pretender , sinc e the "tru e Messia h 
of Israel " ha d alread y come . Th e Jew s o f thei r da y wer e see n b y th e 
Christian traditionalist s a s petrified fossil s o f the Zealot s an d th e Phari -
sees in the New Testamen t who contende d agains t Jesus and his apostles. 
It wa s difficul t enoug h fo r the m t o accep t th e change s occurrin g i n 
their ow n fait h communities , owin g t o th e irresistibl e pressure s o f th e 
modern mentality . Al l th e mor e difficul t wa s i t fo r the m t o recogniz e 
the surg e o f vitalit y i n th e Jewis h community , whic h wa s graduall y 
transforming th e ancien t an d medieva l concept s o f Jewish identit y an d 
messianic redemption . 

On th e threshol d o f emancipation , th e ardo r o f Jewish messianis m 
was unfocuse d an d disoriented . I t wa s poise d an d read y t o mov e int o 
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several differen t channels . I t coul d tur n towar d a  humanisti c goal , o r 
toward th e establishmen t o f a  Jewish state . I t coul d b e emptie d o f vita l 
content. I n isolate d enclave s o f tigh t Orthodoxy , i t continue d t o retai n 
its supernaturalisti c an d mystica l dimensions , alon g wit h th e feelin g o f 
an imminent Eschaton , expecte d tomorro w i f not sooner . Actually eac h 
of these interpretations o f messianism was embraced by diverse segment s 
of the Jewish communit y i n th e moder n world . 

Insofar a s th e Christia n imag e o f th e Je w i s concerned , th e ol d 
messianic hop e loome d a s a  forbiddin g barrie r t o Jewis h integration . 
This point was raised by the Germa n historian , Michaelis , in his critiqu e 
of Dohm's book, an d by many other s in Germany an d France . Mendels -
sohn's reply was as follows: 

The hop e to return t o the land of Israel is irrelevant t o the life o f Jews as 
citizens o f their respectiv e countries . Huma n natur e impel s on e t o lov e 
the lan d i n whic h h e live s i n freedom , an d i f hi s religiou s doctrine s 
interpose an y obstacles , h e assign s t o the m a  plac e i n hi s worshi p an d 
liturgy, without accordin g them any real significance i n his daily life.43 

In othe r words , th e messiani c hop e i s likely t o becom e vestigial , just 
as th e dogm a o f th e Secon d Adven t becam e periphera l an d inconse -
quential in the life o f the vast majority o f Christians. A similar reply was 
given by Comt e d e Mirabeau, wh o spen t som e tim e wit h Mendelssoh n 
in Berlin. 44 I t i s interestin g t o observ e tha t Mendelssohn , i n keepin g 
with hi s philosophica l rationalism , followe d th e lea d o f Maimonides i n 
stripping th e messiani c hop e o f al l supernaturalis m an d statin g i t i n a 
nationalistic version : 

I believe tha t th e childre n o f Abraham, Isaac , and Jacob wil l no t alway s 
live outsid e th e border s o f thei r lan d an d scattere d amon g th e nations , 
but tha t th e Lord will  raise for the m i n th e tim e know n t o Hi m alon e a 
prince Messia h fro m th e Hous e o f Davi d wh o will  mak e the m a  fre e 
people a s in ancien t time s an d will  reign ove r the m i n th e lan d o f thei r 
fathers.45 

Mendelssohn's willingnes s t o allo w th e supernatura l aspect s o f th e 
messianic hop e t o becom e a  desiccated formula , o r a  metaphor fo r th e 
blend o f humanistic an d nationalisti c aspirations , wa s no t share d b y th e 
Orthodox leader s o f hi s da y o r o f futur e generations . Th e Hasidi c 
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movement, whic h explode d wit h elementa l forc e i n th e souther n prov -
inces o f Poland durin g hi s lifetime, wa s profoundly messiani c i n charac -
ter. Th e Mithnagdi m (opponents) , le d b y th e Gao n Elija h o f Vilna , 
were similarl y persuaded tha t "th e footstep s o f the Messiah" ha d alread y 
been heard . I n th e followin g generation , whe n man y Jew s acclaime d 
the Frenc h Revolutio n an d Napoleo n a s messiani c deliverers , th e Ha -
sidic Zaddik o f Lublin regarde d Napoleo n a s a kind o f anti-messiah, th e 
chief figure i n th e apocalypti c war s o f God an d Magog. 46 

The Talmu d assert s "there i s no sessio n in th e hous e o f study withou t 
some innovation. " Similarly , w e ma y asser t tha t n o genuin e dialogu e 
occurs withou t som e modificatio n o f th e position s o f th e debaters . 
Mendelssohn conteste d Maimonides' s interpretatio n tha t th e categor y 
of "saint s amon g th e nations " require s a n acceptanc e o f th e trut h o f 
Mosaic revelation . Whil e h e respecte d th e eruditio n an d authorit y 
of Rabb i Jaco b Emden , h e too k issu e wit h th e latter' s endorsemen t 
of Maimonides' s restriction . A s Altman n pu t it : "Th e idea l Judaism t o 
which Mendelssoh n aspire d possesse d a  kin d o f Platoni c realit y fo r 
him."47 H e wa s prepared t o admi t tha t th e Talmu d containe d som e ugl y 
distortions o f the Torah . 

Mendelssohn asserted , i n hi s respons e t o Lavater , tha t Judaism i s no t 
interested i n an y missionar y activity , tha t i t i s even inhibite d b y it s laws 
from disseminatin g it s teachin g amon g th e nations . W e ca n allo w fo r 
the fac t tha t Mendelssoh n wa s drive n t o thi s untru e positio n b y th e 
persistent challeng e o f Christia n missionar y efforts . Nevertheless , hi s 
argument i s unhistorica l an d contrar y t o th e traditiona l hope . Th e 
Reform leaders , i n th e middl e o f th e nineteent h century , rejecte d 
Mendelssohn's thesi s an d proclaime d i t t o b e th e Jewish "mission " t o 
convert al l me n t o th e doctrine s o f "ethica l monotheism. " Mendels -
sohn's assertio n tha t onl y th e law s o f Judaism wer e revealed , an d tha t 
these law s wer e intende d fo r Jew s only , di d no t elevat e th e valu e an d 
sanctity o f the ritua l mizvot,  sinc e a  parochial revelatio n coul d no t b e o f 
the sam e ran k a s a universal one . Als o th e ac t o f revelation a t Sina i wa s 
inevitably interprete d i n th e nineteent h centur y a s a continuing proces s 
of inspire d legislation . I t wa s therefor e historicize d an d relativized . 
This devaluatio n o f th e ritua l a s mer e ceremonialis m i s inevitabl e i n a 
philosophical versio n o f Judaism. I t implie s als o a  relativizatio n o f th e 
actual practic e o f th e Jewis h faith . I t canno t b e allowe d th e clai m 
of bein g exclusivel y true , o r eve n uniquel y significant . Mendelssoh n 
anticipated thi s developmen t whe n h e wrote , "Th e Jewish fait h i s bes t 
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for us , bu t i t i s no t th e bes t absolutely . Whic h i s th e bes t for m o f 
worship fo r othe r nations ? Wh o knows ? Perhap s th e Lor d gav e the m 
guidance throug h thei r understanding o r by means o f prophets." 48 

Mendelssohn, an d severa l o f his Christia n friends , looke d forwar d t o 
a basi c revisio n o f Christia n doctrine , whereb y it s exclusivisti c ardo r 
would b e curbe d an d it s irrationalis m modified . I t seeme d t o hi m tha t 
the Unitarian s an d som e Englis h Deist s represente d th e "wav e o f th e 
future." O f th e Christia n Unitarians , h e wrot e i n a  letter t o Bonnet , " I 
must confes s t o yo u honestl y tha t thi s religiou s part y seem s t o m e t o 
belong mor e t o Judaism tha n t o th e reall y dominan t Christia n faith. " 
He coul d look forwar d t o a  closer approach o f Judaism an d Christianit y 
in th e future , perhap s eve n a  convergence. 49 

NATIONALISTIC DISSEN T 

The respons e o f Mendelssohn t o the challenge s o f Christianity, philoso -
phy, an d th e emergen t nation-state s o f Europe wa s itsel f challenged no t 
only b y th e builder s o f Reform Judais m an d th e ideologist s o f politica l 
Zionism, bu t als o by th e pre-Zionis t nationalists , t o who m Pere z Smo -
lenskin (1840—85 ) belonged . Smolenski n spok e fo r th e Maskili m ("en -
lightened") o f th e Pal e o f Settlemen t i n Russia , wh o live d i n massiv e 
enclaves, spok e Yiddish , an d wrot e i n Hebrew . H e argue d i n behal f o f 
radical modification s o f the traditiona l wa y o f life, especiall y th e liturg y 
of th e Synagogu e an d th e curriculu m o f th e elementar y schools . H e 
sought t o brea k dow n th e inne r wall s o f th e ghett o an d t o foste r 
effective communicatio n betwee n th e Jewish peopl e an d thei r neigh -
bors. Ye t hi s oppositio n t o Mendelssoh n wa s base d o n th e latter' s 
identification o f th e Jewis h heritag e a s basicall y religious . Smolenski n 
considered Judaism t o b e th e produc t o f "the spiri t o f the nation. " Th e 
Jewish peopl e were a  "people o f the spirit " (am  horuah), and i t was thei r 
mission t o demonstrat e th e validit y an d viabilit y o f nationa l communi -
ties tha t ar e hel d togethe r solel y b y cultura l an d spiritua l bonds . Lik e 
the romanti c nationalist s o f the nineteent h century , h e considere d reli -
gion t o b e a  mos t importan t componen t o f Jewish culture , bu t onl y a 
component. Th e overridin g bon d i s tha t o f nationa l culture , an d a 
viable cultur e require s a  larg e measur e o f self-governmen t o r nationa l 
autonomy. Henc e th e chie f target o f Smolensky' s critiqu e o f Mendels -
sohn wa s th e latte r s willingnes s t o surrende r th e corporat e statu s o f 
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limited self-governmen t tha t Doh m wa s willin g t o gran t t o Jewis h 
citizens.50 

Indeed, i n Franc e an d Holland , followin g th e Frenc h Revolution , 
the Jewish liberal s presse d fo r complet e individua l emancipation , whil e 
the Orthodo x pleade d fo r th e limite d freedo m o f a  recognize d corpo -
rate status . Similarly , th e Gentil e liberal s echoe d th e sentiment s o f th e 
French politician , Clermont-Tonnerre : "T o th e Jew s a s individuals , 
everything; t o th e Jews a s a  nation , nothing. " O n th e othe r hand , th e 
reactionaries an d antisemite s resiste d th e plea for tota l emancipation an d 
pressed fo r th e continuatio n o f th e medieva l corporat e statu s o f Jewry, 
with possibl y a  few economi c concessions. 51 

Smolenskins progra m wa s elaborate d an d deepene d b y th e grea t 
Jewish historia n Simo n Dubnow (1860-1941) . I n theory , th e concep t o f 
cultural nationalis m wa s recognize d i n th e Treat y o f Versailles , whic h 
included th e recognitio n o f ethni c minorit y right s i n th e constitution s 
of the state s of central Europe. I n practice , thes e guarantee s were largel y 
disregarded. Bu t eve n i n theory , i t i s doubtfu l tha t moder n Jews prefe r 
to b e self-governin g i n civi l matter s whe n the y ar e offere d equalit y an d 
the chanc e t o shar e the obligation s an d privileges o f an open society . As 
they broke ou t o f the medieva l shel l and began t o participate mor e full y 
in th e cultura l lif e o f the wester n world , the y bega n t o tur n awa y fro m 
the idea l o f communa l self-government , especiall y i f i t include d a n 
element o f cultural , religious , o r philanthropi c coercion . Th e so-calle d 
Jewish values—reverenc e fo r learning , pattern s o f worship , an d work s 
of charity—belon g t o th e real m o f freedom , i n whic h individual s 
choose t o participat e i n on e o r anothe r activity , a s the y pleas e an d o n 
their ow n terms . 

From th e experienc e o f Jewish communitie s i n th e land s o f freedom , 
we may conclude tha t Mendelssohn wa s more righ t tha n hi s critics—i n 
spite o f the pressure s o f central bureaucracies an d nationalis t ideologists , 
Jewish peopl e d o prefe r individua l freedo m t o a  corporate, self-govern -
ing status . However , eve n i n land s o f freedom th e sentimen t fo r collec -
tive self-governmen t an d self-disciplin e attain s a t time s a  fairl y hig h 
pitch. I n response to externa l challenges , such as the plight o f a segment 
of worl d Jewry o r th e dange r t o th e surviva l o f Israel , Jewish philan -
thropic agencie s tak e o n temporaril y th e appearanc e o f governing bod -
ies—but no t fo r long . A s soon a s the dange r passes , they rever t t o thei r 
voluntaristic character . 
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EXISTENTIALIST DISSEN T 

In ou r ow n day , Arthu r A . Cohe n articulate d th e resentmen t o f a n 
existentialist agains t th e rationalisti c positio n o f Mendelssohn . Cohe n 
sees Jewish histor y a s the intersectio n betwee n tw o curves—th e super -
natural an d th e natural . We si n against the Go d o f history, h e maintains , 
when w e defin e th e statu s o f Jewr y i n term s o f genera l Europea n 
culture. Th e Je w i s uniqu e i n a  metaphysica l sense , no t merel y i n th e 
sense tha t al l historica l communitie s ar e unique . Hi s destin y mus t b e 
understood i n th e ligh t o f messianism , a s a n immediat e concern , a 
waiting an d a n acting , a s i f ou r ag e wer e poise d o n th e razor' s edg e 
between th e "fallen " worl d an d "th e Kingdo m o f God. " Th e attitud e 
of Cohen , irrationa l thoug h i t be , i s actuall y a  direc t continuatio n o f 
the pre-modern convictio n o f both Jews and Christians. 52 But wha t th e 
ancients an d th e medievalist s accepte d i n simpl e faith , Cohe n affirm s a s 
"an existentia l dogma " (p . 5) . I t i s "existential " becaus e "withou t i t 
there i s nothing I  conside r ultimately  relevant o r meaningfu l t o believe. " 
And i t i s a "dogma" i n th e sens e o f an "evocatio n o f meaning." 

"Without th e comman d t o sustai n one' s supernatura l vocatio n (tha t 
is, th e belie f tha t Go d ha s calle d th e Jew t o Himself ) t o cal l onesel f a 
Jew i s but a  half-truth—a mer e designatio n withou t meaning. " 

Cohen reflect s a n intellectua l postur e tha t i s no t uncommo n i n ou r 
distraught generation , shocke d a s we hav e been b y the incredibl e agon y 
of th e holocaus t o n th e on e hand , an d th e exaltatio n o f th e ris e o f 
Israel o n th e othe r hand . Th e irrevocabilit y o f th e Covenan t ha s bee n 
established, a s a historical fact—Jew s wer e gasse d by the moder n Satan , 
whether o r no t the y accepted thei r rol e a s children o f the Go d o f Israel. 
The pre-modern s believe d i n God , Torah , an d th e specia l destin y o f 
Israel, i n thi s orde r o f logica l primacy . Som e o f th e post-modern s 
believe i n th e myster y o f Israels destin y primarily , wit h commitmen t t o 
Torah an d fait h i n Go d a s vague an d tenuou s implications . I n Cohen' s 
view, Mendelssohn , standin g a t th e gat e o f th e moder n worl d beggin g 
for entrance , i s th e symbo l o f the moder n Jew's fata l mistake . Thu s h e 
writes: 

The moder n Jew wh o succeede d th e ag e o f Mendelssohn wa s a  Euro-
pean accordin g t o natur e an d history , an d a  Jew accordin g t o God . 
Henceforward one' s cultur e wa s tha t o f one' s natio n an d language , an d 
one's faith wa s directed toward a  God no longer covenanted t o a  specific 
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people. I t i s n o surpris e tha t th e earlies t reformers—Israe l Jacobson , 
Jacob Herz Berr, Abraham Geiger , and Samuel Holdheim—should hav e 
rejected a  personal messiah , denie d th e centralit y o f the Lan d o f Israel , 
abandoned th e Hebre w language , an d transforme d th e historica l mono -
theism o f traditio n int o ethica l monotheism . Th e messianis m o f th e 
classic Je w disappeare d an d th e ne w Europea n messianism—culture , 
emancipation and equality—were substituted . Mendelssohn made credi -
ble t o Europ e th e existenc e o f a  rationa l Judaism an d th e possibilit y o f 
the de-Judaized Jew53 

As we hav e pointe d out , Mendelssoh n di d no t giv e u p th e messiani c 
dream, bu t h e assume d tha t th e universa l aspect s o f "th e Kingdo m o f 
God" migh t well be realized prior to the fulfillment o f Jewish ethnocen -
tric ambitions . Th e traditiona l spectru m o f th e messiani c visio n in -
cluded bot h nationa l an d all-huma n goals , a s wel l a s a  trul y super -
human, transcenden t radiance . 

Mendelssohn wa s attacked i n hi s lifetime b y Sonnenfel s (1732—1817) , 
a Jewish conver t t o Roma n Catholicism , a  "de-Judaize d Jew." I n fact , 
Altmann conclude s tha t "Mendelssoh n wrot e hi s Jerusalem in th e mis -
taken belie f tha t h e wa s replyin g t o Sonnenfels." 54 Sonnenfel s argue d 
that Mendelssoh n ha d virtuall y give n u p th e Jewis h fait h whe n h e 
rejected al l kind s o f religiou s compulsion . "I f i t b e possible , withou t 
detriment t o unalloye d Judaism, t o abolis h churchl y privilege s (i.e. , th e 
right o f excommunication) , whic h i s based upo n positiv e Mosai c laws , 
why shoul d i t b e impossibl e t o cancel , fo r th e natio n s benefit , mer e 
rabbinic measures o f late vintage, which creat e such detrimenta l barrier s 
between Jews and Christians ? On e mor e ste p and you hav e become on e 
of us." 55 

Mendelssohn wa s i n favo r o f making man y change s i n Jewish obser -
vance. He was optimistic o n thi s score, just a s he was generally confiden t 
that soun d reaso n wil l triump h everywhere . Bu t h e wa s no t willin g t o 
allow th e Jewish individua l t o b e subjec t t o th e coercio n o f the rabbis . 
Spinoza ha d writte n tha t on e ma y no t surrende r hi s inne r freedo m 
without violatin g hi s humanity . Mendelssoh n agreed . Generally , h e 
cautioned hi s follower s t o b e eve r communit y minded . I t i s on e thing , 
however, t o respec t prevailin g opinio n an d t o cooperat e freel y wit h th e 
members o f on e s community; i t i s quite anothe r t o submi t one' s min d 
to th e dictate s o f others . Judais m respect s th e freedo m o f th e mind ; 
hence, i n Mendelssohn' s view , th e Tora h neve r command s "Tho u shal t 
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believe." Judaism i s "reveale d legislation, " bu t th e law s ar e intende d t o 
safeguard freedom , no t t o crus h it . 

H. J. Schoeps , a  scholar an d a n existentialist , maintain s tha t Mendels -
sohn cu t ou t "th e hear t o f Judaism; the  living God, who withou t consid -
eration fo r reaso n an d 'abilit y t o gai n agreement ' (whic h Morgenstunden 
VII define s a s the highes t form o f suitability), has acted i n the histor y o f 
this nation." 56 I n othe r words , th e cor e o f Jewish consciousnes s i s th e 
awareness o f God's direc t actio n i n Jewish history . 

There i s no doub t tha t Mendelssohn wa s a  man o f deep piety , a  homo 
religiosus, fo r who m Go d wa s a  powerful, livin g presence . I f he avoide d 
the historica l argument , suc h a s "H e wh o too k yo u ou t o f th e lan d o f 
Egypt" (Genesi s 32:4) , i t i s precisel y becaus e historica l event s ar e no t 
self-explanatory. Theolog y doe s no t sprin g full-grown fro m th e mouth s 
of canons, o r o f mass graves . The opponent s o f Moses wh o interprete d 
the Exodu s b y creditin g it s wonder s t o th e Golde n Cal f Philosoph y 
must provid e th e standpoin t an d th e standard s fo r th e interpretatio n o f 
history, no t vic e versa . Mendelssoh n ha d t o conten d ever y da y agains t 
the presumptio n o f Christian s wh o infe r th e depravit y o f th e Jews an d 
the falsehoo d o f thei r fait h fro m th e circumstanc e o f thei r dispersio n 
among th e nations . 

A TWENTIETH-CENTUR Y DISPUTATIO N 

It was easy enough fo r narrow-minde d Christian s i n Mendelssohn' s da y 
to bea t th e Jew wit h on e hand , an d wit h th e othe r poin t t o th e mora l 
"Behold, th e witnesse s o f God. " I f today , followin g th e holocaus t an d 
the ris e o f Israel , th e "mystique " o f Jewish histor y ha s bee n revived , i t 
is instructiv e t o not e ho w thi s lin e o f reasonin g looke d durin g Worl d 
War I , whe n tw o mos t gifte d friend s too k u p th e Jewish-Christia n 
Argument i n a  famous correspondence . 

The debat e betwee n th e youn g Fran z Rosenzwei g an d Euge n R o -
senstock-Huessy ma y b e studie d a s a  counterpoin t t o th e dialogue s i n 
which Mendelssoh n wa s engaged . I t wa s highl y praise d a s most reveal -
ing. H. J. Schoep s extol s i t with th e greates t enthusiasm : "Thi s dialogis -
tic correspondenc e ma y b e pu t forwar d a s th e pures t for m o f Judeo-
Christian dialogu e eve r attained, perhap s eve n fo r age s to come. " 57 

The debat e too k plac e i n 1916 , whe n bot h me n serve d i n th e 
German army . Rosenstock-Huess y ha d bee n converte d t o Christianit y 
at th e ag e o f sixteen . Rosenzwei g ha d als o contemplate d conversion , 
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but h e determine d t o mak e thi s crucia l decisio n a s a  Jew, no t a  pagan . 
Hence, hi s searc h fo r th e ful l significanc e o f bein g a  Jew withi n th e 
stream o f European history . Both ha d arrive d a t the nee d o f recognizin g 
the transcenden t i n personal life an d in history . Both ha d com e t o rejec t 
the libera l versio n o f religion , b e i t Jewish o r Christian . Le o Baec k s 
"The Essenc e o f Judaism" wa s a s unacceptabl e t o the m a s Adol f Har -
nack's "Th e Essenc e o f Christianity. " Bot h ha d move d th e Jewish -
Christian dialogu e fro m th e rationa l spher e t o th e domai n o f the trans -
rational, th e cours e o f revelatio n i n history . A s Rosenstock-Huess y 
phrased it , fifty  years later : 

Franz an d Euge n cam e t o agre e o n th e futilit y o f th e shilly-shallyin g 
academic shibboleth s o f thei r day—objectivity , humanism , an d th e so -
called enlightenment . The y agree d tha t rea l peopl e ca n b e Jew s o r 
Christians, bu t the y ma y no t pla y th e role s o f "Benjami n Franklin " o r 
"Thomas Paine, " a t leas t no t fo r long , sinc e ther e ca n b e n o commo n 
sense—certainly n o goo d sens e share d i n common—amon g me n wh o 
are content t o be ciphers , dealing in generalities and platitudes.58 

The confrontation , a  centur y an d a  hal f afte r th e Mendelssohn-Lavate r 
exchange, was based precisely on the rejection o f the Religion o f Nature 
of th e Enlightenment . Th e youn g debater s explore d a n existentia l ap -
proach, base d o n persona l experience s an d o n th e mysteriou s cours e o f 
history. Rosenstock-Huess y wrot e o f "speech-thinking " an d th e "I -
Thou" even t long before Bube r an d Rosenzweig did . As he saw it, Go d 
takes th e initiative . "Th e sou l mus t b e calle d Thou  before sh e ca n eve r 
reply I , befor e sh e ca n eve r speak o f us  and finall y it.  Through th e fou r 
figures Thou,  I,  We,  It, th e Word walks through us . The Wor d mus t cal l 
our name first." 59 

From thi s vantage point , i t i s indeed amazin g t o not e ho w th e medi -
eval Christian s stereotyped image s o f the Jew were insinuate d int o Ro -
senstock-Huessy s dialectic : (i ) th e Jews "alway s crucif y agai n th e on e 
who cam e t o mak e th e wor d true" ; (2 ) "Wit h al l th e powe r o f thei r 
being they se t themselves agains t thei r ow n promises" ; (3 ) "the imag e o f 
Lucifer"; (4 ) Israel s "naiv e way of thinking tha t on e ha s won inalienabl e 
rights i n perpetuit y agains t God" ; (5 ) "yo u (Jews ) hav e n o aptitud e fo r 
theology, for the search for truth , an y more than for beauty"; (6 ) the Jew 
strives to o har d jus t t o live ; (7 ) th e "Je w die s fo r n o countr y an d n o 
cause"; (8 ) th e relianc e o f th e individua l Jew i s "o n th e numbe r o f hi s 
children." To sum up, the Jew "i s a paragraph o f the Law. C }est tout!' 60 
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These stereotypes come naturally to those who view the Jew in history 
from th e Christia n viewpoint . Rosenzweig , a t tha t tim e gropin g fo r a 
way back to Judaism, saw virtually the same picture: 

This practica l way , in whic h th e theologica l ide a o f the stubbornnes s o f 
Jews works itsel f out, i s hatred of  the Jews. You kno w a s well a s I  do tha t 
all it s realisti c argument s ar e onl y fashionabl e cloak s t o hid e th e singl e 
true metaphysica l ground : tha t w e will  no t mak e commo n caus e wit h 
the world-conquering fiction  o f Christian dogm a .  . .  and putting i t in a 
popular wa y tha t w e hav e crucified Christ , an d believe me , would d o i t 
again every time.61 

Not conten t wit h providin g a  metaphysical roo t fo r antisemitism , th e 
young Rosenzweig , wit h th e boundles s fervo r o f a  neophyte , main -
tained tha t th e "metaphysica l basis " o f the Jewish attitud e t o Christian s 
consists o f three articles : "(i ) tha t w e hav e th e truth , (2 ) tha t w e ar e a t 
the goa l an d (3 ) tha t an y an d ever y Jew feel s i n th e depth s o f hi s sou l 
that th e Christia n relatio n t o God , an d s o i n a  sense , thei r religion , i s 
particularly an d extremel y pitiful , poverty-stricken , an d ceremo -

»62 
nious. 

With al l thi s mutua l contempt , "metaphysicall y grounded, " Rosen -
zweig wen t o n t o say , th e Jew stil l feel s tha t hi s ow n fulfillmen t lie s i n 
goading th e Christian s t o complet e thei r task . Th e Je w burst s lik e a 
rude intrude r int o Christia n assemblies , cryin g ou t "th e Eschaton  is no t 
yet here. " H e work s "a s a  fermen t o n Christianit y an d throug h i t o n 
the world." 63 Th e Jew i s no t intimidate d b y th e pric e h e mus t pa y i n 
isolation an d suffering . Rosenzwei g eve n echoe d th e Naz i stereotyp e o f 
the Je w a s a  parasite . "Fo r yo u ma y curse , yo u ma y swear , yo u ma y 
scratch yourself as much a s you like , you won' t ge t ri d o f us, we ar e th e 
louse i n you r fur . W e ar e th e interna l foe ; don' t mi x u s u p wit h th e 
external one! " 

In hi s late r writings , Fran z Rosenzweig' s philosoph y o f Judaism wa s 
ripened an d mellowed . H e mus t no t b e judged b y the abov e quotation s 
from hi s year s o f agonize d searching . Bu t th e debat e a s i t stand s i s a 
historic recor d o f th e shap e th e Jewish-Christia n argumen t assume s 
when i t depart s fro m th e commo n groun d o f reaso n an d religiou s 
humanism. Th e alternativ e t o th e Mendelssohnia n approac h consist s i n 
a preferenc e fo r unreaso n an d fo r th e seductiv e half-truth s tha t appea l 
to a  group's "poole d pride. " I t i s formulated throug h th e positionin g o f 
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private "mysteries " agains t privat e "mysteries, " barrier s o f contemp t 
against tower s o f scorn, providin g a  metaphysical blanke t o f justification 
for ancien t lies , and multiplyin g hatre d i n th e world . 

The young Rosenzweig's referenc e t o Jewish contemp t fo r Christian -
ity was based i n par t o n th e literatur e o f the Romanti c rebellio n agains t 
the Jewish emancipatio n a t th e beginnin g o f th e twentiet h century . I t 
certainly reflect s neithe r th e standar d Orthodo x vie w no r tha t o f th e 
modernists. Mendelssohn championed , al l his life, no t onl y toleranc e o f 
other faith s bu t als o a  dee p appreciatio n o f th e wisdo m o f Providenc e 
in providin g divers e historica l embodiment s o f th e sam e Religio n o f 
Nature. Thi s i s als o th e impor t o f Lessing' s dram a Nathan  the  Wise,  i n 
which Natha n i s modeled o n Mendelssohn . 

In turn , Mendelssoh n derive d hi s basi c approac h t o th e Jewish -
Christian Dialogue from th e elitis t philosophy o f Maimonides, i n whos e 
famous parabl e th e saintl y philosopher s i n al l historica l monotheisti c 
communities com e close r t o "th e thron e o f th e king " tha n th e naiv e 
Talmudists, wh o simpl y follo w th e law. 64 Th e philosopher , however , 
must no t detac h himsel f from hi s historic communit y an d mus t supple -
ment hi s solitar y meditation s b y activ e concer n fo r th e problem s o f th e 
community.65 

Still, he knows tha t within eac h o f the monotheisti c communitie s th e 
differences amon g individual s ar e fa r greate r tha n thos e amon g th e 
several historic form s o f monotheism . 

Rosenzweig was probably familia r wit h th e rejection o f the Mendels -
sohnian approac h b y th e Jewish thinker s o f th e Refor m period . I n hi s 
later years , Abraha m Geige r (i810-1874 ) ha d becom e convince d tha t 
Christianity, Protestan t a s well a s Catholic , wa s inevitabl y reactionary. 66 

Judaism, i n hi s ow n interpretatio n o f it s dynami c essence , wa s allie d 
with th e unfoldin g spiri t o f th e age , whil e Christianit y wa s incurabl y 
antirationalist i n philosophy, antilibera l in politics , and antiprogressive i n 
social legislation . Salvador , livin g i n France , ha d arrive d a t a  simila r 
conclusion. Hi s book , Paris,  Rome, Jerusalem, takes Pari s t o b e th e cit y 
of th e Frenc h Revolution , announcin g th e cred o o f moder n man . 
Catholic Rom e symbolize s th e counterrevolution , assignin g th e ideal s 
"liberty, equality , an d fraternity " t o a n ethereal , heavenl y real m an d 
thereby removin g the m effectivel y fro m th e earthl y domai n o f socia l 
and politica l struggle . Jerusalem represent s th e idea l synthesi s o f a  this -
worldly fait h an d th e humanis t visio n o f a free, Utopia n society . 

Philosophically, Rosenzwei g ha d becom e a n existentialis t rebe l 
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against th e shallownes s o f rationalism. Eage r t o discove r th e root s o f his 
own faith , h e bega n t o devou r Judeo-German philosophica l literature . 
Among th e Romantic s h e foun d echoe s o f a  supreme , impassione d 
pride. Fro m th e liberals , he absorbe d resentmen t agains t th e reactionar y 
social policies o f the Church . 

Rosenzweig live d a t a  time whe n th e impassione d chauvinis m o f th e 
Teutons rejecte d an y Jewis h contributio n t o Germa n literatur e an d 
philosophy a s being essentiall y "un-Germanic. " I t i s enough t o rea d th e 
poignant autobiograph y o f Jakob Wassermann (1873—1934 ) to recogniz e 
the dept h o f despai r tha t tormente d thos e Jewis h intellectual s wh o 
shone a s the brightes t star s in th e cultura l sky of Germany . 

It i s i n vai n t o kee p fait h wit h them , b e i t a s cofighter s o r a s citizens . 
They say—he (th e Jew) i s a Proteus, he can do everything . 

It i s in vai n t o hel p the m knoc k of f th e chain s o f slavery fro m thei r 
bodies. They say—he will  surely make profit ou t o f the deal . 

It is in vain to counte r any poison; they brew it afresh . 
It is vain to live for them and to die for them ; they say—he i s a Jew.67 

In reactio n agains t th e swellin g tid e o f inhuma n hatred , th e youn g 
Rosenzweig concurre d i n th e antisemiti c premis e an d agree d tha t h e 
could onl y d o "hac k s work" i n Christia n Europ e an d tha t th e Jewis h 
share "i n th e lif e o f th e people s ca n onl y b e clam,  vi,  precario  ("secret , 
perforce, precarious"—expression s i n Roma n law)" 68 Here , then , i s a 
complete reversa l o f the Mendelssohnia n position . 

We nee d hardl y stat e ou r disagreemen t wit h th e mani c rhetori c 
in thi s correspondence , whic h reflect s th e newl y foun d passion s o f 
existentialism. Fo r u s the debat e i s paradigmatic o f the pervers e postur -
ing that i s all too ofte n th e alternativ e t o a  dialogue base d o n th e libera l 
plane o f religious humanism . 

Between th e Mendelssohn-Lavater an d the Rosenzweig-Rosenstock -
Huessy debates , ther e emerge d severa l tide s o f "Teutonomania, " risin g 
on occasio n t o the verge o f collective self-deification. Germani c nation -
alism wa s fro m it s beginning , i n th e Romanti c period , infecte d wit h a 
resolute disdai n fo r othe r nation s an d religions . N o dialogu e coul d 
possibly be meaningful wit h men who appeale d to the "voic e o f blood." 

Saul Asche r (1767—1822) , on e o f th e earl y Refor m ideologists , wa s 
compelled to react against what he termed "Germanomanie."  A national -
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ist i n th e traditio n o f Mendelssohn , h e defende d th e rol e o f rationalis t 
as a  non-rationa l facult y o f th e individua l i n confrontatio n wit h th e 
riddles o f reality, bu t h e dre w th e lin e agains t an y kin d o f irrationalism . 
He oppose d Mendelssohn' s concep t o f "revealed legislation" an d argue d 
that th e validit y o f ritual law s depend s o n thei r effectivenes s i n sensitiz -
ing the individua l t o th e mora l imperative s o f society. 

In hi s day, however, th e argumen t shifte d fro m religiou s dogmatic s t o 
racial narcissism . Hi s book , Germanomanie  (Leipzig, 1815) , a  critique o f 
the excesse s o f Germani c nationalism , wa s burne d a t th e Wartbur g 
Festival of the Deutsche  Burschenschaft. I n hi s open lette r t o E . M. Arndt , 
he wrote : "S o lon g a s yo u buil d you r constitutio n o n Germanism , 
Christianity, an d Origina l Language , treatin g a s bastards humanity , cos -
mopolitanism, an d th e religio n o f reason , n o reasonin g world-citize n 
can reac t t o you wit h fait h an d love." 69 

The organi c unit y o f Germani c nationalis m an d th e Protestan t fait h 
was stresse d b y a  lon g lin e o f ideologist s fro m Schleiermache r t o th e 
Teutonic Christian s o f th e Naz i era . I n thei r searc h fo r th e elusiv e 
qualities o f the nationa l soul , th e Romanticist s wer e impelle d t o distin -
guish betwee n th e genuin e piet y o f thei r ow n "folk " an d th e fait h o f 
other nations . Indeed , Schleiermache r wa s "on e o f th e first  t o sho w 
that th e nationa l characte r o f an y grou p o f peopl e wa s determine d b y 
all thei r customs , an d tha t thei r versio n o f th e Christia n fait h wa s a s 
much a  nationa l expressio n o f the Germa n peopl e a s thei r languag e o r 
their folk-ways." 70 

Strangely, eve n Germani c atheists , wh o reduce d Christia n theolog y 
to a  tissue o f myths, coul d reconfir m thei r oppositio n t o Judaism fo r it s 
nonparticipation i n the nationa l mythology. Davi d F . Strauss s Lebenjesu, 
which describe d th e teachin g o f the Gospel s a s products o f "the mythi -
cal consciouness " o f th e community , provide d additiona l justificatio n 
for th e resentmen t o f Jewish aloofness—the y refuse d t o drea m i n th e 
same metaphors a s their neighbors . 
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PREFATORY REMARK S 
Milton R.  Konvitz 

RABBI AGU S wa s a n admire r o f th e Unite d State s an d a n arden t 
advocate o f Jewish participatio n i n al l facet s o f American life . H e was , 
of course , no t unawar e o f the challeng e suc h participatio n pose d t o th e 
maintenance an d continuatio n o f Jewish communa l an d individua l life . 
Indeed, thi s challeng e wa s a  lifelong practica l an d ideologica l preoccu -
pation fo r Agus . 

The followin g selections , chose n t o accompan y Milto n R . Konvitz ' 
essay "Jaco b Agus ' Ideolog y o f America n Judaism : America n Jew s o r 
Jewish Americans? " i n American  Rabbi: The  Life  and  Thought  of  Jacob B. 
Agus (Ne w York , 1996) , ar e draw n fro m Jaco b Agus ' The  Jewish Quest 
(New York , 1983) , 1—10 ; Dialogue  and Tradition:  The Challenge  of Con-
temporary Judeo- Christian Thought  (Ne w York , 1971) , 569-88 ; an d Jewish 
Identity in  an Age of  Ideologies (Ne w York , 1978) , 368-98 . 
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13 
WHO WE ARE 

EVERY HISTORI C communit y establishe s it s specifi c characte r b y 
reflecting o n thre e aspect s o f it s life—it s self-image , it s attitud e t o th e 
universal value s o f culture an d religion , it s posture towar d othe r group s 
and humanit y generally . Naturally , thes e phase s o f cultur e interac t an d 
affect on e another . But , a s a  rul e i t i s eas y enoug h t o stud y the m 
separately. 

In th e cas e o f th e Jewis h people , eac h o f th e thre e orientation s o f 
collective consciousnes s i s problematic. 

The relationshi p o f th e Jewis h peopl e t o Go d wa s affirme d t o b e 
unique b y th e Jews themselve s an d i n th e Christia n world . Thei r meta -
physical status was believed t o be inheren t i n thei r ethnicit y an d destiny , 
and i t wa s irrevocable . Naturally , th e self-imag e o f Jewish peopl e an d 
their attitud e t o thei r neighbor s wer e determine d i n larg e par t b y thi s 
dogma o f the Chose n People . 

It i s commonl y asserte d tha t i n Jewis h life , ther e i s n o distinctio n 
between nationalit y an d religion . Bu t Jewis h thinker s coul d no t b e 
unaware o f the dividin g line betwee n thes e tw o categories . Th e major -
ity o f the Jewish peopl e live d i n th e Christia n world , wher e thi s line o f 
demarcation wa s carve d ou t throug h centurie s i n blood y revolution s 
and civi l wars . Th e movemen t o f Jewish peopl e fro m th e peripher y o f 
western Europea n lif e t o it s cente r depende d upo n an d coincide d wit h 
the progressiv e separatio n o f church an d state . I n countrie s o f the ancien 
regime, Jew s coul d onl y b e heretic s an d pariahs . Religiou s hostilit y 
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overflowed ofte n enoug h int o th e categorie s o f nationality an d race . I n 
Spain, th e theor y o f limpieza  wa s evolved . I t asserte d tha t Jewis h 
"blood" wa s corrupted b y centurie s o f unbelief. Thi s deca y o f religiou s 
bias into racis t contempt wa s foreshadowed b y the belief, which preach -
ers rea d int o th e Ne w Testamen t sinc e th e secon d century , tha t th e 
Jewish peopl e ha d bee n "rejected " b y th e Suprem e Being , fo r havin g 
failed t o recogniz e thei r Savior . Weake r an d les s dogmati c version s o f 
this dogm a persiste d int o th e twentiet h centur y i n al l th e land s o f 
Europe. I t wa s widel y believe d tha t th e Jew wa s separate d fro m Chris -
tian societ y b y a  metaphysica l barrier . I n additio n t o th e categorie s o f 
race, nationalit y an d religion , whic h distinguishe d othe r group s fro m 
one another , th e Je w bor e th e stigmat a o f a  specia l mystery , com -
pounded o f both a  blessing and a  curse, the grac e o f chosenness an d th e 
doom o f rejection . Th e metaphysica l gul f which se t th e Jews apar t wa s 
encrusted i n th e cours e o f tim e wit h man y an d divers e canards , whic h 
formed th e mytholog y o f Antisemitism. 

A mirror-imag e o f thi s comple x o f myth s an d fantasie s ha s ofte n 
bedeviled th e self-consciousnes s o f th e Jewish people . Th e Jewish self -
image wa s a t time s lifte d ou t o f the complexitie s o f history an d viewe d 
as i f Jews wer e a  "peopl e tha t dwell s alon e an d i s no t counte d amon g 
the nations " (Number s 23:9) . I t does not merel y cheris h a  specific bod y 
of belief s an d practices . I t occupie s a  uniqu e status , i n relatio n t o 
Providence, an d in respec t o f all the nation s o f the world . 

Collectivities ar e victims o f vanity eve n mor e tha n individuals , an d i t 
is easier for th e former t o mask their pride in the adornment o f idealism 
than i t is for th e latter . Onc e a  tradition ha s taken roo t whic h appeal s t o 
the idealis m o f people a s wel l a s t o thei r self-love , i t become s exceed -
ingly difficul t t o disentangl e th e thread s an d t o restor e th e origina l stat e 
of normalcy . 

JEWISH IMAG E I N PAS T AN D PRESEN T 

In m y book , Jewish Identity  in  an  Age of  Ideologies,  I  trace d th e divers e 
changes i n th e Jewis h imag e an d self-imag e tha t resulte d fro m th e 
movements o f thought i n th e moder n world . 

So centra l was the Jewish heritag e t o the history o f the western worl d 
that ever y chang e i n th e intellectua l climat e o f Europe implie d a  subtl e 
alteration i n th e imag e o f the Jew, fo r bette r o r fo r worse . Theolog y i n 
the mos t genera l sens e wa s lon g th e "quee n o f th e sciences" , an d a 
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unique positio n i n theolog y le d t o specia l consequence s whe n i n th e 
last tw o centurie s theologie s evolve d int o ideologies . Ever y ne w visio n 
of societ y influence d th e characte r o f th e Jewish imag e an d th e natur e 
of Jewish identity , whethe r i t was a  new understandin g o f nationality, o r 
of socia l justice, o r o f th e cours e o f worl d history , o r o f th e natur e o f 
evolution, o r o f the interpretatio n o f Holy Scriptures ; every upheava l i n 
thought an d societ y affecte d th e concep t o f the Jewish people . Still , th e 
more th e Jewish imag e changed , th e mor e i t remained th e same , in tha t 
it retaine d reference s t o ancien t stereotype s an d th e resonanc e o f fol k 
mythologies. 

Is this situation likel y to continu e int o th e distan t future? N o on e ca n 
answer thi s questio n wit h dogmati c certainty . Th e contemporar y scen e 
has been radicall y altere d by the followin g sea-changes : 

First, th e vas t majorit y o f Jewish peopl e no w liv e i n Nort h Americ a 
and in Israel . The America n stat e i s based o n th e principle o f individua l 
citizenship, with no specia l privileges being granted t o any ethnic group . 
The ideolog y o f American nationalis m embrace s al l its citizens , regard -
less o f race , colo r o r creed . Naturally , th e actua l lif e o f th e America n 
people doe s no t alway s correspond perfectl y wit h it s ideal vision. Ther e 
have alway s bee n som e island s o f exception , i f no t exclusion , i n th e 
American ideology—notabl y i n th e cas e o f th e America n Indian , th e 
Negro, th e Mexica n an d others . But , th e officia l ideolog y i s the domi -
nant forc e i n America n life , determinin g th e mai n current s o f it s cul -
ture. Her e i s a  nation tha t appreciate s an d celebrate s th e divers e ethni c 
components whic h generate d it . S o stron g i s it s unit y i n la w an d 
culture tha t it s pluralisti c heritag e ca n onl y reinforc e it s solidarit y an d 
its message t o mankind . 

The securit y o f Israe l i s no w include d withi n th e rang e o f vita l 
interests o f America . Whil e politica l alignment s ma y b e changed , th e 
Israeli allianc e wit h th e Unite d State s appear s t o b e firm  an d enduring . 
Even i f America an d Israe l should g o thei r separat e way s in th e unfore -
seen future , Israe l i s quit e abl e t o defen d itsel f agains t it s enemies . 
Furthermore, Israel' s dependenc e upo n America n economi c an d mili -
tary hel p serve s t o cemen t th e relationshi p betwee n America n Jewr y 
and Israel . America n Jews fee l tha t i t i s thei r dut y t o interpre t Israe l t o 
America an d America t o Israel . 

Second, th e Christia n worl d i s engage d i n a  basi c transformatio n o f 
its view o f th e Jewish people . Sinc e th e Secon d Worl d Wa r ther e hav e 
appeared som e fifty  declaration s o n Jew s an d Judaism , whic h hav e 
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reversed th e traditiona l "teachin g o f contempt " o f Judaism, an d se t a 
new polic y o f appreciatio n o f th e Jewis h heritage . Th e effect s o f th e 
new educationa l approac h wil l b e fel t i n th e future , thoug h histor y 
teaches us that occasiona l reverses may stil l be expected . 

In a  societ y s o vas t an d diverse , w e canno t expec t t o se e sudde n 
transformations. Tradition s o f evi l a s of goodnes s posses s a  momentu m 
that i s roughl y proportionat e t o thei r ag e an d ubiquity . But , o n th e 
highest levels there is now a  fresh sensitivit y to the horrors o f Antisemit-
ism whic h ar e laten t i n th e histor y o f wester n society . Hopefully , th e 
memory o f the Holocaus t wil l not easil y be pu t ou t o f mind . 

Third, i n th e land s o f Centra l Europe , wher e Antisemitis m wa s a n 
endemic mass-religion , ther e ar e fe w o r n o Jews. I n Poland , Rumania , 
Hungary an d i n th e smalle r contiguou s states , th e Holocaus t lef t onl y 
stray remnants, abandone d cemeterie s an d mute monuments . Tha t area , 
extending fro m th e Balti c state s t o th e shore s o f th e Blac k Sea , wa s a t 
one tim e th e heartlan d o f the Jews o f the world , an d th e fertil e sourc e 
of mass-emigration. Ou t o f it Jewish people , bearer s o f Yiddish cultur e 
and traditiona l loyalties , flowed  fo r centurie s westwar d an d t o th e land s 
of th e Ne w World . I t wa s als o th e hom e an d cente r o f economi c 
Antisemitism, wit h th e ancien t heritag e o f hatre d bein g buttresse d b y 
the desperat e pressur e o f a n impoverishe d peasantr y ben t o n acquirin g 
positions i n th e urba n centers , where Jews had long been entrenched . 

Fourth, th e mythologica l componen t o f Antisemitis m wa s give n 
some plausibilit y by the pre-Israe l image o f the Jew a s an individua l an d 
the Jewish peopl e a s a  collectivity . A s individuals , Jews appeare d t o b e 
uprooted, detache d fro m th e soil , shallow , skeptica l an d critical . I n th e 
eyes o f th e recentl y urbanize d masses , barel y a  generatio n awa y fro m 
plows an d pigs , Jews seeme d t o b e foreig n invaders , barrin g thei r wa y 
to progress . Jew s wer e see n b y th e uproote d peasant s a s unnatura l 
people, "cit y slickers" , eking ou t a  living by tricks an d deceptions . 

As a  collectivity , Jews wer e see n a s a  ghostly phenomenon , a  peopl e 
landless and helpless , a  "pariah"-people, cowardl y an d self-centered . 

The emergenc e o f the stat e o f Israe l serve d t o cas t thes e image s int o 
the dust-bi n o f th e past . I n Israel , th e Jew s prove d themselve s t o b e 
superb farmer s an d excellen t soldiers . The y hav e take n thei r plac e i n 
the concer t o f nations, with th e plo w an d wit h th e sword . The y ar e n o 
longer a  "wandering " people , homeles s an d helpless , bu t a  peopl e o f 
flesh and blood, o f passion an d pride, altogethe r human . 
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THE EMERGENC E O F ANTI-ZIONIS M 

Strange ar e th e way s o f history . Whe n ol d movement s disintegrate , 
some o f thei r momentu m i s take n ove r b y ne w ideologies . Antisemit -
ism, nurture d unde r th e auspice s o f Christianit y fo r centuries , erupte d 
with volcani c forc e i n th e nineteent h centur y unde r th e aegi s o f secula r 
ideologies—chiefly romanti c nationalism , Utopia n socialism , Germani c 
historicism an d Nietzschea n glorificatio n o f power . 

In th e las t decades , th e ideolog y o f Anti-Zionis m ha s begu n t o 
assume th e momentu m o f Antisemitism , especiall y i n th e Musli m an d 
Third Worl d countries . Thi s phenomeno n ma y wel l preoccup y Jewis h 
leaders i n th e future , fo r th e Musli m worl d i s rising lik e a  giant wh o i s 
slowly waking u p an d shakin g of f the cobweb s o f sleep. 

Anti-Zionism i s far mor e tha n a  rational expressio n o f antagonism t o 
this o r tha t polic y o f the stat e o f Israel , o r eve n t o it s very existence . I n 
certain countries , Anti-Zionis m ma y b e use d a s a  "cod e word " fo r th e 
old socia l diseas e o f Antisemitism, bu t i t i s essentiall y a  new phenome -
non. Th e U.N . resolutio n equatin g Zionis m an d racis m i s a  seriou s 
danger-signal, a n attemp t t o launc h a  world-crusade . I n th e lon g run , 
the significan t aspec t o f Anti-Zionis m i s th e mytholog y i n whic h i t i s 
enveloped. 

Israel is viewed throug h a  distorting lens and see n a s a titanic forc e o f 
global dimensions , siniste r an d eve n satanic . I t i s no t examine d i n it s 
true proportion s a s a  smal l stat e strugglin g t o surviv e i n a  crue l world , 
but i t i s viewed "throug h a  glass darkly" a s the ti p o f a  mighty mystery , 
a monstrou s "conspiracy " o f th e industria l democracie s t o captur e an d 
conquer th e underdevelope d world . Th e myt h o f the "Protocol s o f th e 
Elders o f Zion" i s taking new shap e in th e mind s o f millions. 

When Jacob o Timmerman , edito r o f a  dail y i n Bueno s Aires , wa s 
kidnapped b y right-win g terrorist s an d interrogate d b y arm y leader s h e 
was aske d thre e questions—"Ar e yo u a  Jew?" "Ar e yo u a  Zionist? " 
"Are you par t o f the Zionis t Conspiracy? " H e replie d i n th e affirmativ e 
to eac h o f the questions . I n hi s view, hi s affirmativ e answe r t o th e thir d 
question save d hi s life , fo r th e Argentinia n general s though t the y coul d 
use him fo r a  show-trial . 

To us , th e amazin g phenomeno n i s th e concer n o f Argentinia n 
nationalists wit h a  "Zionis t conspiracy" . Ho w man y live s doe s a  myt h 
have?—How dee p an d dar k i s the fantasti c credulit y o f thos e wh o ar e 
suspicious o f all intellectuals! 
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Anti-Zionism doe s hav e a  "religious " basis , no t onl y i n Musli m bu t 
also in Christia n countries . There , the impetu s o f popular prejudice an d 
medieval myth s i s likel y t o persis t eve n whe n th e highe r echelon s o f 
leadership hav e arrive d a t a  more human e an d progressiv e position . T o 
be sure , eve n i n Protestan t countries , pro-Zionis t sentimen t wa s ofte n 
inhibited, especiall y i n libera l circles , bu t a s a  genera l rule , Zionis m i n 
England an d America enjoye d widesprea d support . 

In hi s carefu l stud y o f "Vatica n Diplomac y an d th e Jew s durin g 
the Holocaust , 1939-1943 " (Ne w York , 1980) , Fathe r John E  Morle y 
writes: 

"According to Maglione, Catholics all over the world looked to Palestine 
as a sacred land because i t was the birthplace o f Christianity. If , however , 
Palestine wer e t o becom e predominantl y Jewish , the n Catholi c piet y 
would be offended an d Catholic s would be understandably anxiou s as to 
whether the y coul d continu e t o peacefull y enjo y thei r histori c right s 
over the holy places", (p . 93) 

This attitud e wa s doubtles s reinforce d b y th e vagu e feelin g tha t th e 
reconstitution o f th e Jewish stat e woul d und o th e belie f tha t Jerusale m 
was destroyed i n punishment fo r th e crucifixio n o f Jesus. 

However, wit h th e passag e o f time , th e stat e o f Israe l ha s bee n 
gaining in acceptance by nearly al l Christian nationa l organizations . Th e 
theological traditio n o f th e Christia n worl d contain s th e prophecie s o f 
the Hebre w Scripture s a s well as the opinion s o f the Churc h Fathers . I t 
is therefor e natura l fo r Christian s t o associat e th e Hol y Lan d wit h th e 
Jewish people . Also , in th e fac e o f an Islami c resurgence , Christian s ar e 
likely t o becom e mor e awar e o f thei r kinshi p wit h th e Judaic heritage . 
Theological doctrine s ar e no t immun e t o change s induce d b y th e grea t 
events o f history. 

Furthermore, Israe l wa s bor n i n respons e t o basi c huma n need s an d 
by th e freel y expresse d vot e o f a n internationa l body , th e Assembl y o f 
the Unite d Nations . I t wa s therefor e a n all-huma n achievement , a n 
attempt b y th e famil y o f nation s t o provid e som e reparatio n fo r th e 
horrendous crime s o f th e Holocaust . Christia n nation s share d i n th e 
burden o f guilt fo r th e crime s o f Germany, becaus e the y participated i n 
the millenia l teachin g o f contemp t fo r Jews. Hence , a  specia l glo w o f 
idealism illuminate d th e imag e o f the Jewish state . The sacrificia l devo -
tion o f Jewish peopl e al l ove r th e worl d wa s reinforce d b y th e hig h 
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regard o f the wester n world . No r wa s thi s attitud e confine d t o a n elit e 
of moralists . Th e commo n peopl e o f th e Wes t wer e wo n ove r b y th e 
spectacle o f a  largel y Europea n peopl e beatin g bac k th e invasio n o f 
hordes o f enemies , wh o wer e non-Europea n an d non-Christian . I n th e 
successive war s o f 1948 , 1956 , 196 7 an d 1973 , th e decisiv e victorie s o f 
Israel contrasted starkl y with th e globa l retreat o f European nation s fro m 
their colonia l stronghold s i n Asia and Africa . Whil e th e British , French , 
Dutch an d Portugues e withdre w fro m thei r colonies , th e Jew s drov e 
home th e lesso n o f Europe's supremac y i n industr y an d science . By th e 
same token , Israe l becam e th e might y symbo l an d cuttin g edg e o f 
western imperialism , i n th e eye s of Arabs an d Thir d Worl d nations . 

The negativ e imag e o f Arab s i n th e wester n worl d wa s exacerbate d 
by thei r militar y defeats , thei r seemingl y hopeles s impoverishmen t an d 
their politica l ineptitude . Israeli s had com e t o fee l tha t i f they mus t hav e 
enemies, the y wer e fortunat e tha t thei r enemie s wer e Arabs—fanatical , 
incompetent, mostl y illiterat e an d tor n b y parochial loyalties . 

However, th e wa r o f '7 3 demonstrate d tha t a  radica l chang e ha d 
taken place . The wa r coincide d wit h th e emergenc e o f OPEC a s an all -
powerful facto r i n th e econom y o f th e West . Suddenly , th e Ara b cas e 
acquired immens e internationa l weight . Th e wheel s o f industry , i t 
turned out , coul d grin d t o a  hal t a t th e pleasur e o f Arabs . I t becam e 
equally clea r tha t th e Palestinia n Arab s wer e n o longe r ignoran t peas -
ants, bu t tha t th e childre n o f th e fellahin,  herde d i n wretche d camp s 
which wer e se t u p afte r th e war s o f '4 8 an d '67 , ha d becom e college -
trained executive s an d engineers . Aide d b y scholarship s fro m th e oil -
rich countries , th e youn g me n an d wome n fro m th e refuge e camp s 
filled th e campuse s o f American universities , a s graduate students , spe -
cializing i n oi l technolog y an d petrochemica l studies . Man y o f th e 
young Palestinian s penetrate d int o crucia l position s withi n som e o f th e 
oil-states. The y acquire d powerfu l leverag e o n th e internationa l scene . 
Yet, thei r newl y wo n affluenc e di d no t coo l thei r nationalisti c ardor , 
and thei r sense of having been wronged . O n th e contrary , the y nurture d 
the ange r an d anguis h o f thei r peopl e i n th e refuge e camp s an d wher -
ever the y wer e dispersed . Th e growt h o f Ara b nationalis m coul d n o 
longer be disregarde d b y the statesme n o f the industria l democracies . 

To b e sure , a  widel y disperse d people , lik e th e Arabs , ma y tak e 
several generation s t o attai n th e unifyin g mentalit y o f a nation. Politica l 
intrigues an d conflictin g ambitions , alon g wit h riva l sectaria n suspi -
cions, ar e likely to frustrat e thi s goal , time an d again . But , a s in th e cas e 
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of nineteenth-centur y Ital y an d Germany , th e nationa l idea l become s 
steadily more an d mor e irresistible . 

We mus t als o tak e not e o f th e fac t tha t th e mora l imag e o f Israe l 
declined a t th e ver y tim e whe n th e Ara b cas e gaine d i n credibilit y an d 
power. Th e increasin g nervousnes s o f th e Israel i government , th e anx -
ious hast e t o establis h ne w settlement s i n th e mids t o f Ara b lands , th e 
rough tactic s use d t o suppres s Ara b demonstrations—al l thes e factor s 
helped t o remov e th e aur a o f mora l greatnes s fro m th e caus e o f Israel . 
"The hous e o f Israel" had become "lik e al l the nations" . 

DILEMMA O F AMERICA N JEWIS H LEADERSHI P 

With th e Jewish stat e besiege d b y enemie s an d perpetuall y i n nee d o f 
financial hel p an d moral-politica l support , th e leader s o f America n 
Jewry wer e impelle d t o cente r thei r collectiv e effort s o n ai d t o Israel . 
Even whil e th e ol d rhetori c o f Jewry a s a  religious communit y contin -
ued t o b e used , th e substanc e o f Jewish loyalt y insensibl y shifte d fro m 
the pole o f religion t o tha t o f nationality . 

The need s o f Israel fighting fo r it s life wer e necessaril y ranke d ahea d 
of any other concern . 

Only o n rar e occasion s d o America n Jewish leader s tak e a n indepen -
dent attitude , i n keepin g wit h thei r human e traditio n o f philanthropy . 
The Sovie t Jews , wh o refus e t o settl e i n Israe l an d elec t t o g o t o 
America an d th e West , continu e a t thi s writin g t o receiv e ai d fro m 
American Jews . N o on e ca n tel l ho w lon g th e presen t situatio n wil l 
last—whether onl y a  smal l trickl e o f emigratio n wil l b e allowed , 
whether th e Soviet s wil l use thei r power t o affec t th e situatio n on e wa y 
or the other , whether American Jews will continue t o put the individua l 
rights o f men an d women abov e the manpowe r need s o f Israel. 

Jewish leadershi p i n Americ a toda y i s i n nee d o f mor e subtlet y an d 
sophistication tha n eve r before . I t mus t no t allo w a  temporar y an d 
partial coincidenc e o f interest s t o distor t it s awarenes s o f it s endurin g 
allies and antagonists . Traditionally , America n Jews enjoye d th e suppor t 
of th e liberal s i n politic s an d i n religion . Bu t i n th e cas e o f Israel , th e 
support o f the liberals was always qualified. The y coul d sympathize wit h 
Jewish need s and , whe n Israe l was established , the y coul d welcom e th e 
Jewish stat e a s a n all y o f th e democracies . But , thi s sympath y wa s 
counterbalanced an d limite d b y th e pligh t o f th e Palestinia n refugees . 
As th e mora l claim s o f th e Palestinian s wer e pushe d t o th e foregroun d 
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by th e commercia l pressure s o f th e oil-ric h countries , a  paradoxica l 
situation developed . Liberal s an d Fundamentalist s change d place s vis-a -
vis Israel . 

The liberals , traditiona l friend s o f th e Jews , bega n t o tempe r thei r 
enthusiasm fo r th e Jewis h state , whic h the y sa w a s a  regressiv e force , 
that migh t becom e on e da y th e flash-poin t o f anothe r war . Th e futur e 
must b e base d o n state s grantin g equa l right s t o al l citizens , no t o n th e 
presumed right s o f nation s an d thei r collectiv e histori c rights . O n th e 
other hand , th e religiou s Fundamentalist s an d politica l Conservatives , 
previously hostil e t o Jews a s unbelievers , humanist s an d socia l progres -
sives, no w joine d th e advocate s o f a n aggressiv e anti-Sovie t posture , 
hailing Israe l a s a  militar y outpos t o n th e battlefron t agains t Commu -
nism. Th e possibilit y o f a n all-ou t wa r doe s no t faz e them , sinc e thei r 
apocalyptic vie w o f history anticipate s a n Armageddon. So , the preach -
ers o f "Christia n politics" , "Christia n Yello w Pages " an d a  "Christia n 
America" ar e a t thi s momen t i n favo r o f a  "strong " Israel . A t th e sam e 
time, th e libera l minister s o f th e mainlin e churches , whos e staunc h 
opposition t o Antisemitis m i s unquestioned, becam e skeptica l an d eve n 
resentful o f the "expansionist " claim s o f Israel . 

This paradoxica l reversa l o f roles may be onl y temporary . I n an y case , 
it mus t no t b e countere d b y stultifyin g slogans , suc h a s "Zionis m i s 
Judaism", o r "Anti-Zionis m i s Antisemitism" . 

Once a n idea l ha s becom e a  politica l reality , i t canno t b e protecte d 
by th e immaculat e banne r o f supernatura l grace . Th e Ayatolla h Kho -
meini ha s reminded u s all of the sa d truth tha t when religio n burst s int o 
the politica l arena , i t become s subjec t t o th e distortion s o f chauvinism , 
the limitations o f earthly politics an d th e corruptio n o f earthly instincts . 
No peopl e ha s suffered mor e tha n th e Jews from th e unnatura l unio n o f 
politics and religion . Indeed , i t has been th e glor y o f historic Judaism t o 
put i n questio n th e claim s o f shee r power , an d t o ran k th e la w o f Go d 
above al l the law s of states and thei r rulers . Th e Jewish peopl e emerge d 
upon th e stag e o f history , dedicate d t o th e tas k o f becoming a  blessin g 
"to al l the familie s o f the earth " (Genesi s 12:2) . 

Of course , i t i s possibl e t o criticiz e thi s o r tha t polic y o f a n Israel i 
government, withou t indictin g eithe r Judaism o r th e Jews o f the world , 
and vic e versa . Thi s poin t nee d hardl y b e argued . But , w e mus t ac -
knowledge tha t i n practice , a  resolut e polic y o f Anti-Zionis m may , i f 
sustained ove r a  perio d o f time , tur n int o th e drippin g veno m o f 
Antisemitism. Anti-Zionist s ma y see k allie s b y revivin g th e ol d myth s 
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of a Jewish conspiracy ; also , they ma y see k t o pu t Jews i n th e industria l 
democracies o n th e defensiv e b y awakenin g th e slumberin g demon s o f 
Antisemitism. Jewis h leader s ma y als o assis t unwittingl y i n thi s tragi c 
train o f event s by thei r uncritica l suppor t o f an aggressiv e Israel i polic y 
For example , th e clai m tha t th e Wes t Ban k belong s t o Israe l becaus e 
"God gav e i t t o us " invite s th e injectio n int o worl d politic s o f ancien t 
mythologies, b y Muslim s a s wel l a s b y Christians . An d th e occasiona l 
efforts o f Jewish leader s i n th e fre e countrie s t o pu t th e caus e o f Israe l 
above al l other consideration s o f the nationa l interest canno t but awake n 
the resentmen t o f th e fre e nations . Th e reasonin g o f th e widel y re -
spected U.S . Senato r Charle s McMathia s i n hi s articl e o n th e distortio n 
of American polic y b y th e pressur e o f ethni c group s i s a  cas e i n poin t 
(Foreign Affairs, Spring 1982) . 

More tha n a  centur y ago , Le o Pinske r attribute d th e internationa l 
pathology o f Antisemitism t o th e homelessnes s o f the Jewish people . A 
landless peopl e acquire s a  ghostl y qualit y i n th e eye s o f th e populace . 
And peopl e fea r ghosts . With th e emergenc e o f Israel, this source o f the 
Antisemitic mytholog y i s no w blocked . But , w e ma y wel l se e a  ne w 
kind o f Antisemitism base d o n th e myt h o f a Zion-centered peopl e tha t 
keeps apar t fro m th e nation s whil e manipulatin g an d distortin g thei r 
policies. I n questio n i s no t th e ol d bugabo o o f "dua l loyalty " bu t o f a 
singular, meta-historica l loyalt y t o Israel , a  mystique tha t transcend s al l 
national loyalties . 

The formatio n o f th e Jewis h stat e occurre d unde r specia l circum -
stances, when hundred s o f thousands o f refugees crowde d th e camp s o f 
Europe. At tha t time , th e nee d o f a "haven o f refuge" fo r Jews was clea r 
and pressing . Th e discomfor t an d displacemen t o f Palestinia n Arab s 
seemed i n huma n term s bu t a  small price t o pa y for th e solutio n o f th e 
Jewish tragedy . Th e year s o f "th e ingatherin g o f exiles " generate d 
additional momentu m an d led t o th e evacuatio n o f Jews from Ara b an d 
some European lands . The cas e of Soviet Jewry was more problematical . 
A larg e numbe r o f Russia n Jews fee l tha t i n th e Sovie t worl d the y ar e 
not allowe d t o become eithe r "goo d Russians " o r "goo d Jews". O n th e 
other hand , th e masse s o f Russia n Jewr y ar e largel y assimilated . Afte r 
more tha n a  decad e o f mass-emigration, th e numbe r o f Jews i n Russi a 
is onl y slightl y diminished . Also , mos t o f th e emigrant s prefe r t o settl e 
in th e countrie s o f th e wester n world . I t i s freedo m an d th e wester n 
style o f living tha t the y priz e s o highly , rathe r tha n th e lif e an d cultur e 
of Israel. 
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Once Zionis m i s perceive d a s n o longe r answerin g a  grea t huma n 
need, i t i s questionable whethe r man y nation s would ran k th e national -
istic ideals o f American Jews abov e the basi c human right s o f an indige -
nous population t o dwel l securely i n th e lan d i n which the y wer e born . 

The tas k o f Diaspora Jewry i s to hel p Israe l acquir e fres h dimension s 
of moral an d cultura l greatness . With th e ai d o f the Diaspora , Israe l ca n 
attain ne w height s o f achievemen t tha t wil l b e meaningfu l t o al l me n 
and wome n o f good-will . I n th e fiel d o f interreligiou s understanding , 
Israel can become th e natura l cente r fo r basi c studies and cultura l events , 
celebrating th e plura l truth s o f th e thre e grea t religion s o f th e West . I n 
the fiel d o f intercultural fraternity , th e groundwor k i s already laid , sinc e 
people fro m 5 0 differen t land s ar e livin g i n Israel . I n th e field  o f 
scientific researc h an d development , th e greates t natura l resourc e i s th e 
human brai n an d th e resolv e t o appl y i t t o th e solutio n o f huma n 
problems. 

Hemmed i n o n al l sides, the ope n frontie r fo r Israe l i s the domai n o f 
intellectual an d cultura l greatness . I f this horizon i s explored, Israe l ma y 
yet regai n th e adulatio n o f th e fre e worl d an d demonstrat e t o th e ne w 
nations o f th e worl d tha t i t i s throug h th e hig h road s o f cultur e tha t a 
nation attain s it s place i n th e sun . 

In Franc e an d i n Argentina , a  new kin d o f Antisemitism i s raising it s 
head. I f Israe l doe s no t gai n peace , an d doe s no t regai n it s mora l 
prestige, i t i s likel y t o becom e th e sourc e o f a  vil e mytholog y i n th e 
lands o f Islam primarily, bu t als o in th e countrie s o f the West . 

How shal l w e dea l wit h thi s danger , especiall y a s i t i s now barel y " a 
cloud, th e siz e o f a mans hand " o n th e easter n horizon ? 

While w e canno t pla n th e detail s o f ou r strateg y i n advance , w e ca n 
sharpen ou r intellectua l perceptio n o f the choice s confrontin g u s a t an y 
point. W e ca n lear n t o recogniz e ou r self-mythification , a s i t aros e i n 
history an d provide d th e tar , whic h mad e th e feather s o f mytholog y 
cling t o ou r image . W e ca n not e ho w th e biblica l claim s o f singularit y 
and uniquenes s wer e twiste d int o weapon s whic h wer e turne d agains t 
us. We ca n learn t o repudiat e th e seductiv e fantasie s o f self-glorificatio n 
and confron t rationall y an d humanel y th e problem s tha t troubl e us . W e 
can learn t o build bridges o f understanding wit h ou r Christia n brothers , 
and, possibl y also , our Musli m brothers . 
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SEGREGATION: TH E ROA D 
TO TH E FUTUR E 

IN O U R FAST-MOVIN G worl d on e mus t b e inordinatel y clairvoyan t 
or narrowly fanatica l t o ris k an y predictions concernin g th e future . Th e 
Jewish situatio n anywher e i n th e worl d i s always sensitive t o a  variety o f 
social pressures an d t o th e shiftin g wind s o f the spiritua l climate . Ther e 
is scarcely a  social phenomenon o n th e internationa l scen e tha t doe s no t 
in som e wa y affec t th e balanc e o f force s determinin g th e statu s an d 
hopes o f world Jewry. O n an y rationa l basis , i t i s possible fo r u s t o tak e 
account o f presentl y visibl e factor s onl y an d t o admi t tha t al l ou r 
conclusions ar e tentative , fo r i f the pas t i s any indicatio n o f th e future , 
the eve n cours e o f human event s is likely to be interrupte d b y treacher -
ous curve s an d hairpi n turns . 

If there i s on e predictio n tha t w e ma y hazar d concernin g th e futur e 
of America n Jewry , i t i s negativ e i n character . W e ma y assum e wit h 
little fea r o f contradictio n tha t th e America n Jewis h communit y wil l 
not be monolithic, culturall y o r religiously, or even of relatively unifor m 
texture. Th e fre e atmospher e o f Americ a make s i t possibl e fo r an y 
group o f Jewish people , howeve r small , t o cultivat e it s ow n ideolog y 
and t o buil d u p institution s devote d t o it s perpetuation . No r mus t w e 
forget tha t ideologie s ar e i n th e final  analysi s reflection s o f certai n 
temperaments o r characte r configurations , s o tha t an y wa y o f thinkin g 
or livin g tha t i s sociall y effectiv e i s probabl y embrace d i n respons e t o 
certain psychi c needs . Th e thre e majo r interpretation s o f th e Jewis h 
faith—Orthodoxy, Conservatism , an d Reform—hav e endure d lon g 
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enough fo r u s t o recogniz e tha t the y correspon d i n man y instance s t o 
specific characte r types . I t i s no t difficul t t o discove r th e spring s o f 
character an d block s o f experienc e tha t mak e fo r a  militan t Jewis h 
nationalism, o n th e on e hand , o r a  hystericall y precipitou s assimila -
tionism, o n th e othe r hand . 

But whil e America n societ y allow s fo r th e profusio n o f variet y i n 
marginal area s an d fring e situations , i t als o favor s th e emergenc e an d 
dominance o f certai n standar d types . A  massiv e mainstrea m flows 
mightily i n th e center , whil e man y interestin g eddie s for m alon g th e 
uneven banks . Al l student s o f America n society , fro m Tocquevill e t o 
Commager, concu r i n th e recognitio n o f a distinctively American char -
acter an d o f a  widel y pervasiv e pressur e t o confor m t o tha t type . 
Assuming a  simila r developmen t i n th e cas e o f th e Jewish community , 
we ca n forese e th e eventua l dominanc e o f certai n Jewis h type s an d 
attitudes. Whil e al l kind s o f exoti c combination s ma y continu e t o 
flourish o n th e sidelines , th e standar d Jewish personalit y o f th e futur e 
is eve n no w bein g fashione d b y th e intangibl e realitie s o f America n 
society. 

By th e standar d Jew w e mea n no t th e typica l Jew, who represent s th e 
statistical averag e o f al l measurable qualities , bu t th e personalit y patter n 
that th e typica l Jew seek s t o approximate . Th e community , i n al l it s 
institutions an d in it s multifarious dynamism , i s nothing bu t th e shado w 
of the standar d Jew, reflectin g th e contour s o f his values and th e pla y o f 
loyalties within hi s personality . 

In thi s essay , I  propos e t o show , first,  tha t th e dominan t Jewis h 
personality o f the futur e wil l identif y himsel f mor e intimatel y wit h th e 
American peopl e tha n Jews hav e eve r befor e succeede d i n doing , sec -
ond, tha t thi s developmen t i s likel y t o eventuat e i n th e paradoxica l 
situation wher e bot h th e current s awa y fro m an d towar d Judaism wil l 
be immensel y accelerated ; third , tha t i n th e foreseeabl e futur e Jewis h 
faith an d cultur e wil l attai n unprecedente d height s o f achievement eve n 
as the floodwaters  o f assimilation ris e menacingly . 

To appreciat e th e pla y o f forces withi n th e Jewish community , w e hav e 
to accor d du e weigh t t o it s comparativ e youthfulness . Whil e twenty -
three Jews landed i n Ne w Amsterda m thre e hundre d year s ago , the vas t 
majority o f American Jews are sons and daughter s o f recent immigrants . 
With a  tota l populatio n o f onl y a  quarte r millio n i n 1880 , whe n th e 
mass migratio n o f Russia n Jew s wa s begun , w e ma y readil y calculat e 
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that onl y 1 0 percent o f ou r communit y ca n clai m a  residence o f mor e 
than two generations . To be sure , the minority o f early settlers did enjo y 
the hegemon y o f leadershi p dow n t o th e first  hal f o f th e twentiet h 
century b y reaso n o f it s superio r wealt h an d culture . Bu t onl y th e 
lingering remnant s o f thi s predominanc e ar e i n evidenc e today , wit h 
the policie s o f th e Jewish communit y reflectin g eve r mor e clearl y th e 
sentiments an d conviction s o f th e descendant s o f th e Eas t Europea n 
immigrants. Her e an d there , especiall y i n philanthropi c circles , th e 
impetus o f the olde r type o f leadership i s still felt, bu t i n the communit y 
as a  whole , th e prevailin g spiri t i s tha t o f a  huma n mas s tha t ha s bu t 
recently com e int o it s own . 

In ever y domai n o f activit y withi n th e Jewish community , tradition s 
are stil l fluid  an d uncertain . I n th e spher e o f religion , th e Orthodo x 
leaders ar e mos t painfull y awar e tha t thei r adherent s hav e no t ye t full y 
absorbed th e tota l impac t o f the America n environment . Thei r greates t 
authorities ar e me n wh o thin k an d spea k i n Yiddish ; thei r typica l 
institutions ar e conceive d i n th e ambitio n t o slo w dow n th e ponderou s 
processes o f acculturation ; thei r typica l follower s ar e stil l th e me n an d 
women o f th e "ol d country " o r thei r immediat e descendants . Th e 
Conservative movemen t owe s it s ver y existenc e t o th e convictio n tha t 
American Judais m i s onl y no w beginnin g t o emerge ; hence , it s avi d 
search fo r ne w patterns , it s bol d experimentalism , an d it s fait h i n th e 
creative geniu s o f the people . Th e Refor m movemen t o f today turn s it s 
back upo n it s ow n classica l tradition s i n it s eagernes s t o kee p abreas t o f 
the surging current s in Jewish life . 

In th e communit y generally , ther e i s hardl y an y activit y tha t i s no t 
secretly questione d eve n b y it s mos t arden t supporters . Th e risin g 
generation o f community leader s is beginning to rethink first  principles . 
Does th e settlement-hous e kin d o f activit y stil l mak e sense ? I s a  com -
munity cente r dedicate d t o th e cultivatio n o f "Jewis h culture, " apar t 
from religion , eithe r necessar y o r desirabl e i n th e idea l American com -
munity? Wha t ar e th e reason s fo r th e investmen t o f hug e sum s i n 
"Jewish hospitals" ? Would no t th e Jewish medica l practitioner b e bette r 
served i f Jewish wealt h wer e give n i n equall y generou s measur e t o th e 
great genera l an d universit y hospital s in ever y large city ? 

These an d simila r question s bein g raise d eve r mor e insistentl y i n 
community forum s throughou t th e natio n ar e indicativ e o f a  soul -
searching tha t i s long overdue . I n th e pas t quarte r century , th e need s o f 
Jews abroa d wer e s o overwhelmin g i n scop e an d urgenc y tha t littl e 
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attention an d energ y wer e lef t for  th e consideratio n o f basi c issue s a t 
home. Federation s an d welfar e fund s ar e scarcel y on e generatio n old , 
and they ar e still largely nonideologica l mechanica l fund-raisin g devices , 
held i n lin e b y th e pul l o f th e purs e strings , th e def t manipulatio n o f 
professional managers , an d th e avidit y o f th e nouveaux  riche  for th e 
approval o f th e olde r financia l aristocracy . An y wa y yo u loo k a t it , 
the America n Jewis h communit y i s stil l young , an d it s futur e shap e 
undetermined. 

Two approache s ar e availabl e t o u s a s we see k t o comprehen d th e inne r 
dynamism o f th e emergen t Jewis h community . W e ma y begi n wit h a 
definition o f the Jewish peopl e an d descen d t o a n understandin g o f th e 
situation o f its American portion , arrivin g ultimatel y a t a  representatio n 
of th e individual s makin g u p th e chai n o f Jewish communities . I n thi s 
path, w e shal l be dealin g with controversia l abstractions , long before w e 
come t o grip s wit h reality , an d fac e th e dange r o f losin g ou r wa y i n 
such endles s dispute s a s thos e ragin g roun d th e followin g questions : 
What ar e we— a race , a  nation , a  religion , a  "kith,"  a  "unique " blen d 
of man y elements , a  "frea k o f history, " a  "civilizationa l fossil" ? An d 
what i s th e legitimat e goa l o f ou r grou p vis-a-vis  the genera l commu -
nity? I s i t integratio n o r assimilation ? O r i s it , perchance , a  synthesis o f 
cultural pluralism an d globa l ethnicism ? 

The secon d approac h i s simple r b y fa r and , i n keepin g wit h th e 
inductive metho d o f science, proceeds from th e particular t o the univer -
sal. We begin wit h th e Jewish individua l an d then procee d t o determin e 
which loyaltie s an d ideals , institution s an d practice s ar e likel y t o serv e 
the growt h o f hi s personality , an d whic h entanglement s canno t bu t 
enchain hi m i n a  maze o f contradictions an d confusions . Thi s approac h 
is, moreover , i n consonanc e wit h th e emphasi s o n th e wort h o f th e 
individual, whic h wa s first  projecte d int o worl d affair s durin g th e R e -
naissance, an d whic h achieve d it s greates t triumph s her e i n th e Unite d 
States. I f there i s one qualit y o f thought o r sentimen t tha t i s "character -
istically American, " i t i s precisel y thi s insistenc e o n seein g al l thing s 
from th e standpoin t o f th e individual . A s Professo r Ralp h Perr y pu t i t 
in hi s brilliant stud y o f the American mind : 

"At th e sam e tim e ther e ha s emerge d fro m al l this variet y o f impact s 
a characteristic America n response— a selectiv e respons e whic h trie s al l 
things bu t assimilate s o r rejects ; a  resultant o f many causes , whic h itsel f 
acts as a cause. 
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"The lates t misleading name fo r thi s selective response , this America n 
bias, i s 'collectiv e individualism' ! Th e ter m individualis m signifie s th e 
irreducible reality , th e genuin e causa l efficacy an d th e ultimat e wort h o f 
the individual . .  . .  Collective individualis m i s the consciou s philosophy , 
or fundamenta l belief , o r unconsciou s presupposition , whic h credit s 
such individuals , whethe r i n competitio n o r i n concert , wit h a  powe r 
to modif y thei r environmen t an d subjec t i t t o thei r ends ; whic h en -
dorses thei r clai m t o b e master s an d beneficiarie s o f socia l institutions ; 
and which credit s the m wit h a  hand i n th e makin g o f history." l 

We ma y expect , therefore , tha t th e continuou s pressur e o f America n 
civilization wil l resul t i n a n increasin g emphasi s o n th e value s o f th e 
Jewish individual . Indeed , thi s impac t o f th e America n visio n happen s 
to coincid e i n direction , i f not i n content , wit h th e tw o mos t importan t 
movements i n th e histor y o f moder n Jewry—th e emancipatio n an d 
Herzlian Zionism . I t wa s th e chie f ambitio n o f the architect s o f Jewish 
emancipation t o brea k dow n th e isolatio n o f the Jewish group s an d t o 
project th e individua l a s th e agen t responsibl e bot h fo r th e Jewis h 
destiny an d th e Jewish faith . Thi s ambitio n wa s perhaps bes t phrase d i n 
the famou s sloga n o f Clermont-Tonnerre , "T o th e Jews a s individuals , 
everything; t o th e Jew s a s a  nation , nothing. " Wherea s durin g th e 
Middle Ages the Jews constituted a  community, dealin g with th e power s 
that wer e o n a  group basis , th e emancipatio n aime d a t th e abolitio n o f 
any lingerin g trace s o f a  Jewish "natio n withi n a  nation " s o tha t th e 
individual coul d stan d o r fal l o n hi s ow n merits . Th e inne r acceptanc e 
of this philosophy wa s embraced i n th e ideolog y o f classical Reform . 

Herzlian Zionism , too , wa s a  rebellio n agains t th e "uniqueness " o f 
the Jewish status , resultin g fro m th e presume d failur e o f the emancipa -
tion. Onl y i n a  land o f thei r ow n woul d Jews b e completel y fre e t o b e 
simply individuals , pickin g an d choosin g ou t o f thei r heritage , an d ou t 
of European cultur e generally , whatsoeve r migh t appea l t o them , with -
out feelin g themselve s an y longe r dogge d b y th e pursuin g shado w o f 
the collectiv e fate . Furthermore , Herz l an d severa l o f hi s associate s 
argued tha t i f Zionis m draw s awa y fro m Europea n land s thos e wh o 
desire t o preserv e thei r Jewis h nationa l identit y th e pat h o f perfec t 
assimilation wil l be mad e smoothe r fo r thos e who choos e t o sta y in th e 
Diaspora. Thus , th e "uniqueness " o f th e Jewish collectiv e identit y wil l 
be dissipated . Som e Jews wil l becom e member s o f a  "nation lik e othe r 
nations"; th e res t o f Jewry wil l no longe r fee l restraine d fro m becomin g 
in goo d conscienc e national s o f the land o f their birth, Jewish Germans , 
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Jewish Frenchmen , an d s o on . I n eithe r cas e the y wil l b e fre e me n an d 
women. I t was Herzl s arden t ambitio n t o liberat e th e Jewish individua l 
in Palestine , a s well a s in th e Diaspora , fro m th e crushin g shado w o f a 
"unique" for m o f grou p existence . I n hi s visio n o f th e "Old-Ne w 
Land," ther e wa s to b e n o unitar y Jewish culture , no t eve n on e prevail -
ing language , bu t a  heterogenou s mas s o f man y differen t individual s 
using a  variety o f language s an d representin g divers e nationa l cultures , 
each findin g a  hospitable have n fo r th e fulles t assertio n o f hi s individu -
ality. 

Ahad Ha'am , livin g i n th e mids t o f a  communit y tha t ha d no t ye t 
tasted th e sweetnes s o f th e drea m o f assimilatio n an d ha d no t fel t th e 
subsequent bitterness , coul d onl y not e th e negativ e aspect s o f Herzl s 
vision; hence , hi s scathin g critiqu e o f Herzl' s book . Th e Russia n Jew s 
of Aha d Ha'am' s generatio n coul d hardl y hav e bee n expecte d t o ap -
preciate th e poignan t patho s o f Herzl s yearnin g fo r th e consummatio n 
of th e individual s freedom . Ther e ca n b e n o doubt , however , tha t 
Herzls, no t Aha d Ha'am's , milie u an d experienc e correspon d mor e 
closely to th e menta l an d socia l atmosphere o f the America n Jew. 

Here, th e emancipatio n i s a far mor e poten t realit y tha n anywher e i n 
Herzls Europe . Here , eve n th e occasiona l failure s o f th e promis e o f 
emancipation ca n no t negat e th e drea m itself , fo r th e emancipatio n i s 
to u s not a  revolution bu t a n axio m o f American civilization . Thus , th e 
impetus o f Jewish lif e an d America n cultur e combin e t o pu t th e Jewish 
individual i n th e forefront , rathe r tha n th e statu s o f th e group . Ther e 
does no t exis t on e basi c instrumen t fo r identificatio n wit h th e Jewis h 
group, though th e synagogu e i s rapidly becoming suc h a  unit, especiall y 
in th e smalle r communitie s an d i n Jewish suburbia . Ever y synagogu e i s 
free t o reflec t th e idea s and sentiment s o f its members. Th e individua l i s 
the focu s o f al l values; affiliatio n wit h Judaism i s entirely voluntar y an d 
undetermined bot h i n degre e an d i n kind . 

Self-evident a s thi s approac h ma y seem , w e mus t linge r a  littl e a t thi s 
point i n orde r t o dea l wit h th e objectio n tha t th e grou p an d no t th e 
individual i s primar y i n matter s o f culture . Th e implication s o f a n 
individualistic approac h ar e indee d revolutionary , an d i t ma y wel l b e 
urged tha t by beginning with th e individual , w e d o no t tak e accoun t o f 
the "uniqueness " o f the group , i n al l its mystica l depth , an d thereb y d o 
violence t o it s nature . 

Let u s conced e the n a t th e outse t tha t al l forms o f cultur e ar e grou p 
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phenomena. Bu t le t u s als o bear i n min d tha t al l advances i n cultur e o r 
religion wer e occasione d b y individual s wh o successfull y resiste d th e 
spell o f grou p culture . Fo r ou r purposes , w e ma y defin e cultur e a s th e 
way people live , feel, an d think, aspir e and dream , an d the way in whic h 
they articulat e thei r inne r life . I n history , cultur e come s i n plura l an d 
particularistic forms , a s th e culture s o r subculture s o f certai n tribes , 
ethnic groups , nations , an d race s a t differen t epoch s i n thei r develop -
ment. Ever y individua l i s born an d raise d i n a  specific cultur e an d eve n 
subculture, hi s personalit y bein g molde d b y th e idea s an d practice s 
prevailing withi n th e "close d society " o f whic h h e i s part . Bu t th e 
growth o f the individua l an d o f the cultur e itsel f is achieved necessaril y 
by resistanc e t o th e pressur e o f th e "close d society, " whethe r thi s ad -
vance consist s i n th e promulgatio n o f more universa l value s tha n thos e 
of th e limite d group , o r whethe r i t consist s o f th e deepenin g o f th e 
inherent value s o f the "close d society. " Invariabl y th e exponent s o f each 
culture a t its best constitut e a  small "creativ e minority " withi n it , t o us e 
a phrase o f Toynbe e s, o r "th e remnan t tha t returns, " t o us e a n expres -
sion o f Isaia h s. Onl y whe n a  grou p i s devoi d o f powe r t o contro l it s 
own destin y doe s i t sometime s appea r tha t th e "creativ e minority " 
represents th e entir e group , sinc e i n tha t cas e th e artisti c an d literar y 
production o f the elit e constitut e th e onl y expression s o f the lif e o f th e 
collective body. I n brief, cultur e i s of the group , but creativit y i n cultur e 
is of the individual . 

Since w e ar e concerne d wit h th e emergenc e o f the standar d Ameri -
can Jewish personality , w e dea l no t wit h a  stati c cultura l situatio n bu t 
with th e dynami c play  o f force s a t th e intersectio n o f divers e culture s 
and ethni c loyalties . T o apprais e affair s fundamentally , w e hav e t o begi n 
with rock-botto m reality , th e mas s o f Jewish individual s seekin g happi -
ness and fulfillment. Fo r us, the spiritua l growth o f the Jewish individua l 
and hi s well-being constitut e togethe r th e measur e o f al l things. Every -
thing els e i s superstructur e tha t i s al l to o ofte n compounde d o f th e 
debris o f hollow cliche s and outdate d slogans . The individua l i s the on e 
firm focu s b y referenc e t o whic h al l claim s o f a  materia l o r spiritua l 
nature ar e to b e judged. "Th e Sabbat h i s given ove r t o you , no t yo u t o 
the Sabbath." 2 

To allo w fo r th e progressiv e emergenc e o f the empirica l individua l i s 
to envisio n th e futur e Jewish communit y a s consisting o f Jewish Ameri -
cans, no t America n Jews . Abstrac t an d subtl e a s thi s distinctio n ma y 
appear t o be , th e fundamenta l issue s o f Jewis h lif e hing e upo n it . 
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Although i t ha s becom e fashionabl e i n ou r da y t o ignor e th e subtletie s 
of classical logic, i t is nevertheless tru e tha t people assum e the genu s an d 
differentia o f definitions i n al l their thinkin g an d eve n i n thei r everyda y 
speech. Tal k t o an y thoughtfu l Je w regardin g th e shap e o f th e future , 
and bac k o f his earnes t soul-searchin g yo u wil l encounte r th e question , 
What a m I  essentially— a Je w o r a n American ? H e know s tha t bot h 
designations appl y t o him , bu t h e desire s t o kno w whethe r i n th e 
domain o f civi l an d publi c affair s h e is  the on e o r th e other , automati -
cally, a s it were , apar t fro m an y volitio n o r actio n o n hi s part . Compli -
ance wit h th e la w o f th e lan d i s neve r i n questio n amon g ou r people , 
but ther e i s considerable confusio n regardin g th e ultimat e sourc e ou t o f 
which ou r loyalties , sentiments , an d judgment s sprin g int o being . Al l 
American Zionist s agre e tha t ou r peopl e ow e "politica l loyalty " t o 
America alone , bu t som e o f ou r peopl e sometime s stres s th e adjectiv e 
"political" a s if it bore th e connotation s ephemera l an d superficial . Stil l 
unresolved fo r man y peopl e i s the feelin g o f fraternal unity , th e sens e o f 
mine an d thine , th e awarenes s o f one's identity . I t i s this core o f identity, 
underlying al l loyalties, tha t i s basically in questio n wheneve r w e discus s 
the shap e o f the future . 

Generally, i t i s th e real m o f discours e tha t determine s whe n an y 
particular qualit y become s substantiv e o r adjectival . Thus , whe n th e 
affairs o f this world ar e in question , w e spea k o f Methodist o r Episcopa -
lian o r agnosti c o r fundamentalis t Americans . I f we mov e i n th e theo -
logical real m o f dogmas , beliefs , an d practices , the n w e ma y contras t 
American Protestant s wit h Britis h Protestants . Th e separatio n o f 
Church an d Stat e becam e possibl e whe n religiou s differences  wer e 
recognized t o b e matter s o f privat e conscience , relativel y unimportan t 
to th e actua l struggle o f national o r territoria l group s fo r " a place i n th e 
sun." Thus , i n th e moder n world , geographica l an d nationa l bond s 
become substantive , with religiou s affiliations bein g recognized a s adjec -
tival i n character . If  th e sam e situatio n i s presume d t o appl y t o Jews , 
then w e ma y conclud e tha t i n al l matter s relatin g t o th e struggl e o f 
nations, we ar e on th e wa y to becoming Jewish Americans . 

Our poin t ma y b e clarifie d b y th e followin g analogy . W e ma y thin k 
of people a s being subjec t t o bot h horizonta l loyalties , relatin g the m t o 
their fellow men , an d vertical loyalties, relating them t o universa l huma n 
ideals. There i s always tension an d sometime s conflic t betwee n differen t 
horizontal loyalties , bu t non e betwee n horizonta l an d vertica l loyalties . 
Of course , vertica l ideal s may lea d indirectl y t o horizonta l loyalties , bu t 
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then the y ar e subjec t t o man y qualifications , varyin g in accor d wit h th e 
intellectual climat e prevailin g i n differen t part s o f th e world . Thus , 
Christians o f on e o r anothe r denomination , becaus e o f thei r loyalt y t o 
their faith , ma y establis h a  "mission" i n a  specific portio n o f the globe , 
acquiring, i n a  remot e people , horizonta l friendl y interest s tha t deriv e 
ultimately fro m a  vertical, heaven-directe d loyalty . 

If now w e allo w fo r th e increasin g emphasi s o n individualis m t o ru n 
its course, we canno t se e any reason fo r believin g tha t th e Jew wil l hol d 
on t o thos e horizonta l loyaltie s tha t th e res t o f th e America n peopl e 
have discarded . Hi s vertical loyaltie s to Judaism wil l caus e him t o enter -
tain horizonta l loyaltie s to the bearers o f Judaism wherever the y may be, 
but suc h loyaltie s wil l b e variabl e quantities , dependen t upo n man y 
factors. Ther e ar e probabl y thre e millio n Jews i n Sovie t Russi a an d i n 
its satellites , me n an d wome n wh o ar e close r t o us , i n poin t o f ethni c 
kinship an d cultura l background, tha n an y othe r branch o f world Jewry. 
But i n terms o f faith an d political realities , the bonds between the m an d 
us are becoming eve r more tenuous . Hence , looking into th e future , w e 
cannot bu t envisag e th e virtuall y complet e severanc e o f thes e bonds . 
On th e othe r hand , th e brown Jews o f North Afric a an d th e black Jews 
of Africa an d Asia , muc h a s they diffe r fro m u s in race , ar e likel y t o b e 
the object s o f ou r endurin g concern . If  ou r hope s fo r th e reviva l o f 
Judaism i n Israe l ar e fulfilled , America n Jews o f the futur e wil l loo k t o 
Israel a s thei r spiritua l center . If , o n th e othe r hand , th e "Canaanite " 
mentality shoul d gai n ascendanc y i n th e lan d o f Israel , th e bond s o f 
loyalty betwee n the m an d ou r childre n wil l becom e vestigia l an d min -
imal. 

Basically, w e assum e tha t i n th e futur e America n Jew s wil l com e t o 
enjoy i n thei r ow n min d an d hear t tha t status  whic h th e nineteenth -
century Jews o f German y an d Franc e strov e t o achiev e wit h migh t an d 
main. I t wa s a  patheti c an d stultifyin g experienc e fo r ou r peopl e t o 
imagine tha t the y coul d becom e overnigh t German s o r Frenchme n "o f 
the Mosai c faith. " Th e ter m "German " o r "French " include d a  pro -
found stran d o f meaning which Jews could neve r make thei r own . The y 
could becom e th e bes t o f al l possibl e citizens , bu t the y coul d no t 
become par t o f thos e mystica l biologica l entitie s tha t th e Europea n 
nations though t the y were . 

Between th e state , a s a political entity , an d th e nation , a s a biologica l 
phenomenon, ther e flows  unevenl y th e strea m o f cultura l tradition , 
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now swellin g int o a  might y tide , no w ebbin g int o a  shallo w mu d flat. 
But identifying themselve s wholeheartedl y wit h thi s cultura l stream , th e 
European Jews believe d tha t the y coul d ignor e th e bedroc k o f popula r 
biology. However , th e cours e o f events in certai n countries , thoug h no t 
in al l the land s o f Europe, prove d the m t o b e wrong . Moder n national -
ism became infecte d wit h th e virus o f biological romanticis m eve r mor e 
deeply, wit h catastrophi c result s fo r Jewis h hope s o n th e Europea n 
continent, sav e i n England , France , th e Lo w Countries , th e Scandina -
vian countries , an d Italy . 

In contras t t o th e European situation , th e ter m "American " doe s no t 
contain an y specifi c biologica l connotations , no r i s i t likel y t o acquir e 
them i n th e foreseeabl e future . I t i s i n th e ful l ligh t o f histor y tha t th e 
American peopl e i s emerging , an d Jew s hav e alway s bee n par t o f it . 
Hence, th e idea l o f Americanis m canno t b e s o define d a s t o exclud e 
Jewish Americans , an d i t i s this ideal tha t carrie s potentiall y th e greates t 
momentum. O f course , ther e i s the ter m "Gentile, " th e las t holdou t o f 
the underworl d o f prejudice , bu t i t i s s o vacuou s an d all-inclusiv e a 
word a s t o b e devoi d o f an y seriou s possibilitie s fo r romanti c aggran -
dizement. Onl y th e imaginatio n o f a  maniac coul d concoc t ou t o f th e 
qualities o f al l nations o n eart h a  unique Arya n essenc e tha t i s presum -
ably lacking amon g Jews. Th e "nationa l origin " immigratio n law s wer e 
not ethnicall y exclusiv e i n nature . Thei r ai m wa s no t th e attainmen t o f 
racial purit y bu t rathe r th e maintenanc e o f racia l balance . Althoug h 
they wer e unti l recentl y discriminatory , thes e law s reflec t th e implici t 
recognition o f th e right s o f al l groups , albei t i n th e heavy-handed , 
rough-and-ready wa y o f demagogue s an d o f th e untutore d masse s tha t 
follow them . O f decisiv e importanc e i s the fac t tha t th e ter m "Ameri -
can" canno t serv e the fou l purpose s o f ethnic anti-Semitism . 

Hence, i t i s altogether possibl e fo r th e America n Jew t o achiev e tha t 
fullness o f integration wit h "th e peopl e o f the land " tha t wa s denie d t o 
the Jews o f Central Europe . Her e th e Jewish immigran t ma y wel l striv e 
to becom e par t no t onl y o f the "political " stat e tha t i s America, bu t o f 
that popula r matri x o f sentiments , ideals , memorie s an d dreams , tradi -
tions, an d eve n prejudice s tha t constitut e th e America n nation . I f to b e 
at hom e i s no t onl y t o b e i n th e possessio n o f "rights " bu t als o t o b e 
part o f the peopl e t o whos e servic e th e politica l machiner y o f the stat e 
is dedicated , the n th e Je w ca n b e her e utterl y a t home , thinkin g o f 
himself a s a n America n o f th e Jewis h faith , a s "normal " i n th e civi l 
sense o f th e ter m a s an y othe r citize n o f th e grea t country . Thi s 
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consummation, s o ardently desire d by the Jews o f Western Europ e fo r a 
century an d a  half , i s here embrace d i n th e cherishe d traditio n o f the 
country an d in its basic socia l structure . 

Ever sinc e th e brillian t essa y o f Ahad Ha'a m o n thi s them e wa s pub -
lished, Jewish thinker s wer e familia r wit h th e distinctio n betwee n tw o 
kinds o f assimilation—the health y kind , i n which a  people digest s and 
absorbs int o itsel f whatever i n th e cultur e o f the environmen t i s suite d 
to it s nature , an d the unhealth y kind , i n whic h a  people lose s it s own 
identity, dissolvin g completel y within th e "melting pot." This analysi s is 
indeed extremel y cogen t i n the consideratio n o f certain cultura l issues , 
but i t is not relevant to the basic question o f identification. Basically , the 
Jewish individual , no t the group, is the subject o f the integrating , o r the 
assimilating, process . Whe n h e asks , "Wha t shoul d I  kno w mysel f t o 
be?" th e health y answe r i s the on e tha t take s accoun t o f his particula r 
position o n the historica l scene , hi s spiritual welfare , an d his happiness. 
The historica l position o f the American Jew is the same as that o f other 
descendants o f immigrants; hi s spiritual welfar e an d his happiness bot h 
dictate a  conception o f Jewish loyaltie s tha t assign s the m t o the domai n 
of vertical values where the y supplement hi s American horizonta l loyal -
ties. Fo r a century an d a half, Jewish peopl e i n the Western worl d hav e 
been yearnin g an d battling fo r "normality " Thi s goa l i s now definitel y 
on th e horizon . 

But s o ne w i s thi s possibilit y t o th e historica l experienc e o f ou r 
people tha t i t appear s t o carr y th e overtone s o f treachery o r desertion . 
Is there an y moral backslidin g i n the notion o f Jews considerin g them -
selves part o f the America n nation , wit h thei r Jewish loyaltie s fallin g i n 
the adjectiva l categor y o f faith an d tradition? Le t us hold u p to analysi s 
the varie d meaning s o f the ter m "Jewish " i n orde r tha t w e migh t se e 
exactly wha t i s involve d i n th e emergenc e o f th e Jewish American . 
Insofar a s th e ter m "Jewish " denote s ou r religiou s heritage , ther e i s 
manifestly nothin g narrowing or cramping in our conception, providin g 
this heritag e i s take n seriously . I n th e mout h o f margina l Jew s thi s 
conception i s tantamount t o the avowal o f total assimilation . Wha t i s at 
fault, however , i s not thei r conception , bu t the virtual nonexistenc e i n 
the Jewish consciousnes s o f those people o f any vertical loyalties. Loyalty 
to th e Jews o f Israel an d othe r land s wil l depen d upo n th e strengt h o f 
the share d vertica l Jewis h loyaltie s bot h her e an d there . I f the n an y 
objection i s raise d t o thi s concept , i t ca n onl y b e o n th e groun d o f 
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elements i n ou r heritag e tha t ar e neithe r nationa l no r religious , bu t 
ethnic an d quasi-metaphysical . 

Indeed, ther e flows  i n th e heritag e o f bot h Jew s an d Christian s a 
current o f thought an d sentimen t tha t woul d se t the Jew apar t fro m th e 
rest o f mankin d b y a  mystical , metaphysica l "iro n curtain. " O n th e 
Christian sid e o f the curtain , thi s semiconsciou s penumbr a account s fo r 
the deepe r layer s o f th e miasm a o f anti-Semitism , ou t o f whic h ther e 
issues th e ghostl y stereotyp e o f th e Jew a s nonhuman, hence , a  subhu -
man creature . Thes e layer s hav e bee n subjecte d t o carefu l scrutin y i n 
our ow n day . On th e Jewish side , the notion s derivin g from th e power -
ful underto w ar e difficul t t o identify . Yet , the y ar e b y n o mean s unim -
portant i n a  study o f the integratio n o f the America n Jew. Le t u s recal l 
that th e impor t o f Napoleon s question s t o th e Assembl y o f th e Elder s 
was no t whethe r Jews wer e willin g t o b e "politicall y loyal " t o th e ne w 
state, bu t whethe r the y wer e willin g t o conside r Frenchme n a s thei r 
"brothers." I n hi s ow n roug h dictatoria l way , h e sough t t o prob e th e 
scope an d dept h o f the "ethni c exclusiveness " o f Jewish people , whic h 
the reactionarie s o f his day did thei r bes t t o exaggerate . 

It would b e idl e to den y th e occasiona l occurrenc e i n Jewish writing s 
of statements reflectin g a n isolationis t ethnicis m tha t i s truly incompati -
ble with th e concep t o f an emergen t America n nation . Bu t w e maintai n 
that Judaism als o contain s a  strea m o f though t an d feelin g disavowin g 
any suc h attitudes . I n th e tensio n betwee n ethnicis m an d religio n i n 
Judaism, th e health y equilibriu m wa s disturbe d no t infrequentl y b y on e 
tendency o r th e other . Becaus e o f th e balanc e o f contendin g force s 
within it , Judaism was able to assum e in ever y age a  form suitabl e t o th e 
noblest challenge s o f that ag e and it s social realities . But suc h a  synthesis 
cannot b e achieve d withou t a  clea r understandin g o f th e element s tha t 
are rejected , a s well a s those tha t ar e embraced , i n ou r interpretatio n o f 
Judaism. 

The mystica l and extremel y powerfu l feelin g o f "difference" betwee n 
Jew an d Gentil e i s a n inescapabl e facto r tha t canno t b e ignore d i n an y 
discussion o f the futur e o f the American Jewish community . Th e natur e 
of thi s feelin g o n th e par t o f Gentile s ha s been examine d b y psycholo -
gists an d sociologists . Ther e i s unanimous agreemen t tha t thi s feelin g i s 
not du e t o an y instinctiv e reactio n agains t th e Jewish "race. " W e mus t 
now inquir e whethe r o n th e Jewish sid e thi s feelin g i s a  psychosomati c 
reaction o r a n intuitiv e perceptio n o f th e "peculiar " natur e o f ou r 
being, th e fac t tha t we ar e indeed "different. " 
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At th e outset , w e mus t lear n t o distinguis h betwee n th e sens e o f 
difference tha t i s derive d fro m vertica l loyaltie s an d th e feeling s o f 
difference tha t ar e postulate d o n th e horizonta l plane . Vertica l loyaltie s 
are altogethe r natural , healthy , an d nonaggressive . I n a  sense , ever y 
culture an d nationa l traditio n i s a  uniqu e phenomenon , an d ther e ar e 
several respect s i n whic h th e vertica l value s o f Judaism ma y b e legiti -
mately contraste d with th e values o f all other European groups , taken as 
a unit . O n th e vertica l plane , ther e i s n o antagonis m betwee n th e 
unique value s o f differen t groups . O n th e contrary , al l culture d peopl e 
feel enriche d b y whateve r wealt h ma y b e produce d b y an y nationa l 
group. W e Jews , victim s thoug h w e wer e onl y recentl y o f Germa n 
hysteria an d fury , nevertheles s fee l enriche d b y th e musi c o f a  Beetho -
ven, th e philosophy o f a Kant, th e poeti c maturit y o f a Goethe. O n th e 
other hand , an y claim s o f difference o n th e horizonta l plan e canno t bu t 
result i n hatred an d arrogance , antagonis m an d aggression . 

In normativ e Judaism , th e clai m o f Israe l t o b e a n Am  Segulah  was 
always conceived i n terms o f vertical values. Thus, th e berakhah  over th e 
Torah assert s tha t w e ar e "chosen " becaus e w e ar e the bearer s o f Torah . 
The prophet s wer e especiall y determine d t o elevat e th e Jewish sens e o f 
difference int o th e real m o f spiritua l loyalties . Bu t i f the psycholog y o f 
Jewish peopl e i n al l it s facet s i s t o b e understood , w e mus t brin g u p 
from th e shadow y limb o th e feeling s o f racia l prid e an d arroganc e tha t 
were associate d a t variou s time s wit h th e conceptio n o f a  "treasure d 
people." Slumberin g i n th e collectiv e subconsciou s o f ou r peopl e an d 
recorded i n a  multitude o f dusty tomes , thi s assertion o f the superiorit y 
of th e Jewish rac e woul d lon g ag o hav e disappeare d fro m th e real m o f 
practical affair s wer e i t no t fo r th e ne w leas e o n lif e bestowe d upo n i t 
by th e Hitlerit e madness . If  Jewish peopl e ar e attacke d persistentl y a s a 
"race," se t apar t by a  mythical chas m fro m th e res t o f humanity, the n i t 
is natural fo r Jews t o reac t i n th e sam e terms . We ar e stil l suffering fro m 
the aftereffect s o f th e Hitlerit e "shocks, " whic h i n man y case s hav e 
brought th e negativ e phase s o f ethnicism t o dominance . I n th e psycho -
analysis o f a n individual , forgotte n memorie s hav e t o b e expose d t o 
view i f th e patien t i s t o b e cured . Similarly , i f w e ar e t o distinguis h 
between health y an d sickl y form s i n whic h ou r "uniqueness " an d 
"difference" ar e asserted , w e mus t recal l tha t th e sickl y form s alway s 
hovered o n th e fring e o f normative Judaism, becomin g predominan t i n 
the mind s o f Jewish people fro m tim e t o time . 
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No widel y hel d ide a ca n b e entertaine d b y an y grou p ove r a  lon g 
period o f tim e i n absolut e samenes s an d wit h perfec t equilibriu m 
among it s varyin g facet s an d emphases . Ho w the n ca n w e expec t th e 
notion o f a  "treasure d people " t o hav e bee n hel d a t al l time s i n th e 
stillness o f it s propheti c perfection ? Thus , Ezra' s banishmen t o f 
the Gentil e wive s an d thei r childre n coul d no t hav e bee n justifie d b y 
the standard s o f a man lik e Rabbi Joshua be n Hananiah . W e rea d i n th e 
Talmud tha t Rabb i Joshu a insiste d o n th e righ t o f a n Ammonit e t o 
marry a  Jewess o n th e groun d tha t "Sennacheri b cam e an d mixe d u p 
the nations." 3 Th e decree s concernin g th e "uncleanliness " o f Gentile s 
and th e interdictio n o f thei r oil , milk , an d brea d wer e similarl y moti -
vated b y th e excessiv e growt h o f ethni c zealotry. 4 Rabb i Eliezer' s insis -
tence tha t th e "piou s o f th e nation s d o no t shar e i n th e Worl d t o 
Come" wa s certainl y du e t o hi s nationalisti c bias , a s the contrar y vie w 
of Rabbi Joshua be n Hanania h wa s a  reflection o f his consisten t liberal -
ism. Le t u s savo r th e tast e o f suc h passage s a s th e following , withou t 
succumbing t o th e fascinatio n o f a n all-reconcilin g an d all-misunder -
standing pilpulistic  mentality: "Fo r a  hol y peopl e ar t tho u t o th e Lord , 
Thy Go d .  .  . Hence w e lear n tha t everyone  in Israe l is accounted b y th e 
Holy One , Blesse d be He , t o be like al l the nation s o f the world." 5 

"You ar e calle d 'man, ' bu t th e nation s o f th e worl d ar e no t calle d 
'man. '"6 

"All Israelite s are sons o f kings."7 

"When th e serpen t cohabite d wit h Eve , h e thre w corruptio n int o 
her. Israel , havin g bee n a t Sinai , it s flow  o f corruptio n wa s stopped . 
The nations , no t havin g stood a t Sinai , their corruptio n di d no t cease. " 8 

"When th e Messiah comes , al l people wil l be servant s unt o Israel. " 9 

A highl y esteeme d autho r o f a very popula r pietisti c wor k eve n deal t 
seriously wit h th e questio n o f wh y th e nation s hav e th e sam e appear -
ance a s Jews, thoug h th e soul s o f th e Israelite s deriv e fro m th e spiri t 
of holiness , whil e th e soul s o f th e nation s issu e ou t o f th e spiri t o f 
uncleanliness.10 

We nee d hardl y explor e thi s shadow y underworl d o f Judaism an y 
further i n orde r t o realiz e tha t th e seemin g axiom s o f Jewish ethni c 
"uniqueness" wer e base d upo n idea s tha t ou r peopl e toda y rejec t wit h 
the utmos t vehemence . A s th e ful l dept h o f anti-Semitis m canno t b e 
understood apar t fro m th e myth s o f th e ancien t an d medieva l world , 
the patho s o f racial "uniqueness " canno t b e see n i n it s true natur e apar t 
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from th e acrimoniou s contex t i n whic h i t wa s conceive d an d nurtured . 
It i s th e sam e traditio n tha t contain s thos e nobl e teaching s whic h hav e 
always counterbalanced th e impac t o f glorified ethnicism . 

Thus, man y author s o f the Talmu d loved t o imagin e tha t som e o f the 
greatest rabbi s were descende d fro m Gentiles . On e rabb i declare d tha t a 
"Gentile wh o studie s th e Tora h i s lik e unt o a  hig h priest." 11 Anothe r 
insisted tha t th e specia l status o f Jews a s "sons" of the Lord i s dependen t 
upon thei r goo d conduct . On e sag e was so all-embracing i n hi s breadt h 
of vie w a s t o confe r th e nam e Je w o n al l wh o den y th e validit y o f 
idolatry12 Whil e th e discrimination s i n Jewish La w agains t pagan s ar e 
well-known, fe w ar e awar e tha t th e Talmu d teache s th e principl e o f 
universal philanthropy—"We ar e in dut y bound t o feed th e poor o f the 
nations togethe r wit h th e Jewis h poor." 13 B y th e sam e token , th e 
ambiguous attitud e o f Jewish La w towar d Christian s furnishe d inex -
haustible materia l fo r renegade s an d hat e merchants , bu t th e view s o f a 
philosophic codifie r lik e Rabb i Menahe m Meiri , wh o specificall y an d 
systematically reinstate d th e categor y o f monotheists i n Jewish Law , di d 
not becom e know n unti l ou r ow n day 14 

Indeed, ou r traditio n i s just a s capable o f furnishing ai d an d comfor t 
to a  human e liberalis m a s t o a  zealou s ethnicism . Sinc e th e fur y o f 
ethnic zea l i s sustaine d b y th e twin-heade d Hydr a o f dogmatis m an d 
bitterness, w e ma y look forwar d t o th e stead y declin e o f the isolationis t 
component o f ethnicism withi n th e pattern o f contemporary Judaism. 
Thus, th e aur a o f plausibility tha t clun g to th e dogm a o f racial "unique -
ness" for s o many decade s i s due t o fad e awa y along with th e associate d 
ideas and exoti c phantasie s o f the twiligh t real m o f Qabbalah . 

The endurin g interes t o f American Jewry i n Jews o f all lands, especiall y 
of Israel, i s likely to accelerat e thi s development , rathe r tha n t o retar d it . 
As tim e goe s on , Israe l wil l com e t o occup y i n th e consciousnes s o f 
American Jews th e sam e place a s do th e othe r land s in th e heart s o f th e 
immigrants t o thes e shores . Before th e ris e o f the Stat e o f Israel , Jewish 
immigrants differe d fro m al l other s i n tha t ther e wa s n o specifi c geo -
graphical focus fo r thei r sentiments . Jews were loyal to the world fellow -
ship o f Israe l an d it s tradition , rathe r tha n t o an y specifi c country . 
Insofar a s thi s universa l fellowshi p i s progressivel y bein g narrowe d t o 
one plac e o n th e map , Jewish peopl e to o wil l have a  place "whence " i n 
spirit the y ha d come . Thei r nationa l feeling s wil l thu s ten d t o follo w 
the patter n o f th e steadil y weakenin g nationa l sentiment s o f othe r 
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immigrant groups . The progressive preponderance o f Oriental an d Afri -
can element s withi n th e populatio n o f Israe l migh t als o serv e a s a n 
additional demonstratio n tha t worl d Jewry i s a  fellowship o f th e spirit , 
not o f blood o r civilization . 

Does th e transformatio n o f the genu s "Je w living in America " t o th e 
genus "Jewis h American " involv e th e progressiv e lessenin g o f Jewis h 
religious-cultural loyalties ? Th e answe r t o thi s questio n i s both Ye s an d 
No. O n th e on e hand , th e consciousnes s o f "normality" wil l encourag e 
those wh o hav e n o feelin g fo r th e value s o f ou r traditio n t o drif t int o 
the anonymit y o f th e genera l community . Th e Jewishl y ignoran t an d 
the embittered , th e eage r opportunist s an d th e dust-dr y rationalists , th e 
rootless intellectual s an d th e witles s hangers-o n wil l b e likel y t o deser t 
our rank s i n a  stead y procession . O n th e othe r hand , th e contrar y 
tendency wil l also be intensified . Sinc e th e Jewish qualit y o f ones bein g 
can n o longe r b e regarde d a s an automati c categor y int o whic h peopl e 
fall wit h o r withou t thei r will , i t mus t necessaril y fin d expressio n i n 
positive act s of identification. Precisel y because i t fits into th e America n 
pattern o f a  unitar y natio n wit h multipl e faiths , Jewis h loyalt y wil l 
derive accession s o f strengt h fro m bot h th e pervasiv e atmospher e o f 
American cultur e an d th e momentu m o f Jewish tradition . 

Political loyalties , socia l ties , an d cultural-religiou s ideal s constitute , 
respectively, th e thre e dimension s o f social life . I f Jewishness i s regarde d 
as fallin g int o th e fundamenta l dimension s o f ou r nature , lik e lengt h 
and breadth , the n i t nee d no t find  expressio n i n th e cultural-religiou s 
dimension o f heigh t a t all . Thus , i n Israel , Jewish loyalt y i s preempte d 
by al l the ordinar y task s and concern s o f citizenship an d i s not impelle d 
to flow  i n religiou s channels , while , i n th e Diaspora , i t tend s eve n no w 
to b e fel t i n th e dimensio n o f heigh t an d asserte d i n humanitaria n 
cultural an d religiou s terms . Thi s instructiv e contras t wil l becom e eve r 
more apparen t a s Jews in America liberat e themselves from th e lingerin g 
social pressure s tha t hemme d i n th e Jewish communit y o f th e pas t lik e 
an iron ring . Already, American Jews ar e beginning t o ac t on a n instinc -
tive assumptio n o f thei r statu s a s Jewish Americans . Th e Centra l Con -
ference o f America n Rabbi s ha s adopte d a  progra m o f proselytizatio n 
among Gentiles , demonstratin g b y a n action-symbo l tha t Judais m i s 
essentially a  faith . Coul d i t hav e launche d thi s progra m earlie r withou t 
provoking a  storm o f protests? 

Already i t is clear that Judaism i n America , revolvin g around a  typical 
modern congregation , i s mor e likel y t o endur e tha n Orthodox y i n 
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Israel. I n spit e o f it s virtua l stat e monopoly , Orthodox y i n Israe l i s 
gradually withdrawin g int o a  ghett o o f it s ow n making , becomin g 
desiccated an d fossilized . I n contrast , Judaism i n Americ a i s constantl y 
challenged t o prove it s worth, hence , it s vitality an d vibrancy. Whateve r 
is los t throug h th e defectio n o f Jews whos e sol e clai m t o th e nam e i s 
that o f ethni c descen t i s likel y t o b e mor e tha n mad e u p b y th e 
enhanced determinatio n o f th e three-dimensiona l Jew s t o respon d af -
firmatively t o th e inescapable challeng e o f the American environment . 

In sum , th e comple x strand s o f Jewish loyalt y were alway s woven ou t 
of the rugge d an d earth y feeling s o f blood-kinship, a s well a s out o f th e 
fine an d etherea l ideal s o f faith. Th e proportio n an d relativ e potency o f 
these element s varie d i n accor d with th e liberalis m an d breadth o f view 
of individua l Jews an d th e fluctuation  o f fortun e i n ou r lon g history . 
During th e pas t century , tw o cause s combine d t o reduc e th e potenc y 
and relevanc e o f faith—th e growin g secularizatio n o f lif e an d th e 
tightening o f th e vis e o f hatre d directe d agains t al l Jews . Thus , th e 
bonds o f Jewish loyalt y consisted , fo r man y o f ou r contemporaries , o f 
the dar k an d mystica l thread s o f "bloo d an d soil, " reinforce d b y th e 
feelings o f resentmen t agains t th e outsid e worl d an d envelope d i n th e 
fluffy cloud s o f nostalgi c affectio n fo r ancien t "way s o f life. " Th e re -
sulting comple x o f emotions wa s unsatisfactory and , hence , dynami c i n 
character, issuin g in a  longing fo r th e "normalization " o f feeling, eithe r 
in th e attainmen t o f th e fullnes s o f emancipatio n o r i n th e radica l 
solution o f th e "i n gatherin g o f th e exiles. " Th e glowin g promis e o f 
emancipation coul d no t b e realize d i n thos e land s wher e th e nationa l 
loyalty o f Gentile s wa s conceive d predominantl y i n ethni c an d mystica l 
terms. Standin g a t th e threshol d o f th e fourt h centur y o f Jewish lif e i n 
America, w e ca n forese e th e progressiv e "normalization " o f Jewis h 
feeling; hence , th e shrinkin g o f the ethni c strand s o f loyalty, th e forgin g 
of eve r stronge r bond s o f fraternity wit h th e America n people , an d th e 
steady growt h o f the idea l and religiou s component s o f Judaism. 
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JEWISH SELF-IMAG E I N TH E 

POSTWAR WORL D 

AMBIVALENCE O F LIBERALIS M 

IN THEI R STRUGGL E fo r th e fullnes s o f emancipation , th e Jew s 
relied mos t heavil y o n th e hel p o f liberal s an d the y redefine d thei r 
identity i n term s o f individua l freedom . Th e ideal s an d th e tempe r o f 
liberalism wer e range d solidl y o n th e sid e o f Jewish people , a s the y 
struggled t o overcom e th e effect s o f religiou s prejudice s an d ethni c 
zealotry. Th e conservativ e mood , apar t fro m part y platforms , resente d 
any kin d o f change , an d esteeme d highl y th e wort h o f prejudice , a s a 
helpful brak e agains t the changin g an d disintegratin g force s tha t operat e 
in moder n society . 

In th e cas e o f Zionism , however , liberalis m wa s ambivalent . Th e 
sympathies o f liberals were wit h th e Jews, bu t thei r ideal s calle d fo r th e 
solution o f Jewish homelessnes s throug h th e securin g o f th e right s o f 
individuals, whereve r the y happene d t o live . Alread y i n th e day s o f 
Herzl, th e antisemite s o f Russia, German y an d Franc e foun d i t easie r t o 
sympathize wit h th e caus e o f a  Jewish homelan d tha n th e liberals , th e 
old-time friend s o f Jewish people . 

England wa s a  special case , since it s imperial interest s coincide d fro m 
time t o tim e with it s idealistic concer n fo r th e fat e o f Eastern Europea n 
Jewry. Th e "Jewis h homeland " wa s needed , i t woul d b e said , no t fo r 
the solution o f "the Jewish question " i n England, bu t t o provide fo r th e 
stream o f refugees fro m th e East . Also , in England , th e biblica l traditio n 

3 H 
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was stron g an d th e Zionis t idea l awakene d echoe s o f ancien t romanti c 
visions. As J. L . Talmon pu t it : 

"For on e thing , n o Jewish historian , whateve r hi s evaluatio n o f th e 
various factor s involve d i n th e restoratio n o f Jewis h statehood , ca n 
ignore th e fac t tha t Zionis m woul d neve r hav e had a  chance fo r succes s 
if centurie s o f Christia n teachin g an d worship , liturg y an d legen d ha d 
not conditione d th e Wester n nation s t o respon d almos t instinctivel y t o 
the word s 'Zion ' an d 'Israel, ' an d thu s t o se e i n th e Zionis t idea l no t a 
romantic chimer a o r a n imperialisti c desig n t o wres t a  country fro m it s 
actual inhabitants , bu t th e consummatio n o f a n eterna l promis e an d 
hope." * 

Anglo-American liberal s wer e particularl y sensitiv e t o th e charg e o f 
injuring th e Palestinian Arabs , in th e effor t t o rende r justice t o the caus e 
of world Jewry. After  th e establishmen t o f th e stat e o f Israel , th e caus e 
of th e Ara b refugee s clashe d i n th e America n conscienc e wit h tha t o f 
the Jews in Israel . 

A goo d illustratio n o f this conflic t i s seen i n th e hesitan t an d equivo -
cal posture o f the Christian  Century Magazine toward Zionis m an d Israel . 
While thi s centra l orga n o f th e non-Fundamentalis t Protestant s wa s 
naturally sympatheti c t o th e pligh t o f Jewish refugees , i t fought a  persis-
tent rear-guar d actio n agains t th e establishmen t o f the Jewish state . 

In hi s study , "America n Protestantis m an d a  Jewis h State, " Herz l 
Fishman concluded : 

"A basi c contradictio n exist s between th e attitud e o f American Prot -
estantism towar d Jews a s individual s an d it s attitud e towar d th e Jewis h 
people a s a  collectiv e entity . Moder n libera l Protestantis m ha s consis -
tently proteste d over t antisemiti c act s agains t individua l Jew s an d ha s 
labeled antisemitis m a  theologica l sin . Bu t i t ha s remaine d blin d t o 
the shar p contras t whic h exist s betwee n it s theoretica l objection s t o 
antisemitism an d th e practica l injuriou s effect s o f it s ow n subtl e anti -
semitism o n th e destin y o f th e Jewis h peopl e a s a  collectiv e body . 
Protestantisms libera l attitud e towar d Jews a s individuals stand s in shar p 
contrast t o it s persistently hostil e attitud e towar d Jewish peoplehood. " 2 

To b e sure , Protestan t liberal s wer e joine d i n thei r critica l attitud e 
toward th e Jewis h Stat e b y suc h non-theologica l thinker s a s Virgini a 
Gildersleeve, Doroth y Thompso n an d th e renowne d philosopher , Er -
nest Wm. Hocking . O n th e othe r hand , Reinhol d Niebuhr , a  Christia n 
"realist," was an arden t defende r o f the stat e o f Israel . 

We might perhap s discer n th e roo t o f this ambivalence i n th e distinc -
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tion betwee n a n ideologica l liberalism , tha t doe s no t allo w fo r th e 
occurrence o f exceptional situations , and an empirica l liberalism , whic h 
recognizes th e imperfectio n o f al l categorization s an d take s accoun t o f 
the uniqu e element s i n ever y historica l event . 

So Jews wer e equall y divided , wit h th e ideologica l liberal s holdin g 
on tenaciousl y t o th e concep t o f Jewish identit y tha t wa s develope d i n 
nineteenth-century Wester n Europe , whil e th e empirica l realist s recog -
nized tha t a n unprecedente d situatio n calle d fo r a  ne w response . Th e 
empiricists ha d t o mediat e betwee n th e ideologica l Jewish nationalists , 
for who m th e cente r o f Jewish lif e th e worl d ove r was first  the vision o f 
Zion an d late r th e stat e o f Israel , an d th e ideologica l liberals ; th e 
compromise consiste d i n offerin g hel p t o th e poo r immigrant s i n Israe l 
and elsewhere , withou t identifyin g wit h them . Whil e th e ideologist s a t 
both end s o f th e Jewish spectru m affirme d thei r respectiv e beliefs , th e 
actual polic y o f Jewish leadershi p tende d t o reflec t th e view s o f th e 
empiricists, sinc e the logic o f events was on thei r side . 

It was the libera l concep t o f a society o f individuals banding togethe r 
to for m a  governmen t tha t Jewish leader s accepte d wit h alacrit y eve r 
since th e America n an d Frenc h revolutions . But , th e libera l society wa s 
never bor n i n czaris t Russia , wher e th e majorit y o f th e Jews lived . A s 
Jews fro m th e Pal e o f Settlemen t move d westwar d towar d Germany , 
France, Englan d an d America , the y clun g i n th e earl y generation s t o 
their identity , eithe r i n th e for m o f Yiddis h Socialis t ethnicism , o r 
Orthodoxy, o r Hebrai c Zionism . Ha d th e tid e o f liberalism continue d 
its vigorou s flow,  th e ideal s o f Jewish "folkism, " o r o f Zionism , o r o f 
"sacred ethnicism " woul d hav e remaine d th e preoccupatio n o f a  fe w 
visionaries. But , th e cours e o f histor y wa s involuted , trouble d b y th e 
"cultural lag " an d b y th e eb b an d flow  o f romanti c nationalism . Th e 
liberation o f the commo n ma n implie d attentio n t o popula r prejudices . 
More peopl e ar e move d b y sentimen t an d passio n tha n b y logi c an d 
principles. 

Within th e Jewish community , th e Holocaust , th e subsequen t lon g 
fight t o brin g th e refugee s t o a  saf e haven , th e battl e t o establis h Israe l 
and secur e it s existence , th e serie s o f crises an d war s whic h followed — 
all thes e development s an d challenge s involve d th e cooperatio n o f a 
generation o f Jewish leader s i n a  vast effor t o f rescue an d rehabilitation , 
which wa s totall y unprecedented . I t woul d hav e been strang e indee d i f 
such a  tremendous undertakin g ha d no t generate d feeling s o f fraternit y 
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and unity , so intense an d pervasive a s to surpas s the vision s and hope s o f 
previous generations . 

The liberal s wh o approac h th e Jewish situation , arme d wit h ready -
made ideal s o f a n ope n society , hav e t o recogniz e th e scar s o n th e 
consciousness o f toda y s generatio n o f Jewish leaders , scar s mad e b y a 
series o f crue l an d unprecedente d events . O n th e othe r hand , i t i s 
equally wron g fo r Jewis h ideologist s t o creat e a  theolog y o f Jewis h 
exceptionalism, base d upo n a  concep t o f mystica l "peoplehood, " tha t 
they would no t wan t t o be adopte d b y other histori c communities . Th e 
everlasting enem y o f Jewish peopl e i s th e champio n o f a  "close d soci -
ety," close d religiousl y b y th e rampart s o f dogm a an d th e acid s o f 
contempt fo r th e outsider , o r close d politicall y b y reducin g th e stat e t o 
the servic e o f one histori c nation , o r close d bureaucraticall y b y confin -
ing th e privilege s o f citizenshi p t o thos e wh o espous e th e idea s o f th e 
ruling elite . I n a n ope n society , ther e wil l b e a t an y on e tim e som e 
tension betwee n ethni c subgroups , whos e militan t leader s clamo r fo r 
more an d mor e powe r an d influence , an d thos e wh o champio n th e 
national interes t a s a whole. I t i s not true , a s a general rule , tha t wha t i s 
good fo r an y on e suc h subgrou p i s goo d fo r th e whole . O n th e othe r 
hand, th e exponent s o f th e nationa l interes t mus t recogniz e th e evi l 
consequences o f th e kin d o f patriotis m tha t freeze s minoritie s ou t o f 
the nationa l consensus . Suc h a  rigid mentalit y woul d i n tim e destro y al l 
"creative minorities " within th e nation . Wha t i s needed i s a view o f the 
national societ y tha t allow s fo r a  sympatheti c understandin g o f th e 
special need s o f its componen t groups , an d a n implici t commitmen t o n 
the par t o f all ethnic an d historica l communitie s t o kee p thei r respectiv e 
concerns withi n th e parameter s o f the nationa l interes t an d th e nationa l 
ideal. 

Basically, th e Jews o f America an d o f the fre e worl d generall y remai n 
ardently liberal . The vas t majority describ e thei r Jewish identit y a s being 
that o f a religious community . The y rejec t an y tendency t o seced e fro m 
the genera l communit y an d t o for m separat e enclaves . Thei r Jewishness 
imposes upo n the m additiona l obligations , suc h a s assistanc e t o Jew s 
who ar e i n distres s an d t o th e stat e o f Israel , whic h wa s se t u p fo r th e 
purpose o f rendering suc h assistance . 

Their Jewishness i s also a  cluster o f memories, a  pattern o f living an d 
an indomitabl e hope , al l interpreted i n th e ligh t o f a  religious tradition . 
But thei r Jewishness doe s no t separat e the m fro m othe r citizens , sav e i n 



3i8 
Jewish Self-image  in the Postwar World 

the dimensio n o f religious faith an d practice, an d in th e maintenanc e o f 
a worldwid e networ k o f philanthropies , previousl y directe d a t divers e 
centers o f distress and now focuse d o n Israel . 

J. L . Talmon , a n Israel i historian , i s somewha t unhapp y wit h th e 
tendency o f liberals t o interpre t Jewish issue s "i n term s o f tolerance o r 
intolerance, i n th e contex t o f the struggl e between libert y an d tyranny. " 
While "Jewis h nationalis m an d racis t anti-semitis m bot h attribut e grea t 
significance t o th e Jewis h phenomenon, " th e liberal s vie w eve n th e 
Holocaust "a s a n unfortunate , bu t onl y temporary , relaps e int o intoler -
ance. Th e intention s o f th e liberal s ar e good . Bu t i n on e sense , thei r 
attitude i s a t bes t superficial , an d a t wors t somewha t offensiv e t o Juda -
ism. The majest y attache d t o a  unique fat e i s impaired an d th e awesom e 
grandeur o f an apocalypti c traged y i s wholly missed." 3 

Insofar a s Talmon inveigh s agains t th e tendenc y o f ideological liberal s 
to glos s ove r th e specifi c detail s o f th e Jewis h situation , w e g o alon g 
with him . But , h e als o articulate s a  longing , howeve r vague , fo r th e 
aura o f unique "majesty " t o ador n Jewish self-consciousness . I s not thi s 
passion fo r nationa l "grandeur " th e ver y si n whic h perverte d th e na -
tional visions o f the Fichte s an d th e Dostoevskys ? Talmo n speak s no t o f 
a Jewish missio n bu t o f a  Jewish "fate, " "t o serv e a s a  testimony , a s a 
living witness , a  touchstone , a  whippin g bloc k an d symbol—al l i n 
one." Again , w e ca n g o wit h hi m onl y par t o f th e way . I n a  continen t 
inflamed b y th e mystiqu e o f nationalis m an d race , th e Je w serve d a s 
"the outsider, " th e onl y concret e exempla r o f the preponderan t mas s o f 
humanity tha t i s "non-Aryan. " 

But i n a  situatio n alread y bedevile d b y a n exces s o f mysticism , wh y 
deepen th e mystery ? As rational students , we canno t spea k o f an eterna l 
or a  uniqu e fate . A s circumstance s change , th e role s o f nation s ar e ap t 
to chang e a s well. Fro m it s very inception , Judaism oppose d th e notio n 
of fate . Nation s ma y choos e task s o r missions , bu t fat e i s imposed fro m 
without b y a  blind force . W e ca n d o withou t suc h "grandeur. " I n orde r 
to surviv e a s a  creative religiou s community , th e Jews o f America nee d 
only t o d o thei r bes t i n generall y huma n terms , an d th e Jews o f Israe l 
need t o win thei r neighbor s ove r for coexistenc e i n peace . 

In neithe r cas e do w e encounte r a n overwhelmin g nee d t o strik e th e 
posture o f "uniqueness. " I n history , al l group s ar e actuall y different , 
therefore unique , bu t th e essentia l goal s o f al l peopl e ar e alik e an d 
rational. T o insis t o n fosterin g "uniqueness, " a s a  presume d basi s fo r 
survival, i s to cour t th e sickl y fantasy o f narcissism. 
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TOYNBEE AN D HI S CHALLENG E 

The Englis h historian , Arnol d J . Toynbee , virtuall y shocke d th e entir e 
Jewish communit y b y the challeng e tha t h e presented i n hi s monumen -
tal work , " A Stud y o f History. " Complete d a t a  tim e whe n Jewis h 
people wer e undergoin g bot h th e anguis h o f th e memorie s o f th e 
Holocaust an d th e exhilaratio n o f Israel s triumphs , Toynbee s analysi s 
touched a  ra w nerv e i n Jews. The y wer e offende d mor e b y hi s com -
ments o n th e nature an d destin y o f modern Israe l than by hi s assessmen t 
of Diaspor a Jewry . Hi s view s wer e resente d al l th e mor e becaus e h e 
wrote a s one wh o belonge d t o th e traditiona l friend s o f Israel . Toynbe e 
was a  humanist , a  libera l Christian , a  cultivate d intellectua l an d a n 
avowed discipl e o f th e grea t Hebre w prophets , particularl y Deutero -
Isaiah. Jews wer e accustome d t o attack s fro m demagogues , chauvinists , 
purveyors o f "mystiques " o f one kin d o r another . But , t o b e th e targe t 
of criticis m a t th e hand s o f a  superintellectua l an d a  champio n o f 
humanism—this wa s a  different matte r altogether. 4 

In fact , Toynbe e wa s b y n o mean s antagonisti c eithe r t o Judaism o r 
to Jewish people . Fa r fro m bein g a n antisemite , h e describe d th e anti -
semitic heritag e o f the Christia n worl d a s one o f it s tw o grea t sins , th e 
other bein g th e institutio n o f Negro slavery. 5 Furthermore , a s an exper t 
in th e Britis h Foreig n Office , h e wa s a  dedicate d anti-Nazi , havin g 
shared i n th e tas k o f awakenin g th e Britis h publi c t o th e menac e o f 
Hitlerism.6 Al l th e more , then , Jew s wer e shocke d b y Toynbe e s cri -
tique, especiall y i n respec t o f the followin g areas : his reference t o Jewry 
as " a fossi l o f Syria c civilization, " hi s persisten t reference s t o "Judai c 
zealotry" a s th e heritag e o f th e Christia n world , hi s denigratio n o f 
Jewish nationalis m i n genera l an d hi s critiqu e o f Israe l in particular ; hi s 
view o f Jewish history a s culminating in tragic failure i n spite of remark -
able spiritua l achievements ; an d hi s gloom y estimat e o f th e futur e o f 
Israel. Eac h on e o f thes e critique s challenge d th e emergen t self-imag e 
of Jewish intellectual s i n th e post-Holocaust , post-Israel s birth , post -
Vatican I I world . Thes e barb s hur t precisel y because the y wer e partiall y 
true, thoug h onl y partially so . 

The term , "fossil, " emerge d ou t o f Toynbee's classificatio n o f civiliza -
tions. I n contras t t o Spengler' s descriptio n o f culture s i n term s o f thei r 
respective "souls, " symbolize d b y thei r divers e conception s o f space , 
Toynbee aime d t o b e empirical , dow n t o earth , concerne d wit h har d 
facts. A  civilizatio n wa s a  "fiel d o f study" ; tha t is , a  geographica l area , 
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within whic h a  measur e o f cultura l unit y prevailed , whethe r o r no t i t 
was governe d b y on e "universa l state. " I n fact , th e establishmen t o f 
political unit y wa s in hi s view a  mark o f regression o r th e beginnin g o f 
the "breakdown " o f a  civilization , sinc e furthe r spontaneou s growt h 
was likely to be inhibite d b y the imperia l Leviathan . 

Toynbees approac h t o world-histor y wa s motivate d i n larg e par t b y 
his revulsion agains t the grea t Germa n historians , who prepare d th e wa y 
for th e monstrou s ideolog y o f Nazism . Th e Hegelia n tradition , whic h 
idealized th e power-stat e a s th e incarnatio n o f World-Reason , wa s 
implicit i n th e work s o f Ranke , Treitschk e an d Meinecke , le t alon e i n 
the proto-Nazism o f Spengler's "Prussianism. " 

In thei r so-calle d "world-historical " perspective , migh t i s right , fo r 
"world-history i s the world-court" ; th e war-makin g powe r o f a  state i s 
the measur e o f it s mora l strength , an d eac h historica l epoc h generate s 
its own self-containe d real m o f values. I t follows tha t suc h power-state s 
cannot b e judged i n term s o f a transnational, universa l law . Thi s adula -
tion o f the stat e wa s reinforce d b y th e growt h o f romantic nationalism , 
which substitute d th e characte r o f the "folk " an d "th e voic e o f blood " 
for th e Hegelia n World-Reason . Th e historica l nation , a s a  biologica l 
entity, wit h al l it s dar k mystery , wa s th e hear t an d sou l o f the "nation -
state." I t i s eas y t o see  tha t suc h a  "folkist " vie w mad e lif e intolerabl e 
for al l ethnic minoritie s i n Easter n Europ e and , i n th e cas e o f the Jews, 
it helped t o bring o n a n antisemiti c tid e which seeme d irresistible . 

Toynbee wa s thoroughl y disenchante d wit h Europea n nationalis m 
and th e Teutoni c worshi p o f "bloo d an d iron." 7 Th e tw o Worl d War s 
were seen by him a s mighty civi l wars; comparable t o the Peloponnesia n 
War, in which th e confederatio n o f Hellenic citie s led by Athens battle d 
against th e allianc e heade d b y Sparta . Nationalis m wa s a  socia l disease , 
the virulenc e o f which wa s proportiona l t o th e exten t th e nation-stat e 
included element s o f differen t nationalities . Hence , hi s projectio n o f a 
transnational fiel d o f study , define d b y externa l factor s o f similarit y o f 
language an d mores . 

In th e cas e of the ancien t Nea r Eas t and th e emergenc e o f the Jewish 
people, h e chos e th e entit y whic h h e entitle d "Syria c Civilization, " 
encompassing Babylonia , Syria , Canaa n an d late r Judea . Withi n tha t 
ancient civilizatio n Judaism functione d a s the grea t Refor m movement , 
transmuting th e cultur e o f it s people s i n th e ligh t o f th e monotheisti c 
ideas o f the prophets , fro m Abraha m t o th e grea t unknow n prophe t o f 
the Exile . 
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Syriac civilizatio n ha s bee n supersede d i n it s homelan d b y Islami c 
civilization. I t n o longe r play s a  rol e i n world-history . Onl y scattere d 
remnants o f i t remain ; th e Nestorian s i n th e Nea r East , th e Parsee s i n 
India an d th e Jews in Europe . 

But, thoug h Toynbe e mad e heroi c effort s t o overcom e th e Germani c 
tradition i n th e philosoph y o f history , h e retaine d som e o f it s impetus . 
He di d no t fre e himsel f altogethe r fro m th e spel l o f biologica l catego -
ries. A society is , after all , not a n organi c entity , temptin g a s it might b e 
to describe i t in terms o f birth an d abortion , maturatio n an d senescence , 
fossilization an d death . I n hi s effor t t o overcom e th e fascinatio n o f 
German historicism , h e faile d t o g o fa r enough , t o judge b y hi s ow n 
lights, an d continue d t o substitut e biologica l metaphor s fo r sociologica l 
realities. A  "fossil " i s a  biologica l term , borrowe d fro m th e theor y o f 
evolution. I t refer s t o a  creature whic h remain s th e sam e an d n o longe r 
responds creativel y t o ne w challenges . Thi s characterizatio n open s th e 
way fo r th e nos e o f th e came l o f "Socia l Darwinism, " wit h al l it s 
destructive potentialities . I t reflect s th e romanti c distinctio n betwee n 
"old" an d "new " nations . Th e latte r ar e presumably entitle d b y the la w 
of historical progres s t o swee p th e forme r of f the stag e o f history. Now , 
Toynbee distinctl y disavow s thi s conclusion , bu t i t seem s t o b e implici t 
in hi s categorization. 8 

In th e self-imag e o f Jewish people , th e aur a o f antiquity i s reverentl y 
extolled, bu t moder n Jews als o think o f themselves a s pioneers i n ever y 
cultural endeavor . Th e Jewis h peopl e today , i n Israe l an d i n America , 
are fa r fro m bein g encase d i n a  cocoo n o f ancien t rite s an d dogmas . 
Apart fro m isolate d enclave s her e an d there , the y ar e i n trut h "old -
new," engage d i n transformin g themselve s a s well a s their environment . 
All great , civilize d communitie s ar e "old-new, " an d th e Jewish peopl e 
are possibly "mor e so. " By Toynbee s own definition , a  growing civiliza -
tion i s on e whic h present s eve r fres h challenge s t o itsel f an d the n 
responds t o them . Jewis h peopl e i n moder n time s hav e kep t abreas t 
of ever y Europea n ideologica l movement , reactin g individuall y an d 
communally t o th e changin g winds o f doctrine . 

The averag e Jewish reade r migh t no t hav e resented Toynbe e s charac-
terization s o much , i f th e latte r ha d use d a  mor e felicitou s phrase — 
such as , "the unchange d embodimen t o f ancient Hebrai c culture. " Th e 
term, "Syriac, " appeared t o many Jews as a deliberate obliteratio n o f the 
Hebraic contributio n t o th e treasur e o f huma n culture . Wa s no t th e 
character an d destin y o f th e Jewis h peopl e determine d largel y b y it s 
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deep sens e o f distinctivenes s "fro m al l th e nations" ? Wh y the n hav e i t 
coupled i n on e categor y wit h thos e ancien t people s tha t ha d n o inne r 
bonds wit h i t an d wer e relate d t o i t onl y b y th e externa l factor s o f 
geography, linguistic s an d chronology ? Furthermore , a t a  tim e whe n 
Jews and Arabs were engage d i n a  mortal struggle , some reader s felt tha t 
by subsumin g Hebrai c histor y unde r th e Syria n rubric , Toynbe e adde d 
insult t o injury 9 

But, th e mos t tellin g objectio n t o thi s phras e i s th e fac t tha t i t 
enshrines a  "reductionist " vie w o f Jewish life , tha t i s al l to o prevalent . 
The tremendou s variet y an d vigo r o f modern Jewish lif e i s treated a s if 
it wer e n o mor e tha n th e medieva l ghetto-community ; th e latte r i s 
"reduced" t o th e ancien t dispersio n o f the first  century , an d tha t com -
munity i n tur n i s viewed a s if it were th e congregatio n o f the returnin g 
exiles a t th e tim e o f Ezra an d Nehemiah . A s Martin Wigh t point s out , 
Toynbee a t time s identifie s Judaism , no t wit h th e prophets , bu t wit h 
the pre-prophetic , so-calle d "Yahweh-religion, " emphasizin g "God s 
jealousy an d Power. " 

In al l these judgments, Toynbe e reflecte d th e ancien t Christia n vie w 
of Jewish history . Thoug h h e regarde d himsel f consciousl y a s a  post -
Christian, h e wa s deepl y steepe d emotionall y an d imaginativel y i n th e 
old Christia n tradition , whic h continue d t o serv e hi m a s a  sourc e o f 
myth an d imagery . So , he wrot e agai n an d agai n o f Jerusalem tha t "di d 
not kno w th e tim e o f he r visitation. " Whil e h e di d no t believ e tha t 
Jesus wa s th e Messia h o r "th e So n o f God, " h e utilize d th e sag a o f th e 
New Testamen t a s a treasury o f metaphors, thereb y contributin g t o th e 
denigration o f the Jewish people . 

Every historia n i s tempted t o writ e a s i f he wer e a  judge o f nations , 
rendering th e verdic t o f history . Wit h th e benefi t o f hindsight , doe s i t 
not appea r fairl y certai n tha t Jews woul d hav e bee n happie r i f they ha d 
"accepted" Jesu s a s thei r Messia h an d ha d the n proceede d t o conver t 
the world ? St . Pau l himsel f was apparentl y convince d tha t th e Gentile s 
would no t hav e embrace d Jesus a s their Savior , i f the Jewish Sanhedri n 
had recognize d hi m a s th e Messiah . Furthermore , suppos e th e Jews o f 
the first  century sa w the "handwritin g o n th e wall" and recognized tha t 
their interest s would bes t be served i f they turne d Christian , woul d the y 
have become a  great peopl e i f they silence d thei r doubt s fo r th e sak e o f 
worldly success ? Obviously , the y woul d hav e been untru e t o th e teach -
ing o f him wh o exclaimed , "Wha t boot s i t fo r a  man t o wi n th e worl d 
and los e hi s soul. " A s th e Jewish peopl e i n Jesus' da y an d late r sa w it , 
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the questio n a t issu e wa s on e o f "truth " an d "falsehood, " no t o f "sur -
vival," o r "success, " o r "grandeur. " An d Toynbe e himself , bein g a  post -
Christian, agree d tha t Jesu s wa s no t a  "so n o f God, " o r th e on e i n 
whom Israel' s hope wa s indeed fulfilled . 

Martin Wigh t pointe d ou t tha t "Christianit y di d not 'brea k decisivel y 
with Judaism by recognizing an d proclaiming tha t Go d i s love.' " 1 0 Th e 
issue wa s "Messiahhood, " no t th e characte r o f God . Judais m affirme d 
that Go d i s Love , bu t als o Justice an d Power . H e i s "ou r Father , ou r 
King," "Graciou s an d Merciful. " Accordin g t o a n ancien t Midrash , 
when th e Lord se t out t o creat e mankind , H e provide d fo r th e minglin g 
of His tw o attribute s o f Justice an d Lov e i n th e conduc t o f Providence ; 
otherwise, th e societ y o f mankind woul d hav e fallen apart. 11 

Nor di d Christianit y emphasiz e onl y th e qualit y o f Lov e i n it s 
preaching: Th e earl y Christian s accepte d th e gloom y perspectiv e o f th e 
Apocalyptic preachers , like Ezra IV, who imagine d tha t the vast majorit y 
of mankind woul d b e cas t into th e everlastin g fires of hell.12 I n contrast , 
the Mishnah,  th e authoritativ e editio n o f th e Ora l Law , declares , "Th e 
judgment o f th e wicke d i n hel l i s twelv e months." 13 O n th e othe r 
hand, i n th e comment s o f the late r teacher s o f the Talmud , eterna l hel l 
is reinstated . 

Also, a s i s wel l known , th e libera l Pharisee s asserte d tha t "th e piou s 
among th e nation s wil l shar e i n th e Worl d t o Come." 14 I t i s no t 
necessary fo r Gentile s t o becom e Jews i n orde r t o attai n salvation . Al l 
they need t o d o i s to abid e by "the seve n Noachian principles," 15 whic h 
may be describe d a s the universa l laws of religion an d ethics . They nee d 
not becom e par t o f any "Israe l o f the spirit, " thoug h the y ar e welcom e 
to join "Israe l o f th e flesh";  the y coul d continu e t o practic e th e "way s 
of thei r fathers, " providin g the y imbue d thei r traditiona l worshi p an d 
social institutions with th e love of God an d the love o f man.16 Naturally , 
rabbis lik e Hille l believe d tha t thei r Ora l La w wa s th e bes t "commen -
tary" o n th e Golde n Rule. 17 Bu t then , ther e i s al l the differenc e i n th e 
world betwee n th e appreciativ e clai m o f a  religionist , wh o maintains , 
"Your practic e i s good , min e i s better " an d th e striden t assertio n o f a 
fanatic, "You r ways lead t o hel l eternal ; min e alon e lead t o salvation. " 

I d o no t maintai n tha t al l the Pharisee s wer e libera l an d toleran t an d 
that al l th e earl y Christian s wer e intoleran t an d obsesse d wit h th e fea r 
of damnation . Ther e wa s tensio n withi n bot h communities . Som e 
Jewish teachers maintained tha t onl y Jews would be "saved." 18 I n Chris -
tianity, th e doctrin e o f praeparatio evangelica  implie d tha t seed s o f divin e 
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truth wer e scattere d i n divers e paga n cultures , bu t the y wer e full y 
contained i n th e Ol d Testament , albei t i n a  concealed , metaphorica l 
form. I n Judaism, th e clima x is still to come , in the messiani c future . Al l 
cultures an d faith s ar e i n th e stag e o f praeparatio, i f they incorporat e an d 
cherish th e Noachia n principles ; al l are bidden t o hel p prepar e th e way . 
So, afte r describin g th e glor y o f the Messiah , Mica h states , "Fo r al l th e 
nations wil l walk , eac h i n th e nam e o f its god, an d w e shal l walk i n th e 
name o f the Lord , ou r God." 19 (Mica h 4,5 ) 

Why, then , di d me n o f immens e eruditio n an d overflowin g goo d 
will, lik e Toynbee , repea t th e disparagin g judgment s o f Judaism tha t 
have becom e virtuall y traditiona l i n th e Christia n worl d dow n t o ou r 
own day ? I n th e first  place , i t i s natura l fo r non-specialist s t o ignor e 
the grea t bod y o f rabbinica l literatur e tha t wa s i n effec t a  continuin g 
commentary o n th e Hebre w Bible . Fo r a  long time , onl y fragment s o f 
that literatur e wer e availabl e t o Christia n scholars , an d thes e fragment s 
were frequentl y selecte d wit h guil e an d malic e i n orde r t o prov e th e 
"depravity" o f the rabbis. 20 

Consequently, moder n Jews wer e viewe d a t times , a s if they steppe d 
bodily ou t o f th e page s o f th e Ol d Testament . An d Israel' s treatmen t 
of th e Arab s i s sometime s discusse d agains t th e backgroun d o f th e 
Deuteronomic injunctio n t o annihilat e th e origina l inhabitant s o f Ca -
naan. 

As i f ther e ha d bee n n o growt h an d developmen t fro m th e earlies t 
strata o f Israel' s traditio n t o th e present ! W e recal l tha t eve n master s o f 
biblical criticism , lik e th e radica l Ne w Testamen t schola r Brun o Bauer , 
described th e Jewish peopl e a s "ahistorical," i.e. , unchange d an d unvar -
ied b y th e up s an d down s o f history. Christia n scholar s o f thi s type , b e 
it noted, concurre d wit h th e Orthodo x Jewish teacher s who maintaine d 
a simila r thesis , bu t on e charge d wit h invers e valence , namely , tha t i n 
view o f the absolut e perfectio n o f Torah ther e wa s no developmen t an d 
no chang e i n Jewish teachin g fro m Mose s a t Sina i t o th e Yeshivo t o f 
our day . 

A persisten t notio n amon g Christia n scholars , fo r whic h ther e i s n o 
Judaic parallel , i s that th e grea t prophets an d saint s in biblical Israe l were 
"Christians" befor e Christ , who m Ezr a an d Nehemia h repudiate d 
when the y fashione d th e basi c pattern s o f Jewish life . A  centur y o f 
Jewish scholarshi p ha s uncovere d th e thread s leadin g fro m th e prophet s 
to th e Pharisee s an d t o th e rabbi s o f th e Talmud . Th e rabbi s regarde d 
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the prophet s a s interpreter s o f th e Torah , no t it s opponents . O n th e 
Sabbath day , "th e La w an d th e Prophets " wer e rea d i n orde r t o provid e 
a dialectica l basis for a  fuller comprehensio n o f the Divin e Word . 

In a  deepe r sense , th e prophet s a t thei r bes t articulate d th e Divin e 
Word, a s i t i s perceive d i n a  flas h o f mystica l experienc e an d the n 
recollected an d formulate d i n accor d wit h th e "inne r light " o f con -
science an d intelligence . I n contras t t o th e ecstati c "prophetizers, " th e 
classical prophet s appeale d t o th e mind s an d heart s o f thei r hearers . 
They sough t t o overcom e th e barriers o f ethnic arroganc e an d ritualisti c 
magic i n orde r t o presen t th e "I-Thou " relatio n o f man an d Go d i n it s 
fullness. Therei n lie s their perennia l char m an d youthfulness . 

It i s precisely i n thi s sens e tha t th e Pharisee s continue d th e wor k o f 
the prophets . The y applie d th e canon s o f logic an d ethic s t o th e inher -
ited tradition , transformin g man y a n ancien t law , whic h wa s i n thei r 
view unjust. 21 The y sough t t o translat e th e ideal s o f th e Prophets — 
"the knowledg e o f the Lord, " "th e lov e o f kindness," "deed s o f justice," 
"walking humbl y wit h th e Lord"—int o a  daily pattern o f living fo r al l 
the people . 

We ma y ad d tha t th e grea t philosopher s o f Judaism, fro m Phil o t o 
Hermann Cohe n an d Marti n Buber , continue d t o interpre t th e tradi -
tion i n th e spiri t o f th e prophets . The y sough t t o uncove r th e inne r 
meaning o f al l the laws , i n th e assuranc e tha t clea r thinkin g an d ethica l 
living constitute th e Primar y Intentio n o f all the Commandments. 22 

With al l the caveats , i t canno t b e denie d tha t Toynbee' s imag e o f th e 
"fossil" doe s reflec t a n importan t aspec t o f Jewish life , a s it i s seen fro m 
the standpoin t o f universal history . Th e scattere d Jewish communitie s o f 
the Diaspor a for m a  differen t entit y tha n th e people s aroun d them . 
Toynbee recognize d tha t wha t make s th e Jews differen t i s mor e tha n a 
creed. 

Jews ar e a  people, a s well a s an ecclesia , indee d a  people tha t i s darkly 
shadowed i n th e mind s o f thei r neighbor s b y a  protean clou d o f vagu e 
myths, hostil e judgments an d a  disturbing sens e o f alienation . Al l thes e 
differentia wer e forme d lon g ag o i n anothe r culture . I n th e milletal 
system o f the Turkis h empire , th e Jewish situatio n wa s not a s peculiar as 
it might appea r in the western world , bu t eve n there i t bore the stigmat a 
of inferiority an d rejection. W e recal l that Leo Pinsker sought t o captur e 
the Jewish differenti a i n th e imag e o f a  "ghostly " nation , arousin g fear , 
suspicion an d hate . Pinske r propose d wha t h e calle d "Auto-emancipa -
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tion," th e acquisitio n o f a territory, wher e Jews coul d settl e an d for m a 
state o f thei r own . I n thi s way , the y woul d acquir e th e blessin g o f 
"normalcy." 

Short o f tha t tota l transformation , th e Jewis h dispersio n coul d b e 
regarded eithe r a s a  reli c o f th e past , o r a s a  precurso r o f th e future . 
Toynbee accept s bot h alternatives . H e regard s Diaspor a Jewr y a s a 
"fossil" o f a n ancien t civilization . A t th e sam e time , h e maintain s tha t 
the Jew s o f th e Diaspor a coul d wel l serv e a s a  vanguar d o f diaspora -
communities scattere d throughou t th e world. H e cite s the phrase, "civi -
lization i s deracination." 23 

"If we ar e right i n looking upo n th e universa l state s that hav e alread y 
come an d gon e a s having bee n th e forerunner s o f a  future world-state , 
the socia l structure fo r whic h th e Jewish diaspor a provide s a  model wil l 
have a  practical, a s well a s an academic interes t fo r th e living generatio n 
of mankind an d ou r successor s .  .  . 

"Now tha t th e Worl d i s becomin g on e city , w e ma y expec t t o se e 
associations base d o n neighborhoo d com e t o b e overshadowe d b y oth -
ers based o n spiritua l affinity : tha t i s to say , by diaspora s i n th e broades t 
sense o f the ter m i n whic h thi s includes ubiquitou s scattere d minoritie s 
that ar e hel d togethe r b y religiou s an d othe r tie s o f al l kind s tha t ar e 
independent o f locality."24 

"In th e Jewish mode l w e se e Ma n i n th e sam e chapte r o f hi s histor y 
clinging t o som e revelation , discovery , achievement , o r wa y o f life tha t 
he feel s t o b e o f supreme significanc e an d value , an d therefor e exertin g 
himself t o preserv e th e separat e identit y o f th e 'Chose n People ' tha t i s 
the custodia n o f thi s pear l o f grea t price . Th e 'Chose n People's ' belie f 
in it s nationa l missio n give s i t th e spiri t t o maintai n itsel f i n diaspor a 
after losin g its national stat e .  .  ." 25 

It wil l b e recalle d tha t Simo n Dubno w als o regarde d th e mode l o f 
the diaspor a t o b e th e "wav e o f th e future. " T o Dubnow , Jew s hav e 
reached lon g ag o th e highes t leve l o f nationa l existence , tha t o f " a 
spiritual nation, " a  level whic h othe r nationalitie s ar e likely t o reac h i n 
the future . Bu t wherea s Dubno w wa s concerne d wit h th e maintenanc e 
of ethni c identity , Toynbe e see s th e grea t meri t o f th e Jewish Diaspor a 
in it s potentia l t o ris e beyon d ethnicity , a s indee d Judaism ha s opene d 
its gate s befor e th e firs t centur y t o would-b e convert s an d "spiritua l 
converts," o r "semi-converts. " Toynbe e call s upo n th e Jews t o becom e 
more a  "value-centered " community , tha n on e obsesse d wit h shee r 
survival. H e woul d hav e Jews stres s thei r ideal s an d values , thei r "mis -
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sion," s o t o speak , rathe r tha t thos e exclusiv e preoccupation s wit h 
ritualistic nicetie s an d ethni c impediment s whic h hav e mad e the m a 
"peculiar people. " Lik e Claud e G . Montefiore , h e urge d tha t Jew s 
include portion s o f th e Ne w Testamen t i n thei r sacre d literature , an d 
reclaim as properly thei r own both Jesus and Paul—the forme r standin g 
for th e superiorit y o f spiri t t o Law , the latte r fo r th e openin g o f gate s 
wide t o the Gentiles . 

In thes e counsels , Toynbe e arrive d a t the same position tha t so-calle d 
"classical Reform " attaine d a t th e tur n o f th e century . H e als o reaf -
firmed th e essentiall y libera l counse l t o th e Jews, give n b y th e nine -
teenth-century historian , Theodo r Mommsen . Libera l historians do not 
themselves resen t th e externa l particularitie s whic h separat e th e Jew 
from hi s neighbors, bu t in th e ligh t o f history the y fea r th e resurgenc e 
of popular antisemitis m an d the reappearance o f demagogues read y and 
eager t o fa n th e flames  o f hate an d contemp t fo r thos e wh o appea r t o 
be "outsiders. " I n th e eye s o f th e populace , i t i s th e appearanc e o f 
alienism tha t counts , especiall y when thos e who so flaunt  thei r separate -
ness ar e als o favore d b y a n outsize d shar e o f th e nationa l pie . Thes e 
liberal scholars , lik e th e Refor m ideologists , canno t b e faulte d fo r 
bringing us a message tha t som e o f us may not like. 

Like th e Jewis h Reformers , Toynbe e wa s basicall y optimistic . 
Though h e chronicle d th e declin e an d fal l o f man y civilizations , h e 
believed tha t western civilizatio n wil l arise from it s present troubles , and 
overcoming th e idolatry o f the nation-state , procee d t o buil d th e grea t 
society o f the future . 

Like the Reformers, too , he was an impassioned foe of Jewish nation -
alism. Bu t hi s anti-Zionis t messag e wa s proclaime d a t th e ver y tim e 
when th e hop e o f Zio n ha d becom e th e onl y viabl e solutio n fo r th e 
hard-pressed Jews o f Centra l an d Eastern Europe . B y the tim e th e las t 
four volume s o f his "Study " appeared , th e state o f Israel had come int o 
being an d th e anti-Zionis t argumen t ha d los t it s relevanc e an d forc e 
within th e Jewish community . Toynbe e s critique o f Zionism cam e u p 
against the morally irresistibl e driv e for the settlement o f refugees i n the 
Jewish Homelan d an d the need o f guarding agains t a  second Holocaust , 
this time in the Holy Lan d itself . 

Toynbee's attitud e towar d th e newl y bor n stat e o f Israel wa s motivate d 
by a  deep , subrationa l facto r a s wel l a s by a  numbe r o f meticulousl y 
reasoned considerations . I t is not generally know n that , a s a young man 
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working i n th e Britis h Foreig n Office , h e ha d a  hand i n th e issuanc e o f 
the Balfour Declaration . Durin g World War I , he concentrate d o n plan s 
for th e Nea r East . H e argue d i n behal f o f th e breaku p o f th e Turkis h 
Empire int o fou r successor-states ; Turke y proper , Arabia , centere d o n 
Damascus, a  national hom e fo r th e Armenians , a  national hom e fo r th e 
Jews. H e eve n asked  Dr . Weizmann t o rea d th e par t o f his book dealin g 
with th e Jewish nationa l home. 26 On e o f hi s article s i n 191 7 ha s bee n 
cited b y a  Zionis t historia n a s " a majo r contributio n t o shapin g an d 
propagating th e pro-Zionis t polic y i n th e War Cabinet." 27 A t tha t time , 
the Britis h wer e eage r t o secur e th e hel p o f Russia n an d America n 
Jewries fo r thei r caus e an d to forestal l th e plans o f Germany t o preemp t 
the sympathie s o f the Zionists . 

In hi s pro-Zionis t argument , th e youn g Toynbe e acknowledge d th e 
validity o f th e clai m o f self-determinatio n o n th e par t o f indigenou s 
populations, bu t h e claimed tha t the people o f some area s in the Turkis h 
Empire, particularly Palestine , were no t ye t ripe fo r freedom . 

"There ar e some units , however , s o raw i n thei r growt h o r s o deepl y 
sunk i n deca y a s to lac k th e attribut e o f sovereignt y altogether—unit s 
which throug h wan t o f population, wealth , spiritua l energy , o r al l thre e 
together ar e unabl e t o kee p th e spar k o f vitality aglow . Suc h dea d unit s 
are the wors t dange r tha t threaten s th e peace o f the worl d .  .  ." 

There i s no questio n bu t tha t th e youn g Toynbe e an d hi s colleague s 
in th e Foreig n Offic e regarde d th e Arab s i n Palestin e a s forming suc h a 
"dead unit" : 

"The peopl e wes t o f th e Jorda n ar e no t Arabs , bu t onl y Arabic -
speaking. Th e bul k o f the populatio n ar e fellahin; tha t i s to say , agricul -
tural worker s ownin g lan d a s a  village communit y o r workin g lan d fo r 
the Syria n effendi . .  . 

"These ar e Arabs i n nam e wh o hav e nothin g Arabi c abou t the m bu t 
their language—most o f the peasant s i n Syri a ar e such .  .  ." 28 

It i s perhaps th e earl y involvemen t o f Toynbee i n th e undertakin g o f 
Great Britai n t o "facilitate " th e buildin g o f a  "Jewis h homeland " i n 
Palestine tha t account s fo r th e passio n wit h whic h h e late r condemne d 
that enterprise . I n keepin g wit h th e tid e o f anticolonialis m an d anti -
imperialism, Toynbe e change d hi s position o n al l issues involving Euro -
pean predominance. 29 I n hi s "Study, " h e inveighe d agains t th e hubris  of 
western power s an d ben t ove r backwar d t o rende r ful l recognitio n t o 
non-Judaic religion s and non-western cultures . He harpe d o n th e mora l 
failure o f al l th e religion s derivin g fro m Judaism—thei r exclusiveness , 
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their intolerance , thei r inabilit y t o recogniz e tha t mor e tha n on e path -
way ma y lea d t o God . I n contrast , h e extolle d th e Hind u religions , 
which i n hi s view , permitte d an d eve n favore d th e proliferatio n o f 
divergent rite s an d creeds . S o enamore d di d h e becom e o f th e Hind u 
faiths tha t h e virtually ignore d th e terribl e "communal " battle s betwee n 
Hindus an d Buddhists , whic h resulte d i n th e eliminatio n o f Buddhis m 
from th e lan d i n whic h i t wa s born . Ther e i s toda y n o deart h o f 
religious fanaticis m an d intoleranc e o n th e India n continent . An d th e 
effects o f the Hind u religio n o n th e liberatio n o f the commo n ma n ar e 
certainly no t comparabl e wit h thos e i n th e Judeo-Christia n religiou s 
sphere. Conside r th e vil e custom s affectin g widows , th e age d an d th e 
untouchables, whic h stil l prevaile d i n India , a t th e tim e whe n th e 
British assumed control . Certainly ther e i s a strong, i f subtle, connectio n 
between th e ethica l ardor o f the Judeo-Christian traditio n an d it s impu -
tation o f "jealousy" t o th e Go d o f the universe , a  "jealousy" whic h wa s 
then misdirecte d b y dogmatist s an d fanatics . I n th e biblica l view , God , 
who ha s take n th e childre n o f Israe l ou t o f the lan d o f bondage, i s also 
"jealous" o f Hi s peopl e degeneratin g an d regressin g t o lower , mor e 
primitive way s o f living . Fo r i f Go d b e th e sourc e o f al l ethica l an d 
spiritual ideals, then an y unfaithfulness t o Hi m mus t resul t in the declin e 
and deca y o f the ideal s He champions . 

From ou r perspectiv e today , i t i s certainly possibl e t o separat e ethica l 
sinfulness fro m ritualisti c transgressions . But , i t took wester n mankin d a 
long tim e t o reac h thi s stage . I n history , th e demoni c an d th e divin e ar e 
closely intertwined . So , th e relativ e "tolerance " vis  a vis  different god s 
in Indi a wa s associate d wit h a  horribl e caste-system , th e burnin g o f 
widows an d th e degradatio n o f th e individual . B y th e sam e token , th e 
social dynamis m o f Western Europ e whic h generate d th e efflorescenc e 
of th e Renaissance , th e religiou s democrac y o f th e Reformation , th e 
liberalism o f th e English , America n an d Frenc h Revolutions , wa s th e 
product o f inner tension s within th e Judeo-Christian tradition . 

At thi s point , w e tak e not e o f Toynbee's persisten t descriptio n o f th e 
perversion o f intolerance , o r so-calle d "zealotry, " a s bein g Judai c i n 
origin. H e write s o f "Judaic intoleranc e i n th e etho s o f Christianity" o r 
of "Judaically fanatica l ferocity." 30 But , excep t for passages in his volume 
of "Reconsideration, " h e doe s no t poin t ou t tha t th e Christia n belie f 
that "Go d i s love" is also derived fro m th e sam e root / 1 

In sum , Toynbee' s extrem e anti-Zionist , anticolonialist , antiwester n 
hubris in religio n an d culture , ar e al l inwardly related. 32 The y reflec t th e 
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passion o f a penitent wh o bend s ove r backward t o beat hi s ches t an d say 
"mea culpa. " But , on e ma y questio n whethe r th e ardo r o f penitence , 
good a s i t i s fo r one' s soul , i s th e righ t prescriptio n fo r th e channelin g 
of the "poole d pride " o f nations. 

A goo d exampl e o f th e issu e befor e u s i s th e allur e o f the notio n o f 
the chose n people . Toynbe e regard s th e biblica l notio n o f a  people, se t 
apart from th e res t o f mankind, a s the sourc e o f the self-aggrandizemen t 
of Christia n nation s i n th e moder n world . Ultimately , thi s narcissisti c 
belief o f th e ancien t Israelite s too k roo t i n th e mind s o f anti-Christia n 
Germans, emergin g a s th e Naz i madnes s o f ou r ow n generation . Be -
cause he too k thi s long view o f the migration o f an idea , he fel t tha t hi s 
critics misse d th e poin t whe n the y pointe d t o th e usua l "idealistic " 
interpretations o f the chose n peopl e concep t i n Judaism an d Christian -
ity: tha t "Israe l o f th e Flesh " o r "Israe l o f th e Spirit " wa s chose n t o 
serve and bless mankind, rathe r tha n t o dominat e an d oppres s it , o r tha t 
"the concep t o f Israel s choic e i s one o f humility , no t o f arrogance, " o r 
that Israel s destiny turne d ou t t o be on e o f suffering an d dispersion , no t 
of joy an d triumph . 

In a  lon g not e o n thi s subject , h e wrote , " I find  thi s apologi a 
unconvincing. I  agre e tha t th e rol e o f th e 'Chose n People ' ha s bee n 
'everlastingly reclaimed ' b y the Jews, but I  do no t kno w o f any evidenc e 
that i t wa s 'reluctantl y assumed ' i n th e first  instance . Th e Jews ar e no t 
the onl y peopl e wh o hav e bee n willin g t o offe r u p costl y sacrifice s o n 
the alta r o f thei r collectiv e self-centeredness . Bu t self-centerednes s re -
mains th e si n tha t i t is , howeve r hig h th e pric e on e ma y b e willin g t o 
pay fo r th e psychologica l satisfactio n tha t on e obtain s fro m committin g 
it."33 

Toynbee expresse d hi s agreemen t wit h m y commen t tha t th e chose n 
people concep t i s bi-pola r i n character ; collectiv e self-centerednes s i n 
tension wit h collectiv e self-dedicatio n t o th e servic e o f Go d an d man -
kind. Th e forme r pol e i s known al l too well , bu t th e secon d i s equall y 
real i n biblica l an d Jewish history . I n th e intertwinin g o f th e demoni c 
and divin e force s withi n thi s concept , th e potentialitie s fo r grea t goo d 
and abysma l evi l wer e certainl y t o b e found . Nazis m i s a n exampl e o f 
the demoni c componen t o f thi s notion , blende d wit h th e fur y o f a 
distraught an d defeate d people , whic h wa s maddene d b y th e delusion s 
and myth s o f racial mysticism an d demoralize d b y the nihilisti c theorie s 
of "Socia l Darwinism. " 
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But w e ma y ask , woul d no t Nazis m hav e emerge d i n an y case , eve n 
if al l reference s t o th e chose n peopl e i n Scripture s ha d bee n deleted ? 
This i s o f cours e a n unanswerable , iff y question . However , i n al l th e 
writings abou t Hitler , w e hav e ye t t o find a  fascinatio n fo r biblica l 
themes. T o be sure , the romanti c nationalists , Fichte , Dostoevsky , Maz -
zini, Mickiewicz, di d emplo y biblica l imagery . And the y di d prepare th e 
way for Hitle r an d hi s hordes . 

On th e othe r hand , i t i s impossible t o remov e idea s an d belief s fro m 
the record s o f history . W e ca n reinterpre t historica l notions , stressin g 
their idealisti c component s an d callin g attentio n t o th e danger s implici t 
in thei r demoni c side . Ca n w e questio n th e powerfu l motivatio n fo r 
good o f th e chose n peopl e idea , i f i t b e regarde d a s a n example,  rathe r 
than a s an exception?  On thi s view, al l peoples ma y a t any one tim e be s o 
situated a s to b e capabl e o f renderin g grea t blessing s t o mankind . And , 
as Kant reminde d us , "  'Can ' implie s 'Ought. ' "  I t i s the collectiv e dut y 
of a  talented o r privilege d peopl e a t an y on e tim e t o rende r it s servic e 
to othe r nation s an d "t o becom e a  blessing. " Di d no t Americ a afte r 
World Wa r I I ac t a s a truly chose n people , i n inauguratin g th e Marshal l 
Plan an d i n offerin g ai d t o man y impoverishe d an d stricke n nations ? I s 
not th e creatio n o f the "Peac e Corps " a  similar expressio n o f America n 
generosity an d it s religious fervor? Sometimes , suc h a  role is inescapabl e 
for a  grea t people , i n whic h cas e w e ca n spea k o f it s bein g "chosen " 
both b y Providenc e an d b y it s ow n voluntar y commitment . Shoul d w e 
not encourag e thi s concept o f "chosenness" a s an ideal for othe r nation s 
as well—say, th e oil-ric h kingdom s an d sheikdoms ? 

We agre e wit h Toynbe e tha t a  demoni c facto r easil y insinuate s itsel f 
into a  people's belief in it s unique role . Therefore , wheneve r th e notio n 
arises, i t shoul d b e subjecte d t o merciles s criticism , alon g propheti c 
lines. Bu t w e als o maintai n tha t th e biblica l notio n contain s a  noble , 
divine aspect , fo r whic h ther e i s a crying nee d i n ever y generation , an d 
more particularl y i n ou r rapidl y shrinkin g world , whic h i s divide d 
between th e prosperous an d th e poverty-stricken . 

In Toynbee' s criticis m o f Zionis m an d Israel , ethica l an d pragmati c 
elements were commingled . H e wa s appalled by the flood  o f Palestinian 
refugees tha t resulte d fro m th e Arab-Israe l civi l war which followe d th e 
British evacuatio n i n Ma y 1948 . I n hi s judgment, a  large numbe r wer e 
expelled fro m Ara b areas , whil e man y refugee s simpl y panicked . Th e 



332 
Jewish Self-image  in the Postwar World 

net resul t o f tha t catastroph e wa s th e transfe r o f th e statu s o f refugee s 
from hundred s o f thousands o f Jews of Europe t o hundreds o f thousands 
of Palestinian Arabs . 

In hi s indignation , Toynbe e wen t s o fa r a s to compar e th e fal l o f th e 
Israelis from Grac e t o tha t o f the German s sinkin g int o th e mora l abys s 
of Nazism . I t wa s a n unfortunat e remark , whic h ha d onl y a  modicu m 
of justification i n the contex t o f his teaching tha t sufferin g ennoble s an d 
sanctifies. Thi s biblical doctrine , Toynbe e applie d t o th e Jews o f our da y 
and expecte d the m t o behave like saint s a t the tim e when thei r very lif e 
was at stake. But th e survivor s o f the Holocaus t wer e drive n b y the fur y 
of despair ; the y feare d a  repetitio n o f thei r agon y a t th e hand s o f th e 
Arabs and the y too k n o chances . 

In hi s "Reconsiderations, " Toynbe e reasserte d hi s condemnatio n o f 
Zionism i n general . 

"On reconsideration , I  d o no t fin d tha t I  hav e change d m y vie w o f 
Zionism. I  thin k tha t i n th e Zionis t movement , Wester n Jew s hav e 
assimilated Gentil e Western civilizatio n in the most unfortunate possibl e 
form."34 

There i s no doub t tha t the lot o f the Arab refugees wa s tragic. But th e 
blame was widely distributed . Th e Unite d Nation s di d not undertak e t o 
carry ou t th e Partitio n Pla n whic h i t voted . Th e neighborin g Ara b 
nations promptl y invade d Palestine , threatenin g t o complet e th e wor k 
of Hitler . I n th e conflic t betwee n a n irresistibl e forc e an d a n immove -
able wall, grea t hea t wil l be generated , an d very little light . Som e Israel i 
writers agre e that th e conflic t wa s tragic, in the dramati c sense—tha t is , 
it wa s a  collisio n betwee n tw o equall y justifie d rights , no t merel y a 
conflict betwee n righ t an d wrong . Th e traged y unfolde d ste p b y step , 
and non e o f th e participant s foresa w th e end . Originally , th e Zionis t 
leaders wer e convince d tha t the y woul d b e heartil y welcome d b y th e 
Arab people . The y believe d themselve s t o b e bearin g th e gift s o f west -
ernization an d prosperit y t o a  long los t cousin-nation . Th e earl y rebel -
lions o f th e Arab s i n 192 1 an d 192 9 wer e no t take n seriously—the y 
were th e wor k o f demagogues . An d onc e Hitle r cam e t o powe r i n 
Germany, th e Jews ha d n o choice . Th e "nationa l homeland " wa s n o 
longer a  dreamlik e vision ; i t wa s no w th e onl y practica l possibilit y fo r 
large-scale Jewish immigration . 

As fo r th e Arabs , thei r successiv e defeat s i n 1949 , 1956 , 196 7 an d 
1973 generated a n incredible psychosis , th e ful l measur e o f which i s still 
unknown. Accustome d t o thin k i n long-rang e terms , Toynbe e foresa w 
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a progressiv e aggravatio n o f th e bitte r m o o d o f th e Arabs . I n privat e 
conversations an d letters , h e expresse d th e fea r o f a n emergin g Ara b 
mass psychosis , directe d agains t Israe l i n th e firs t plac e an d indirectl y 
against al l Jews . T h e madnes s o f Europea n antisemitism , wi t h al l it s 
monstrous myths , h e feared , woul d b e duplicate d i n th e Ara b world , 
which wa s certai n t o gro w i n wealth , i n populatio n an d i n power . T h e 
hur t o f a n inferiorit y complex , rubbe d ra w b y successiv e defeats , in -
flamed b y whipped-u p ethni c prid e an d sanctifie d b y religiou s fantasie s 
can resul t i n a  deadl y brew . T h e longe r th e Arab s delaye d takin g thei r 
revenge agains t Israel , th e mor e tragi c woul d b e th e final  struggle . An d 
more tha n th e lif e o f Israe l migh t b e a t stake , sinc e i n ou r shrinkin g 
globe a n Arab-Israe l wa r coul d easil y se t of f a  globa l Armageddon . 
Whi le thes e fear s seeme d undul y pessimisti c i n th e sixties , the y appea r 
more realisti c i n th e seventies . 

Toynbee wa s no t alon e i n recognizin g th e terribl e potentia l o f a 
deepening Ara b mas s psychosis . J . L . Talmo n wrot e afte r th e Si x Da y 
War: 

The anti-Israe l obsessio n gav e ris e t o a  kin d o f systemati c Manichea n 
metaphysic, th e focu s o f a n entir e philosoph y o f history , wit h th e Jew a s 
the devi l incarnat e fro m th e day s o f patriarc h Abraha m himsel f til l hi s 
assumption o f th e rol e o f th e lynchpi n o f a n American-Imperialist -
Zionist world-plo t agains t th e Ara b world , th e Socialis t Commonwealt h 
and al l colonia l peoples . 

By a n unspeakabl y tragi c iron y th e Zionis m o f Jewish exile s marchin g 
to th e tun e o f "I f I  forge t thee , O  Jerusalem, " no t onl y create d a n Ara b 
Zionism, propelle d b y a  simila r sens e o f exil e an d drea m o f a  retur n t o 
that ver y Jerusalem, bu t imparte d th e ma d obsessio n wit h a  world-wid e 
Jewish conspirac y t o th e Islami c world , whic h howeve r contemptuou s o f 
and unfriendl y t o Jews ha d i n th e pas t no t know n tha t essentiall y Chris -
tian neuroti c preoccupatio n wit h Jewis h deicid e an d th e Protocol s o f 
Zion, fro m th e dir e result s o f which th e Jews sought refug e i n Palestine. 35 

Since thos e line s wer e wri t ten , th e Yo m Kippu r Wa r ha s bee n wage d 
and th e Ara b oil-offensiv e launched , alon g wi t h a n intensifie d boycot t 
of firms  dealin g wi t h Israel . Whi l e th e situatio n i s a t thi s wri t in g mor e 
fluid an d mor e promising , th e fear s o f Toynbe e an d Talmo n ar e stil l 
wi th us . Jerusalem i s associate d wi t h th e hop e o f mora l perfectio n an d 
ultimate peac e i n th e mind s o f bo th Jews an d Christians . Bu t unles s th e 
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course o f events sinc e th e en d o f World Wa r I I i s reversed, i t i s hard t o 
believe tha t i t ha s cease d t o b e th e burnin g fus e o f another catastrophe , 
of possibly globa l dimensions . 

In sum , Toynbee' s challeng e t o th e self-imag e o f Jewish peopl e wa s 
deeply felt , bu t fo r th e mos t part , bitterl y resented . H e projecte d th e 
universal perspective , wit h whic h Jewis h intellectual s hav e identifie d 
since th e day s o f Mose s Mendelssohn ; h e wrot e a s a  libera l historian , 
subjecting al l grea t event s t o th e scrutin y o f reason ; h e followe d th e 
empirical traditio n o f Anglo-American philosophy , testin g ever y thesis , 
as he wen t along ; h e accepte d th e biblica l world-view , thoug h h e trie d 
to liberat e himsel f fro m th e parochia l limitation s o f hi s tim e an d place . 
For al l thes e reason s Jewish intellectual s coul d no t bu t fee l ambivalen t 
toward him . Just a t the tim e whe n the y ha d rediscovere d thei r national -
ism and had taken immense pride i n the courageou s sag a of Israel's birt h 
and growth , he , speakin g fo r a  cherished aspec t o f their ow n mentality , 
challenged thei r newl y wo n self-imag e an d thei r visio n o f the futur e o f 
Jewry. 

JEWISH NATIONALIST S AN D TH E LIBERAL S 

Do Jewis h intellectual s fee l no w tha t thei r allianc e wit h liberalis m 
belongs t o th e past ? Ther e i s n o questio n bu t tha t som e short-sighte d 
nationalists whos e sol e concer n i s th e promotio n o f Israe l ar e incline d 
to discar d th e libera l orientation . The y ar e mor e comfortabl e wit h th e 
conservatives, wh o favo r th e Col d War , a  return t o a  policy o f strategi c 
confrontation wit h th e Sovie t Union , a n imperialist , hard-lin e postur e 
toward th e oil-countries , includin g the threa t o f their occupation , an d a 
general relianc e o n forc e rathe r tha n o n th e building o f an internationa l 
order o f law an d justice. W e hav e referre d t o th e ange r arouse d b y th e 
editorial polic y o f th e Christian  Century.  The publicatio n o f th e Peac e 
Plan b y th e Quaker s i n 197 2 antagonized th e Zionist s quit e a s much a s 
the comment s o f Toynbee. O n th e othe r hand , conservatives , b y virtu e 
of thei r regar d fo r th e uniquenes s o f ever y histori c community , thei r 
allergy t o genera l principles , thei r indifferenc e t o anticolonialis t an d 
anti-imperialist pleas , might b e expecte d t o reac t sympatheticall y t o th e 
cause o f Israe l an d t o th e romantic-metaphysica l tie s o f Diaspor a Jew s 
with Israel . 

Such views , however , ar e no t likel y t o prevai l i n th e Jewish commu -
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nity. I n th e judgment o f thi s writer , liberalis m i s par t o f th e endurin g 
self-image o f Jewish people . I t derive s from bot h th e dominan t tren d i n 
Jewish philosoph y an d th e invarian t directio n o f Jewis h lif e i n th e 
Diaspora. 

The historica l strea m o f Jewish though t consist s o f thre e confluen t 
currents: th e mystical , th e folkist-romanti c an d th e rationalistic-liberal . 
The mystica l curren t ha s recentl y arouse d a  grea t dea l o f interest , 
especially a s a subject o f study an d wonderment . Th e articl e o n Kabba -
lah in the recentl y published Encyclopedia  Judaica is more extensiv e by fa r 
than th e on e i n th e Jewish  Encyclopedia,  which wa s printe d a t th e 
beginning o f this century . Th e antic s of the Hasidim , o f the anti-Zionis t 
variety (Satmar ) an d th e pro-Zionis t factio n (Liubavich) , hav e draw n 
the interes t o f the media . Bu t apar t fro m temporar y fad s an d academi c 
fashions, ther e i s no reaso n t o expec t a  mass-return t o mysticism . Whil e 
in his early years, Buber was virtually a  mystic, in hi s later life, he move d 
toward a n interpersonalisti c philosophy . Th e vogu e o f Bube r amon g 
intellectuals toda y doe s no t resul t i n an y conversio n t o mysticis m o r 
Hasidism. 

The folkist-romanti c current , associate d i n th e Middl e Age s with th e 
name o f Halevi an d greatl y favore d i n th e moder n er a b y th e preacher s 
of Zionism , i s no t likel y t o achiev e dominance . Fo r thi s philosoph y i s 
so clos e t o th e world-vie w o f th e romanti c precursor s o f Nazis m a s t o 
scandalize thos e wh o tak e th e troubl e t o stud y th e histor y o f ideas . A 
mystique o f "th e hol y seed " ha s indeed bee n par t o f the tota l comple x 
of Jewish thought . Bu t i t i s a  residu e o f ancien t myth s tha t Jews toda y 
cannot bu t disavo w decisively . I n th e nineteent h century , racia l mysti -
cism wa s s o innocen t a n ide a tha t eve n a  rationalis t lik e Geige r coul d 
embrace i t and make us e o f it in hi s endeavor t o promote Jewish loyalty . 
An Easter n Europea n philosophe r lik e A'ha d Ha'a m coul d similarl y 
proclaim hi s belie f tha t Jew s ar e b y natur e "different " fro m al l othe r 
nations i n thei r perception o f ethical issues . Today th e massiv e horro r o f 
mystical-metaphysical racis m i s plain fo r al l to see . No on e wh o i s at al l 
aware o f th e momentu m o f ideas i s likely t o reclai m th e poiso n o f thi s 
mystique an d reinfus e i t into th e body o f Jewish thought . 

By defaul t then , i f fo r n o othe r reason , th e dominan t curren t o f 
Jewish though t i s the on e o f liberalism o r rationalism . Associate d i n th e 
Middle Age s wit h th e nam e o f Maimonides , i t ha s stimulate d wave s o f 
enlightenment, wheneve r circumstance s permitted . I n Israel , too , ther e 
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is goo d reaso n t o fee l tha t th e presen t ga p betwee n th e self-enclose d 
Orthodox an d th e insula r secularist s wil l b e bridged , onc e th e politica l 
tensions ar e eased . A s soo n a s Israeli s ca n tur n thei r energie s fro m th e 
harsh realitie s o f war t o th e art s o f peace, the y wil l begin t o fill  the ga p 
which no w divide s th e intellectual s fro m th e religionist s wit h a  neo -
Maimonidean synthesis , mor e o r les s alon g th e line s o f th e America n 
liberal movements o f Reform an d Conservatism . 

Insofar a s Jewish experienc e i n th e pas t tw o centurie s i s concerned , 
there i s no doub t whateve r tha t the caus e o f Jewish freedo m an d dignit y 
is one with tha t o f liberalism. Recent studie s o f the politics o f American 
Jews demonstrat e tha t thi s associatio n i s wel l understoo d b y th e grea t 
majority o f our people . Indee d i t is as deeply roote d i n th e majo r work s 
of Jewish though t a s it i s a reflection o f contemporary realities . 

However, th e kin d o f liberalism whic h Jews ar e likel y t o embrac e i s 
one tha t i s non-ideologica l an d non-rigid . I t i s th e liberalis m o f th e 
Anglo-American world , whic h i s empirica l an d down-to-earth . I t in -
cludes a  reverence fo r th e domai n o f religious faith , whic h articulate s i n 
one wa y o r anothe r man' s awarenes s o f th e transcendenta l characte r o f 
his inne r being . B y th e sam e token , i t include s a  dee p respec t fo r th e 
diversities o f collective experienc e whic h ar e enshrine d i n th e heart s o f 
different historica l communities . I t steer s clea r o f bot h extremes—th e 
obliteration o f al l trace s o f irrationalit y derivin g fro m histor y an d th e 
glorification o f suc h cultura l residue s a s manifestation s o f th e nationa l 
soul. I n sum , a s liberalism balance s th e sanctit y o f the individua l b y th e 
discipline o f the state , s o to o i t aim s t o brin g int o a n unforce d balanc e 
the individualitie s o f subgroup s an d thei r parochia l concern s wit h th e 
national personalit y an d it s overal l needs , al l withi n th e framewor k o f 
universal ideals . 

Such a  balanced liberalis m i s dynamic, b y it s very nature , respondin g 
to th e eb b an d flow  o f innumerabl e factors . Jews ar e likel y t o b e ver y 
sensitive to th e changin g moods o f society, and with goo d reason . The y 
can be easil y hurt , i f the swin g o f the nationa l moo d become s extremis t 
and irreversible . As J. L . Talmon pu t it : 

The tragi c parado x o f th e Jews i n moder n time s ha s been th e fac t tha t 
their existenc e an d succes s hav e bee n dependen t upo n th e triump h o f 
the ide a o f onenes s a s represente d b y libera l democrac y an d socialism , 
while th e ver y phenomeno n o f Jewry i s an unparallele d demonstratio n 
of the enormous power of the element o f uniqueness.36 
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Where "oneness " o r nationa l homogeneit y i s taken t o b e th e essenc e 
of liberalism, th e Jewish situatio n become s indee d paradoxical . And i t is 
not muc h hel p t o ton e dow n th e mor e conspicuou s feature s o f Jewish 
distinctiveness. Bu t genuin e liberalis m i s freedom , a s wel l a s fraternit y 
and equality . It s essenc e i s no t "oneness " o r "fraternity, " bu t rathe r a 
high regar d for th e individual ; hence , als o a decent respec t fo r collectiv e 
individualities. I t doe s no t ai m a t th e homogenizatio n o f society , bu t a t 
the maximizatio n o f freedom s o tha t eac h o f its component s ma y attai n 
its fullest realization . I n a  free society , ther e ar e likely t o b e an y numbe r 
of lumps i n th e soup . A  Jewish community , ope n t o al l influence s an d 
not distorte d eithe r b y a  rigid fanaticis m o r by an insula r nationalism , i s 
not likel y to b e a  misfit i n a  liberal society . 

A CONCEP T O F JEWISH IDENTIT Y 

What i s th e concep t o f Jewish identit y tha t emerge s fro m thi s study ? 
Thoughtful Jew s hav e reinterprete d thei r identit y i n respons e t o th e 
various ideologica l challenge s o f the moder n world . Th e grea t ideologi -
cal trend s o f th e pas t tw o centurie s ar e stil l par t o f ou r intellectua l 
climate. W e ma y expec t tha t climat e t o b e eve n mor e restles s an d 
dynamic i n th e futur e tha n i t wa s i n th e past . Ho w the n shal l w e stak e 
out th e basi c dimension s o f Jewish identity ? 

Three geometri c image s o f Jewish identit y hav e com e dow n t o u s 
from th e past . One , th e Herzlia n view , which foresa w th e concentratio n 
of those wh o wishe d t o preserv e thei r ethni c heritag e i n Israe l an d th e 
assimilation o f th e rest . Two , th e A'ha d Ha'amis t vie w o f th e Jewis h 
people a s formin g a  circle , wit h Israe l i n th e cente r an d th e variou s 
lands of the Diaspor a o n th e periphery. Three , th e view o f Ravidowicz , 
suggesting tha t Israe l an d America n Jewry for m th e tw o center s o f a n 
ellipse, with th e res t o f the Diaspor a derivin g inspiratio n fro m both . 

Of th e thre e images , tha t o f an ellips e come s closest  t o th e realit y o f 
the presen t day . I t i s als o th e leas t dogmati c o f th e three . Th e Herzlia n 
view ha s long becom e obsolete , fo r mos t Jews repudiat e assimilatio n a s 
a possibility, le t alone a  goal. The A'ha d Ha'amis t vie w i s altogether to o 
simplistic. 

The component s o f Jewis h lif e ar e s o many , s o dynami c an d s o 
diverse tha t "centrality " i n on e respec t ma y be offse t b y "peripherality " 
in another . Certainly , i n politica l terms , Israe l i s no t th e "center " o r 
focus o f Jewish loyalties , no r doe s i t clai m to be . I n th e future , a n Arab -
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Israeli typ e o f personality , self-confiden t an d prou d o f livin g i n tw o 
cultures, ma y wel l emerge . Religiously , th e line s o f divisio n i n Judaism 
are no t geographical , bu t ideological . T o moder n Jews , th e "holiness " 
of th e lan d o f Israe l i s no t literal , bu t metaphorical , reflectin g th e 
association o f th e lan d wit h historica l memorie s an d wit h th e curren t 
pulsations o f Jewish life . Fo r a  long tim e t o come , Israe l i s likely t o b e 
the focu s o f concern an d anxiety , a s well a s of compassion an d pride fo r 
Jews th e worl d over . S o lon g a s Israe l i s th e finger  o f Jewry, caugh t i n 
the door , t o us e Bialicks metaphor , i t wil l be th e chie f worry o f worl d 
Jewry. 

Furthermore, i t i s dangerous , fro m a  publi c relation s standpoint , a s 
well a s frustratin g fro m th e vantag e poin t o f inne r Jewish loyalties , t o 
impose a n abstrac t geometri c patter n o n a  living, dynami c society , tha t 
is likely to fac e ne w an d unpredictabl e challenges . 

Instead o f a fixed and frozen geometri c image , we need a  sociological 
category tha t permit s an d eve n encourage s diversit y an d dynami c inter -
action wit h th e severa l non-Jewis h culture s o f th e Diaspora . Ou r self -
image shoul d allo w for pluralis m an d growth . 

Clearly, th e on e inferenc e tha t w e ca n dra w wit h fai r certaint y fro m 
the abov e point s an d counterpoint s i s tha t n o monolithi c mol d ca n 
possibly encompas s th e whol e o f th e Jewish community . We  suggest the 
concept of  a Jewish family of  communities. Th e grea t variet y o f responses t o 
modern ideologie s indicate s tha t ther e i s n o specifi c an d unvaryin g 
essence whic h i s exclusivel y Jewish, othe r tha n descen t fro m Jew s an d 
identification wit h th e histori c Jewis h people . Th e Jewis h religio n i s 
one o f th e unifyin g bonds , bu t theologicall y Judaism encompasse s th e 
entire spectru m fro m th e naturalis m o f a  Mordeca i M . Kaplan , th e 
"polydoxy" o f Alvin Reine s an d th e "paganism " o f Rubinstei n t o th e 
rock-ribbed ultra-Orthodox y o f th e Hasidim , wh o ar e themselve s di -
vided int o riva l groups . Th e distanc e betwee n th e divers e theologica l 
positions withi n Judais m i s full y a s grea t a s tha t whic h obtain s withi n 
the Protestan t world , an d greate r i f we d o no t appl y the Protestan t labe l 
to th e Unitarians-Universalists . T o be sure , ther e ar e n o clea r demarca -
tion line s betwee n th e severa l groupings , an d th e ideologica l gulf s ar e 
often bridge d b y sociologica l beam s an d ties . But, thi s i s precisely wha t 
we mea n b y a  family o f communities . 

The concep t o f a  family suggest s tha t Jewishness i s both a  matte r o f 
birth an d o f personal choice . On e i s born int o a  family, o r he joins i t by 
choice. Whil e th e unit y o f familie s i s weakene d a s the y expand , th e 
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family o f Jewis h communitie s i s sustaine d b y th e momentu m o f a 
common histor y an d b y a  consciou s acceptanc e o f the sam e faith . Th e 
Talmud describe s th e globa l fellowshi p o f the Jewish peopl e a s a famil y 
of whic h Go d i s th e Fathe r an d th e Congregatio n o f Israe l (Kenesse t 
Yisroel) i s the Mother. 37 Th e latte r term refer s t o th e biological-histori -
cal matri x o f th e Jewish people , th e forme r t o a  persona l relationshi p 
with th e On e Go d tha t a  Jew i s expecte d t o acquire . I t i s pertinent t o 
add tha t thos e wh o acknowledg e onl y on e paren t ar e als o member s o f 
the family . 

Indeed, i t ha s bee n th e histori c rol e o f th e Jewish peopl e t o explor e 
the implication s o f a  communa l identit y i n whic h biologica l descen t i s 
sublimated int o spiritua l commitment . Identitie s fal l int o thre e catego -
ries—that o f choice , a s whe n a  perso n choose s a  professio n o r a 
religious fellowshi p o r a  politica l party ; tha t o f status , a s whe n peopl e 
are bor n int o historica l communities ; tha t o f covenant , i n whic h per -
sonal choic e an d publi c statu s ar e blende d together . Lov e i s a  matter o f 
choice; marriag e o f covenant , childre n o f birth . Jewis h identit y ha s 
always bee n o f th e covenanta l variety . So , th e prophe t Hose a speak s o f 
the betrotha l o f Israe l t o God , i n al l eternity , "throug h righteousnes s 
and justice, throug h steadfas t lov e an d compassion " (Hose a 2,21) . 

Variously a s this covenan t ha s been interpreted , i t i s essentially three -
dimensional, containin g a  persona l cod e o f conduct , a  cluste r o f com -
munal obligation s an d a  dedication t o th e servic e o f God an d mankind . 
In ancien t an d medieva l times , th e covenanta l obligation s wer e articu -
lated i n a  rigi d an d monolithi c se t o f precept s an d beliefs . Today , th e 
range o f pluralism i s vastly increased . An d rightl y so . I n a  living faith -
community extendin g int o man y part s o f the world , divers e challenge s 
are boun d t o lea d t o a  diversit y o f responses . Indeed , Jewis h peopl e 
since th e day s o f Jeremiah hav e learne d t o combin e a  dee p attachmen t 
to Judaism with a  fervent devotio n t o th e countrie s i n which the y lived . 
(Jeremiah 29,7 ) 

Families gro w ou t a s they gro w up . Throug h marriage , peopl e com e 
to belon g t o a t leas t tw o families . So , Jewish peopl e hav e learne d t o 
become par t o f the nation s amon g who m the y lived , withou t givin g u p 
the covenanta l bond s whic h relat e the m t o Go d an d t o th e globa l 
fellowship o f Israel. As members o f a spiritual family , Jews nee d no t fea r 
that thei r heritag e wil l b e dilute d an d adulterate d throug h th e alliance s 
they forg e wit h member s o f othe r families . Fo r a  spiritua l heritag e i s 
not impoverishe d bu t enriche d b y th e influenc e o f othe r cultures . A n 
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American Je w wil l becom e mor e deepl y Jewish , th e mor e h e absorb s 
the creativ e geniu s o f the American nation , an d vice versa . 

A branc h o f th e Jewis h famil y i s eve n no w becomin g a  fres h an d 
vigorous entity , th e Israel i natio n tha t i s a t onc e "new " an d "old. " I f 
and whe n peac e finall y dawn s i n tha t par t o f th e world , th e Arab s i n 
Israel will become par t o f that nation . A t th e sam e time , th e divergenc e 
in characte r an d outloo k betwee n th e Israel i an d th e Jews o f th e Dias -
pora wil l becom e a s obviou s a s th e bond s o f sentimen t an d mutua l 
concern tha t wil l continu e t o bin d the m together . Ther e i s n o tellin g 
today wher e th e geopolitica l current s o f histor y wil l dra g th e stat e o f 
Israel in th e decade s tha t li e ahead : towar d a  continued clos e associatio n 
with America, towar d neutral ground, towar d the Sovie t orbi t o r towar d 
new configuration s tha t ar e stil l beyond th e horizon . A  state follows th e 
logic o f nationa l interest , whithersoeve r i t leads . I n th e flu x o f history , 
communities wit h commo n memorie s ma y underg o ne w realignment s 
of their ow n fre e will . Th e majo r portion s o f the Jewish peopl e ar e like 
trains se t o n differen t tracks , movin g of f int o th e unknow n horizon , 
with onl y a  fe w peopl e her e an d ther e jumpin g th e track s t o joi n a 
different train . Consequently , w e ma y indee d emplo y th e slogan , "w e 
are one, " newl y coine d b y th e Jewish philanthropi c agencies , providin g 
we understan d tha t w e ar e als o man y an d diverse . W e ar e one , no t a s a 
creedal communit y an d no t a s a political-cultural nation , bu t a s a famil y 
of religiou s an d nationa l communities , a  famil y o f adult s wh o ar e 
mature enoug h t o g o thei r separat e way s an d loya l enoug h t o thei r 
common traditio n t o fee l tha t the y for m "on e fellowship. " Hopefully , 
the variou s member s o f this famil y wil l continu e t o cheris h no t merel y 
their commo n pas t bu t als o thei r share d dedicatio n t o th e buildin g o f 
the messiani c kingdom , "whe n al l nation s wil l for m on e fellowshi p t o 
serve Go d wit h a  perfect heart. " 

Does thi s concep t o f Jewish identit y impl y a n assimilationis t o r a 
nationalistic versio n o f th e future ? I n m y vie w i t implie s th e freedo m 
for individual s t o choos e eithe r directio n an d th e likelihoo d tha t i n 
several ways they will choose both. Mature adult s sever the "silve r cord " 
which keep s the m enchaine d t o th e pas t an d prevent s the m fro m 
submitting wit h heart s entir e t o ne w love s an d fres h alliance s wit h 
persons o f other families . A t th e sam e time , healthy-minde d adult s fin d 
that the y lov e thei r parent s an d familie s eve n more , whe n the y fal l i n 
love an d conclud e a  covenant wit h thei r love d ones . Som e member s o f 
the Jewis h famil y wil l choos e t o retur n t o thei r ancestra l hom e an d 
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throw i n thei r lo t wit h thos e wh o buil d th e ne w Israel i nation . B y th e 
same token , man y Israeli s ar e eve n no w movin g i n larg e number s t o 
America an d Canada . Bu t regardles s o f where the y choos e t o live , the y 
will belon g t o th e Jewish famil y t o th e exten t tha t the y accep t th e on e 
God a s their Fathe r an d th e Congregatio n o f Israel as their Mother . 

In bot h Israe l an d th e land s o f th e Diaspora , Jew s wil l choos e t o 
identify themselve s i n varyin g degree s wit h divers e aspect s o f th e "sa -
cred tradition. " Th e entir e spectru m o f th e Jewis h religion , fro m a n 
individualistic atheis m o r a  nationalisti c pantheis m t o th e extreme s o f 
Orthodoxy, ma y no w b e encountere d i n bot h Israe l an d th e Diaspora . 
To b e sure , th e proportion s differ , th e nuance s o f observanc e an d th e 
forms o f organizatio n ar e peculia r t o th e specia l circumstance s o f Israe l 
and t o th e cultura l climate s o f th e variou s Diaspor a lands . W e ma y 
expect a  continuou s interactio n amon g th e severa l branche s o f th e 
Jewish family , particularl y i n view o f the explosio n o f the trave l industr y 
in recen t years . A t th e sam e time , eac h communit y i s likel y t o reflec t 
the impac t o f its own peculia r cultura l environment . 

So, i t appears likely tha t we shal l be returnin g t o th e origina l concep -
tion o f th e Jewis h people— a famil y o f tribes , "th e twelv e tribe s o f 
Israel," al l affirming loyalt y t o th e On e God . Eac h communit y wil l see k 
to achiev e it s ow n bes t synthesi s o f th e commo n Jewis h traditio n an d 
the prevailin g culture . An d th e term s o f tha t synthesi s wil l b e likel y t o 
reflect i n eac h cas e the ful l panopl y o f possibilities. 

In ou r perspectiv e o f th e Jewis h famil y o f communities , dynami c 
change an d developmen t ar e t o b e expected . Ou r peopl e wil l b e con -
stantly challenge d t o discriminat e betwee n tha t whic h i s essentia l t o 
Judaism an d tha t whic h i s merely accidental . Th e proces s o f assimilation 
may assum e benig n a s wel l a s malignan t forms . I f people acquir e fro m 
the genera l cultur e o f thei r countr y it s bes t element s an d blen d the m 
with thei r historica l tradition , the y assimilat e well . If  the y choos e un -
wisely fro m amon g th e element s o f thei r ow n traditio n an d fro m th e 
prevailing culture , preserving th e dros s and neglectin g th e pure meta l i n 
both cultures , they assimilat e badly. In eithe r case , they wil l be assimilat -
ing i n som e respect s an d preservin g thei r heritag e i n othe r respects , fo r 
every livin g organis m i s constantl y engage d i n assimilatin g som e ele -
ment fro m th e environmen t an d rejectin g others . 

The proble m tha t eac h Jewish communit y face s i s to assimilat e wisel y 
the divers e influences tha t imping e upo n it , an d t o gro w i n understand -
ing, refinemen t an d sympathy . I n othe r words , th e criteri a o f growth i n 
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each cas e ar e intrinsi c t o th e lif e o f tha t community , whic h include s th e 
impetus fro m th e past , th e concern s o f th e presen t an d th e universa l 
society o f th e future . An d al l th e branche s o f th e famil y shar e th e sam e 
tradition, th e sam e history , th e sam e concern s an d th e sam e hopes . 

APPENDIX: LETTE R FRO M ARNOL D J . TOYNBE E 
TO JACO B B . AGU S 

(From Union  Theological  Seminary, New  York) 

November 4 , 195 5 

Dear Rabb i Agus : 
I wa s ver y muc h touche d b y you r mos t kin d lette r o f Novembe r 1s t an d 

by th e lin e yo u tak e i n you r articl e i n th e Fal l issue o f "Judaism" . 
So far , I  hav e onl y ha d tim e t o rea d th e articl e ver y rapidly , bu t I  greatl y 

appreciate th e generosit y wit h whic h yo u poin t ou t th e thing s i n whic h 
you agree , a s wel l a s thos e i n whic h yo u disagree , wit h m y presentatio n o f 
Judaism. 

This kin d o f constructiv e criticis m is , o f course , no t onl y a  help bu t als o 
a cal l t o g o o n thinking . M y min d is , I  hope , stil l a n ope n one , an d a s a 
matter o f fac t I  a m proposin g t o produc e a  series o f studies i n whic h I  shal l 
be reconsiderin g question s i n m y boo k whic h ar e obviousl y debatabl e 
either becaus e o f new knowledg e o r becaus e o f the discussio n tha t ha s bee n 
aroused b y wha t I  have written . 

I ca n se e tha t Judaism wil l b e on e o f thes e issues , an d whe n I  com e t o 
this, you r articl e wil l b e on e o f the thing s tha t I  shal l have a t m y elbow . 

Meanwhile, ma y w e kee p i n touch ? I  should b e particularl y interested , a s 
you proceed , t o lear n somethin g o f you r projecte d examinatio n o f th e 
application o f the variou s philosophie s o f history a s they appl y t o th e Jewish 
situation. 

Thank yo u again . 
Yours sincerely , 
(signed) Arnol d Toynbe e 
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PREFATORY REMARK S 
William E.  Kaufman 

A KEE N STUDEN T o f theology , Rabb i Agu s wa s sensitiv e t o th e 
criticisms raise d agains t traditiona l notion s o f God . I n response , h e 
attempted t o thin k throug h fo r himsel f th e comple x issue s connecte d 
with thi s elementa l metaphysica l notion . 

In chapte r 4  o f Guideposts  in  Modern  Judaism, title d "Th e Ide a o f 
God," Agu s offer s hi s mos t elaborat e treatmen t o f hi s conceptio n o f 
God. Basin g hi s reasonin g o n th e principl e o f polarit y enunciate d b y 
the America n philosophe r Morri s R . Cohen , Agu s argue s tha t becaus e 
life, mind , an d purpos e ar e th e pola r correlative s o f space-time an d th e 
mechanical law s o f nature , w e ca n reasonabl y infe r tha t th e whol e i s 
mind a s well a s matter, purposivenes s a s well a s mechanism, Go d a s well 
as nature. He conclude s tha t Go d i s the Absolute Personality , th e pole o f 
Being standing in continua l oppositio n an d tension with th e mechanica l 
universe. 

The followin g selection , chose n t o accompan y Willia m E . Kaufman' s 
essay "Th e Concep t o f Go d i n th e Theolog y o f Jacob B . Agus " i n 
American Rabbi: The  Life  and Thought  of Jacob B. Agus.  (New  York,  1996), 
Critical Studies  is from Jacob B. Agus' Guideposts  in  Modern Judaism (Ne w 
York, 1954) , 228-54 . 
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i6 
THE IDE A O F GO D 

THERE I S NOTHIN G tha t w e d o o r thin k whic h doe s no t i n som e 
way impinge upo n th e idea o f God. Fo r this idea i s the mos t fundamen -
tal an d all-embracin g o f concept s i n th e rang e o f thought . Ho w the n 
shall w e begi n t o explor e th e natur e o f Go d an d arriv e a t an y under -
standing o f Hi s essence ? I t i s commonl y believe d tha t ever y argumen t 
must begi n wit h definitions . Indeed , classica l Gree k philosoph y fol -
lowed thi s pattern . Bu t i n th e cas e o f God , w e canno t defin e withou t 
begging th e question . Wa s i t no t pointe d ou t lon g ag o tha t ever y 
definition constitute s a  delimitation i n som e way o r other , whil e Go d i s 
the Infinit e an d th e Undeterminable ? Thus , i f w e shoul d launc h ou r 
search fo r Go d wit h a  definitio n w e shoul d b e compelle d t o follo w 
Spinoza i n assumin g a s ou r first  axio m tha t whic h i s th e ultimat e goa l 
of our investigation . 

We migh t begi n b y tracin g th e conception s o f Go d evolve d b y th e 
great philosopher s o f history, an d evaluatin g thei r adequac y i n th e ligh t 
of moder n knowledg e an d research . Bu t i f w e begi n i n thi s fashion , 
would w e eve r end ? Conside r ho w multifariou s ar e th e way s i n whic h 
God ha s appeare d t o ma n an d ho w profitles s th e tas k o f demolishin g 
the image s an d concept s ma n ha s fashioned o f Him! Suc h a n undertak -
ing appears imperative onl y i f we accep t Hegel' s dogm a tha t philosoph y 
is nothing bu t th e histor y o f West Europea n thought , bein g th e recor d 
of th e progressiv e unfoldin g o f th e universa l min d throug h th e socia l 
and literary mold s o f the mos t advance d nation s o f the world . I n recen t 
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years, w e hav e grow n to o humbl e t o pos e a s th e final  incarnation s o f 
Absolute Reason . Furthermore , w e d o no t g o fa r i n ou r stud y o f th e 
histories o f philosoph y befor e w e realiz e tha t i t i s one' s basi c world -
view whic h determine s th e manne r i n whic h h e construe s th e intellec -
tual evolutio n o f mankind. I n th e beginnin g i s the wor d o f conviction ; 
the whol e worl d i s the n fashione d accordingly . I f w e prob e dee p 
enough, w e find  a t th e bas e o f ever y metaphysica l syste m eithe r a n 
intuition o r a  generalization . 

We propos e therefor e t o tak e a s ou r startin g poin t th e mos t funda -
mental principles o f thought, a s these have been formulated i n ou r time . 
Our conceptio n wil l admittedl y b e dated , bu t fo r thi s ver y reaso n 
perhaps mos t meaningfu l i n term s o f our contemporar y culture . 

The highwa y t o th e heavenl y height s o f metaphysics i s bifurcated a t th e 
very beginnin g int o th e shor t roa d o f intuitio n an d th e lon g roa d o f 
reasoned analysis . This crossroad s i s never lef t behind ; i t looms ahea d s o 
long a s w e persis t i n th e ques t o f truth , fo r th e shor t direc t roa d o f 
intuition continue s t o be eve r available , a s we proceed alon g the endles s 
path o f reason . Blesse d moment s o f inspiratio n interspers e ou r lives , 
yielding glimpse s o f th e hol y an d th e ineffable . Suc h moments , how -
ever, ar e arrows sho t int o space , penetrating th e infinit e bu t no t encom -
passing it . Overwhelmin g i n thei r blindin g intensity , the y remai n am -
biguous i n significance . The y stimulat e ou r imaginatio n an d enhanc e 
our vision , bu t i n thei r fleeting  vaguenes s the y canno t serv e a s substi -
tutes for logica l thought . Th e temptatio n t o construc t th e world o f fait h 
upon thes e evanescen t flashes of insight, opposin g an independent real m 
of the hol y an d th e mysteriou s t o th e gre y realit y o f mundane thought , 
is well-nig h irresistibl e t o th e religiou s thinker . Ye t thos e wh o ai m t o 
"speak truth i n their heart" dar e not yield entirely . Glimpse s o f intuition 
have thei r plac e i n th e spiritua l econom y o f life , bu t the y canno t serv e 
as substitutes fo r sustaine d reflection . Th e logi c o f life require s tha t w e 
live befor e w e know , tha t w e treasur e th e flashes  o f fait h befor e w e 
complete th e adventur e o f reasone d reflection , bu t thi s adventur e re -
mains ou r irrevocabl e task . 

Predominantly, moder n religiou s philosoph y shie s awa y fro m th e 
rigid canon s o f logic . Perhap s i t wa s Kan t wh o se t thi s pattern , whe n 
he declare d tha t "pur e reason " canno t pronounc e judgmen t regardin g 
metaphysical questions . I n any case , the prevailing mood i n th e pas t tw o 
centuries ha s tended t o relegat e religion t o the domai n o f feeling o n th e 
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ground tha t th e field s o f reason an d experienc e ha d bee n preempte d b y 
the triumphant , all-pervadin g spiri t o f science. Religion ca n onl y begi n 
where reaso n ends , an d man y religiou s thinker s onl y to o eagerl y see k 
aid an d comfor t fro m th e occasiona l perplexitie s o f scientist s an d thei r 
confessions o f failure . 

This dichotom y o f th e huma n spiri t ma y b e helpfu l i n allayin g 
friction a t colleg e facult y meetings , bu t i t i s basically unhealth y and , a t 
bottom, eve n dishonest . Worl d cultur e ca n affor d a  "spli t personality " 
as littl e a s th e livin g individual , fo r i t i s emptie d o f al l meanin g i f i t 
does no t see k perpetuall y t o harmoniz e al l field s o f knowledg e an d t o 
synthesize th e insight s derivin g fro m ever y disciplin e o f th e huma n 
mind. B y th e sam e token , a  fait h whic h i s founde d o n a n esoteri c 
experience o f mystica l unit y o r a  romantic exaggeratio n o f th e norma l 
feeling o f wonder, bewilderment , an d myster y belong s t o th e poetr y o f 
life, no t t o it s substance . 

Modern "existential " philosophie s o f religio n ar e no w availabl e i n a 
rich variet y o f shape s an d forms , caterin g t o man y tastes ; yet , the y al l 
have in commo n a n overl y elaborate d an d meticulousl y nurture d bil l o f 
protestations agains t th e objectiv e worl d an d it s canon s o f judgment, a s 
if th e bes t attitude s o f ou r sobe r mentalit y constitute d someho w a 
falling awa y fro m God . Thos e wh o cente r thei r fait h o n th e presume d 
"sudden" incursio n o f the divin e int o th e soul s o f men becom e inevita -
bly, thoug h unwittingly , prophet s o f doo m an d despair , sinc e the y 
insist upo n th e non-divin e an d eve n sinfu l characte r o f man' s rationa l 
aspirations fo r th e goo d life , forebodin g a  monotonou s successio n o f 
"crises" an d catastrophes . Sinc e th e continuou s applicatio n o f reason t o 
experience i s th e onl y highwa y o f progres s ope n t o man , religio n i n 
modern time s forfeite d th e sceptr e o f leadershi p when , i n it s mos t 
illustrious exponents , i t hesitate d t o trea d thi s highwa y an d retire d 
fearfully int o th e comfortin g shadow s o f subjective intuitions . 

By it s very nature , fait h i s an outgrowt h o f the inne r lif e o f man, bu t 
if i t i s no t integrate d wit h th e tota l pictur e painte d b y scienc e an d 
experience, i t canno t b e augh t els e bu t etherea l poetry , clothe d i n th e 
coarse gar b o f theologica l dar k speech . Religio n i s a t onc e insigh t an d 
synthesis, th e beginnin g o f al l wisdom an d it s fina l culmination . Henc e 
we mus t no t b e conten t simpl y with th e feeling of the Eternall y Present , 
as H e appear s t o th e piou s an d th e saintly . I f we ar e t o overcom e th e 
sense o f inne r desperatio n an d unbalanc e whic h afflict s th e conscious -
ness o f moder n man , w e mus t lear n t o recaptur e th e ancient , classica l 
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synthesis between th e personal God , apprehende d i n our religious expe -
rience, an d th e Go d o f nature , envisage d a s th e ultimat e goa l o f rea -
soned reflection . For , a s the Kabbalist s pu t it , Go d i s On e i n th e twi n 
categories o f dialectica l "remoteness " an d intuitiv e "closeness. " I n th e 
words o f the prophet Isaiah , " I a m firs t an d I  am last. " 

Two might y obstacle s bloc k th e pat h o f reason , i n it s ques t fo r God , 
obstacles throw n u p b y tw o opposin g school s o f thought . O n th e on e 
hand, proponent s o f what i s generally calle d "scientism " tel l u s tha t th e 
presently charte d pat h o f science i s all in all , and tha t an y attemp t t o g o 
beyond the catalogue d an d classifie d body o f proven knowledge i s futile . 
The worl d i s just a s science paint s it— a maddenin g whir l o f atoms an d 
electrons, particles an d waves . True, th e tota l body o f all known fact s i s 
as a tiny, brightly li t boat floating  upo n th e dar k ocea n o f the unknown , 
but the n scienc e operate s wit h th e onl y possibl e metho d o f expandin g 
this luminou s are a o f knowledge . An y attemp t t o ventur e beyon d th e 
sphere o f scientifi c dat a i s t o commi t th e unpardonabl e si n o f bein g 
unscientific. 

On th e othe r hand , w e ar e tol d tha t reaso n an d experienc e ar e 
inherently incapabl e o f dealin g wit h th e ques t o f metaphysics . Ou r 
experience i s o f th e finite , ho w dar e w e generaliz e fro m i t concernin g 
the infinite ? An d reason ? Hav e no t theologian s delighte d fo r centurie s 
in dwellin g lovingly upo n it s failures, i n orde r tha t a n inviolate limbo o f 
unknowability migh t be secure d for th e varying dogmas o f their respec -
tive faiths? A s to th e limitation s o f both reaso n an d experience , i t i s no t 
at al l difficul t t o sho w th e woefu l inadequac y o f ou r authenticate d 
knowledge fo r th e ques t o f metaphysics . Hav e no t th e mos t importan t 
facts concernin g th e sou l o f ma n bee n brough t t o ligh t onl y i n recen t 
years? I t i s onl y a  generatio n sinc e th e tractabilit y o f huma n natur e t o 
mechanical conditionin g wa s discovered , an d tw o generation s sinc e w e 
learned o f th e vast , slumberin g depth s o f th e huma n psyche , dwellin g 
in the recesse s o f the unconscious . 

Let us , then, stat e at the outset , i n answer to both o f these objections , 
that ou r ques t i s no t fo r th e typ e o f clea r an d certai n knowledg e 
that w e hav e i n mathematic s o r physics . W e see k t o obtai n proximat e 
knowledge o f th e real m tha t supervene s knowledge , ground s fo r faith , 
the directio n o f th e curve s leadin g fro m th e know n t o th e unknown . 
Our purpos e i s t o batte r dow n th e hig h wal l betwee n religiou s fait h 
and scientifi c knowledge , explorin g th e intervenin g cross-current s an d 
charting th e paths between them . 
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Accordingly, w e reply to thos e who erec t scienc e into a  self-sufficien t 
philosophy o f life tha t the y er r i n tw o directions . I n th e firs t place , the y 
fail t o realiz e tha t w e canno t an d dar e no t leav e th e "unknown " alone , 
for i t comprise s th e essenc e o f ou r being , th e ver y groun d o f ou r 
existence, an d th e meanin g o f al l ou r strivings . Th e ques t fo r Go d an d 
for ou r ow n innermos t sel f i s on e an d th e same , fo r i f th e riddl e o f 
selfhood i s solved , al l i s given . Th e sel f which think s an d wills , yearn s 
and despairs—wha t i s it ? N o categor y o f knowledg e ye t devise d em -
braces it , muc h les s explain s it . Depth-psycholog y ma y explor e it s 
limitations, abnorma l psycholog y ma y trac e it s occasiona l deviations , 
but i n it s essence , i t remain s a s mysterious a s eve r i t wa s i n th e day s o f 
Plato an d Aristotle . An d thi s mystery , wrappe d i n a n enigma , i s ou r 
own being . Wha t sor t o f wisdom i s it the n tha t woul d ignor e th e mos t 
important objec t o f our quest—t o wit , ou r ow n selves ? 

As t o th e outsid e physica l universe , onl y th e naiv e ca n imagin e tha t 
the atom s an d electron s o f present-da y scienc e constitut e th e ultimat e 
stuff o f existence . Hav e w e no t learne d i n ou r ow n da y tha t matte r i s 
nothing bu t "congealed " energy ? Einstein' s formul a fo r th e conversio n 
of matte r int o energ y ha s becom e commo n knowledg e i n ou r atomi c 
age. But , i s it s impac t understood ? On e o f th e inference s t o b e draw n 
from i t i s certainly t o th e effec t tha t th e world i s not simpl y a n aggrega -
tion o f s o man y whirlin g particles , travelin g a t variou s speeds . I f w e 
define energ y a s th e forc e tha t move s matte r an d matte r a s congeale d 
energy, wha t i s i t tha t w e en d u p with , bu t a  viciou s circle ? W e wil l 
return t o thi s problem i n a  moment . 

At present , w e merel y wis h t o indicat e th e limitation s o f scientism . 
They ma y b e liste d a s follows: firstly , th e failur e t o recogniz e th e tragi c 
earnestness o f the metaphysica l quest ; secondly , th e failur e t o realiz e th e 
logical insufficienc y o f the concept s o f physics fo r th e understandin g o f 
the essentia l "stuff " o f the universe , sinc e what metaphysic s seek s t o d o 
is t o explai n th e fundamenta l concept s o f physics , a s physic s doe s t o 
chemistry, chemistr y t o biology , an d biolog y t o psychology ; thirdly , th e 
inability t o se e tha t th e ver y natur e o f th e metaphysica l ques t implie s a 
different metho d tha n tha t employe d b y science , it s objectiv e bein g th e 
double "unknown " o f science—tha t o f th e sel f an d tha t o f th e whol e 
of the universe . 

Now, o f course, neithe r th e sel f nor th e whol e o f the univers e ca n b e 
an objec t o f knowledg e i n th e stric t sens e o f th e term , fo r w e canno t 
stand outsid e them . Ye t we ar e aware o f the sel f as a unity an d we kno w 
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that th e whol e i s no t simpl y a  verba l generalization , sinc e scienc e 
indicates tha t th e univers e i s governe d b y identica l law s o f caus e an d 
effect. Th e chain s o f necessit y whic h rul e th e heliu m an d hydroge n 
atoms o n eart h hol d i n thral l th e sam e atom s a s the y generat e th e 
terrific hea t o f the sun . Here , o n earth , w e ge t message s fro m element s 
identical wit h our s i n remot e universes , million s o f light-years fro m us . 
The whole , then , i s one. 

The metho d o f scienc e i s t o procee d fro m th e stud y o f th e part s t o 
that o f the whole . I t i s a good method , an d i t works. Suppose , however , 
it were possibl e t o g o fro m th e whole o f the univers e t o th e part s a s the 
self does in fac t operat e i n ou r ow n being , an d in the process , obtainin g 
guidance fo r life ? Suc h a  procedur e woul d b e non-scientific , bu t no t 
unscientific, sinc e i t woul d supplemen t th e dat a obtaine d b y th e usua l 
methods o f science. 

So muc h fo r scientism . A s t o th e protagonist s o f th e ineluctablenes s 
of th e "unknown, " w e ca n onl y repl y tha t ther e mus t b e a  point-by -
point correspondenc e betwee n ultimat e realit y an d th e concept s t o 
which th e pat h o f reaso n ultimatel y leads . We ar e tol d tha t knowledg e 
is a  functio n o f tw o factors—o f ou r ow n menta l power s an d o f th e 
influences tha t imping e upo n ou r min d an d sense s fro m th e grea t 
"unknown." Acceptin g thi s analysis , w e se e tha t i f the element s o f ou r 
mental power s ar e kep t constant , b y th e rigo r o f logic, the n th e dat a i n 
our mind s mus t b e relate d t o th e "unknown, " i n a  point-by-poin t 
correspondence. Thi s argumen t o f the modern "realists " appears incon -
trovertible, insofar a s it refutes th e lovers of the Dark Unknown , bu t th e 
manner i n which i t is to be applie d remain s i n question . 

The pat h o f reason , then , consist s i n th e formulatio n o f th e mos t 
fundamental law s of existence, a s they deriv e from ou r tota l knowledge , 
and i n extendin g thes e laws to th e whol e o f the universe . A t thi s point , 
however, we mus t confron t th e titani c figure o f Kant an d al l the school s 
of philosoph y whic h follo w fro m hi s basi c premise . I s reaso n t o b e 
identified wit h th e ordere d summatio n o f our knowledge , o r i s it t o b e 
considered i n it s "purity, " a s a  self-governing , independentl y existin g 
entity, becomin g eve r "purer " a s all the dat a o f the sense s ar e abstracte d 
from it ? Kant' s insistenc e o n th e absolut e "purity " o f logi c presente d 
philosophy wit h a n artificia l dichotomy , whic h plague d i t for mor e tha n 
a centur y an d a  half . First , th e worl d o f experienc e wa s artificiall y 
divided int o th e min d an d th e "given " data ; then , o f course , th e twai n 
could neve r meet again . Without enterin g into a  detailed analysi s of the 
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Kantian root-principl e an d it s modern offshoots , w e tak e a s our startin g 
point th e realisti c principl e tha t reaso n i s wha t reaso n does—tha t is , 
reason i s the manne r whereb y knowledg e i s ordere d i n ou r minds . W e 
refuse t o brea k u p th e irreducibl e an d t o dra w a  lin e betwee n "pure " 
logic an d sense-data , fo r th e tw o ar e inextricabl y intertwine d an d an y 
such line is bound t o be arbitrary. Conten t a s we are to obtain proximat e 
knowledge o f tha t whic h correspond s t o ultimat e reality , th e Kantia n 
critique o f reason, drawin g a n impassabl e lin e betwee n th e sensibl e an d 
the real m o f metaphysics, doe s no t aris e t o invalidat e ou r effort . 

Let us , then , procee d t o discove r th e mos t fundamenta l principle s o f 
"reason i n operation, " reaso n a s i t i s applie d t o th e understandin g o f 
reality, and then not e ho w the y may be applied t o the twin "unknowns " 
of our quest—th e sel f and th e whole . 

A stud y o f the logi c implie d i n th e method s o f science yield s tw o basi c 
generalizations—the principl e o f causality an d th e principl e o f polarity. 
The firs t principl e ha s been employe d explicitl y i n philosophy sinc e th e 
days o f Aristotle , whil e th e natur e o f th e secon d principl e ha s bee n 
either completel y misunderstood , o r els e variousl y misinterpreted . Ye t 
this secon d principl e o f reaso n i s just a s importan t a  clu e t o th e inne r 
structure o f realit y a s th e first.  Th e principl e o f polarit y ha s bee n 
variously anticipate d an d formulate d i n th e histor y o f thought . I n ou r 
own day , it was best expounde d b y Morris R . Cohe n i n hi s monumen -
tal work , Reason  and  Nature  (Glencoe , 111. , 1931) , an d i n a  numbe r o f 
smaller works o n th e logi c o f science. 

This principle , a s formulate d b y Cohen , state s tha t "opposites , suc h 
as immediacy an d mediation , unit y an d plurality , th e fixed  an d th e flux, 
substance an d function , idea l an d real , actua l an d possibl e .  .  ." al l ente r 
into th e patter n o f our understandin g (p . 165) . Knowledge i s so consti -
tuted tha t concept s whic h ar e i n pola r oppositio n t o eac h othe r ente r 
into ever y concret e situation . I f only on e pola r concep t i s insisted upo n 
as the on e tru e principle , knowledg e i s reduced t o absurdity . "Lik e th e 
north (positive)  an d sout h (negative ) pole s o f a  magnet , al l [pola r con -
cepts] involve eac h othe r whe n applie d t o a  significant entity " (ibid.). 

Only a  studen t o f the histor y o f philosophy i s abl e t o appreciat e th e 
manifold application s o f thi s principl e fo r th e understandin g o f th e 
ancient controversie s betwee n th e nominalist s an d th e realists , th e 
mechanists an d th e vitalists , th e idealist s an d th e empiricists . Note , 
for instance , it s applicatio n t o th e questio n whethe r reaso n i s onl y a 
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generalization o f sense-dat a o r whethe r thes e dat a ar e themselve s or -
dered an d categorize d b y reason ? Manifestly , bot h alternative s ar e ab -
surd, whe n take n singl y "Th e principl e o f polarity warn s u s tha t whil e 
the rationa l an d sensor y element s o f ou r intellec t ar e inseparable , the y 
are distinct . W e ma y gran t tha t i n ever y cas e o f actual , analyti c reason -
ing, som e sensor y element , n o matte r ho w faint , i s present, an d ye t w e 
must insis t o n th e relativ e independenc e o f th e rationa l element " (p . 
196). "Th e effort s o f th e huma n intellec t ma y b e viewe d a s a  tensio n 
between tw o poles—on e t o d o justice t o th e fulnes s o f th e concret e 
case befor e us , th e othe r t o gras p a n underlyin g abstrac t universa l 
principle tha t control s muc h mor e tha n th e cas e before us . .  . .  None o f 
our work s show s forces i n perfectl y stabl e equilibriu m .  . .  But, i n pur e 
science a s in personal religio n an d poetry , intens e concentratio n o n on e 
phase rathe r tha n justice t o man y i s the dominan t trait " (p . 368). 

Thus, scientist s generall y ar e pron e t o rul e ou t th e possibilit y o f a n 
integrating, purposiv e principle , operatin g withi n a  livin g organism , 
such a  principle bein g th e pola r opposit e o f th e mechanisti c principl e 
which proceeds from th e part to the whole. I n this attitude, mechanisti c 
scientists ar e guilt y o f ignorin g th e principl e o f polarity . "Th e vic e o f 
mechanism i n practic e i s a t botto m simila r t o tha t o f vitalism—i t wil l 
not ope n it s imaginatio n t o th e possibilit y o f physicall y determinin g 
factors, quit e othe r tha n thos e alread y known" (p . 282). 

The principl e o f polarit y i s no t a n axio m bu t a  generalization , de -
scribing the fundamenta l characte r o f mans sustaine d attemp t t o under -
stand himself and the universe . I t is the mos t fundamenta l generalizatio n 
available t o us , in tha t i t indicates no t onl y th e proces s o f understandin g 
but it s goa l a s well . Th e goa l o f ou r intellectua l effort s i s pola r i n 
character—namely, t o se e ever y even t a s a particularization o f a  system 
of universa l principles . Thi s polarit y i s reflecte d i n th e principl e o f 
sufficient reason , whic h i s th e fundamenta l principl e o f al l scientifi c 
research. I n Cohen' s formulation , thi s principl e read s a s follows : "Ev -
erything i s connecte d i n definit e way s wit h definit e things , s o tha t it s 
full natur e i s no t reveale d excep t b y it s positio n an d relation s withi n a 
system" (p . 150) . 

The "system " whic h embrace s al l event s i s manifestly th e totalit y o f 
all existence . Bu t thi s totalit y i s the grea t "unknown. " Al l event s deriv e 
from it , al l dat a o f knowledg e lea d t o it ; yet , th e whol e remain s "un -
known." 

Can th e whole , i n it s infinite mystery , b e understoo d i n term s o f th e 
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principle o f polarit y whic h prevail s withi n it ? Cohe n refuse d t o dra w 
this inference , o n th e groun d o f th e "whole " no t bein g "a n objec t o f 
knowledge." However , onc e w e gran t tha t i t i s no t knowledg e i n th e 
technical sense , tha t w e see k bu t ground s fo r faith , suc h a n applicatio n 
becomes logicall y incontrovertible . An d wh o woul d b e s o bol d a s t o 
scorn th e convergin g ray s o f knowledge , leadin g fro m th e finit e t o th e 
infinite, i n th e idl e ques t fo r ful l an d clea r comprehension , fo r th e 
total embracin g o f th e Deit y withi n th e canon s o f ou r understanding ? 
Furthermore, th e "whole, " i n a  qualitativ e sense , i s give n t o u s i n ou r 
consciousness o f ou r ow n personality , a s wil l b e mad e clea r i n th e 
sequel. The huma n personalit y i s a chunk o f reality and i t is understand -
able onl y i n term s o f th e pola r concept s o f purposivenes s an d mecha -
nism. Ma y i t no t b e the n tha t Go d an d th e mechanica l univers e impl y 
each other , eve n a s the on e an d th e many , space and time , the point an d 
the field?  Bu t w e ar e anticipatin g ou r argument . Le t u s retur n t o th e 
task o f discovering the fundamenta l operatin g concept s i n th e universe . 

When w e envisag e th e whol e o f existence , i n al l it s mysteriou s 
immensity an d grandeur , wha t ar e th e alternativ e concept s befor e us ? 
What i s th e rea l differenc e betwee n th e naturalist s an d th e theists ? 
Manifestly, th e forme r maintai n tha t th e whol e i s merel y a  numerica l 
summation o f al l tha t exists , wit h th e law s tha t regulat e th e finit e part s 
of th e visibl e univers e prevailin g throughou t it s invisibl e an d non -
reachable positions . Th e othe r alternativ e consist s i n th e attributio n t o 
the whole o f the qualitie s of selfhood, consciousness , an d purposiveness . 

For ou r presen t purpose , w e ma y leav e ou t o f consideratio n al l 
transcendental conception s o f th e Deity , sinc e the y d o no t assum e tha t 
creation points t o the Creato r i n any sense save that o f logical contradic -
tion o r o f historical failure . I n th e transcendenta l view , th e examinatio n 
of the worl d abou t u s canno t possibl y o f itself lead t o th e ide a o f God . 
It i s when w e realiz e ou r "nothingness " an d humbl y admi t ou r failure , 
that th e Wholl y Othe r i s revealed t o us . Transcendentalism , b y it s ver y 
definition, canno t favo r th e endeavo r t o understan d th e ultimat e natur e 
of being through th e instrumentality o f reason. Hence th e choic e befor e 
us i s the whol e a s a  mechanical summatio n o f parts versus  th e whol e a s 
being a  sel f in whic h particular s ma y b e relate d t o th e totalit y o f bein g 
in th e categorie s o f purposiveness an d consciousness . 

The naturalis t alternativ e i s simpl y a n extensio n int o th e infinit e o f 
our experienc e wit h th e physica l universe . Th e theisti c positio n regard s 
our experienc e wit h livin g selve s a s providing th e clu e fo r th e under -
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standing o f the whole . I n living organisms , event s occu r i n accor d wit h 
the mechanisti c law s o f physic s an d chemistry ; ye t th e organis m a s a 
whole affect s someho w th e operatio n o f it s tinies t parts , directin g al l 
changes toward th e goa l o f preserving the self . 

Naturalists ma y wel l gran t th e presenc e o f a  vita l principl e i n livin g 
organisms an d ye t insis t tha t ther e i s no reaso n t o generaliz e fro m tha t 
principle an d to regard i t as the clu e for th e understanding o f the whole . 
The ver y complexit y o f physical conditions neede d fo r th e operatio n o f 
this principl e woul d militat e agains t it s ubiquity—unles s i t b e consid -
ered a numinous principle , inhering in a  realm that is outside ou r space -
time world . Suc h a  conception , w e mus t poin t ou t again , belong s t o 
the philosoph y o f transcendentalism, whic h canno t possibl y be inferre d 
from th e event s o f th e sensibl e universe . Thus , th e ver y attemp t o f th e 
vitalists t o dra w a  fundamenta l lin e o f demarcatio n betwee n physica l 
and biologica l phenomen a i s i n fundamenta l oppositio n t o th e theisti c 
endeavor t o conceiv e o f the physica l univers e a s an organism , endowe d 
with min d an d purpose . 

If, o n th e othe r hand , life , min d an d purpose ar e seen to be th e pola r 
correlatives o f space-time an d th e mechanica l law s o f motion , the n w e 
should b e enable d t o infe r o n th e strengt h o f th e principl e o f polarit y 
that th e whole i s mind a s well as matter; purposiveness , orderliness , an d 
will, a s well a s mechanism, chaos , an d law ; life a s well a s death; Go d a s 
well as nature. The searc h fo r Go d by way o f logical analysi s implies th e 
inner coherenc e o f all our experience , with th e meanes t an d lowest dat a 
of knowledg e formin g par t o f a  proces s tha t transpire s betwee n tw o 
infinitely remot e poles—tha t o f mechanis m an d matter , o n th e on e 
hand, an d tha t o f spirit an d God , o n th e othe r hand . Th e growt h o f ou r 
knowledge i s likely to fill in the man y lacunae i n this process, extendin g 
it eve r farther int o th e recedin g limbo o f the tw o infinites . Bu t w e ma y 
well as k whethe r th e outline s o f thi s proces s ar e no t alread y visible . 
Faith i n th e fundamenta l realit y o f our mora l an d spiritua l value s i s stil l 
needed t o fill  i n th e pictur e o f th e whole . Th e bar e outlines , however , 
emerge ou t o f ou r presen t knowledg e o f th e universe . W e ca n hardl y 
begin t o understan d th e worl d i n whic h w e liv e o r ou r ow n selve s 
without postulatin g th e divin e pole o f reality. 

The univers e i n whic h w e liv e i s hopelessl y mysterious , i n it s oute r 
reaches a s in th e unimaginabl e complexit y o f it s minutes t particles . O f 
the vastnes s o f the infinit e voi d w e canno t eve r expec t t o receiv e mor e 
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than occasiona l glimpses . But th e worl d tha t i s open t o ou r senses , ho w 
do w e understan d it ? The meres t acquaintanc e wit h th e fact s o f scienc e 
awakens u s t o th e realizatio n tha t th e qualitie s whic h ar e apprehende d 
by our sense s are not reall y present i n th e worl d a s it truly is . In th e rea l 
world, ther e ar e n o tastes , colors , an d sounds , onl y a  hecti c chao s o f 
whirling particles and trembling waves. At one time , i t was believed tha t 
atoms an d molecule s constitute d th e irreducibl e brick s o f the universe . 
The worl d wa s a  vas t assemblag e o f thes e tin y particles , travellin g 
through spac e lik e myriad s o f billiar d balls , an d al l th e complexitie s o f 
its phenomen a wer e nothin g bu t reflection s o f th e motion s an d gyra -
tions o f these simpl e particles . 

At present , eve n th e genera l public i s aware tha t matter s ar e not quit e 
so simple . I n th e firs t place , ther e doe s no t see m t o b e an y limi t t o th e 
divisibility o f matter , wit h th e mos t recentl y discovere d particle s bein g 
possibly subjec t t o furthe r breakdowns . We confron t no w th e possibilit y 
that empt y spac e ma y merel y b e a n abstraction , representin g a  pol e o f 
existence, which i s only reache d asymptotically . I n th e secon d place , w e 
now kno w tha t matte r an d energ y ar e a t botto m someho w one . I n 
modern physics , i t wa s realize d lon g ag o tha t electron s sometime s 
behaved a s i f the y wer e no t particle s o f matter , bu t multi-dimensiona l 
waves o f energy . Th e emergenc e o f th e quantu m theory , insistin g tha t 
energy come s i n spurts , like particles , an d th e Einstei n relativit y theory , 
erasing th e absolut e lin e o f distinction betwee n spac e an d matter , mad e 
the ol d visio n o f the univers e a s a  mass o f moving particle s completel y 
out o f date . Finally , th e rapi d progres s o f atomi c scienc e i n th e las t 
decade demonstrate d i n world-shakin g experiment s th e possibilit y o f 
converting matter into energy . We know no w tha t matte r in al l its form s 
is bu t a  coagulation , a s i t were , o f energy , whic h i s th e basi c realit y 
in th e worl d abou t us—th e energ y o f radiation , gravitation , nuclea r 
attraction, electromagnetism , an d heat . Bu t wit h th e exceptio n o f heat , 
none o f thes e form s o f energ y ca n b e understoo d i n th e mechanisti c 
terms o f whirling particles . 

What the n i s energy ? Th e ter m ha s meanin g fo r u s i n tha t i t i s 
derived fro m a  numbe r o f situation s i n whic h i t i s alway s associate d 
with matter . I n physics , energ y i s defined an d measure d i n term s o f th e 
capacity t o se t matte r int o motion . Bu t i f matte r i s itsel f a  for m o f 
energy, ho w shal l we thin k o f energy ? 

For a  long time , scienc e clun g t o th e notio n tha t th e wave s o f ligh t 
and electromagnetis m wer e undulation s i n a  quasi-materia l substanc e 
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called ether , fo r motio n coul d b e understoo d onl y a s th e motio n o f 
something, an d the conceptio n o f light as waves could be taken t o mak e 
sense only i f there were reall y something in which th e waves could tak e 
place. The n th e theor y o f a n ethe r wa s give n up , an d th e wave s o f 
energy wer e lef t wavin g whil e ye t ther e wa s nothin g t o wave . Finally , 
the relativit y theor y gav e th e coup  de  grace to th e conceptio n o f space a s 
the vas t iner t containe r o f movin g particles , provin g tha t ther e wa s n o 
absolute boundar y betwee n spac e an d matter , sinc e spac e wa s itsel f 
quasi-material, "bending " an d "contracting " roun d masse s o f matter . 
Thus, th e mechanisti c theor y o f the univers e i s now a s dead a s a door -
nail. 

More an d more , w e ar e drive n t o th e realizatio n tha t th e physica l 
universe mus t b e viewe d i n term s o f th e "field " an d "point " pola r 
relationship. Th e "field " i s th e patter n o f infinit e relation s t o whic h 
every "point " i n spac e i s subject . A s i n ever y pola r relationship , eac h 
pole represent s a  directio n o f being , rathe r tha n a  definit e stat e o r 
quality. Neithe r th e "point " no r th e "field " exis t a s such , bu t ever y 
existent i s a combination o f both i n varying degrees . The final,  irreduc -
ible elemen t o f existenc e i s a s th e tremblin g o f a  chord , withdrawin g 
into a  definite poin t i n space , yet issuing ou t o f itself, i n respons e t o th e 
"field" i n whic h i t i s found . Thing s ar e no t spatia l entitie s alone , bu t 
"events," in Whitehead's terminology , unit s of space-time, reflecting th e 
tension an d th e rhyth m o f the pola r relationship . 

How profoundl y revolutionar y i s thi s point-fiel d pola r concept ! W e 
are accustome d t o thin k o f tru e realit y a s motionless , massiv e stability , 
but no w th e realizatio n dawn s upon u s that in realit y things are tension s 
and rhythms . Nothin g exist s tha t i s wholly self-enclosed , bu t thing s ar e 
real insofar a s they partake o f the tw o opposites—particularit y reachin g 
down t o a  poin t i n space , an d responsivenes s t o th e tota l field  o f 
relations. Behol d thi s paradox : i f i t wer e possibl e t o tak e a  stil l sho t o f 
the univers e a t any one poin t i n time , eliminatin g al l incipient relations , 
the univers e woul d b e absolut e nothingness ! Fo r i t i s i n th e tensio n 
between th e tw o pole s o f existence tha t event s endure . 

Yet difficul t a s is the point-fiel d pola r concep t fo r th e layman , mod -
ern mathematic s lon g ag o constructe d th e logica l framewor k fo r it s 
understanding. I t wa s throug h th e logi c inheren t i n mathematica l for -
mulae tha t Einstein' s theorie s wer e developed . Th e groundwor k wa s 
laid in th e seventeent h centur y b y Descartes ' theor y o f analytic geome -
try, whic h solve d complicate d problem s o f curvatur e b y translatin g 
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them int o a  fiel d o f relations , base d o n tw o coordinates . Th e essentia l 
congruence o f thi s theor y wit h fundamenta l realit y i s demonstrate d i n 
the circumstanc e tha t b y mean s o f i t th e actua l curve s o f motion i n th e 
physical univers e coul d b e calculated . Relate d t o th e field-concept  i s 
the theor y o f th e differential , dy/dx , whic h expresse s i n mathematica l 
language th e asymptoti c characte r o f incipien t motio n o r change . A 
differential i s define d a s th e rati o o f tw o rate s o f chang e whe n th e 
amount o f chang e approximate s zero . Wit h thi s paradoxica l metho d o f 
"approaching zero, " moder n mathematic s wa s abl e t o unloc k an d plo t 
all forms o f change, openin g u p ne w vas t fields  of calculation, whil e th e 
earlier concept s o f pre-moder n algebr a an d geometr y coul d onl y de -
scribe a n abstract , stati c world . Th e differential , a s contraste d wit h th e 
conception o f a  stati c point , an d th e integral , a s contraste d wit h th e 
elementary notio n o f a  clas s o f object s o r grou p o f points , reflec t 
together th e pola r concept s o f this dynami c universe , th e restles s qualit y 
of its being, matte r an d energ y "approaching " th e tw o pole s o f being i n 
itself and i n relatio n respectively , withou t quit e reachin g eithe r pole . I n 
the mechanisti c vie w o f the universe , th e process o f explanation consist s 
in th e equatin g o f eac h effec t a s th e arithmetica l summatio n o f th e 
forces tha t imping e upo n it , a s i n Newton' s law s o f motion . Bu t th e 
question remain s unanswere d a s t o th e manne r i n whic h influenc e 
proceeds fro m par t t o part—th e influenc e o f gravitation , fo r instance , 
or th e forc e o f nuclea r attraction . I n th e organismi c view , eac h par t 
is explaine d b y th e whole , bu t th e differentiatio n int o part s remain s 
unexplained. Th e principl e o f polarit y offer s u s a  synthesi s o f bot h 
mechanism an d organism . 

The essenc e o f the pola r relationshi p i s seen i n th e circumstanc e tha t 
when th e attemp t i s made t o apprehen d eithe r pol e a s an existent , th e 
result i s incomprehensibl e absurdity . Thus , th e attemp t t o envisag e 
matter i s led , throug h th e channel s o f analysis , t o energy , whil e th e 
corresponding attemp t t o conceiv e o f energy leads to th e descriptio n o f 
it a s a  qualit y o f matter . Thi s parado x i s carrie d ove r int o th e ultimat e 
units o f th e univers e whateve r the y ma y be . A s w e hav e noted , realit y 
in it s ultimat e shap e canno t bu t bea r a  point-to-poin t correspondenc e 
with the fundamental characte r o f the phenomena tha t science describe s 
to us . 

We thu s arriv e a t th e conceptio n o f a  universe , i n whic h al l part s 
exist in a  state o f tension—tension betwee n th e tendenc y t o particular -
ization an d responsivenes s t o th e tota l syste m o f whic h i t i s a  part . I f 



3<$2 
The Idea  of  God 

human term s coul d b e use d t o expres s thi s two-wa y qualit y o f ever y 
existent, w e coul d spea k o f th e tensio n betwee n th e pole s o f self -
assertion an d self-surrender . I n th e histor y o f thought , quasi-huma n 
expressions wer e indee d employe d t o characteriz e tha t whic h mus t 
remain inexpressible , sinc e al l form s o f expressio n deriv e fro m th e 
phenomenal worl d whil e fundamenta l realit y repose s behind th e vei l o f 
phenomena. Suffic e i t fo r u s a t thi s stag e t o not e th e pola r characte r o f 
existence, th e tensio n betwee n poin t an d field  whic h constitute s th e 
ineluctable mol d o f reality. 

We hav e sai d tha t th e fundamenta l characte r o f al l existent s i s give n i n 
the tensio n betwee n "point " an d "field. " Th e meanin g o f th e pola r 
quality o f "point " i s clea r enough , bu t wha t d o w e mea n b y th e ter m 
"field"? I s no t th e limi t o f th e field  o f force i n whic h ever y existen t i s 
found rathe r vague and indefinite? T o be sure, in the inanimate universe , 
there i s no definit e limi t t o th e field  o f relations o f each point . Field s o f 
force ar e superimposed upo n eac h othe r i n concentri c circles , declinin g 
in relevanc e an d shadin g of f int o th e infinite . Whil e w e ca n envisio n 
the en d resul t o f the tendenc y towar d absolut e res t in a n absolut e point , 
we d o no t se e th e "field, " a s a  termina l goal , bu t a s th e first  lin k i n a 
chain. I f th e secon d la w o f thermodynamics , whic h foresee s th e ulti -
mate runnin g dow n o f the energ y i n th e univers e an d th e achievemen t 
of a  perfectl y stabl e equilibrium , wer e t o b e full y realized , w e shoul d 
require onl y a  "genera l theor y o f space " t o describ e th e unvaryin g 
stillness o f sameness and death . 

However, ther e appear s t o b e a  contrar y tendenc y i n th e universe , 
running counte r t o th e la w o f entropy— a tendenc y fo r "fields " t o 
assert themselve s a s particularization s o r "points " ove r agains t thei r 
environment. A  field  o f force i s a way o f reacting t o chang e a t an y on e 
moment o f time. Bu t whe n th e field  i s itself individualized t o th e poin t 
of maintainin g a  unitar y patter n o f action , i n spit e o f continuou s 
change, w e hav e i n fac t a n achievemen t o f individuality—tha t is , th e 
establishment o f a  permanen t patter n o f energ y relations . Thus , whe n 
radiation suffusing spac e condenses into an atom, establishin g a powerfu l 
and comple x field  o f forc e i n a  tiny are a o f space , w e recogniz e i n th e 
process th e emergenc e o f a n individuate d field.  Th e emergenc e o f a 
living cell , constitutin g a  unitary patter n o f action , i n spit e o f continu -
ous change , i s anothe r grea t mileston e o n th e ladde r o f th e individua -
tion o f field s o f force . Ja n Smuts ' emphasi s o n "wholes " i n nature , 
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imposing thei r pattern s upo n thei r constituen t parts , s o tha t thes e part s 
function i n a  manne r tha t i s measurabl y differen t fro m th e wa y the y 
function whe n the y ar e separated , i s o f interes t i n demonstratin g addi -
tional link s i n thi s chai n o f individuation . Ever y ste p consist s i n th e 
achievement o f a  patter n representin g a  measur e o f freedo m fro m th e 
sway o f th e outsid e environment . Atoms , cells , multicellula r plants , 
animal cells , animals , mankind : al l thes e stage s o f creatio n represen t a 
continuous ascen t upo n th e infinit e ladde r o f individuatio n an d 
freedom. 

The manne r whereby energ y condenses into matte r o r atoms coalesc e 
into cells , a s well a s all the othe r step s i n th e vertica l ascen t o f creation , 
is properly th e subjec t fo r scientifi c researc h an d investigation . Suffic e i t 
to not e tha t th e univers e ca n onl y b e understoo d i n term s o f a  pola r 
relationship, betwee n poin t an d field— a relationshi p whic h i s steadil y 
compounded, th e "fields " becomin g "points " a s agains t othe r "fields, " 
the whol e pictur e presentin g a  continuou s stat e o f tension , no t onl y 
along th e horizonta l plan e o f space-time , bu t als o o n th e vertica l plan e 
of individuation an d freedom . 

In thi s scal e o f being , th e huma n personalit y present s th e highest , 
observable field  o f individuation. Speakin g objectively , th e huma n per -
sonality represent s th e greates t measur e o f freedom attaine d i n th e scal e 
of creation: the capacit y to reflec t o n th e experience s store d in memory , 
to envisio n alternativ e procedures , t o reaso n an d t o evaluate , t o imagin e 
and t o creat e ar e bu t s o many expression s o f the field-building  capacit y 
or th e powe r o f freedo m tha t i s store d i n th e huma n personality . I n 
turn, freedo m mus t b e understoo d no t a s a  break i n th e chai n o f caus e 
and effect , o r a s th e injectio n o f a  "non-materialistic " facto r i n th e 
economy o f nature , bu t a s th e causatio n an d self-maintenanc e o f a 
"field" o r a n individualize d patter n o f actio n a s agains t th e res t o f 
existence. 

If no w w e hav e learne d t o recogniz e a n infinit e tendenc y i n th e 
rising scale of being, proceedin g fro m th e electromagneti c field  o f forc e 
that i s spac e t o th e huma n personality , w e mus t nex t inquir e whethe r 
we ca n logically escap e th e assumptio n o f an Infinit e Personality , repre -
senting th e ultimat e pol e o f being , o n th e vertica l coordinat e o f free -
dom. W e hav e see n tha t th e understandin g o f the univers e require s th e 
application o f tw o pola r principle s tha t ar e se t ove r agains t eac h other , 
and we have learned tha t the same polarity o f field and point, whol e an d 
part, freedo m an d mechanism, pervade s th e whol e rang e o f creation. I n 
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the huma n personality , freedo m attain s it s highes t manifestation , bu t i t 
is stil l far fro m perfect . Applyin g th e principl e o f polarity, w e conclud e 
that a n Absolut e Personalit y representin g th e highes t measur e o f th e 
field-building capacity , constitute s a  pole o f being, standin g in continua l 
opposition t o an d tensio n wit h th e mechanisti c universe . Go d an d th e 
physical univers e ar e th e tw o pola r concept s o f thought , an d sinc e 
logical though t i s i n correspondenc e wit h reality , w e ar e justifie d i n 
concluding tha t th e space-tim e continuum , a s it exist s i n itself , an d th e 
Deity, a s th e projectio n int o th e infinit e o f th e field-making capacity, 
are the tw o pole s o f being. 

We hav e spoke n o f freedo m i n th e huma n personalit y a s th e powe r 
of field-building  an d field-maintaining.  Thi s equatio n i s not apparen t a t 
first glance . However , bearin g i n min d th e point-fiel d relationshi p a s 
the mos t fundamenta l generalizatio n o f reality , w e recal l tha t th e emer -
gence o f lif e wa s a  lea p unt o a  highe r leve l o f th e relationshi p tha t 
obtains throughou t existence . I n a  living cell , eac h par t i s manifestly i n 
a functionin g relatio n t o th e whole , wit h th e resul t tha t th e field  o r 
pattern o f forc e i s maintained , whil e th e part s continu e t o change . I n 
the emergenc e o f consciousness , w e se e anothe r leve l o f thi s field-
building capacity , th e dat a o f th e sense s bein g se t i n relatio n t o eac h 
other, wit h th e sensation s o f th e presen t momen t viewe d agains t th e 
experience o f th e past . S o immediat e i s th e field  o f consciousness , i n 
the simples t experience , a s for example , i n th e apprehensio n o f color o r 
sound, tha t we are not awar e of the operatio n by which th e mind relate s 
the ne w experienc e t o th e accumulate d dat a i n it , identifyin g th e ne w 
sensation a s a  definit e colo r o r a  meaningfu l sound . Ye t w e kno w tha t 
colors an d sound s ar e meaningfu l t o u s only becaus e the y ar e s o relate d 
to th e ever-growin g field  o f memory . Th e proces s o f relatin g eac h 
datum t o th e apperceptiv e mas s o f consciousnes s i s incomprehensibl e 
on an y mechanical basis . Several decades ago , in the heyda y o f material-
ism, muc h wa s mad e o f Pavlov' s conditione d refle x experiment s o n a 
dog whos e brai n ha d bee n severe d fro m th e spine . Th e extrem e car e 
that had to be take n i n orde r t o establis h a  selective reactio n o f the dog' s 
saliva t o th e soun d o f the bel l amounte d i n fac t t o th e establishmen t o f 
an artificia l field  o f relations i n th e dog' s nervou s syste m by th e experi -
menter. I n a  similar manner , i t i s possible fo r th e hypnotis t t o affec t an d 
distort th e consciousnes s o f th e perso n subjecte d t o hi s influence . Bu t 
in consciousness , man y sensation s ar e automaticall y relate d t o th e field 
of experience , eac h fallin g int o it s ow n groove . An d precisel y thi s 
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selective capacit y i s th e distinctiv e qualit y o f consciousness . Whil e i n 
nature, field s o f forc e operat e i n onl y on e pattern , i n th e field  o f 
consciousness, man y differen t possibilitie s ar e viewed i n relatio n t o eac h 
sensation, unti l a n identit y i s established. Treatin g o f the differen t man -
ner i n whic h event s ar e arrange d i n natur e an d i n consciousness , Wil -
liam James wrote o f the "hard " orde r tha t prevails in nature a s contrasted 
with th e "soft " orde r o f arrangements tha t i s characteristic o f conscious-
ness. He wa s right i n callin g attention t o th e flexibility  o f consciousness , 
but wron g i n hi s choic e o f terms . Fo r th e distinctio n i s no t on e o f 
"hardness" an d "softness, " bu t o f th e unitar y field  o f forc e versu s th e 
capacity i n consciousnes s o f settin g man y event s i n relatio n t o eac h 
other an d thereb y establishin g ne w fields.  A s lif e implie s th e powe r o f 
the self-maintenanc e o f a  field,  consciousnes s implie s th e capacit y o f 
setting dat a into relatio n wit h eac h other , thereb y settin g up ne w fields . 
Neither lif e no r min d i s explained b y thes e powers , bu t th e progressiv e 
advance i n term s o f th e point-fiel d pola r relationshi p i s nevertheles s 
apparent. 

This polarit y i s manifeste d especiall y i n th e operatio n o f logica l 
thought. Aristotl e i t wa s wh o first  reflecte d o n th e natur e o f logic an d 
formulated th e principles o f what cam e t o be known a s deductive logic . 
There i s th e majo r premis e affirmin g a  propositio n concernin g a  clas s 
of objects , a s whe n i t i s said , "Al l me n ar e two-legged. " Ther e i s th e 
minor premise , declarin g o f on e individua l tha t h e belong s t o th e 
above class , suc h a s th e statement , "Socrate s i s a  man. " Inevitably , th e 
conclusion follows , "Socrate s i s two-legged." I n thi s syllogisti c process , 
we hav e first  th e visio n o f a class or a  field,  followe d b y the recognitio n 
of a n individual , leadin g t o th e inclusio n o f tha t individua l withi n th e 
class. I n othe r words , th e proces s o f logica l reasonin g consist s i n th e 
setting up o f a field  of relations between a n infinit e grou p o f objects, o r 
a class , and a n individua l object . 

Francis Baco n i s generall y credite d wit h th e popularizatio n o f th e 
inductive proces s o f reasoning, whic h advance s from a  series o f particu -
lars t o th e formulatio n o f a  genera l law , instea d o f proceedin g i n th e 
reverse way from th e genera l t o th e particular . I n inductiv e logic , too , a 
number o f particular fact s ar e classed together an d use d for th e formula -
tion o f a  law , whic h describe s a  field-point  relationship . Thi s typ e o f 
reasoning first  lift s a  numbe r o f particula r event s ou t o f on e field  o f 
relations, the n recognize s the m a s forming a  ne w field,  i n whic h eac h 
event i s related t o a  class or field  o f consequences. Baco n wa s intereste d 



366 
The Idea  of God 

not s o muc h i n th e formulatio n o f know n fact s a s in th e discover y o f 
new truths . Hence , no t logic , bu t th e creativ e thinkin g proces s wa s hi s 
main concern . No w i n the process o f thinking, observation s o f particu-
lar event s for m th e startin g point , bu t whe n th e universa l la w leaps ou t 
of th e multitud e o f particulars , th e achievemen t i s again mad e possibl e 
only b y th e settin g u p o f a  field  o r clas s whic h embrace s al l th e 
particulars. Thus , whethe r yo u begi n a t th e on e en d o r th e other , 
reasoning consist s in th e settin g up o f fields  of relations an d i n studyin g 
the identitie s thu s discovered . 

Hermann Cohen , wh o founde d th e new-Kantian schoo l o f "critical " 
philosophy, sough t t o discove r th e manne r i n whic h "pure " though t 
operates—that is , though t whic h i s abstracte d fro m an y dat a tha t ar e 
provided b y th e senses . Th e ne t resul t o f hi s investigatio n wa s th e 
suggestion alread y referre d to , tha t th e differential , dy/dx , an d th e 
corresponding mathematica l proces s o f integration , constitut e th e twin 
poles o f thought . Here , too , w e se e th e projectio n o f point-fiel d rela -
tionships, o r th e capacit y t o buil d fields  o f relationship , a s the essentia l 
distinction o f the thinkin g process . 

Logical thinkin g i s the mos t perfec t for m o f the field-building  capacit y 
that is available to us . Exemplified i n the building up o f the hypothetica l 
constructs o f mathematics , huma n logi c i s manifestl y no t a  bod y o f 
knowledge an d procedures , complet e i n itself , bu t a  continuousl y ex -
panding circle , certain t o transcen d al l its presently visibl e boundaries i n 
both scop e an d refinement . Di d Eucli d i n al l hi s brillianc e forese e th e 
possibility o f a  non-Euclidea n geometr y o f space ? Di d Newton , i n al l 
the exactitud e o f hi s calculations , sens e th e possibilit y o f a  "curvature " 
of space? Even so , we ma y be certai n tha t th e "genera l field-theory"  o f 
Einstein wil l on e da y be furthe r refine d throug h th e emergenc e o f ne w 
concepts—that is , new vista s o f fields. Mathematica l thought , whic h i s 
logic i n action , i s an endles s ques t fo r th e comprehensio n o f the possi -
bilities o f the field-building capacity,  an d it s en d i s not i n sight . I t i s a n 
advance towar d th e Deity , th e Eternall y Present , th e Field-Builde r o f 
the univers e i n which w e live . 

We kno w tha t logica l thinkin g i s no t th e onl y for m o f activit y o f 
the huma n mind . Ther e i s th e vas t exten t o f "pre-logical " thought , 
characteristic o f th e min d o f primitiv e man , t o whic h Levy-Bruh l 
pointed, an d ther e ar e also the profound depth s o f the unconsciou s tha t 
Freud an d hi s associate s hav e begun t o plumb . Whil e w e canno t a t thi s 
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point ente r int o a n analysi s o f thes e insights , w e invit e th e reade r t o 
examine fo r himsel f whether al l these form s o f thinking ar e no t du e t o 
the formatio n i n th e min d o f incomplete fields . I n th e unconscious , a s 
well a s in primitiv e thought , w e hav e association s forme d o n th e basi s 
of similaritie s tha t we , i n ou r cleares t moment s o f reflection , conside r 
"irrelevant" becaus e the y d o no t tak e th e whol e o f th e relevan t field s 
into consideration . B y the sam e token , i t wil l appear upo n analysis , tha t 
the cure s effecte d b y psychiatry ar e achieve d b y openin g u p th e vist a o f 
a larger field . Th e impuls e tha t wa s side-tracked an d allowe d t o fester  i n 
a blind-alley i s brought int o th e tota l pattern o f values an d ideal s o f th e 
human personality , s o tha t a  rational "adjustment " i s achieved. I n Ott o 
Rank's writings , particularly , i t i s made clea r tha t i t i s the self , a s a field-
making entity , tha t i s cure d throug h it s ow n assertio n an d throug h th e 
encouragement o f the analyst . 

The proces s o f achieving logica l clarit y i s endles s i n bot h exten t an d 
subtlety, an d i f humility succeed s i n dissuadin g u s fro m stoppin g a t an y 
one point , th e rationa l proces s lead s o n t o th e Pol e o f Bein g tha t i s 
God. Bu t th e wa y o f reaso n i s no t th e onl y roa d t o Deity . I s no t ou r 
experience o f beaut y th e recognitio n o f th e Tightnes s o f a  patter n o f 
events tha t enter s int o ou r ken ? A s reaso n differ s fro m imaginatio n i n 
that th e fields  buil t u p b y th e latte r ar e arbitrar y whil e thos e o f th e 
former ar e "right " an d "true, " s o th e beautifu l differ s fro m th e ugl y i n 
that it s fields  ar e automaticall y "approved " b y us . Ther e i s a n elemen t 
of universality an d persona l disinterestednes s i n th e awarenes s o f beauty. 
Things are  beautiful; the y ar e not mad e thu s by the vagaries o f our taste . 
The fields  o f relationship , i n colo r o r i n sound , tha t constitut e beaut y 
and harmon y ar e manifestation s o f God' s fields.  I n cognizin g them , w e 
join i n approvin g Hi s handiwork , eve n a s it said : "An d th e Lor d sa w al l 
that H e ha d made , an d behold , i t was very good. " 

If th e aestheti c appearanc e i s th e silen t symbo l o f th e relationship s 
projected b y Deity , ou r mora l facultie s brin g hom e t o u s the imperativ e 
quality o f th e Divin e Field . Fo r th e essenc e o f moralit y i s expresse d i n 
the doubl e command : t o integrat e ou r ow n sel f t o th e fullest , s o a s t o 
accord ever y elemen t o f our bein g it s rightful plac e withi n ou r person -
ality, an d t o plac e ou r ow n sel f within th e large r whole s o f th e family , 
the state , an d th e emergen t societ y o f mankind. Th e natur e o f the first 
command ha s bee n frequentl y neglecte d i n Europea n thought , owin g 
partly t o th e formalisti c method s o f philosophy an d partly t o th e perva -
siveness o f the neo-platoni c contemp t fo r th e flesh  tha t ha s entered int o 
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the mainstrea m o f ou r thinking . Ye t i t i s basic , a s moder n depth -
psychology ha s demonstrated. Th e socia l implications o f the progressiv e 
awareness o f ever larger wholes i n society ar e obvious . 

Thus, Go d a s the field-building  pol e o f being i s approached throug h 
the highway s o f reason , aesthetics , an d ethics . W e thin k o f Hi m a s th e 
Self of the Universe , relate d t o ou r self , i n it s field-building  capacity , a s 
our sel f is related t o th e materia l world . Ye t these ways o f cognizing ar e 
only formal , belongin g mor e t o philosoph y tha n t o religion . Basi c a s 
these avenue s are , the y constitut e onl y th e substructur e o f religion. Fo r 
it i s in attachmen t t o Go d an d Hi s wil l tha t religio n i s born, an d onc e 
this attachmen t i s discovered , a  ne w leve l o f aspiration s an d feeling s i s 
opened u p fo r th e huma n personality . 

It i s i n praye r tha t religio n i s born . I n th e beginnin g i s th e self' s 
immediate reverenc e befor e th e Maste r o f th e universe , it s abasemen t 
before th e Majesty o f its source. I t is not th e believer in Go d wh o prays , 
but i t i s th e worshippe r wh o believes . Th e polarit y o f bein g ha s it s 
correspondence an d reflectio n i n th e lif e o f th e soul , whic h move s 
rhythmically fro m aggressiv e self-assertio n i n th e worl d o f realit y t o 
passive self-surrender t o th e Make r o f this world . 
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JACOB B . AGUS O N TH E 

MEANING O F JEWISH HISTOR Y 
AND EXPERIENC E 





SELECTIONS AN D 

PREFATORY REMARK S 
Neil Gillman 

THE ISSU E O F JEWISH identity , involvin g the perennia l question s o f 
what i t mean s t o b e a  Jew, especiall y i n ou r tim e (i.e. , afte r th e Holo -
caust), th e rebirt h o f th e Stat e o f Israel , an d th e remarkabl e growt h o f 
American Jewry, wa s on e tha t continuall y occupie d Rabb i Agus . I n hi s 
various writing s o n Jewish history , theology , an d America n Jewry, thi s 
concern wa s never fa r fro m th e cente r o f the discussion . 

The followin g selections , chose n t o accompan y Nei l Gillman' s essa y 
"Jacob B . Agus o n th e Meanin g o f Jewish Histor y an d Experience " i n 
American Rabbi: The  Life and Thought  of Jacob B.  Agus  (Ne w York , 1996) , 
are from Jacob Agus ' The  Evolution of Jewish Thought  (New York , 1959) , 
396—420; and Dialogue  and Tradition  (Ne w York , 1971) , 450—500. 
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EPILOGUE T O TH E EVOLUTIO N 

OF JEWISH THOUGH T 

THE EMANCIPATIO N o f th e Jew s o f wester n Europe , proceedin g 
apace fro m th e first  decad e o f th e nineteent h century , brough t th e 
individual Jew t o th e fore , liberatin g hi m fro m th e pressur e o f enforce d 
communal loyalties . I n th e cours e o f tim e th e bond s o f communa l 
loyalty were weakened; th e congregation , a  voluntary associatio n o f fre e 
individuals, cam e t o tak e the place o f the overal l communit y whic h on e 
entered b y birth an d lef t b y deat h o r a n ac t o f conversion. A s a result al l 
the cleavage s in Jewish lif e wer e widene d an d deepened . 

In th e nineteent h centur y th e meanin g o f the ter m "Jewis h thought " 
became bot h wide r an d narrowe r tha n i n al l previous centuries . I t wa s 
now wide r sinc e th e resonan t voice s outsid e th e pal e o f the communit y 
would no t b e ignored . I s it justifiable t o leav e ou t o f our discussion , fo r 
example, suc h me n a s Heine , Born e an d Bergson , whos e inspiratio n 
derived a t leas t i n par t fro m Jewis h source s a s wel l a s fro m Jewis h 
experience? 

On th e othe r hand , "Jewis h thought " cam e t o embrac e a  necessaril y 
narrower compas s tha n i n th e past , fo r th e Jew a s ma n i s no w par t o f 
the European community , an d th e Jew qua  Jew i s such onl y by virtue o f 
his theology an d hi s "misfortune, " th e burde n o f anti-Semitism . 

Each o f th e current s comprisin g th e variegate d strea m o f Jewis h 
thought i s intensifie d an d deepene d b y th e massiv e challeng e o f mod -
ernists. Rationalistic Judaism ha s eventuate d i n th e moder n movement s 
of Refor m an d Conservatism , wit h th e latte r grou p addin g a  stron g 
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dose o f nationalist romanticis m an d a  dash o f mysticism t o it s rationalis -
tic approach . Orthodo x Judais m i n th e easter n countrie s ha s becom e 
more isolationis t tha n i n previou s centuries , barricadin g itsel f agains t 
the incursion o f secular learning and the solven t effect s o f the rationalis -
tic spirit . I n easter n Europ e th e dar k cobweb s o f Qabbalisti c mysticis m 
remained undisturbe d wel l into th e twentiet h century , whil e i n wester n 
Europe Orthodox y embrace d a n uneas y allianc e wit h moder n culture , 
seeking suppor t fro m th e anti-intellectualis t trend s o f moder n though t 
and continuin g the traditiona l curren t o f romanticism, i n both it s ethni c 
and affectiv e forms . 

But the divergent trend s do no t separat e into independen t denomina -
tions o r eve n independen t school s o f thought ; the y continu e t o affect , 
influence an d mol d on e another . W e encounte r i n Judais m th e phe -
nomenon whic h sociologist s cal l th e "cultura l lag"—namely , th e fac t 
that onl y th e uppe r laye r o f an y societ y change s culturall y wit h th e 
times, whil e th e mediu m laye r change s more slowl y an d a  large portio n 
of societ y continue s it s slumbe r virtuall y undisturbed . Accordingly , n o 
matter ho w fa r th e advance d element s o f Jewry develope d i n thei r ques t 
for a  new synthesi s o f Judaism an d th e moder n spirit , a  remnant o f th e 
old mentality persiste d i n ever y generation . Consequently , i n Orthodo x 
ranks toda y al l shades o f the premoder n spectru m o f beliefs ca n stil l b e 
found, an d individua l thinkers , beginning thei r intellectua l adventur e i n 
the Orthodo x community , ar e compelle d t o find  thei r ow n wa y t o a 
tenable philosoph y o f life ou t o f the darkl y shadowed , tortuou s path s o f 
medievalism. 

Secularism i s distinctl y a  ne w phenomeno n i n "Jewis h thought. " 
Created i n th e first  plac e b y th e impac t o f rationalism , i t assume d a 
Jewish gar b unde r th e influenc e o f ethni c romanticism . Whil e th e 
secularists i n th e first  hal f o f the nineteent h centur y generall y accepte d 
the "entranc e ticke t t o Europea n culture, " convertin g t o Christianity , 
those o f th e latte r hal f o f th e pas t centur y remaine d a s a  rule officiall y 
within th e Jewish community . I n th e las t decade s o f th e centur y the y 
provided th e leadership an d impetus o f the Zionis t movement . 

Nothing demonstrate s th e comple x interactio n o f opposin g intellec -
tual force s i n Jewish lif e s o muc h a s the emergenc e o f Zionism . I n th e 
first place , i t wa s mad e possibl e b y th e influenc e o f rationalism , whic h 
undermined th e ol d fait h i n th e eventua l comin g o f th e Messiah . O n 
the othe r hand , it s reassertion o f Jewish ethnicis m dre w inspiratio n an d 
vitality fro m th e romanti c curren t i n Judaism , whic h describe d th e 
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people o f Israel as a uniquely endowe d nation , se t apart by divine decre e 
or b y th e fatalitie s o f histor y fro m al l th e familie s o f th e earth . A t th e 
same time , th e mystica l tren d i n Orthodo x Judais m rediscovere d i n 
Zionism a  quasi-magica l devic e fo r hastenin g th e step s o f the Messiah . 
While rationalisti c Zionist s sough t t o buil d a  homeland fo r th e Jew a s a 
means o f overcoming th e Jewish "abnormality " o f status in th e land s o f 
the Diaspora, an d o f encouraging th e "normal " processes of assimilation 
in th e Diaspora , romanti c Zionist s sough t t o emplo y a  Jewish homelan d 
as a  mean s o f preservin g th e "abnormal " statu s o f a  "unique " people , 
countering th e trend s o f assimilation. A s this i s written, thi s issue i s stil l 
unresolved. 

Now tha t th e Stat e o f Israe l i s a reality, th e exponent s o f rationalisti c 
Judaism look upo n i t as a creative cente r o f Jewish fait h an d culture , no t 
as a  mean s o f liquidatin g th e Jewis h communitie s i n th e Diaspora . 
Accordingly, the y encourag e th e mora l statur e o f th e stat e rathe r tha n 
its military might , just a s they favor th e promotion o f the spiritua l values 
of Judaism i n ever y countr y wher e Jew s ar e found . An d the y se e n o 
good purpos e serve d i n th e world-wid e effor t t o encourag e emigratio n 
to Israel , undercuttin g th e psychologica l rootednes s o f the Jewish Dias -
pora s o a s t o brin g abou t it s degeneratio n an d disappearance . O n th e 
other hand , thos e who dra w thei r inspiration fro m th e romanti c curren t 
of Judais m se e th e Je w a s "unique " an d "different, " foreve r arraye d 
against the "nations, " with n o hop e o f peace fo r him , excep t i n hi s ow n 
land, wher e th e strengt h o f his arms wil l protec t hi m fro m hi s enemies . 
Thus d o th e issues of today reflec t th e impetu s o f the divergen t current s 
of yesterday. 

As we tur n bac k fo r a  synoptic view o f the differen t current s within th e 
stream o f Judaism w e not e firs t th e fallac y o f al l monolithi c rendering s 
of this tradition. Friend s an d foe s loved to writ e o f Judaism a s if it had a 
single vie w o f life , providin g on e answe r t o all-importan t questions . 
Not onl y psychopathi c anti-Semites , paintin g Judais m i n th e darkes t 
hues, bu t eve n philosophica l interpreter s o f culture , too , construe d th e 
Jew a s one psychologica l typ e an d Judaism a s a monochromatic pictur e 
on th e unfoldin g scrol l o f huma n history . Hence , th e poten t fantasie s 
concerning th e characteristic s o f the "Semiti c mind. " 

Renan sa w th e Jewis h spiri t a s on e o f surpassin g bu t monotonou s 
brightness, lik e th e glar e o f sunligh t i n th e desert , obliviou s o f th e 
variety o f shade an d colo r i n nature , seein g th e uppe r surfac e o f thing s 
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with hars h clarity , bu t ignorin g th e realit y o f depth s an d shadows . A 
whole schoo l o f historians goe s bac k t o Ficht e an d Schleiermache r fo r 
inspiration. I n thei r view , th e Jewis h fait h i s th e reflectio n o f th e 
peculiarity o f Jewish genius , whic h consist s o f a  calculatin g clevernes s 
and busines s shrewdness ; incapabl e o f profundity , inventivenes s o r th e 
appreciation o f th e romanti c natur e o f man . Wellhause n conceive d th e 
difference betwee n prophec y an d mysticis m i n term s o f thi s concept . 
Mysticism i s an expression o f the piety o f the Aryan soul , in which ma n 
surrenders al l o f himsel f i n th e fullnes s o f love . Th e Semite , accordin g 
to thi s school , i s capable onl y o f receiving and taking , no t o f loving an d 
giving. Accordingly , th e Bibl e envision s th e prophe t a s fillin g himsel f 
up wit h th e divin e spirit . 

Even i n socialis t circle s thi s mischievou s conceptio n o f a  peculia r 
Jewish min d wa s give n fres h currenc y an d th e semblanc e o f authorit y 
by Kar l Marx , wh o maintaine d tha t th e go d o f th e Jew wa s th e dolla r 
bill and hi s worship a  form o f bargaining an d haggling . 

To counter thi s nonsense, man y Jewish writer s se t up opposin g fanta -
sies o f thei r own , extollin g th e Jewis h "genius " an d soothin g th e 
wounded vanit y o f their people. Fo r example , Abraham Geiger , with al l 
his liberalis m an d sobe r rationality , wrot e o f th e existenc e o f a  Jewish 
"genius" fo r religion , share d b y n o othe r people ; Samue l Davi d Luz -
zatto asserte d tha t pit y wa s th e uniqu e qualit y o f th e Jewish soul ; an d 
Ahad Haa m maintaine d tha t th e rationa l ques t fo r th e dominio n o f 
absolute justice was the underlyin g impetu s o f the Jewish mind . 

Need poiso n b e countere d b y anti-poiso n drugs , o r ca n mankin d b e 
educated t o dispens e wit h th e dru g o f collectiv e egotis m an d lear n t o 
take lif e a s i t is , withou t th e siniste r solac e o f artificia l concoctions ? 
After all , counterpoisons ar e also drugs . We believe tha t the bes t defens e 
against th e barb s o f bigotry i s the serenit y o f objective thought , no t th e 
fevered passio n o f superheated ethni c zealotry . 

We hav e see n a  wide variet y o f theological position s i n th e lon g an d 
winding pathway s o f Jewish thought . Ho w broa d i s the panoram a thu s 
unfolded! Ho w ric h i s the spectru m o f colors ranging from th e twiligh t 
moods o f mysticis m t o th e star k clarit y o f rationalism , fro m th e loft y 
heights o f universalis t idealis m t o th e dar k depth s o f collectiv e "sacre d 
egoism"! 

We find  exponent s o f bot h alternative s i n th e discussio n o f suc h 
central issues as the following : 
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(i) TH E TRANSCENDENC E O F GO D VERSU S HI S IMMANENC E 

Rationalists like Maimonides asserte d tha t Go d wa s remote fro m earthl y 
concerns an d fa r beyon d th e gras p o f huma n faculties . Hi s Providenc e 
does no t exten d t o th e masse s o f people , "th e poo r an d th e broke n i n 
spirit," bu t onl y t o th e well-proportione d an d well-disposed , thos e 
reflective an d saintl y soul s whose line s have fallen i n pleasant places , an d 
who undertak e th e arduou s philosophica l discipline s leadin g t o th e 
comprehension o f Hi s differenc e fro m th e materia l world . Al l Biblica l 
miracles wer e predetermine d i n advanc e o f creation , buil t int o th e 
inflexible syste m o f iro n necessit y tha t govern s th e universe . Th e onl y 
pathway t o Go d i s tha t o f reason , an d thi s pathwa y i s impersonal , 
consisting i n th e eliminatio n fro m ou r min d o f human interest s an d th e 
actual stuf f o f experience . 

On th e othe r hand , th e doctrin e o f divin e immanenc e i s well repre -
sented i n th e strea m o f Jewish thought . I n th e ethni c romanticis m o f 
Halevi, Go d i s portraye d a s bein g i n direc t communicatio n wit h th e 
people o f Israel , whe n the y ar e gathere d i n th e lan d o f Israel . A  divin e 
effulgence wa s visible , a t leas t t o th e sage s an d t o th e prophets , an d a 
divine voic e coul d b e hear d a t critica l moments . I n Qabbalah , man' s 
power t o affec t th e divin e patter n o f sefiroth was deeme d t o b e s o direc t 
and immediat e a s t o b e virtuall y automatic , th e Deit y actin g towar d 
man, "lik e a  shadow." Th e materia l worl d wa s onl y th e lowes t garmen t 
of the substanc e o f reality. And man' s sou l is not entirel y enclose d i n hi s 
body, being rooted i n th e real m of  sefiroth. 

In naiv e o r unreflectiv e Judaism, both concept s o f the Deit y coul d b e 
found sid e b y side . Consequently , th e Talmu d an d a  hug e mas s o f 
popular pietisti c literatur e emplo y rationalisti c an d mystica l concepts , 
almost interchangeably , fo r thei r "religiou s value," if we may coin a  new 
phrase, withou t an y awareness o f their mutua l incompatibility . 

(2) HUMA N DIGNIT Y VERSU S HUMA N SINFULNES S 

Does a  person bes t reflec t th e "imag e o f God " withi n hi m whe n h e i s 
made awar e o f his dignit y o r o f his sinfulness? Thi s questio n point s t o a 
psychological cleavag e tha t cut s deep . O n th e on e hand , ther e i s th e 
"active" piety o f those who conside r ma n t o be " a partne r o f the Lord " 
in th e establishmen t o f His kingdom o n earth . Go d i s best served by th e 
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fullest assertio n o f man' s faculties  an d gifts . Ma n i s bidde n t o us e hi s 
faculty o f rational judgment, i n th e determinatio n o f righ t an d wrong , 
and in the amelioration o f existing evils . When me n asser t their percep -
tive power s i n th e domain s o f though t an d action , the y giv e concret e 
expression t o th e divin e elemen t i n thei r nature . Fo r ma n an d Go d ar e 
united i n rationality , lov e o f goodnes s an d gentleness , an d i n reverenc e 
for law . In genera l man i s the agen t o f the divin e nisus  for perfection . 

This wa y o f thinkin g i s reflected no t onl y i n th e rationalisti c schoo l 
but als o i n th e sobe r moo d o f th e Talmudi c sages . Th e concep t o f a 
covenant between ma n and God in which both parties to the agreemen t 
undertake t o abid e b y certai n action s i s a perfect expressio n o f "active " 
piety. Go d doe s no t compe l ma n t o accep t an y law, but ma n doe s wha t 
is right ou t o f loyalty t o hi s ow n highe r nature , whic h i s Godlike . An d 
this concep t underlie s th e reasonin g o f Halachah,  Jewish law . I f th e 
children o f Israe l ha d no t voluntaril y undertake n t o observ e th e law , 
they woul d no t hav e bee n oblige d t o abid e b y it , fo r i n th e domai n o f 
reason an d ethic s al l rational an d mora l beings ar e equal . 

But whil e th e moo d o f "active piety " i s well represente d i n Judaism, 
the opposit e moo d o f tota l surrende r t o th e divin e wil l i s als o rathe r 
frequently encountered . Thi s attitud e i s permeated wit h a  deep aware -
ness o f huma n failure . Man' s greates t achievement s ar e bu t vanit y an d 
naught. I t i s in si n tha t w e ar e born . "An d i f thou dos t ac t righteously , 
what doe s thou giv e unto Him? " 

"What ar e we, what i s our life , what ou r kindness , ou r righteousness , 
our salvation , ou r power , ou r heroism ? And th e superiority o f man ove r 
the beas t i s naught, fo r al l is vanity."x 

In this mood w e fee l tha t God' s only demand i s man's self-abasement . 
Not b y bein g "lik e unt o God, " bu t b y tota l surrender , b y " a broke n 
heart," b y th e practic e o f humilit y s o thoroughgoin g a s t o approac h 
self-negation, doe s Go d tak e deligh t i n us . By active striving we achiev e 
nothing, fo r Go d neithe r desire s ou r goo d righ t ar m no r ca n w e exer t 
any o f ou r faculties  t o goo d effec t withou t fallin g victi m t o th e per -
verting and ensnarin g forces o f pride an d sin . 

Several historians o f religion tak e the contras t between th e activ e an d 
the passiv e mood s o f piet y t o b e th e fundamenta l distinctio n betwee n 
Judaism an d Christianity . Bu t actuall y man y variation s o f passiv e piet y 
are foun d no t onl y i n th e romanti c an d mystica l current s o f Jewis h 
thought, bu t als o in th e pietisti c literatur e (Mussar)  o f popular Judaism. 

The oppositio n o f severa l leadin g Orthodo x rabbi s t o th e introduc -
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tion o f a n orga n i n th e synagogu e wa s motivate d b y th e belie f tha t 
beauty an d dignit y ministe r t o ma n s sense o f self-importance , discour -
aging th e penitentia l moo d o f sinfulness . " A sinne r mus t no t bedec k 
himself with beauty , a  sinner mus t no t tak e o n th e garment s o f pride."2 

As a rule, th e doctrin e o f "original sin " i s not centra l i n Judaism, bu t 
at variou s time s i t ha s bee n strongl y affirmed . I n th e Talmu d w e find 
the dogmati c assertio n tha t al l wh o di d no t stan d a t Sina i suffe r fro m 
the "corruptio n o f the serpent." 3 I n Qabbala h th e soul s o f al l non-Jew s 
are presumed t o be "rooted " i n th e domai n o f the "shells. " 

In Halev i s philosophy, eve n convert s canno t expec t t o achiev e equal -
ity wit h bor n Jews followin g th e adven t o f the Messia h no r t o becom e 
recipients o f th e "gif t o f prophecy." Th e capacit y fo r th e "divin e qual -
ity" i s denie d b y Halev i t o non-Jewis h mankin d a s a  whole , whic h i s 
doomed t o grope in the darkness . Also, the proposition tha t i t is possible 
for man , unaide d b y revelation , t o liv e a  lif e o f goodnes s an d attai n a 
share i n th e worl d t o com e i s bot h affirme d an d denie d i n Jewis h 
tradition.4 

(3) I S TH E CONTEN T O F RELIGIO N SOM E THING S T O B E DON E 
OR SOMETHIN G T O BECOME ? 

This questio n probe s dee p int o th e natur e o f piety . Whe n religio n 
consists of a number o f rites to perform an d commandment s t o execute , 
we hav e a  pattern o f piet y tha t i s externa l t o man' s tru e being . I t ma y 
be dogmaticall y asserte d tha t th e rite s i n questio n exer t a  quasi-magica l 
effect o n th e soul and in the cosmos , "purifying " man' s inner nature an d 
providing "food fo r th e upper worlds." But i n the actua l performance o f 
the rite s ther e i s no inheren t sequenc e o f effects upo n th e psych e o f the 
worshiper. I n thi s patter n o f piet y th e suprem e valu e o f th e ritua l i s 
asserted, an d th e valu e o f an y universa l ethica l an d estheti c virtue s i s 
questioned. 

Such a  completel y externalize d religio n ma y b e softene d b y th e 
additional requiremen t o f "dutie s o f the heart, " supplementin g thos e o f 
physical performance . But , characteristically , thes e obligation s o f th e 
mind an d hear t ar e no t conceive d o f a s mandatory an d essentia l t o th e 
rite itself . 

This nonspiritua l concep t o f piet y i s certainl y encountere d withi n 
the sacre d literatur e o f th e Jewis h faith . I t i s virtuall y assume d i n th e 
stream o f Halachic  (legalistic ) nonphilosophi c Judaism . I t i s justifie d 
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somewhat hesitantl y i n th e romanti c curren t o f Jewis h thought . I n 
Qabbalah w e find  elaborat e rationalization s fo r th e belie f in th e cosmi c 
effects o f the performance o f the mizvoth. 

But th e opposin g concep t o f th e natur e o f piet y i s als o wel l repre -
sented i n Judaism. I n th e rationalisti c school , th e mizvoth  ar e conceive d 
of a s instrument s o f piet y embodyin g universal , ethica l an d estheti c 
values. Th e mizvoth  wer e intende d t o trai n me n an d wome n i n th e 
acquisition o f goo d habits , nobl e idea s an d loft y sentiments . Th e con -
text o f religio n i s no t th e executio n o f certai n commands , bu t th e 
fulfillment o f the divin e potentia l i n huma n nature . Go d i s no t a  king , 
intent upo n th e enforcemen t o f Hi s orders , bu t ou r Father , concerne d 
with helpin g u s t o attai n th e fullnes s o f ou r stature . Religio n i s no t a 
burden o n ou r backs , bu t a n aspiratio n i n ou r soul s t o gro w int o ou r 
ideal likeness . Understoo d i n thi s way , th e virtu e an d trut h o f othe r 
religions ma y b e honestl y acknowledge d withou t givin g u p th e belie f 
in one' s ow n religion . Fait h become s no t th e guardianshi p o f "eterna l 
verities," bu t th e ques t fo r th e truth s o f eternity , a  searc h fo r wide r 
horizons fo r th e life o f the soul , a  courageous ascen t and an endless task . 

(4) I S MAN COMPLETEL Y FRE E T O WOR K OU T HI S OW N 
SALVATION, O R I S HI S FUTUR E PREDETERMINED ? 

The predominan t emphasi s i n Judaism i s unquestionably o n th e sid e o f 
man's freedom . Th e Tora h affirm s tha t ma n i s free t o choos e betwee n 
good an d evil , the blessing and th e curse , life an d death . I n th e Talmud , 
we ar e told tha t everythin g i n a  person's lif e i s fixed  i n advanc e sav e hi s 
righteousness. "Al l i s in th e power o f heaven, sav e the fea r o f heaven." 5 

Rabbi Akib a se t th e stag e fo r a  philosophica l riddl e tha t occupie d al l 
the master s o f Jewish philosoph y whe n h e asserted , "Al l i s foreseen, bu t 
the choic e i s given." 6 Th e powe r o f repentanc e i s infinit e i n scope ; 
even the greates t sinners can , i f they will , transform thei r lives and attai n 
the greates t height s o f piety.7 

On th e othe r hand , Crescas , wh o ha s bee n calle d "th e mos t Jewis h 
of al l th e philosophers, " declare s tha t eve n a  person's piet y i s predeter -
mined an d huma n freedo m i s onl y a n illusion . I n Qabbalah , non -
Jewish humanity , drawin g its sustenance from th e "shells, " can hardly b e 
expected t o d o anythin g tha t i s genuinel y good . Thos e wh o becom e 
converts t o Judaism , s o th e legen d goes , posses s soul s whic h wer e 
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present a t Sina i when th e covenan t wa s concluded . A  verse fro m Prov -
erbs (14:34 ) i s an oft-quote d maxim : "Eve n th e kindnes s o f the nation s 
is sinful. " 

The adven t o f the Messiah , wh o wil l ushe r i n th e Kingdo m o f God , 
is both fixe d i n th e min d o f Go d an d als o dependen t o n Jewish repen -
tance. If  Jewish meri t an d penitenc e d o no t succee d i n hastenin g th e 
arrival o f th e Messiah , the n h e wil l com e i n th e previousl y appointe d 
time.8 

In the rationalisti c curren t o f Jewish thought , i t i s assumed tha t man' s 
reason i s free an d untrammele d an d tha t ma n ca n attai n th e goo d lif e b y 
the exercis e o f hi s nativ e endowment s o f intelligenc e an d conscience . 
Both assumption s ar e conteste d i n th e romanti c an d mystica l school s o f 
Jewish thought . Reaso n i s declare d t o b e th e shameles s servan t o f th e 
will, an d th e wil l i n tur n i s "rooted " b y birt h an d earl y upbringin g 
either i n th e sphere s o f holines s amon g loya l Jews o r i n th e unclea n 
dominion o f th e "othe r side, " amon g th e res t o f mankind . Halev i 
introduces th e argumen t i n hi s famou s boo k b y tellin g o f an ange l tha t 
appeared t o Kin g Bulan an d warned him , "Th y thought s ar e acceptabl e 
but th y deed s ar e not. " Acceptabl e deeds , fo r Halevi , ar e spelle d ou t i n 
the code s o f th e Jewis h faith . Non-Jewis h humanit y i s fo r th e ethni c 
romantics, by and large , precluded fro m salvation . 

For th e rationalists , divin e grac e i s no t neede d a s th e conditio n fo r 
man's goodness , sinc e thi s favo r i s grante d t o ma n a t birt h an d b y 
education i n th e shap e o f th e twi n light s i n hi s soul , conscienc e an d 
intelligence. Fo r th e romantic s an d mystics , divin e grac e an d th e "meri t 
of the fathers " i s o f the essence . Fo r man' s sou l i s virtually besiege d b y 
the maliciou s force s o f Satan . An d thos e whic h ar e no t "rooted " i n th e 
divine pleroma ar e almos t inevitabl y steepe d i n sin . 

(5) I S TH E DIVIN E WIL L INHEREN T I N TH E NORMA L AN D 
NATURAL PROCESSE S O F HISTORY , O R I S I T 

"TRANSHISTORICAL," BREAKIN G INT O TH E FLU X O F 
HISTORICAL EVENT S WIT H PREDETERMINE D RESULTS ? 

This questio n seem s labored an d casuistic ; yet, i t point s t o th e rea l issu e 
between thos e wh o believ e tha t huma n progres s i s a  gradua l resul t o f 
the strain s an d stresse s o f socia l force s an d thos e wh o envisio n th e 
high point s o f peac e an d prosperit y a s being attaine d b y unpredictabl e 
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incursions o f Go d s grace. Whe n th e questio n i s asked , "Doe s Judais m 
believe i n huma n progress? " th e answe r canno t b e give n i n th e simpl e 
syllables o f "yes" o r "no. " 

The visio n o f th e Messiani c er a wa s bor n i n Judaism , a  many -
splendored visio n o f hop e an d beaut y incarnate . Bu t thi s visio n repre -
sented no t th e upwar d pat h bu t th e ultimat e goal , th e situatio n a t "th e 
end o f days. " No r di d tha t visio n stan d alone , unassociate d wit h othe r 
eschatological hope s an d fantasies . After  a  perio d lastin g fro m fort y 
years t o fou r hundre d years , accordin g t o differen t traditions , i t wa s 
believed tha t th e huma n personalit y woul d becom e metamorphose d 
and lif e i n al l it s aspect s would b e completel y transformed , usherin g i n 
the wondrous er a o f "the worl d t o come. " 9 Perfection i n body an d sou l 
would the n b e th e unfailin g rule—bu t th e huma n bod y woul d the n b e 
transformed int o a  new, heavenl y substance , n o longe r a  thing o f flesh 
and blood . 

Is the goa l reached throug h th e processes o f history? A rationalis t lik e 
Maimonides believe d tha t th e Messiani c er a woul d b e attaine d b y th e 
normal processe s o f history , fo r Go d ha d prearrange d al l huma n event s 
and, throug h th e prophets , ha d mad e know n Hi s will . Eve n Maimon -
ides di d no t se e an y progres s towar d thi s goa l i n th e event s o f hi s day , 
looking fo r confirmatio n o f hi s fait h t o th e verse s o f Scriptur e an d th e 
traditions o f hi s family . I n hi s lette r t o th e Yemenite s h e tentativel y 
expressed th e hop e tha t th e Messia h woul d appea r i n hi s ow n genera -
tion. 

Nevertheless, w e ca n find  i n Maimonide s th e seed s o f a  philosoph y 
of historical progress. For he affirmed th e Resurrection an d the fantasie s 
of the "worl d t o come " no t a s true ideas , bu t onl y a s beliefs necessar y 
for th e maintenanc e o f th e community . An d i n bot h Christianit y an d 
Islam h e sa w th e divin e impuls e a t work , preparin g th e groun d fo r th e 
ultimate triump h o f the "tru e faith. " 

Nahmanides an d hi s schoo l di d no t envisio n th e fulfillmen t o f th e 
Messianic drea m i n an y progressiv e manner . Th e belie f i n th e Messia h 
was a  dogmati c assertion , o f the sam e typ e a s the Resurrection , an d a s 
little give n t o progressiv e realization . Th e author s o f th e apocalypti c 
Midrashim, one and all , envisioned a  series of catastrophes, taxing huma n 
endurance an d culminatin g in disaster s from whic h onl y a  few survivor s 
will escape . The hel p o f the Lor d wil l com e suddenly. 10 Huma n repen -
tance ca n haste n th e comin g o f th e Messiah , bu t repentanc e wa s con -
ceived by the romantic s an d the mystic s in purely dogmati c terms . 
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In general , th e pietist s o f Judaism di d no t se e an y progressiv e im -
provement i n th e behavio r o f thei r contemporaries—eithe r Jew s o r 
Gentiles. I t i s o f the essenc e o f Orthodox y t o idealiz e th e past , no t th e 
future. "I f th e peopl e o f earl y time s wer e lik e angels , w e ar e lik e men , 
and i f they wer e me n w e ar e donkeys." 11 Eve n th e wicke d me n o f th e 
past lik e Balaa m an d Nebuchadnezza r wer e conceive d t o b e grea t i n 
their ow n way , so tha t miracle s coul d b e performe d fo r thei r reproo f o r 
enlightenment. 

A doctrin e o f th e cumulativ e meri t o f redemptio n wa s containe d i n 
Qabbalah, especiall y as taught i n the Lurianic school . But the accumula -
tion o f meri t wa s believe d t o b e takin g plac e i n th e occul t essenc e o f 
the universe , no t i n th e unfoldin g o f the visibl e event s o f history. 

(6) I S FAIT H A N EXTENSIO N AN D ANTICIPATIO N O F TH E LIGHT S 
OF CONSCIENC E AN D INTELLIGENCE , O R I S I T TH E 

ACCEPTANCE O F TRADITIONA L DOGMA S OUTSID E TH E 
DICTATES O F REASO N AN D ETHICS ? 

This questio n migh t b e phrase d i n man y differen t ways . Indeed , i t 
underlies almos t ever y issu e i n theology . Th e Scholastic s distinguishe d 
between fait h a s "trus t i n God " an d fait h a s "assent " t o a  proposition . 
For th e believer s o f the firs t category , fait h i s a  blend o f love, trus t an d 
intuition; hence , the y wil l interpre t th e document s o f revelatio n i n 
accord wit h th e precept s o f reason . The y wil l esche w literalis m i n 
practice an d dogmatis m i n theory , interpretin g th e legendr y o f thei r 
faith a s parables and th e rite s o f their religio n a s action-symbols o f faith . 
If, however , fait h i s conceive d no t a s a n insigh t o f th e sou l bu t a s it s 
submission t o a n externa l fiat , reaso n wil l no t b e allowe d a  decisive rol e 
as th e sourc e o f truth , an d mora l principle s to o wil l b e subverte d t o 
serve th e worldl y interest s o f th e "chose n people, " wh o ar e pledge d t o 
maintain th e on e an d onl y tru e faith . Th e mentalit y o f fundamentalism , 
deriving fro m a n insistenc e o n th e litera l trut h o f th e document s o f 
revelation, i s inescapabl y zealou s an d exclusive . Fundamentalist s ma y 
accommodate themselve s t o th e pressure s an d need s o f modern society , 
but the y canno t i n trut h acknowledg e th e Tightnes s o f the value s upo n 
which i t i s founded . 

Was Judaism, then , pro-rationa l o r anti-rational ? Wa s i t a  religion o f 
dogmas, affirme d o n th e testimon y o f tradition , o r wa s i t a  religio n 
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of fait h i n th e inspire d guidanc e o f prophet s an d saints , sage s an d 
philosophers? 

Here agai n th e answe r depend s o n th e particula r schoo l o f though t 
within Judaism . Th e rationalist s maintaine d tha t revelatio n an d reaso n 
concurred full y i n thei r essentia l import ; tha t revelatio n provide d in -
struction i n thos e area s wher e th e testimon y o f reaso n wa s indecisiv e 
and uncertain ; tha t th e document s o f revelation neede d t o b e interpre -
ted i n th e ligh t o f reason ; tha t th e purpos e o f revelatio n wa s t o fortif y 
man's intellectua l mora l adventure , assurin g hi m o f the ultimat e succes s 
of his efforts , fo r man' s highes t values are rooted i n eternity . 

The romantic s an d mystics , o n th e othe r hand , labore d har d an d 
continuously t o asser t th e contrar y claim . Go d take s deligh t i n con -
founding ma n s pride o f reason. Thi s i s why Abraha m wa s tested by th e 
command t o sacrific e Isaac . Would Abraha m follo w th e rationalist s an d 
refuse th e deman d o f Go d o n th e groun d o f it s unreasonableness , o r 
would h e slaughte r hi s so n i n obedienc e t o Go d an d i n defianc e o f 
reason? 

The battl e between th e rationalist s an d thei r opponent s ca n be trace d 
in Judaism t o th e Biblica l period, th e contes t between th e tru e prophet s 
and th e numerou s contemporar y "prophetizers. " Th e prophet s identi -
fied th e insight s o f a  kee n conscienc e wit h th e wil l o f God , wherea s 
the "prophetizers " sough t t o find  Go d i n a n emotiona l frenz y tha t 
extinguished th e ligh t o f consciousness . An d thi s battl e i s by n o mean s 
over. Fo r th e huma n situatio n renew s fo r u s perenniall y th e choic e 
between placin g ou r fait h i n th e testimon y o f a  revered traditio n o r i n 
that o f our hear t an d mind . 

There i s a n active , open-eyed , open-minde d an d open-hearte d typ e 
of piety, arising ou t o f the projection o f mans highes t value s agains t th e 
cosmic curtai n o f eternity . Oppose d t o thi s piet y o f th e harmoniou s 
personality ther e i s the religio n o f those wh o ar e predominantly move d 
by fear—fea r o f th e dar k depth s o f thei r ow n souls . Psychologicall y 
speaking, the y nee d a  faith o f close d horizons , shuttin g th e door s tigh t 
against th e longing o f the soul ; hemming i t in by the barrier s o f dogm a 
and b y a  rigi d regime n o f conduc t tha t i s presumed t o b e unalterable . 
The affirmatio n o f a dogma i s for the m a n action-symbol , settin g limit s 
to th e restles s dynamism o f heart an d mind whic h the y deepl y distrust . 

Proponents o f bot h alternative s an d o f som e mediatin g position s a s 
well will find  i n th e treasure s o f Judaism ampl e suppor t fo r thei r views . 
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(7) I S JUDAISM A  UNIVERSAL RELIGION , EMPLOYIN G A  NATIO N 
AS IT S HISTORICA L VEHICLE , O R I S I T TH E "WA Y O F LIFE " 

OF TH E JEWISH PEOPLE , TH E EXPRESSIO N O F TH E CULTUR E 
AND SANCT A O F TH E JEWISH PEOPLE ? 

This questio n i s couched i n modern terms , reflecting distinction s whic h 
are meaningfu l onl y i n a  societ y wher e religio n an d politic s ar e sepa -
rated. Nevertheless , i n ou r survey o f the developmen t o f Jewish though t 
we hav e deal t continuousl y wit h th e wide r implication s o f thi s distinc -
tion. O n severa l differen t occasion s w e distinguishe d betwee n Judais m 
as a  structure o f universa l ideal s an d sentiments , rite s an d symbols , an d 
Judaism a s sublimated ethnicism , refine d b y a  high ethica l traditio n an d 
associated wit h a  great religiou s tradition . 

In th e curren t o f rationalisti c Judaism , th e motive s o f ethnicis m 
dwindle int o relativ e insignificance . Maimonides , interpretatio n o f th e 
Jewish fait h doe s no t assum e a  wide gul f between Jews an d th e res t o f 
mankind. Th e mizvoth  o f the Tora h ar e onl y educationa l devices . Juda-
ism i s a n excellen t school . Bu t som e me n wil l g o throug h th e bes t 
schools, learnin g ver y little , an d others , studyin g i n mediocr e institu -
tions o r eve n self-taught , wil l find  thei r wa y t o th e presenc e o f th e 
Almighty. Eve n th e Messiani c er a wa s conceive d b y Maimonide s no t 
primarily a s a n epoc h o f nationa l triump h bu t a s a n er a o f universa l 
good will , whe n al l me n wil l accep t th e "tru e faith, " surrende r th e 
follies o f nationa l ambitio n an d devot e themselve s t o philosophica l 
meditations. 

"The sage s an d th e prophet s longe d fo r th e day s o f the Messiah , no t 
in orde r tha t the y migh t gover n th e whol e world , lordin g i t ove r th e 
pagans an d bein g exalte d b y al l nations ; no r tha t the y migh t eat , drin k 
and rejoice , bu t i n orde r tha t the y migh t enjo y th e leisur e t o engag e i n 
the stud y o f Torah an d wisdom , fre e fro m interferenc e an d oppression , 
attaining thu s t o lif e eternal." 12 

Albo spok e o f the genera l categor y o f a "Divine Torah, " allowin g th e 
possibility o f severa l divin e faiths , eac h suite d t o th e varie d circum -
stances o f people livin g in differen t portion s o f the globe . To be sure , i n 
his Epistl e t o th e Yemenites , Maimonide s hew s clos e t o th e lin e o f 
ethnic zealotry , forced a s he was to appea l to the sentiments an d mental -
ity o f simple-minde d people , "o f wome n an d children. " Similarly , w e 
encounter concession s t o popula r prejudic e i n al l the writing s o f ratio -
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nalistic Judaism. Bu t essentiall y an d i n principle , philosophica l Judais m 
was universalisti c an d fre e fro m th e zealotrie s o f ethnicism . I n thi s 
respect th e curren t o f philosophica l Judais m continued , widene d an d 
deepened th e sparklin g mountai n stream s o f prophecy . Fo r th e grea t 
prophets, too , define d religio n b y mean s o f universa l an d ethica l stan -
dards; combatte d th e ethni c prid e an d prejudic e o f thei r contemporar -
ies; conceive d o f the "congregatio n o f Israel " i n th e idea l term s o f th e 
loyal remnant an d looked forwar d t o th e conversio n o f all mankind . 

To b e sure , i n th e book s o f prophec y w e occasionall y encounte r 
verses reflecting ethni c prid e an d prejudice. Th e prophet s were childre n 
of thei r tim e a s wel l a s geniuse s o f faith . Ethni c zealotr y wa s afte r al l 
part o f thei r environment . Thei r geniu s wa s manifested , however , no t 
when the y yielde d t o th e sentiment s o f th e people , bu t whe n the y 
confronted thei r contemporarie s wit h ne w idea s an d sough t t o redirec t 
national zea l into spiritua l channels . 

On th e othe r hand , ther e is no lack o f support fo r th e ethni c concep -
tion i n th e centra l idea s o f nonphilosophica l Judaism , i n th e romanti c 
and i n th e mystica l current s o f thought . Th e Talmu d operate s consis -
tently o n th e suppositio n o f a  wide an d dee p chasm , yawnin g betwee n 
Jewry an d "th e nations. " 

The sage s o f th e Talmu d differe d o n suc h issue s a s whether Jews ar e 
called "childre n o f God" regardles s o f the qualit y o f their piet y an d th e 
ethics o f thei r conduct ; whethe r th e "piou s o f th e nations " d o o r d o 
not hav e a  share i n th e "worl d t o come" ; whethe r th e ter m "man " i n 
the Tora h refer s t o Israelite s onl y o r t o al l men; whethe r th e sever e laws 
in th e Pentateuc h regardin g th e neighborin g nation s o f Palestin e wer e 
to b e applie d i n th e centurie s followin g th e destructio n o f the Temple ; 
whether o r not proselyte s should be sought ou t an d welcomed; whethe r 
or no t th e dietar y law s should be mad e progressivel y mor e stringent , s o 
as t o interpos e a  mor e forbiddin g barrie r betwee n Jew s an d Gentiles . 
The libera l positio n wa s neve r lackin g i n Judaism, bu t a t time s i t wa s 
overwhelmed an d overruled . 

In romantic an d mystical Judaism, th e Jewish people i s elevated to th e 
rank o f a  "superhumanity" whic h alon e i s capable o f communing wit h 
God. Th e ter m "th e Go d o f Israel" i s interpreted literall y t o sugges t a n 
intimate, organi c an d exclusiv e relationship , a s if God coul d be reveale d 
to mankin d onl y b y th e agenc y o f th e peopl e o f Israel . A s w e note d 
before, th e Qabbalist s taugh t tha t onl y th e soul s o f Jews wer e derive d 
from th e Suprem e Being . Gentile s wer e eve n forbidde n t o stud y th e 
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Torah, accordin g t o th e authoritie s belongin g t o thi s school , fo r th e 
Torah wa s th e privat e possessio n o f th e on e peopl e tha t Go d love s an d 
protects b y His Providence . Eve n th e lofty concep t o f the Messiani c er a 
was frequentl y perverte d i n popula r literatur e an d distorte d b y th e 
proponents o f thi s vie w s o a s t o expres s th e bitte r frustratio n o f a 
persecuted peopl e rathe r tha n th e nobl e visio n o f inspire d prophets . 
The Messia h wa s t o aveng e th e wrong s perpetrate d agains t Jewis h 
people an d compensat e the m fo r thei r year s o f suffering , restorin g t o 
Jews thei r rightfu l positio n a s "son s o f Kings. " Thi s caricatur e o f th e 
Messianic vision , however , wa s rarel y allowe d t o stan d unchallenged , 
uncorrected an d untransforme d b y th e refinin g geniu s o f philosophica l 
piety. 

(8) I N VIE W O F TH E MANIFOL D TENSION S AN D POLARITIE S 
IN JEWISH THOUGH T CA N W E SPEA K O F TH E 

"MAINSTREAM" O F JUDAISM ? 

Subjectively, i t i s certainl y quit e natura l an d almos t inevitabl e fo r con -
temporary writer s t o identif y thei r ow n interpretatio n o f Judaism a s the 
"mainstream." Throughou t ou r discussion , w e hav e no t faile d t o mak e 
clear ou r ow n alignmen t wit h th e rationalisti c school , whic h i s some -
times also designated a s the curren t o f philosophical Judaism. We believ e 
that Go d reveal s Himsel f primaril y throug h th e twi n light s o f con -
science an d intelligenc e an d tha t th e writte n document s o f revelatio n 
need t o b e interprete d i n th e ligh t o f the livin g Word o f revelation. W e 
believe tha t thi s recognitio n o f th e primac y o f th e livin g Wor d i s th e 
central insigh t o f Judaism, a  fait h tha t wa s hammere d ou t o f teaching s 
of prophet s an d sages . Whil e th e "prophetizers " o f th e Bibl e an d o f 
Canaanite cultur e wer e presumabl y passiv e vessel s i n th e gri p o f thei r 
"frenzy," th e Hebre w prophet s identifie d th e "still , smal l voice " o f a 
sacred, sensitiv e conscienc e wit h th e voic e o f the Lord . 

At th e sam e time , w e mus t no t forge t tha t Judaism i s fa r large r tha n 
any school o f thought. Objectively , w e canno t ignor e no r mak e ligh t o f 
the othe r current s o f Judaism. Nonphilosophica l Judaism, wit h it s rigid , 
legalistic mentality , wa s a t al l time s a  poten t reality . Th e vast , darkl y 
shadowed hall s o f Qabbala h constitut e par t o f the Jewish tradition , an d 
the self-exaltin g work s o f th e Romanti c school , rhapsodizin g o n th e 
"unique" glorie s o f the Jewish soul , are among th e treasure d possession s 
of the faith . W e may , i f we choose , conside r th e philosophica l interpre -
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tation a s the "mainstream, " o r the "essence, " o r a s being "normative" ; 
but the n w e nee d t o acknowledg e frankl y tha t w e follo w ou r ow n 
personal preference . 

In th e moder n perio d ther e hav e appeare d a  plethor a o f popula r 
books, al l purporting t o describ e th e "essence " o f Judaism. A s a  rul e 
the author' s privat e interpretatio n o f what i s "true " o r "authentic " i s 
given a s th e "essence, " an d al l tha t doe s no t fit  int o hi s categor y i s 
dismissed a s relativel y unimportant , unauthenti c o r marginal . Some -
times, too , the ol d casuisti c skill s o f our Talmud-traine d ancestor s ar e 
made us e o f to prov e tha t contradiction s d o no t anno y th e "unique " 
genius o f the Jewish mentality , whic h think s i n term s o f "both-and, " 
not "either-or " categories . As we have noted , opposin g point s o f view 
were due to the clash of diverse currents o f thought within the tradition, 
not t o a unique facult y o r a peculiar logic . Such effort s a t romantic self -
aggrandizement woul d b e laughabl e i f they wer e no t tragi c reminder s 
of the essentia l similarity o f human natur e th e world over . I t is precisely 
the defender s o f th e "uniqueness " o f Germa n genius , Polis h genius , 
Russian genius , etc. , who glor y i n a  similar discover y o f the "transna -
tional" domain , wher e th e categorie s o f the intellec t ar e inapplicable , 
and dream s of ethnic superiorit y ca n be indulged t o the heart's content . 

Actually, Judais m a s a  grea t religiou s traditio n reflect s divers e ap -
proaches an d insight s whic h ar e organize d i n differen t pattern s t o sui t 
the varyin g mentalitie s whic h compos e a  world-wid e community . I n 
his massiv e work , A  Study  of  History, Prof. Arnol d J. Toynbe e attempt s 
to prov e tha t th e great religion s reflec t th e different psychica l structure s 
of mankind, wit h eac h religious tradition correspondin g to one psycho-
logical type . As a matter o f fact, al l variations o f character ar e found i n 
every people , an d a great traditio n growin g ove r a  long perio d o f time 
will naturall y reflec t th e insights an d needs o f every importan t categor y 
of human personality . 

However, thi s reasonabl e approac h t o th e mysterie s o f fait h wa s 
countered by equally powerful trend s toward dogmatism . Thus , the self-
righteous dogmatist , who bans and burns the books o f his opponents, is 
not a n unfamiliar figure  i n the history o f Jewish thought . 

For a variety o f historical reasons , conflicting position s were tolerate d 
within th e confines o f Judaism. Th e awesome greatnes s o f God was felt 
so powerfull y tha t th e sage s wer e dispose d t o recogniz e th e legitimac y 
of differen t approaches . Th e hear t o f s o grea t a  myster y canno t b e 
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reached b y an y singl e pathway . Fo r th e proponent s o f a  nondogmati c 
faith, i t appear s reasonabl e enoug h t o projec t shaft s o f ligh t int o th e 
cosmic myster y fro m man y differen t angles , withou t bein g abl e t o see 
how the y fal l int o a  consisten t an d logica l pattern . Th e prophetic -
rationalistic schoo l o f Jewish though t naturall y favore d thi s attemp t t o 
see Go d an d Hi s work s fro m a  grea t diversit y o f standpoints . Fortu -
nately, th e caus e o f toleranc e wa s aide d b y th e circumstance s tha t th e 
law can more easil y take account o f actions than o f thoughts, an d Jewish 
piety wa s molded i n th e pattern s o f legalism. S o th e action s o f the Jew 
were regulate d wit h th e utmos t zea l an d precision , whil e hi s thought s 
were allowe d a  relative measur e o f freedom . 

Finally, th e mos t decisiv e facto r i n th e creatio n o f a  wide domai n o f 
tolerance withi n th e traditio n o f Jewish theolog y wa s th e absenc e o f a n 
all-powerful centra l authority . I t i s in th e conflic t o f cultures an d i n th e 
mutual confrontatio n o f divers e point s o f vie w tha t philosoph y come s 
to life an d flourishes.  I n the Biblical period, prophet s vied agains t priest s 
and agains t kings . B y th e Secon d Commonwealth , ther e wa s onl y a 
narrow are a wher e Sadducee s an d Pharisee s coul d agree . Beside s th e 
official academies , ther e wa s alway s th e fre e proliferatio n o f privat e 
schools, an d thei r tradition s achieve d recognitio n i n th e cours e o f time . 
The Babylonia n Gaonat e dominate d th e Jewis h scen e onl y fo r a  fe w 
centuries, an d thei r authorit y wa s challenge d b y th e Qaraites . Whe n 
the powe r o f th e Geoni m wa s broken , Jewis h intellectual s neede d t o 
take int o accoun t onl y th e guidanc e o f thei r ow n conscience , th e 
opinion o f their colleague s an d th e broa d area s of agreement amon g th e 
people generally . 

Consequently, a  ric h an d many-side d traditio n cam e int o bein g 
which reflecte d th e ful l spectru m o f color s resultin g fro m th e focusin g 
of Divine ligh t upo n th e variou s psychi c plane s o f the pris m o f huma n 
genius. 

In vie w o f the diversit y o f trends withi n th e strea m o f Jewish thought , 
wherein doe s th e unit y o f th e Jewis h traditio n consist ? W e find  th e 
unifying principl e i n th e text , th e contex t an d th e emphasi s o f al l 
schools i n Judaism . Th e unit y o f a  rive r consist s o f th e bedroc k an d 
banks o f th e channel s throug h whic h i t flows,  th e interminglin g o f th e 
tributaries i n th e cours e o f its flow  an d th e impetu s o f direction share d 
by it s waters . I n Judaism , th e unit y o f sourc e i s th e chai n o f sacre d 
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literature, th e unit y o f bedrock i s the socia l structur e o f Jewish lif e an d 
the unit y o f impetu s i s th e ques t fo r th e realizatio n o f th e Godlik e 
qualities o f th e huma n personality . Th e tex t i s th e serie s o f sacre d 
documents, th e Pentateuch , Bibl e an d Talmud , an d al l the varie d book s 
of the classica l tradition . Al l interpreters o f Judaism, a s far a s their idea s 
may range , retur n fo r inspiratio n an d guidanc e t o th e sam e sacre d 
books. Ther e exist s als o th e unifyin g cod e o f conduc t regulatin g wor -
ship, home ritua l an d everyda y life . 

As th e strea m flows,  som e o f it s water s ar e evaporate d b y win d an d 
sun; an d fres h rivulet s brin g ne w water s fro m th e countryside ; stagnan t 
pools for m her e an d ther e i n th e lo w marshland s a s wel l a s rushin g 
eddies i n narro w defiles ; ye t th e strea m i s one , th e unpractice d ey e 
noticing scarcel y an y distinctio n amon g it s waters , whil e th e experi -
enced sailo r ca n sai l up th e stream , fro m th e channel s i n th e delt a t o it s 
sources in th e mountain s o f antiquity . 

The contex t i s the tota l life o f the Jewish community . I t i s impossible 
to separat e th e evolutio n o f idea s i n Judaism fro m th e socia l an d eco -
nomic force s i n Jewis h history . Th e unit y o f Jewish communa l life , 
fashioned b y man y histori c forces , provide d a  foru m fo r th e airin g o f 
opposing views and th e conciliatio n o f conflicting opinions . 

The natur e o f the communa l bedroc k fo r th e flow  o f Jewish though t 
changed i n th e cours e o f time fro m th e confederac y o f twelve tribe s t o 
a unifie d natio n an d fro m th e politica l unit y o f a  natio n t o th e socia l 
unity o f a  religious community . Th e effectiv e meanin g o f the categor y 
of a  religious communit y di d no t remai n static . At al l times, Jewishness 
involved awarenes s o f a  ver y rea l communa l setup . Th e bedroc k an d 
channels were there , painfully real , even if observers differe d concernin g 
its nature an d proper designation . 

In addition , certai n emphase s belon g t o th e traditio n a s a  whole , 
characterizing it s ever y face t i n greate r o r lesse r degree . Th e emphase s 
on God' s unity , o n th e rationalit y an d goodnes s o f Hi s Will , o n th e 
freedom o f the huma n personality , o n th e ethica l vocatio n o f man an d 
his destin y a s a  "partne r o f th e Lord"—al l thes e emphases , differen t 
though thei r significanc e ma y b e i n th e differen t current s o f Jewis h 
thought, belon g t o th e spiritua l impetus o f Judaism a s a whole. 

These emphase s ar e of special significance i n th e consideratio n o f th e 
place o f Judaism withi n th e large r contex t o f the Judeo-Christian tradi -
tion. A s against th e Christia n challeng e concernin g th e divin e natur e o f 
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Jesus, al l branche s o f Judaism uphel d th e rationalistic-ethica l position . 
We hav e ha d occasio n t o mentio n Nahmanides ' contentio n tha t th e 
"mind o f a Jew" wil l never consen t t o th e proposition tha t Go d becam e 
man, bein g born ou t o f the wom b o f a  woman, o r tha t Go d neede d t o 
sacrifice "Hi s son, " i n orde r t o aton e fo r th e sin s o f mankin d an d 
compensate fo r th e corruptio n o f "origina l sin. " Nahmanide s belonge d 
to th e mystica l curren t o f Judaism; nevertheless , a s agains t Christia n 
dogma, h e to o employe d th e weapon s o f reaso n an d th e objectiv e 
validity o f ethical principles . 

This contras t run s through ever y domain o f religious expression . Th e 
rational an d mora l natur e o f Go d preclude s Hi s devisin g a  metho d o f 
salvation whic h i s based o n th e acceptanc e o f dogma an d th e surrende r 
of the facult y o f moral judgment. 

Men mus t b e judge d b y thei r "works, " no t b y thei r faith . Th e 
good Go d coul d no t hav e predetermine d an y individua l o r grou p o f 
individuals fo r perdition . Go d require s fro m us , not th e feeling s o f trus t 
and tota l surrender , bu t ou r co-operatio n i n th e buildin g o f Hi s King -
dom. Go d i s love, bu t lov e i s not th e shee r feelin g o f benevolence; i t i s 
sustained devotio n t o th e constructio n o f the idea l society in thi s world . 
If religion b e conceive d a s a field  o f tension betwee n th e pol e o f active, 
rational an d mora l piety , devote d t o th e "daytime " spiri t o f optimisti c 
and constructiv e idealism , an d th e pol e o f passive , emotiona l piety , 
esthetic an d reflective , devote d t o th e "nighttime " spiri t o f love , peac e 
and goodwill , the n Judaism, i n al l it s diversity , wil l b e foun d close r t o 
the first  pole . While th e love o f God i n Isla m is chiefly surrende r t o Hi s 
Will, an d lov e i n Christianit y i s primarily a n ac t o f self-giving , lov e i n 
Judaism i s devotion t o "th e fashionin g o f the worl d int o a  Kingdom o f 
God." 

So th e hero-imag e o f Judaism i s primaril y th e prophet , fightin g fo r 
truth an d justice, an d secondaril y th e sage , studyin g an d outlinin g th e 
ideal pattern s o f th e goo d life ; th e hero-imag e o f Christianit y i s th e 
mystic, whose sou l ha s sounded th e depth s o f the myster y o f existence , 
and secondaril y th e sain t who suffer s i n love for th e sak e o f humanity . 

The challeng e o f Judaism tend s t o mak e th e Christia n worl d mor e 
prophetic, mor e communa l minded , mor e rationa l an d ethical , mor e 
concerned wit h th e "works " o f love. Th e Christia n challeng e t o Juda-
ism tend s t o brea k dow n th e self-exaltin g impetu s o f ethnicis m an d t o 
caution agains t th e externalizatio n o f religio n an d it s hardenin g int o a 
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series o f lifeles s rituals . Th e rationalisti c schoo l i n Judaism ha s alway s 
been responsiv e t o th e variet y o f intellectua l an d estheti c challenge s 
posed t o i t by it s daughter religion . 

We canno t conclud e ou r revie w o f th e current s o f though t i n histori c 
Judaism withou t takin g accoun t o f the questio n tha t ha s com e t o loo m 
so large throughou t th e moder n period : Wha t i s the significanc e o f th e 
Jewish traditio n fo r wester n civilizatio n an d humanit y a s a whole? 

It wa s th e curren t o f philosophica l Judais m tha t place d th e greates t 
emphasis o n th e concep t o f th e Jew a s th e custodia n o f eterna l truth s 
for th e sak e o f al l mankind . Bu t w e foun d ourselve s dealin g wit h 
radically differen t version s o f these truths . What happen s t o th e concep t 
of treasuring eterna l truths i f the exponent s o f Judaism diffe r s o radically 
on th e understandin g o f these truths ? 

We d o no t an d canno t clai m t o kno w al l abou t Go d no r al l abou t 
man's nee d fo r salvation . A s Jews, w e d o no t strik e th e pos e o f all -
knowing prophets , bu t rathe r "son s o f prophets," determine d seeker s o f 
truth. Th e Jew s ar e heir s o f a  hundre d generation s o f deepl y earnes t 
men an d wome n wh o sough t Go d b y th e feebl e light s i n thei r posses -
sion. The y denie d themselve s man y thing s fo r th e sak e o f thei r faith , 
forswearing th e luxurie s o f life an d eve n lif e itsel f when th e tes t came , 
but the y neve r denie d th e Go d o f thei r heart . Th e histor y o f th e 
Jewish fait h i s the magnificen t tal e o f an endles s ques t b y a  world-wid e 
community, a  community o f people remainin g tru e t o it s search in spit e 
of many temptation s an d refusin g t o compromis e wit h it s conscience . 

The Jews becam e a n eterna l peopl e becaus e the y se t fo r themselve s 
an endles s task , a  task tha t ma y neve r b e consummate d bu t tha t wil l b e 
brought eve r close r t o realization . Thi s tas k i s all-embracing, presentin g 
a challeng e i n ever y aspec t o f life. Becaus e Judaism assert s th e doctrin e 
of Go d s unity , th e tas k o f comprehendin g Hi s wor k i n natur e an d i n 
history i s a  never-endin g challeng e t o huma n thought . God s unit y 
cannot b e comprehende d withi n finit e time , for th e tas k of synthesizing 
all categorie s o f wisdom expand s a s our knowledg e grows . B y insistin g 
that huma n natur e contain s th e "imag e o f God, " Judais m release d a 
powerful, revolutionar y forc e makin g fo r freedo m an d justice. Thi s to o 
is a n impetu s drivin g towar d wid e an d the n wide r horizons , fo r th e 
meaning o f freedo m an d justice i s unfolde d onl y throug h th e divers e 
processes of history. Because the Jewish religion i s based o n the doctrin e 
of a  covenan t wit h God , th e intellectual-ethica l domai n become s th e 
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common groun d o f man an d God . Bu t th e implications o f this covenan t 
at a  particular tim e o r i n th e visio n o f th e futur e ar e worke d ou t ane w 
by every generation . 

Abstract truth s susceptibl e o f verba l formulatio n belon g t o th e uni -
versal societ y o f scholar s an d thinkers . The y ca n i n n o wa y b e stake d 
out a s a  private domai n b y an y peopl e o r an y community . A  religiou s 
tradition represent s the applicatio n o f truth t o th e tota l life o f a commu -
nity, an d thi s application o f accumulated insight s t o th e problem s o f lif e 
requires th e agenc y o f institutions, th e char m o f rites an d th e momen -
tum o f th e lov e an d loyalt y o f generations . Bu t th e tas k o f applyin g 
eternal truth s t o temporar y situation s i s neve r finall y accomplished . 
Here i s wher e th e experienc e an d wisdo m o f on e traditio n pose s a 
challenge t o an d serve s as a corrective fo r anothe r tradition . 

It i s important t o bea r i n min d th e distinctio n betwee n eterna l truth s 
and thei r embodimen t i n institutions . Abstrac t truth s ar e bes t conveye d 
through book s and throug h instructio n withi n th e academi c world . Th e 
applied truth s o f religion , affectin g a s the y d o th e whol e o f life , ar e 
transmitted throug h th e institution s an d practice s o f a  living, historica l 
community. Eterna l truth s ar e invigorated wit h th e sinew s o f life b y th e 
impetus an d scop e o f a  vita l tradition , bu t religiou s tradition s ma y 
hinder a s wel l a s hel p th e continuin g applicatio n o f trut h t o th e ever -
changing strea m o f life. A  traditio n ma y hallo w a  temporary applicatio n 
and erec t i t a s a  barrier agains t th e fre e interactio n o f though t an d life . 
The ver y greatnes s o f a tradition, recordin g th e successfu l confrontatio n 
of great problems with eterna l truths in ages past may cause its adherent s 
to becom e undul y worshipfu l o f instrument s an d institutions , undul y 
arrogant towar d othe r faith s an d psychologicall y unabl e t o mee t fres h 
situations wit h creativ e vigor . Th e wholeheartednes s an d finalit y o f a 
religious traditio n preserve s th e spirite d momentu m o f th e past , bu t i t 
tends to hallow the static solution rathe r than the ever-dynamic method . 
Hence, th e mutua l confrontatio n o f tw o o r mor e tradition s i s alway s 
helpful fo r th e maintenanc e o f thei r powe r o f self-criticis m an d self -
renewal. 

The significanc e o f th e Jewish traditio n withi n th e large r contex t o f 
western civilizatio n consist s precisel y o f th e challeng e i t present s t o 
other religiou s traditions . Th e histori c strea m o f Judaism flows  besid e 
other streams , reflectin g th e sam e grea t tension s an d problem s withi n a 
different contex t an d containin g differen t solutions . I t i s because o f th e 
sameness o f eterna l trut h an d th e differenc e o f historic experienc e tha t 
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Judaism confront s th e othe r grea t religion s with a  creative an d continu -
ing challenge . 

Jewish apologist s fel t themselve s constraine d i n th e pas t t o insis t o n 
the "uniqueness " o f Judaism . The y though t tha t Judais m coul d b e 
esteemed a s being of surpassing worth onl y i f it were known a s differen t 
from al l othe r faith s i n a  dee p an d essentia l sense . Judaism, the y felt , 
could b e protecte d fro m th e criticis m tha t i s freel y directe d a t othe r 
traditions onl y i f i t wer e show n t o b e "unique. " Bu t th e clai m o f 
uniqueness i s itsel f fa r fro m bein g unique . Romanti c writer s o f ever y 
nation an d religiou s traditio n lov e thi s word , fo r i t seem s to mar k ou t a 
charmed circle , free fro m th e revolvin g swor d o f reason. Actually , Juda-
ism i s uniqu e i n th e sam e sens e tha t othe r faith s ar e unique—a s a 
compound, no t a s a  chemica l element . W e hav e show n th e variet y o f 
responses within i t to the challenges of the hour . Each school of thought 
responded i n th e idio m use d b y th e correspondin g school s i n othe r 
traditions. Th e histor y o f Jewish thought , i n al l its multifarious expres -
sion, i s of universal significance becaus e i t i s the accoun t o f responses t o 
perennial universa l problems . Dealin g wit h th e grea t pola r tension s o f 
one religion , i t reflects th e dynami c force s i n al l religious cultures . 

These pola r tension s ar e threefol d i n character , correspondin g t o th e 
three dimension s o f ever y faith : it s ideologica l structur e an d it s searc h 
for truth ; it s institutiona l character , consistin g o f it s rite s an d form s o f 
worship; it s sociological structure , outlinin g th e dutie s o f the individua l 
to th e othe r member s o f th e "in " group , an d th e relatio n o f th e "in " 
group t o th e res t o f mankind. Thes e thre e dimension s correspon d t o a 
classification o f Judaism attribute d t o Simo n th e Just—Torah (learning) , 
Avodah (worship ) an d Gemiluth  Hassadim  (social obligation s an d act s o f 
loving kindness) . 

The first  pola r tensio n i s between th e belie f in on e tru e fait h an d th e 
assertion tha t al l faith s ar e equall y goo d an d tru e fo r thei r worshipers . 
This tension ma y also be describe d i n term s o f the contras t between th e 
subjective approach , whic h sanction s al l tha t i s one s own , an d th e 
objective poin t o f view, which rise s above al l possessive prejudices . 

Both th e dogmatist s an d th e relativists , th e intellectua l isolationist s 
and th e champion s o f impartiality , find  i t eas y t o defin e thei r position s 
and t o stak e ou t thei r claims . Bu t neithe r th e caus e o f trut h no r th e 
spiritual welfar e o f humanity i s served b y them , fo r th e spiri t o f man i s 
expressed i n both subjectiv e feelin g an d objectiv e thought . Th e authen -
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tic respons e o f th e huma n sou l t o thi s polarit y i s t o find a  dynami c 
balance o f th e tw o moods , resultin g i n a  mediatin g positio n betwee n 
the tw o extremes . 

Within th e Jewis h tradition , w e find  severa l way s i n whic h thi s 
tension was resolved. While th e solutions o f the past may not be entirel y 
adequate fo r th e problem s o f the present , the y shoul d no t b e ignore d i n 
searching for ne w solutions . 

The secon d pola r tensio n o f religiou s traditio n i s tha t betwee n th e 
inner an d oute r expression s o f the faith , betwee n th e emphasi s o n "th e 
service o f th e heart " an d th e sacramenta l concep t o f ritua l acts . Reli -
gions ar e inevitably articulate d i n institutions , myth s an d rites ; els e the y 
are still-born abstractions . Bu t th e momen t the y ar e expresse d i n exter -
nal actions , th e dange r arise s o f th e externa l performanc e becomin g a 
hallowed en d i n itsel f instead o f being onl y a n ai d t o piety . Hence , th e 
dilemma: n o religio n withou t rituals ; ye t ho w ofte n d o th e ritua l act s 
stifle th e inne r lif e o f the faith ! 

In som e Christia n circles , thi s pola r tensio n i s describe d a s th e con -
trast between Pharisai c Judaism an d earl y Christianity . Thi s hoar y accu -
sation i s a  delusio n base d upo n th e caricatur e o f th e ancien t Pharisee s 
and o f Judaism. Actually , i n Jewis h tradition , w e encountere d severa l 
different way s of meeting thi s perennial proble m o f organized religion . 

The thir d polar tensio n i s perhaps th e mos t importan t i n ou r moder n 
world. We find  i t the more difficul t t o visualize because we are ourselve s 
caught u p i n it s coils . I t i s the tensio n centerin g roun d th e concep t o f a 
"chosen people. " I s i t th e intentio n o f thi s concep t tha t th e peopl e 
ought t o be dedicate d t o th e ideal s o f God, o r doe s i t mean tha t th e lif e 
of th e peopl e i s supremel y importan t becaus e th e ideal s o f Go d ar e 
attached t o it ? Th e tw o alternative s d o no t appea r t o b e mutuall y 
exclusive. Ye t ther e i s a  rea l choic e betwee n th e tw o attitude s i n ever y 
concrete situation . I n th e on e cas e th e communit y act s a s a  "prophet -
people," gaugin g it s policie s b y mean s o f universal , ethica l principle s 
and sacrificin g it s own tempora l welfar e fo r th e sak e o f its ideals. I n th e 
other cas e the welfar e o f the natio n itsel f is ranked a s the suprem e valu e 
and embrace d wit h th e wholeheartednes s an d totalit y o f devotio n tha t 
is characteristi c o f genuin e piety . I n effec t th e secon d alternativ e turn s 
nationalism itsel f int o a  zealou s religio n an d al l universa l ideal s ar e 
accorded onl y secondar y significance . Th e postur e o f a  "prophet-peo -
ple" i s stil l assumed , bu t th e ideal s o f prophecy ar e n o longe r th e goa l 
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of th e natio n s existence an d th e measurin g ro d o f it s actions , onl y s o 
much guis e and disguise . 

The proble m o f a  "chose n people " i s no t peculia r t o Judaism, sinc e 
every religious tradition o f necessity accords supreme significanc e t o th e 
collective existenc e o f its devotees . Thi s tensio n i s inseparable to o fro m 
the impetu s o f nationalism, whic h i n moder n time s ha s achieved , mor e 
than once , the devotion s du e religion . However , i n Jewish tradition , th e 
polar tensio n i n th e concep t o f the "chose n people " ha s had a n unusu -
ally long an d many-side d development . N o on e ca n expec t t o contrib -
ute t o th e resolutio n o f thi s perennia l proble m withou t takin g accoun t 
of th e variet y o f way s i n whic h thi s proble m wa s viewe d i n th e lon g 
record o f Jewish experience . 

In sum , th e significanc e o f th e Jewish traditio n transcend s th e limit s 
of the Jewish community . 

The Jew doe s not clai m to be th e sol e custodian o f eternal truths , bu t 
he doe s se t fo r himsel f the endles s tas k o f applying eterna l truth s t o th e 
changing problem s o f life . Th e Jewish peopl e ar e heir s o f a  long tradi -
tion o f truthfu l search . Withi n thi s tradition , w e find  differen t ap -
proaches t o th e solutio n o f thos e perennia l problem s o f a  livin g faith , 
which ever y generation encounter s afresh . 

NOTES 

i. Daily  Prayer Book. 
2. Th e contrast between the active and passive moods of piety is well drawn 

by Josiah Royc e i n hi s 77z e Spirit of  Modern Philosophy  (Bosto n 1897) . Among 
recent theologians , James Parkes construes the difference betwee n Judaism and 
Christianity i n term s o f thi s contrast . Th e opinion s o f Orthodo x authoritie s 
concerning the organ are collected in the booklet Aile Divrai Habrith. 

3. Sabbath,  14 6 a. 
4. Tosefta , Sanhedrin,  13 . See Masekheth Gerim,  Chap . 1 , where a prospective 

convert t o Judaism i s a t firs t discouraged , bu t i f he persist s h e i s told , "Th e 
world was created only for the sake of Israel, who alon e are called 'sons of the 
All-Present' an d alon e ar e belove d o f Him . Al l th e discouragin g word s w e 
spoke to you were for the purpose of increasing your reward." 

5. Berokhoth,  3 3 b. 
6. Aboth  3; 15. 
7. Abo  da Zara,  10 b. 
8. Sanhedrin,  6 8 a. 
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9. Ibid.,  99a. 
10. Yehud a Ib n Shemuel , Midreshai  Geulah (Jerusalem, 1954) . 
11. Sabbath,  112 b. 
12. Maimonides ' Code , Hilchoth  Melochim. 
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THE CONCEP T O F ISRAE L 

ISRAEL I S A T ONC E th e nam e o f a  people , a  state , a  religiou s 
community, an d an etherea l ideal . A certain ambiguit y characterize d th e 
term "Israel " fro m th e ver y beginning . Jaco b s nam e wa s change d t o 
Israel i n orde r t o indicat e hi s elevatio n t o a  high cosmi c status . H e wa s 
on a  par wit h angels , "fo r tho u has t struggle d wit h Go d an d men , an d 
hast prevailed." 1 Phil o interpret s Israe l t o mea n "h e wh o see s God, " 
that is , the ma n o f Divine visions. 2 Certai n i t i s tha t fro m th e momen t 
of its historic genesis , th e peopl e o f Israe l considered itsel f to b e "cove -
nanted" unt o th e Lord . A covenan t i s more tha n a  love affair , n o matte r 
how impassioned , sinc e i t canno t conceivabl y b e terminate d a t th e 
whim o f eithe r partner . I t i s rathe r lik e a  marriage , a s marriag e wa s 
originally intende d t o be ; exclusive , enduring , indee d eternal. 3 Accord -
ingly, the people o f Israel are also called "son s o f the living God, " o r th e 
"firstborn son, " o r th e treasure-people. 4 

It i s no t possible , i n an y case , t o spea k o f the histori c communit y o f 
Israel withou t takin g not e o f it s specia l relatio n t o th e Go d wh o wa s 
different fro m al l other gods , a Being unique an d alone (Ehad).  A peopl e 
that i s lifted ou t o f th e mas s o f strugglin g humanit y b y th e On e God , 
set apart from al l other nation s and given a  unique cosmi c status , canno t 
but dee m itsel f radicall y different . Whe n th e elder s sugges t t o th e 
prophet Ezekie l that i t might be wise for "th e hous e o f Israel to becom e 
like al l th e nations, " h e storm s a t them , "I t shal l no t be." 5 Th e ver y 
thought i s absurd. Th e childre n o f Israel are no t a t liberty t o mol d thei r 
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own destiny . The y ar e committed . The y "belong " t o God , wh o wil l 
rule ove r the m a s their "King, " wit h "wrat h outpoured, " whethe r the y 
will i t o r not . 

This feelin g o f radical  difference  fro m th e Gentile s becam e a  powerfu l 
historical force . I t affecte d th e polic y o f th e las t king s o f Israel . S o 
Hezekiah resiste d Sennacherib , pinnin g hi s fait h o n th e On e God , fo r 
whose sak e h e inaugurate d a  reformation . Josia h carrie d forwar d tha t 
spiritual revolutio n an d centralize d al l sacrificia l worshi p i n th e Hol y 
Temple o f Jerusalem. Thoug h h e die d o n th e battlefield , hi s reform wa s 
not undone. 6 I n time , th e feelin g o f being radicall y differen t penetrate d 
into th e depth s o f the nationa l psyche . Jeremiah phrase s i n Aramai c th e 
message tha t the exile s were t o bring to Babylonia: "S o shal l ye say unto 
them, 'Th e god s tha t di d no t mak e heave n an d eart h wil l pas s awa y 
from th e fac e o f the earth. ' " 7 

In thi s formula , Jeremiah articulate d th e uniquenes s o f the On e Go d 
of Israel . H e i s no t merel y one , bu t H e stand s abov e an d beyon d th e 
whole o f creatio n a s it s master . H e transcend s th e battle s betwee n th e 
diverse god s an d th e empire s tha t worshi p them . Bu t thi s God , wh o i s 
alone, i s no t simpl y th e Go d o f th e univers e tha t al l ca n fin d an d 
worship i n thei r ow n way . He , too , i s committed , covenanted , boun d 
by Hi s spoke n word . H e i s wedded t o Israel , a s i t were ; H e ha d swor n 
an oath t o th e patriarchs; He ha d spoke n t o al l the Israelite s a t Sinai ; H e 
had revealed t o them Hi s Torah. Thus was the import o f Israels messag e 
given a  more persona l ton e an d a  cutting edge : "I t i s our  God, th e Go d 
of Israel, who i s the On e Go d o f the universe. " 

It i s thi s doubl e messag e tha t demonstrate s th e two-sidednes s o f th e 
concept o f Israel . Th e self-imag e o f th e historica l communit y reache d 
up t o th e universa l real m o f metaphysical entities . I t "corresponded " t o 
a heavenl y reality. 8 Bu t thi s self-imag e als o containe d a  written histor y 
of a  livin g people , it s poignan t memories , it s agonizin g anxieties , it s 
bread-and-butter needs , it s flesh-and-blood  desire s and hopes . 

The two-side d characte r o f th e Jewis h self-imag e an d it s resultan t 
sense of radical difference fro m al l other nation s evoke d a  correspondin g 
reaction amon g th e non-Jewis h population . Ho w coul d the y hel p bu t 
react with a n extr a measure o f hostility t o a  people tha t considere d itsel f 
especially se t apar t fro m al l others , separate d b y a  distinction tha t rank s 
far an d beyon d th e usua l difference s tha t separat e al l huma n groups ? I f 
they acknowledge d th e uniqu e statu s o f Israe l an d it s messag e i n a n 
affirmative way , the y becam e eithe r converts , semiconverts , o r sympa -
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thetic hangers-on. 9 I f the y reacte d agains t eithe r th e cogenc y o f th e 
message o r the clai m o f Israels election , the y cam e to regar d th e Jews as 
"the mos t odiou s rac e o f mankind. " Her e wa s a  peopl e tha t insulte d 
and assaulte d thei r god s an d arrogate d t o itsel f a n exalte d cosmi c rank . 
In man y cases , admiratio n an d scor n wer e combine d i n a  puzzlin g 
complex o f hate . Thus , classica l anti-Semitis m emerge d a s on e o f th e 
responses o f th e paga n worl d t o th e twi n challenge s o f Israe l an d it s 
monotheism. I n thei r turn , th e Jewish peopl e fel t th e lonelines s o f thei r 
situation t o be a  direct consequenc e o f their covenante d status. 10 I f Go d 
had chose n t o make the m different , thei r destin y in histor y mus t als o be 
different. Whe n th e nation s ar e uplifted , the y ar e degraded ; whe n th e 
others ar e defeated i n th e End o f Days, the n Israel s turn wil l come . 

In period s o f bitte r rivalr y an d persecution , th e notio n o f bein g 
chosen a s against  the res t o f humanit y tend s t o tak e th e plac e o f th e 
feeling o f being chosen for the  sake of humanity. The eschatologica l visio n 
becomes zealot , narrow , an d exclusive , a  vindicatio n o f Israe l rathe r 
than th e triump h o f it s teaching. 11 Thus , th e actua l situatio n o f Jewish 
people a t an y on e tim e helpe d t o shap e th e outline s o f thei r collectiv e 
self-image. Thei r earthl y miser y an d thei r cosmi c power , thei r martyr -
dom i n th e presen t an d thei r Messiani c glor y i n th e futur e len t vitalit y 
and vividnes s t o on e o r anothe r aspec t o f th e traditiona l concep t o f 
Israel. 

One trinit y o f ideas remained unbroke n throughou t th e lon g histor y 
of th e Jewish peopl e dow n t o th e emergenc e o f ou r secula r age : th e 
presumed unit y o f the conception s o f Israel , Torah , an d God . Israe l was 
covenanted t o th e Lord , an d Tora h wa s th e bon d tha t unite d them — 
the contrac t whic h stipulate d th e term s an d condition s o f a  union tha t 
could b e cruell y stretched , bu t neve r entirel y severed . I t i s in th e Zoha r 
that thi s unity i s formulated i n th e mos t incisiv e way : "Israel , th e Tora h 
and the Hol y One , blessed be He , ar e one." 12 

The Qabbalisti c autho r assume d tha t eac h o f the thre e entitie s i n thi s 
triad wa s a  cosmi c curren t tha t extende d al l th e wa y fro m thi s lowl y 
earth t o th e highes t heaven . Th e glor y o f Go d fills  th e world , bu t i n 
His essenc e th e Lor d i s infinite , transcendin g al l humanl y conceivabl e 
categories. The designatio n "th e Holy One , blessed be He" correspond s 
to th e aspec t o f th e Divin e Bein g tha t i s directl y concerne d wit h th e 
administration o f earthl y affairs. 13 I n a  simila r way , th e Tora h i s i n thi s 
earthly lif e a  bod y o f laws , principles , an d narratives ; bu t u p i n th e 
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heavens i t i s a n etherea l essence , "writte n i n blac k fire  o r whit e fire," 
and consistin g o f a n articulatio n o f th e Name s o f th e Lord. 14 So , too , 
the peopl e o f Israe l "correspond " t o a  heavenl y essenc e tha t merge s a t 
its source int o th e effulgenc e o f the Divin e Being. 15 

This mystica l concep t o f Israe l illustrate s th e exten t t o whic h th e 
collective self-imag e o f th e Jews wa s a n integra l par t o f th e prevailin g 
theology. It s contours varied i n accor d with one' s philosophic approach . 
Accordingly, w e ma y bes t describ e th e concep t b y filling  i n th e detail s 
in th e severa l self-image s a s the y appea r a t th e rationalisti c pol e o f 
thought an d a t the mystica l pole . I t wil l the n b e possible t o indicat e th e 
degree t o whic h on e o r anothe r concep t predominate d i n th e mind s o f 
the legalistic authorities , who steere d generally a  middle cours e betwee n 
the tw o extremes . 

Already i n th e Talmu d an d Midrashi m th e mystica l characte r o f Israe l is 
suggested. "Th e imag e o f Jacob i s carve d int o th e thron e o f Glory," 16 

we ar e assured , and , whe n th e patriarc h enjoye d hi s famou s dream , th e 
angels went u p an d dow n o n th e heavenl y ladder , comparin g th e uppe r 
image wit h th e lowe r one. 17 Th e Thron e o f Glor y symbolize s th e 
aspects o f Divin e powe r tha t relat e t o th e administratio n o f mundan e 
affairs. W e ar e tol d tha t thi s Thron e o f Glor y "hovere d ove r th e deep " 
before th e creatio n o f the cosmos. 18 Th e soul s o f the righteou s ar e kep t 
there afte r deat h unti l th e Messiani c redemption , th e resurrection , an d 
the Worl d t o Come. 19 Anothe r passag e tell s u s tha t "th e Patriarchs — 
they ar e the Divin e Chariot" 20—that is , they ar e par t o f the mediatin g 
channel o f Divin e grace . Abraham , i n particular , ha d a  continuin g 
function i n heaven . Hi s prayer s an d thos e o f th e othe r patriarch s kee p 
the scale s of mercy weighte d agains t thos e o f justice.21 Also , he stand s a t 
the gate s o f hel l i n orde r t o preven t thos e wh o ar e circumcise d fro m 
being thrown int o it s yawning abyss. 22 

The clos e mystica l associatio n betwee n Israe l and th e Divin e Bein g is 
adumbrated i n th e concep t o f th e Shechinah,  th e Divin e Presence . I n 
one sense , the Shechinah  is found wher e love , compassion , an d devotio n 
abide.23 I n ye t anothe r sense , "te n person s wh o steadil y engag e i n th e 
study o f Torah , th e Shechinah  rests wit h the m .  .  .  eve n five .  .  .  eve n 
three .  . .  even on e .  .  ." 24 I n a  more potent , mor e openl y manifes t way , 
the Shechinah  was foun d i n certai n synagogue s i n Babylonia. 25 Bu t i n a 
special an d mor e immediat e sense , i t dwel t i n th e Hol y Temple , an d i t 
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departed thenc e prio r t o th e destructio n o f it s abode , although , ac -
cording t o som e authorities , "th e Shechinah  did no t mov e awa y fro m 
the western wall." 26 

The Hol y Templ e "corresponded " t o th e sanctuar y i n on e o f th e 
heavens, an d th e Archange l Michae l offere d "lamb s o f fire"  o n th e 
heavenly altar , matchin g th e sacrifice s o f th e hig h priest . No w tha t 
the Hol y Templ e i s in ruins , Michae l continue s t o sacrific e o n hi s alta r 
the soul s of the saints. 27 

The sanctuar y i n th e wildernes s an d late r th e tw o Temple s wer e 
visible habitation s o f th e Divin e Presence , bu t eve n whe n thes e wer e 
destroyed, th e Shechinah  di d no t depar t fro m Israel . "Whereve r th e 
Israelites were exiled , ther e th e Shechinah  too wen t int o exile. " 28 

Indeed, Mose s wa s assure d tha t th e Shechinah  wil l b e associate d wit h 
Israel, an d Israe l only . "Sai d Rabb i Johanan i n th e nam e o f Rabbi Yose : 
Three thing s di d Mose s as k o f th e Hol y One , blesse d b e He , an d H e 
granted the m t o him—tha t th e Shechinah  shall abide in Israe l .  . .  that i t 
shall not abid e o n th e 'worshiper s o f stars, ' an d tha t h e migh t kno w th e 
ways of Providence. .  .  ," 29 

Explaining th e superiorit y o f the pure-bloode d Israelit e i n regar d t o 
the capacit y t o intui t th e Divin e Presence , th e philosophe r Halev i 
writes: "Th e Shechinah  whic h i s visible t o ou r eye s i s presently lacking , 
for i t i s revealed onl y t o th e prophe t o r t o th e peopl e generall y onl y i n 
the selecte d place , an d thi s i s the meanin g o f ou r praye r fo r th e retur n 
of th e Lor d t o Zion , 'an d ma y ou r eye s behol d whe n Tho u returnes t 
unto Zion. ' 

"But th e hidden , spiritua l Shechinah  dwells wit h ever y bor n Israelite , 
who i s als o a  believe r i n th e tru e faith , whos e deed s ar e pure , whos e 
heart i s true, whose sou l is attuned t o th e Go d o f Israel." 30 

This associatio n wa s so commonly accepte d tha t t o b e converte d wa s 
described a s "enterin g unde r th e wing s o f th e Shechinah." 31 I n th e 
course o f th e discussio n concernin g th e non-Jewis h identit y o f Job , 
some rabbi s i n th e Talmu d argu e tha t h e coul d no t hav e live d afte r th e 
death o f Moses: "After Mose s died , di d the Shechinah  abide on worship -
ers of stars [tha t is , non-Jews]?" 32 

The bon d betwee n Israe l an d th e Shechinah  was s o clos e tha t ever y 
worshiper wa s "t o fee l a s i f th e Shechinah  were opposit e him." 33 S o 
deep wa s thi s awarenes s tha t som e rabbi s considere d i t sinfu l t o wal k 
erect, o r wit h hea d uncovered : "I t pushe s th e leg s o f th e Shechinah! ,34 

This mystica l consciousnes s o f the Divine Presenc e heightene d th e ton e 
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of Jewish piety : "H e wh o commit s a  si n i n secret , i t i s a s i f he pushe d 
the leg s o f th e Shechinah" 35 Th e Divin e Presenc e wa s a  comfortin g 
reality t o th e downhearted : "Th e Shechinah  rests o n th e head s o f th e 
sick";36 "Whe n a  person i s troubled , ho w doe s th e Shechinah  speak— 
'my hea d hurts , m y ar m hurts. ' I f th e Hol y One , blesse d b e He , i s s o 
pained b y th e bloo d o f th e wicked , ho w muc h th e mor e s o b y th e 
spilled blood o f the righteous?" 37 

In thei r prayers , Jews wer e admonishe d t o thin k o f the "exil e o f th e 
Shechinah" o r o f th e "anguis h o f th e Shechinah"  rathe r tha n o f thei r 
own troubles . 

After detailin g th e mystica l effect s o f evi l deed s i n closin g th e chan -
nels o f mercy , a n Orthodo x pietis t o f th e nineteent h centur y describe s 
the functio n o f prayer : "Thoug h th e la w o f th e Talmu d permit s a 
person t o brin g t o min d hi s ow n trouble s whe n h e prays , th e cor e o f 
his intention mus t no t b e th e petitio n t o assuag e hi s own sorrows , sinc e 
it is through sufferin g tha t hi s sins are purged. .  . .  But th e essenc e o f his 
intention mus t b e th e nee d o n high , fo r ther e migh t b e a n involvemen t 
of his Name , i f the hono r o f Israe l i s involved. .  .  .  But eve n i f there b e 
no desecratio n o f th e Name , th e Divin e Presenc e feel s hi s pain , an d i f 
the worshipe r forget s hi s ow n pai n i n hi s intens e concentratio n o n th e 
anguish o f the Lord , the n indee d hi s sins are forgiven. .  .  ," 38 

The idea l "congregatio n o f Israel " (Keneset  Yisroel) i s often treate d i n 
Talmud an d th e Midrashim a s an interlocutor wit h th e Deity . I t present s 
the cas e o f th e empirica l peopl e t o th e Lor d an d th e demand s o f th e 
Lord t o th e people . Anyon e wh o partake s o f th e pleasure s o f life , 
without a  prior offe r o f thanks (berocho),  "i t i s as if he robbe d th e Hol y 
One an d Keneset  Yisroel" 39 Th e benediction s wer e formulate d an d 
instituted b y th e rabbis , actin g i n th e Nam e o f God . S o Keneset  Yisroel 
is the heavenl y counterpar t o f the sacre d tradition . 

"Said Keneset  Yisroel to th e Hol y One , blesse d b e He—acknowledg e 
this as my favor t o Thee , tha t I  made The e know n t o th e might y i n th e 
world [tha t is , in th e discussion , t o th e Jewish people]." 40 

Here, too , th e idea l congregatio n i s regarde d a s distinguishe d fro m 
the actual , livin g peopl e o f Israel . Referrin g t o th e symbolis m o f th e 
Song o f Songs , whic h portray s th e Lor d an d Israe l a s a  love r an d hi s 
bride, a  Talmudic sag e says, "I a m a  wall, tha t i s Keneset Yisroel,  'an d m y 
breasts are like towers, ' thes e ar e the synagogue s an d house s o f study." 41 

Naturally, eve n i n th e first  centurie s o f ou r er a som e Jewish peopl e 
frequented th e circuse s an d theater s o f thei r citie s mor e tha n th e syna -
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gogues. Yet , th e idea l congregatio n i s imagined t o spea k a s follows: "  ' I 
did no t si t amon g players.' 42 Sai d Keneset  Yisroel,  'Master o f th e Uni -
verse,' I  hav e neve r gon e t o theater s an d circuse s o f th e nation s o f th e 
world, an d played with them. " 43 

To th e mystics , th e reveale d Tora h wa s onl y a n earthl y shado w o f th e 
heavenly entity. 44 Sinc e th e writte n an d ora l law s refe r almos t exclu -
sively to th e peopl e o f Israel , a n intimate associatio n ha d t o b e assume d 
between th e Divin e Bein g an d th e idea l congregatio n o f Israel . I  hav e 
already referred t o th e unit y o f the triad—God , Torah , an d Israel. 45 A t 
times, Tora h i s lef t out , an d a  dua l unit y i s asserted : "Th e Hol y One , 
blessed b e He , an d Keneset  Yisroel  are calle d one." 46 Th e imag e o f a 
lighted candl e i s ofte n used : "Israe l i s th e wick , Tora h i s th e oil , th e 
Divine Presenc e i s the flame."  4 7 

The pre-existenc e o f th e heavenl y Tora h wa s a  widespread assump -
tion i n th e literatur e o f the Midrash . Fro m thi s belief it followed almos t 
inevitably tha t th e congregatio n o f Israel , it s acceptanc e o f th e earthl y 
Torah, it s destiny , an d it s eventua l redemptio n throug h th e Messiah , 
were als o previsioned . "I f th e Hol y One , blesse d b e He , ha d no t 
foreseen tha t after twenty-si x generation s th e people o f Israel will accep t 
the Torah , h e would no t hav e written i n i t—Command th e childre n o f 
Israel' " 4 8 

The Tora h wa s th e goa l o f creation , sinc e i t represente d th e will  o f 
God, whil e al l creatio n wa s merel y th e work  o f God . Hence , th e 
Midrash assert s tha t th e Tora h furnishe d th e desig n fo r al l creation , an d 
the "Hol y One , blesse d b e He , looke d i n th e Tora h a s He create d th e 
world."49 

It follow s tha t Israel , th e peopl e o f Torah , occupie s a  centra l rol e i n 
the administratio n o f this world, no t merel y in th e World t o Come . O n 
its account , th e su n shines , th e rain s com e dow n t o bles s th e soil , an d 
the golden harves t ripens at summer's end. By the same token, however , 
the failur e o f the empirica l peopl e t o abid e b y th e precept s o f the La w 
causes th e orde r o f natur e t o b e disturbed , wit h dir e consequence s fo r 
all mankind . I f th e nation s ha d onl y know n o f thi s relationship , "the y 
would hav e appointe d tw o policeme n fo r ever y Jew," t o mak e certai n 
that he observed the entir e Law. 50 All earthly gains  are due t o the merit s 
of Israel ; "even boat s tha t trave l from Gau l t o Spai n ar e blessed onl y fo r 
the sak e o f Israel." 51 O n th e othe r hand , th e catastrophe s o f nature an d 
history ar e also due t o Israel. 52 While th e constellation s o f the star s an d 
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the ministerin g angel s usuall y an d largel y contro l th e affair s o f "th e 
nations o f th e world, " th e peopl e o f Israe l ar e lifte d abov e thi s natura l 
order and governe d directl y by God . "Ther e i s no mazal  [determinatio n 
of stars ] fo r Israel." 53 The y ar e "belove d mor e tha n th e ministerin g 
angels. 

Even whil e the y glorifie d th e congregatio n o f Israe l a s a n etherea l 
"City o f God," th e mystic s allowe d tha t no t al l living Jews wer e equall y 
exalted. Th e Talmu d assert s tha t "al l Israelite s hav e a  share in th e Worl d 
to Come " an d "wil l no t see  th e fac e o f hell." 55 Yet , th e Zohar , whic h 
concentrates an d magnifie s th e mystica l stream s in th e ancien t tradition , 
declares, "No t al l Israelite s ar e alike , fo r som e o f the m ar e princes , 
deriving fro m th e Hol y Kingdo m [Shechinah],  and som e o f the m ar e 
slaves, derivin g fro m th e sid e o f th e slav e [Satan]." 56 Also , "Israe l i s 
called ma n an d beasts ; i f the y merit , the y ar e man , fashione d afte r th e 
one above ; if they d o no t merit , the y ar e called beasts." 57 

The notio n tha t the people o f Israel contain a  vital core of saints wh o 
are closel y associate d wit h th e Divin e administratio n o f th e worl d i s 
rooted i n Talmudi c literature , thoug h i t wa s lef t fo r th e Hasidi c move -
ment o f the eighteent h centur y t o provid e concret e institutionalizatio n 
of this belief . 

We rea d i n th e Talmu d tha t "th e Hol y One , blesse d b e He , decrees , 
but th e Sain t repudiate s it" ; als o tha t "th e Sain t decree s an d th e Hol y 
One, blesse d b e He , abide s b y thi s decision. " Thes e saint s suffe r fo r th e 
sins o f thei r people , an d thei r anguis h i s accepte d a s a  sacrific e o f 
atonement fo r thei r contemporaries . Sinc e th e orde r o f th e worl d 
depends upo n thes e saints , "n o Sain t perishe s unti l a  Sain t o f equa l 
stature i s created."58 Whil e th e world ma y exis t eve n for th e sak e of on e 
saint, i t wa s widel y believe d tha t "ther e ar e neve r fewe r tha n thirty-si x 
saints who confron t th e Shechinah  every day. " 59 

The Qabbalist s deepene d th e gul f between th e pneumati c saint s an d 
the ordinar y scholars. 60 Th e powe r o f th e saint s i s fel t eve n afte r thei r 
death, whe n thei r soul s ente r int o hel l i n orde r t o redee m th e wicke d 
who wer e attache d t o the m i n som e way. 61 

The Hasidi c movemen t create d man y saint-centere d societie s o n th e 
supposition tha t eac h sain t was an embodimen t o f the redeeme d world . 
In him , th e evi l desir e an d th e impulse s o f materia l natur e ha d bee n 
transmuted int o force s o f holiness . Eve n th e occasiona l si n o f th e sain t 
is due t o a  holy impulse . "Th e Hol y One , blesse d b e He , i n hi s Merc y 
impels th e Sain t t o sin , s o tha t h e migh t fal l fro m hi s hig h leve l an d 

"54
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descend t o tha t o f the public ; then , later , whe n th e Sain t raise s himsel f 
to hi s holy height , h e uplift s th e peopl e alon g with himself. " 62 

The emphasi s o n th e idea l o f sainthood di d no t lead , i n th e Hasidi c 
movement, t o the weakening o f the ethni c elemen t i n Jewish piety . Th e 
saint wa s neve r though t o f i n isolation , bu t a s th e livin g cente r o f "al l 
Israel." Hi s praye r i s focuse d o n th e "exil e o f th e Shechinah,"  an d i n 
behalf of all Israel. 

In th e mystica l strea m o f thought , th e Jewish peopl e wer e a  uniqu e 
metaphysical creation ; hence , the y wer e biologicall y differen t fro m th e 
rest o f mankind . W e rea d i n th e Talmud : "Wh y ar e th e worshiper s o f 
stars unclean? Because the y did not stan d a t Mount Sinai . Because whe n 
the serpen t cohabite d wit h Eve , h e thre w uncleanlines s int o her . Th e 
Israelites ha d thei r uncleanlines s remove d a t Sinai . Th e worshiper s o f 
stars, not havin g been a t Sinai , thei r uncleanlines s wa s not removed. " 63 

We hav e her e a  versio n o f origina l sin , whic h i s purel y racistic , 
assuming tha t Jews ar e fre e b y birt h fro m th e corruptio n whic h i s th e 
lot o f humanity . Yet , thi s racis t emphasi s wa s contradicte d b y th e la w 
which admit s Gentil e convert s int o th e hol y community . Th e Talmu d 
assumes that , i n th e cas e o f converts , "thoug h the y wer e no t presen t a t 
Sinai, thei r mazed  was there." 64 Thi s mean s tha t the y wer e include d i n 
the Hol y Community , bu t i n a  category o f their ow n ("unde r th e wing s 
of the Shechinah"  a s against "ove r the wings o f the Shechinah")  .65 

The romanti c philosophe r Halev i assume s tha t eve n i n th e Messiani c 
era, the descendant s o f converts wil l be distinguished fro m thos e o f pure 
Israelitic lineag e i n this , tha t onl y th e latte r wil l b e endowe d wit h th e 
gift o f prophecy : "Whoeve r cling s t o thi s way , wil l participat e alon g 
with hi s descendant s i n ou r nearnes s t o God . Bu t th e conver t wil l no t 
have equa l standin g wit h th e Israelit e b y birth , sinc e onl y th e Israelite s 
by descen t ar e suited fo r prophecy . .  .  ." 66 

In th e Talmud , th e gif t o f prophecy i s further restricted , eve n i n th e 
future, onl y t o thos e whos e lin e o f descent i s completely unblemished : 
"The Lor d cause s Hi s Shechinah  to res t onl y o n th e pedigree d familie s 
in Israel." 67 

The racis t dogm a permeate s th e mystica l strea m i n Judaism dow n t o 
the presen t day . Halev i stand s clos e t o th e cente r betwee n th e mystica l 
and rationalistic currents , for h e admitted th e worth o f the othe r mono -
theistic faiths : "W e den y t o n o ma n th e rewar d fo r hi s goo d deeds , n o 
matter whic h cree d h e belong s to . Bu t w e se e th e perfec t goo d whic h 
comes t o th e people tha t ar e close to Him , i n thei r lifetime . .  .  ." 
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"But ou r destin y i t i s to cleav e t o th e divin e qualit y i n prophec y an d 
in state s o f mind tha t ar e close to it . .  .  ," 68 

The belie f i n th e dogm a o f Jewish centralit y an d supremac y i n th e 
Divine schem e o f creatio n becam e mor e deepl y roote d i n th e popula r 
mind i n th e lat e Middl e Age s a s a  resul t o f th e declin e o f rationalis m 
and th e growin g influenc e o f Qabbalah . I n fact , th e medieva l er a 
continued fo r th e Jewish masse s of Central Europe dow n t o th e twenti -
eth century . W e fin d th e mos t extravagan t formulation s o f th e hol y 
character o f Israel in th e las t few centuries . Israe l should properly b e th e 
"portion o f th e Lord, " becaus e "th e Perfec t On e shoul d hav e th e 
perfect."69 A  sixteenth-centur y pietis t wonder s wh y th e physica l ap -
pearance o f Jews is so much lik e that o f non-Jews, seeing that thei r soul s 
are draw n fro m radicall y differen t heavenl y realms . Th e founde r o f th e 
Liubavich dynast y o f Hasidi m assert s tha t o f th e tw o soul s o f ever y 
Israelite, on e i s a  Divin e portio n o f th e Lor d Himself , an d th e othe r 
derives fro m th e shel l oinogah  (radiance) , whic h i s both goo d an d bad , 
while th e soul s o f th e othe r nation s ar e forme d "ou t o f th e unclea n 
shells, which hav e no goo d a t all. " 70 

A nineteenth-centur y Hasidi c autho r wrote : "Ever y natio n ha s a 
certain hol y spark , eve n a s i t possesse s viciou s qualities , sinc e 'Tho u 
givest lif e t o the m all, ' an d thi s i s th e purpos e o f th e Jewish exile , t o 
absorb thes e sparks . .  .  . 

"As th e roo t o f Keneset  Yisroel  is th e lov e o f th e Israelite s fo r God , 
so th e roo t o f al l th e nation s i s thei r lov e fo r th e pleasure s o f thi s 
world. .  .  ." 71 

So deeply roote d i s this dogma i n th e traditio n tha t eve n som e o f th e 
modernist reformer s o f th e nineteent h centur y coul d no t resis t it s 
impact. Thus , Geiger , th e architec t o f Refor m Judaism , spok e o f a 
Jewish "genius " for religion . 

The mystica l tempe r predominate d i n Jewis h lif e onl y i n th e darkes t 
periods o f politica l oppressio n an d cultura l stagnation . Wheneve r th e 
warm wind s o f enlightenmen t mellowe d th e hostilit y o f th e Jews ' 
neighbors, th e Jewish spiri t regained a n equilibriu m betwee n th e insula r 
mentality o f self-glorifyin g myth s an d th e ope n horizon s o f theisti c 
humanism. I n suc h ope n culture s a s thos e o f th e Hellenisti c era , o f 
the Mosle m Renaissance , o f Christia n Humanism , an d o f th e Ag e o f 
Enlightenment, th e rationalisti c thread s i n th e we b o f tradition cam e t o 
light. 
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Contrary t o a  widespread impression , th e Talmu d contain s significan t 
components o f a  moral-rationa l approac h t o th e understandin g o f th e 
Jewish characte r an d destiny . A  broad definitio n o f what i t mean s t o b e 
a Jew i s offere d o n a  purel y intellectua l plane : "Everyon e wh o denie s 
idolatry i s called a  Jew."72 

"Said Rabb i Elazar , Th e Hol y One , blesse d b e He , exile d Israe l 
among th e nation s fo r th e sol e purpos e o f addin g convert s t o thei r 
number. So , i t i s sai d 'an d I  shal l so w i t i n th e ground.' 73 Doesn' t a 
person so w on e measur e onl y i n orde r t o harves t man y more? " 74 

According t o thi s view , th e dispersa l o f Israe l wa s no t du e t o a n 
outburst o f Divine wrath , but , o n th e contrary , t o Hi s concer n fo r th e 
redemption o f mankind . Th e "chosenness " o f Israe l was , therefore , t o 
be interprete d no t a s an exclusiv e privilege , settin g Israe l apar t fro m th e 
nations, bu t a s a  task , t o brin g host s o f men an d wome n t o th e servic e 
of th e Lord . Israe l i s th e "firstborn, " bu t no t th e onl y child . I n th e 
Torah, th e "firstborn " canno t la y clai m t o th e whol e inheritance , bu t 
only t o a  portion doubl e tha t o f hi s brothers . Israel s vocatio n i s t o b e 
an example,  not a n exception,  t o th e othe r nations . I t i s not se t apart , bu t 
set ahead , an d ordere d t o wor k fo r an d with othe r peoples . 

Elaborating o n Israel' s task to "witness " unto th e nations , the Midras h 
applies the law in regar d t o thos e who withhol d testimon y fro m judges: 
"If h e doe s no t tell , h e shal l bea r hi s sin—i f yo u wil l no t explai n m y 
Divinity t o th e nation s o f th e world , I  shal l punis h you . .  .  ."75 Thi s 
missionary tas k was imposed upo n Israe l from th e very beginning: "Th e 
Holy One , blesse d b e He , gav e th e Tora h t o Israe l i n orde r tha t the y 
might besto w it s merit upo n al l the nations." 76 

Naturally, th e people o f Israel are not alon e in this task. The wis e an d 
the pious , wherever the y ma y be , ar e allie s o f Israel . They ar e "priests, " 
so t o speak , individually , a s th e peopl e o f Israe l wer e designe d t o b e a 
"people o f priests" : "Th e Hol y One , blesse d b e He , wil l gran t t o th e 
pious amon g th e nation s a  share i n th e lif e o f th e Worl d t o Com e .  .  . 
because the y ar e priests to th e Hol y One , blessed be He . .  .  ." 77 

The dut y t o "brin g peopl e unde r th e wing s o f th e Shechinah"  i s 
treated a s a  suprem e mizvah.  Sai d th e leadin g sag e o f third-centur y 
Palestine, Rabb i Johanan: "Wh y wa s Abraham ou r fathe r punishe d an d 
his childre n wer e enslave d i n Egyp t fo r tw o hundre d an d te n years ? 
Because h e separate d peopl e fro m enterin g unde r th e wing s o f th e 
Shechinah. As i t i s said , th e kin g o f Sodo m sai d t o Abraham : 'Giv e m e 
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the souls , whil e yo u tak e th e property ' (an d Abraha m returne d th e 
captives, without convertin g them)." 78 

For thi s reason , i t wa s mandator y fo r master s t o conver t thei r slaves ; 
they, i n turn , wer e the n oblige d t o observ e th e practice s tha t wer e 
obligatory o n Israelit e women . Upo n liberation , thes e slave s woul d 
become full-fledge d Israelites , qualifyin g t o b e counte d i n th e prayer -
quorum o f the synagogue . 

The interpretatio n o f a Biblical verse offered th e grea t Rabbi Johanan 
ben Zakka i a n opportunit y t o illustrat e an d t o condem n th e chauvinis m 
of hi s disciples. 79 I n Proverb s 14:3 4 (usually  rendered , "Righteousnes s 
exalteth a  nation , bu t si n i s a  reproac h t o an y people") , th e Hebre w 
original put s th e las t tw o word s i n th e plural—"th e nations"—an d i t 
seems t o dra w th e lin e betwee n th e on e people—Israel—an d al l othe r 
nations. Th e zealou s disciple s vie d wit h on e anothe r i n findin g a n 
interpretation tha t woul d exal t Israe l an d scor n th e Gentiles , namely , 
"even th e charitabl e deed s o f the nation s ar e impute d t o the m a s a  sin , 
because o f th e impurit y o f thei r motive s o r thei r arrogance." 80 The n 
the age d maste r point s ou t th e tru e meanin g o f th e verse : "A s th e 
sin-offering woul d brin g forgivenes s t o Israel , s o doe s charit y brin g 
forgiveness t o the nation s o f the world." 81 Thi s interpretation i s the on e 
favored b y Abraham Ib n Ezra i n hi s commentary. 82 

We ma y assum e tha t thi s discussio n too k plac e afte r th e burnin g o f 
the Temple , whe n th e Israelites , too , coul d coun t onl y o n deed s o f 
charity, alon g wit h praye r an d repentance , fo r th e expiatio n o f thei r 
sins. Jew an d Gree k becam e on e i n thei r nee d fo r forgiveness . Whe n 
the sam e rabbi was apprised o f the burning o f the Temple , h e said , "W e 
have a  nobler mean s o f atonement—righteousness an d charity." 83 

The tensio n betwee n th e moral-rationa l an d th e romantic-mystica l 
interpretations o f th e differenc e betwee n Israe l an d th e nation s ca n b e 
recognized i n th e man y debate s i n th e Talmu d i n regar d t o suc h issue s 
as t o whethe r Tora h shoul d b e taugh t t o slave s o r not; 84 whethe r 
those wh o accepte d Judais m an d wer e baptized , bu t di d no t underg o 
circumcision, wer e t o b e considere d full-fledge d member s o f the com -
munity,85 whethe r th e law s o f th e Torah , barrin g intermarriag e wit h 
the neighborin g nations , were t o appl y t o thei r descendant s a t al l times, 
or possibl y eve n b e extende d t o al l Gentiles , a s Ezr a an d Nehemia h 
inferred, o r whethe r thos e law s wer e n o longe r vali d becaus e "Sen -
nacherib cam e an d mixe d u p th e nations. " 86 
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There wa s also th e theologica l questio n o f "exclusiv e salvation, " tha t 
is, whethe r th e Gentil e wh o accept s th e "Seve n Principle s o f Noah, " 
and i s classifie d a s a  ger  toshav,  must d o s o i n th e presenc e o f thre e 
learned Israelite s and on th e basis of a dogmatic acceptanc e o f the Tora h 
of Moses.87 Finally , we encounte r th e well-known disput e a s to whethe r 
or no t "th e piou s o f the nation s hav e a  share in th e World t o Come." 88 

The line s o f demarcatio n ar e frequentl y blurred , particularl y sinc e 
dialecticians alway s endeavo r t o impos e systemati c consistenc y upo n 
ancient controversies . Th e sam e Midrashi c wor k migh t contai n view s 
that ar e in diametri c oppositio n t o on e another . I n a n honored Midras h 
we encounte r a  dramati c affirmatio n o f th e equalit y o f al l me n i n th e 
sight o f God : " I cal l heave n an d eart h t o witnes s tha t a  Gentil e o r a n 
Israelite, a  man o r a  woman, a  slave o r a  servant-girl—the Hol y Spiri t 
rests upon hi m onl y accordin g t o hi s deeds . .  .  .89 

"Is i t conceivabl e tha t th e Lor d wil l discriminat e betwee n a  Gentil e 
and a  Jew, between a  man an d a  woman, betwee n a  slave and a  servant -
girl? No , whateve r mizvah  on e doe s necessaril y bring s it s reward , fo r i t 
is said, 'an d Th y righteousnes s i s like the might y mountains. ' " 9 0 

But w e als o find  i n th e sam e Midras h th e assumptio n that , i n poin t 
of fact , onl y Israelite s ar e "God' s children, " an d the y alon e ar e du e t o 
share i n th e glorie s o f the Worl d t o Come : "Thoug h everythin g i s His , 
and al l are His creatures , He doe s not deligh t i n all , but onl y in th e see d 
of Abraham. .  .  .91 

"Once, a s I was going from plac e t o place , I  met a n ol d man. Sai d h e 
to me , 'Wil l th e nation s o f the worl d exis t i n th e day s o f the Messiah? ' 
I sai d t o him , 'Al l th e nation s o f th e worl d tha t torture d Israe l an d 
oppressed Israe l wil l com e an d behol d it s joy, the n retur n t o dus t an d 
not eve r be revived . But al l the nation s and peoples tha t di d no t oppres s 
or tormen t th e Israelite s will become th e peasant s an d vineyard-keeper s 
for th e Israelites . .  .  . ' But thi s i s onl y th e day s o f th e Messiah , no t th e 
World t o Com e " 9 2 

We nee d ad d onl y tha t th e zealou s autho r discriminate d amon g 
Israelites a s well . H e praise d th e Lor d fo r choosin g th e sage s an d thei r 
disciples "t o th e en d o f all the generations, " assignin g to th e "sinner s i n 
Israel" th e dubiou s distinctio n o f bein g destine d t o b e burne d withi n 
the "Grea t Synagogu e an d th e Grea t Academy o f the Future." 93 

While th e Aggadi c materia l o f th e Talmu d varie s greatly , containin g 
even crud e insertion s b y vulga r hands , th e Halachi c materia l i s mor e 

....
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organized an d consistent . I n Talmudi c law , Ezra s insistenc e o n th e 
"Holy Seed " i s definitel y repudiated . Convert s ar e warml y welcome d 
after du e warnin g o f th e hardship s the y ma y expec t t o encounter : 
"When a  person come s t o b e converted , w e sa y to him , 'Wh y d o yo u 
wish t o convert ? Don' t yo u kno w tha t Israe l i s a t thi s tim e driven , 
distressed an d troubled? ' I f h e says , ' I know , an d I  a m no t worth y t o 
join them, ' h e i s immediately accepted . H e i s then tol d th e root s o f th e 
faith—the unit y o f God an d th e prohibitio n o f idolatry, elaboratin g o n 
the meaning of these principles. Then , h e should be told o f the rnizvoth, 
the ligh t an d th e awesom e ones . .  .  . 

"And h e shoul d b e tol d tha t b y means o f those rnizvoth  he wil l meri t 
the lif e o f th e Worl d t o Come , an d tha t ther e i s n o complet e Saint , 
except fo r th e wise who kno w an d observ e thes e rnizvoth.  He shoul d b e 
addressed a s follows: 

"Be i t know n t o yo u tha t th e Worl d t o Com e i s kep t onl y fo r th e 
saints, an d the y ar e Israel . Th e circumstanc e tha t i n thi s worl d Israe l i s 
troubled i s reall y a  favor t o them , fo r the y canno t receiv e a n exces s o f 
favors i n thi s world , lik e th e worshiper s o f stars , les t the y becom e 
arrogant an d err , losin g th e rewar d o f th e Worl d t o Come . But , th e 
Lord doe s no t punis h the m to o severely , tha t the y migh t no t disappear . 
For al l the nation s wil l perish, bu t the y wil l endure. " 94 

In th e eye s o f th e La w i t wa s a  mizvah  t o induc e a  person t o accep t 
the Jewish faith . "Whoeve r bring s on e perso n unde r th e wing s o f th e 
Shechinah, it i s accounte d t o hi m a s i f h e ha d fashione d an d brough t a 
person int o th e world." 95 T o b e sure , som e o f the convert s reverte d t o 
their pagan ways , causing al l Israel to be guilt y o f sin in accordance wit h 
the principl e tha t "al l Israelite s ar e responsibl e fo r on e another." 96 

Some o f th e rabbi s proteste d fo r thi s reaso n agains t "thos e wh o accep t 
converts."97 Still , th e lega l authoritie s considere d tha t al l th e nation s 
will be converte d i n th e tim e t o come. 98 Onc e converted , a  person ha s 
the sam e privileges a s those wh o wer e bor n Jewish, excep t tha t h e ma y 
not b e a  judg e o r a  kin g ove r Israel. 99 H e i s expecte d t o thin k o f 
Abraham, Isaac , an d Jaco b a s hi s ancestors , fo r "Abraha m ha s bee n 
called 'th e fathe r o f a multitude o f nations.' " 1 0° 

Hellenistic Judaism, t o judge fro m th e writing s o f Philo , wa s conspicu -
ously liberal in it s interpretation o f the concep t o f Israel as the vanguar d 
of humanity . Althoug h Phil o speak s o f th e Jewis h peopl e a s "son s o f 
God," h e maintain s tha t al l who hav e knowledge o f the universa l Fathe r 
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are "childre n o f God." 101 Th e peopl e o f Israe l represen t symbolicall y 
"those wh o hav e a  visio n o f God." 102 Prophec y (i n th e highes t o r 
dogmatic sense) , resultin g i n laws , was reserve d fo r th e Israelite s o f th e 
Biblical period , bu t th e messag e o f th e Scripture s i s universal . Indeed , 
Philo indentifie s Plato' s "philosophi c frenzy " wit h on e o f the phase s o f 
prophecy. "Fo r wha t th e disciple s o f the mos t approve d philosophy gai n 
from it s teaching , th e Jews gai n fro m thei r la w an d customs , tha t is , t o 
know th e highes t an d th e mos t ancien t caus e o f al l things." 103 Ou t o f 
Abraham "ther e issue d a  whole people , an d i t i s of al l nations th e mos t 
beloved b y God , for , a s it seem s t o me , t o the m priesthoo d an d proph -
ecy were give n fo r th e benefi t o f the entir e huma n race." 104 

Philo describe s proselyte s a s bein g relate d t o Jew s "b y kinship s o f 
greater dignit y an d sanctit y tha n thos e o f blood."105 Praisin g th e prose -
lyte "wh o come s t o Go d o f his own accord, " h e adds , "i n orde r tha t al l 
men wh o behol d thi s exampl e ma y b e correcte d b y it , learnin g tha t 
God receive s gladl y virtu e whic h grow s ou t o f ignobl e birth , utterl y 
disregarding it s original roots." 106 

The semiproselytes , o r th e "spiritua l proselytes " (t o us e Wolfson' s 
term), ar e included i n the Mosai c polity o f the "son s o f God." The y ar e 
the philosopher s an d th e righteou s me n wh o shar e th e monotheisti c 
philosophy o f life. Thu s Phil o speak s of "the blameless life o f pious me n 
who follo w natur e an d he r ordinances " an d o f "al l wh o practic e wis -
dom eithe r i n Grecia n o r Barbaria n land s an d liv e a  blameles s an d 
irreproachable life " a s belonging t o th e idea l community . 

The Tora h itsel f was , t o Philo , no t a  mystica l entit y an d a  suprem e 
source o f values , bu t a n educationa l instrumen t conveyin g th e savin g 
truths tha t Go d ha d buil t int o huma n nature . Th e Sabbat h i s a covenan t 
between Go d an d mankind , no t merel y betwee n Go d an d Israel . I t i s a 
call fo r me n t o shar e i n th e Divin e activit y o f contemplation . I n hi s 
listing o f te n festivals , Phil o leave s ou t Hanukka h an d Purim , possibl y 
because h e regarde d the m a s nationa l observances . H e liste d "ever y 
day" i f it i s lived a s a holy day . In Philo' s judgment, Passove r was not s o 
much a  festiva l o f nationa l freedo m a s a  perennia l cal l o n al l me n t o 
"pass over " fro m a  lif e o f passio n t o th e lif e o f yearnin g fo r God . 
Similarly, Sukko t wa s no t a  symbol o f Divine concer n fo r th e Israelites , 
but rathe r a  symbo l o f th e equalit y o f al l me n an d o f th e dut y o f 
cultivating the virtu e o f gratitude . 

For Philo , therefore , th e empirica l communit y o f Israe l wa s stil l th e 
most belove d community , bu t ideall y it s boundaries shade d int o a  twi -
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light zone , embracin g thos e wh o i n variou s degree s dedicate d them -
selves to th e lov e o f God . Philo , too , looked forwar d t o a  Messianic er a 
when Israe l woul d triumph , bu t the n al l othe r nation s woul d merg e 
with it : " I thin k tha t eac h natio n woul d abando n it s peculiar way s and , 
throwing overboar d thei r ancestra l customs , tur n t o honorin g ou r law s 
alone, fo r whe n th e brightnes s i s accompanied b y nationa l prosperity , i t 
will darken th e ligh t o f others a s the rise n su n darken s th e stars." 107 

The rationalisti c an d mystica l stream s in Judaism diverge d mor e deci -
sively i n th e Middl e Age s tha n the y di d i n th e Talmudi c an d earl y 
Gaonic periods . Fo r a  centur y th e Jewis h worl d wa s tor n b y a  lon g 
and bitte r controvers y betwee n th e follower s o f Maimonide s an d th e 
antirationalists. Bot h school s include d i n thei r categor y o f Israelite s th e 
"righteous proselytes, " tha t is , those wh o wer e full y converte d t o Juda-
ism. However , regardin g thos e wh o worshipe d th e on e Go d i n purit y 
of though t an d i n ethica l action , th e romanticist s an d th e legalist s 
hesitated t o mak e us e eve n o f th e categor y of  ger  toshav  ("semiprose -
lytes") o f the Talmud. 108 A s was earlier noted , som e maintaine d tha t th e 
ger toshav  is on e wh o accept s onl y th e "seve n mizvoth  o f th e son s o f 
Noah" o n th e basi s o f Mosai c revelatio n an d b y wa y o f a  forma l 
declaration i n the presence o f three learned men . Other s adde d tha t thi s 
category applie d onl y "a t th e tim e whe n th e Jubilee institutio n wa s i n 
effect."109 I n thi s school , eve n th e "piou s o f th e nations " wer e merel y 
peripheral t o th e onl y bearer s o f salvation , th e empirica l peopl e o f 
Israel. 

On th e othe r hand , th e rationalisti c schoo l i n nonlegalisti c work s 
projected th e concep t o f a  spiritua l elite , who , apar t fro m an y rite s an d 
ceremonies, advanc e eve r close r t o th e Divin e Bein g throug h th e ser -
vice o f min d an d heart . Fo r them , th e empirica l peopl e o f Israe l wer e 
significant onl y insofa r a s they wer e likel y t o produc e a  greater numbe r 
of suc h philosophica l saints. 110 Th e "Torah-society " wa s designe d an d 
ordered t o stimulat e th e emergenc e o f men an d wome n wh o lov e Go d 
and ceaselessl y meditat e o n th e wonder s o f Hi s creation . Bu t i t i s no t 
the mizvoth  i n themselve s tha t generat e holines s o r "nearnes s o f God, " 
but thei r presume d effec t upo n th e mora l characte r o f th e individua l 
and th e peacefu l orde r o f society . Thi s effec t i s by n o mean s certai n o r 
even likel y i n th e cas e o f th e majorit y o f th e people . Saintl y philoso -
phers ma y aris e amon g al l nations, an d onl y a  few Jews ma y qualif y fo r 
the honor . Th e livin g peopl e o f Israe l were , therefore , i n Maimonides ' 
view, b y n o mean s coeva l wit h th e spiritua l elite , thos e wh o approac h 
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most closel y t o th e Divin e Being . I t was a  good school , indee d th e bes t 
possible school , designe d b y th e Lor d Himself . Bu t eve n i n th e bes t 
schools som e student s wil l b e n o wise r o n thei r graduatio n tha n o n 
their initiation . An d student s o f poo r school s hav e bee n know n t o 
excel. Salvatio n o r fulfillment i s an individual achievement . 

Isaac Arame , whos e wor k Akedat  Yizhak  wa s lon g a  popula r sourc e 
book fo r preachers , manage s t o combin e th e vie w o f individua l judg -
ment, o n th e on e hand , an d th e collectiv e salvatio n o f Israel , o n th e 
other. H e maintain s tha t "on e i s truly designate d a s Yisroel  [a n Israelite ] 
only i f he i s a saint [Zaddik]"  fo r a n Israelit e and a  saint are synonymou s 
in respec t o f thei r tasks . "  'Al l Israelites ' [tha t ar e assume d t o hav e a 
share i n th e Worl d t o Come ] mean s thos e wh o fulfil l th e obligation s 
imposed upo n a n Israelite. " Th e Torah , accordin g t o Arame , i s s o 
designed a s t o lea d al l it s devotee s t o salvation . Writin g i n th e las t 
decade of the fifteenth century , Arame saw hope onl y for "th e remnant " 
of the nation s tha t wil l accep t th e Torah : "Fo r H e scattere d an d subor -
dinated Israe l amon g them , i n orde r tha t the y [tha t is , th e nations ] 
should b e encourage d t o learn t o kno w th e Israelites , thei r custom s an d 
the way s o f thei r Torah , s o tha t the y wil l desir e an d accep t i t [th e 
Torah]. I n thi s way , Israe l wil l caus e a  remnan t o f th e nation s t o b e 
saved, tha t the y migh t cal l o n th e Nam e o f God . Bu t the y se e an d d o 
not tak e i t t o hear t .  . .  interpretin g th e verse s o f Scripture s a s the y 
desire . . . ." 1 1 1 

Maimonides maintaine d tha t only "tru e ideas " lead to God , bu t thos e 
ideas ar e accessibl e t o th e huma n min d an d ar e readil y deducibl e fro m 
first principles . The y compris e th e doctrine s o f God' s unit y an d incor -
poreality, the first two o f the Ten Commandments . Al l the othe r mizvoth 
are principle s o f trainin g fo r th e individua l an d o f a  properl y ordere d 
society. H e summarize s hi s vie w o f th e variou s categorie s o f religiou s 
people i n a  famou s passage : " I wil l begi n th e subjec t o f thi s chapte r 
with a  simile . A  kin g i s i n hi s palace , an d al l hi s subject s ar e partl y i n 
the countr y an d partl y abroad . O f th e former , som e hav e thei r back s 
turned towar d th e king s palace , an d thei r face s i n anothe r direction ; 
and som e ar e desirou s an d zealou s t o g o t o th e palace , seekin g 't o 
inquire i n hi s temple, ' an d t o ministe r before him , bu t hav e no t ye t see n 
even th e face o f the wal l of the house . 

"Of thos e tha t desir e t o g o t o th e palace , som e reac h it , an d g o 
roundabout i n searc h o f th e entranc e gate ; other s hav e passe d throug h 
the gate , and walk about in the antechamber; an d others have succeede d 
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in enterin g into th e inner par t o f the palace and being in the same roo m 
with the king in the royal palace. But eve n the latter do not immediatel y 
on enterin g th e palac e se e th e kin g o r spea k t o him ; fo r afte r havin g 
entered th e inne r par t o f th e palace , anothe r effor t i s require d befor e 
they ca n stan d befor e th e king—a t a  distanc e o r clos e by—hea r hi s 
words, o r spea k t o him . 

"I wil l no w explai n th e simil e whic h I  hav e made . Th e peopl e wh o 
are abroa d ar e al l thos e tha t hav e n o religion , neithe r on e base d o n 
speculation no r on e receive d b y tradition . .  .  . 

"Those wh o ar e i n th e country , bu t hav e thei r back s turne d towar d 
the kings palace , are those wh o posses s religion, belie f and thought , bu t 
happen t o hol d fals e doctrines . .  . .  Becaus e o f thes e doctrine s the y 
recede mor e an d mor e fro m th e roya l palace , th e mor e the y see m t o 
proceed. .  .  . 

"Those wh o desir e t o arriv e a t th e palace , an d t o ente r it , bu t hav e 
never ye t see n it , ar e th e mas s o f religiou s people , th e multitud e tha t 
observe th e Divin e commandments , bu t ar e ignorant . 

"Those wh o arriv e a t th e palace , bu t g o roundabou t it , ar e thos e 
who devot e themselve s exclusivel y t o th e stud y o f th e practica l law ; 
they believ e traditionall y i n tru e principle s o f faith , an d lear n th e 
practical worship o f God, bu t ar e no t traine d i n philosophica l treatmen t 
of the principle s o f the Law , an d d o no t endeavo r t o establis h th e trut h 
of their fait h b y proof . 

"Those wh o undertak e t o investigat e th e principle s o f religio n hav e 
come int o th e antechamber ; an d ther e i s n o doub t tha t these , too , ca n 
be divide d int o differen t grades . 

"But thos e who hav e succeeded i n finding a  proof for everythin g tha t 
can b e proved , wh o hav e a  tru e knowledg e o f God , insofa r a s a  tru e 
knowledge ca n b e obtained , an d ar e nea r th e truth , whereve r a n ap -
proach t o trut h i s possible , the y hav e reache d th e goal , an d ar e i n th e 
palace in which th e king lives."112 

In Maimonides ' gradation , th e philosopher s o f the nation s wh o see k 
God ar e fa r ahea d o f th e masse s o f th e empirica l peopl e o f Israel , 
coming neare r t o Go d tha n th e zealou s Talmudist s who onl y g o aroun d 
and aroun d th e palac e o f the king . A  commentato r expresse d th e view s 
of many shocke d pietist s when h e wrote , "Man y o f the wis e rabbi s sai d 
that thi s chapte r wa s no t writte n b y th e maste r [Mose s Maimonides] . 
And i f h e wrot e it , i t shoul d b e hidde n or , better , burned . Fo r ho w 
could h e sa y tha t thos e wh o contemplat e th e law s o f natur e ar e o n a 
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higher leve l tha n thos e wh o bus y themselve s wit h th e dutie s o f reli -
gion?"113 Maimonide s di d no t lis t th e belie f i n th e Chose n Peopl e 
among hi s principle s o f faith . H e welcome d genuin e convert s mos t 
warmly, writing in a  famous lette r to a  convert: "Yo u may say, 'our Go d 
and Go d o f ou r fathers, ' fo r Abraha m i s you r father . Sinc e yo u hav e 
entered under the wings of the Shechinah,  there i s no differenc e betwee n 
us an d you . .  . .  Le t no t you r pedigre e b e ligh t i n you r eyes . . . . I f w e 
trace ou r descen t t o Abraham , Isaac , an d Jacob , yo u trac e i t t o Hi m 
who spok e an d th e world cam e into being." 114 

However, i n hi s popula r an d lega l works , Maimonide s employ s th e 
imagery an d rhetori c o f th e people , i n th e belie f tha t th e maintenanc e 
of the Torah-societ y require s tha t certai n popula r opinion s b e state d b y 
the philosophers a s if they were true . (I n his letter to the Jews o f Yemen, 
he asserts that those who leave the fold ar e not descende d from ancestor s 
who stoo d a t Sinai. ) Thes e "necessar y truths, " a s he call s them, 115 hel p 
to bridg e th e ga p betwee n th e philosopher s an d th e populace , creatin g 
an enduring , vita l communit y i n whic h th e fe w guar d th e man y fro m 
gross errors , and th e man y hel p th e fe w t o attai n huma n fulfillment . 

Divine Providence , i n th e judgment o f Maimonides, wa s not focuse d 
on th e people o f Israel except insofa r a s the Messiani c ag e was predeter -
mined, bu t normall y th e degre e o f Divin e guidanc e depende d o n th e 
extent o f attachmen t t o th e Divin e Bein g b y singl e individuals . How -
ever, t o placat e hi s opponents , Maimonide s reintroduce d th e belie f i n 
the resurrectio n an d i n th e Worl d t o Com e a s predestined event s a t th e 
end o f history. 

The radica l intellectualis m o f Maimonide s wa s repudiate d b y man y 
of his successors . Aram e postulate s a  special miraculou s for m o f Divin e 
Providence tha t i s distinctiv e fo r Israe l a s a  people . I n turn , ther e ar e 
several levels of Divine Providenc e i n Israel , depending upon degree s o f 
piety.116 Som e fel t tha t "nearnes s t o God " wa s more a  matter o f love o r 
of fait h o r o f Divin e grac e tha n o f sustaine d reflection . Bu t th e axio m 
that th e wa y t o holines s i s infinit e an d tha t i t i s reache d b y inwar d 
meditation an d self-scrutin y wa s accepte d b y man y popula r preacher s 
and pietists . 

The axio m tha t th e pathwa y t o Go d run s throug h th e intention s o f 
the hear t an d th e furthe r realizatio n tha t thi s pathwa y i s infinite could , 
in theor y a t least , blu r th e distinctio n betwee n th e "peopl e o f Torah " 
and thos e withou t th e Covenant . I t i s this emphasi s o n inwardnes s that , 
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in the Hasidi c movement , serve d t o elevat e the dignit y o f the unlearne d 
masses. Th e applicatio n o f th e sam e principl e t o non-Jew s wa s alread y 
foreshadowed b y Rabb i Judah th e Prince , edito r o f th e Mishnah , wh o 
upon bein g tol d o f a  Gentil e wh o offere d hi s lif e fo r Go d wep t an d 
cried out , "Indeed , i t i s possibl e fo r a  perso n t o acquir e hi s worl d i n 
one hour. " Alb o adde d th e principl e tha t th e Lor d ma y wel l giv e 
different Torah s t o variou s peoples . "Eve n whe n th e Tora h o f Mose s 
was valid fo r th e Israelites , ther e wa s th e Tora h o f the son s o f Noah fo r 
all th e othe r nations . Ther e i s n o doub t tha t peopl e woul d attai n 
through i t their fulfillment a s human beings , since i t was Divine, thoug h 
it was not o f the sam e degree o f attainment a s the Israelite s coul d obtai n 
through th e Torah . . . . S o w e se e tha t i t i s possible t o hav e tw o Divin e 
Torahs at one time , but for differen t peoples." 117 Since the "chosenness " 
of Israe l wa s effecte d b y th e Torah , whic h specifie s th e term s o f th e 
Covenant, i t coul d n o longe r b e regarde d a s an exceptiona l phenome -
non. T o be sure , in Albo's view, the meri t o f the Mosaic Torah consiste d 
in th e fac t tha t "huma n perfectio n coul d b e attaine d b y mean s o f eve n 
one o f the mizvoth.  .  .  ," 118 

All throug h th e Middl e Age s th e intimat e associatio n betwee n ethni c 
feeling an d religiou s loyalty in th e concep t o f Israel was not questioned . 
The rationalist s migh t recogniz e th e relativ e holines s o f other faiths , bu t 
only for non-Jewis h groups . They migh t interpre t th e purpose o f Israel's 
existence i n term s o f th e educatio n an d ultimat e redemptio n o f al l 
mankind. "Fo r indee d th e eart h belong s t o me , an d th e piou s o f th e 
nations ar e precious t o me , withou t a  doubt . 'But , y e shal l be unt o m e 
a kingdom o f priests.' In thi s respect , yo u wil l be m y treasure—you wil l 
be a  kingdom o f priests t o instruc t an d t o guid e th e entir e huma n race , 
that the y migh t al l cal l o n th e Nam e o f Go d an d serv e Hi m together , 
shoulder t o shoulder , a s Israel will be s o transformed i n th e future." 119 

Even th e mystic s though t o f Israe l a s th e vanguar d o f th e redeeme d 
portion o f humanity i n tha t i t is the Jewish functio n t o gathe r the "Hol y 
sparks" tha t hav e becom e imprisone d b y th e "shell s o f uncleanliness " 
throughout th e world . Thes e hol y spark s mus t b e rescue d befor e th e 
appearance o f the Redeemer. Th e Messiani c redemption o f Israel would 
justify th e Divin e intentio n i n th e creatio n o f man ; throug h Israel' s 
triumph, th e huma n rac e woul d com e int o it s ow n an d attai n fulfill -
ment. 
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For Christia n theologian s a s for Jewish thinkers , th e ethni c separate -
ness o f th e Jewish peopl e wa s axiomatic . Th e plac e o f th e Jew i n th e 
medieval worl d wa s determined b y the fac t tha t h e wa s o f the "stoc k o f 
Abraham." Socially , too , th e Jews wer e nearl y a  self-governing enclave . 
They wer e outsid e th e feuda l system , no t a s individuals, bu t a s a corpo -
rate body . Taxe s wer e nearl y alway s levie d upo n th e communit y a s a 
whole, an d i t was up t o th e Jewish authoritie s t o distribut e them . I n th e 
Spanish communities , Jewish authoritie s ha d th e righ t t o impos e sever e 
corporal punishments . I n th e Germa n an d Slavi c areas , similar , thoug h 
unofficial, mean s o f disciplin e wer e frequentl y available . Furthermore , 
the semi-autonomou s Jewis h communitie s ha d i n commo n th e sam e 
basic law s an d religiou s literature . Th e loca l variations , considerabl e a s 
they migh t be—especiall y thos e betwee n th e monogamou s societ y o f 
Ashkenazic Jewry an d th e polygamou s societ y o f Sephardic an d Orien -
tal Jewry—did no t prevent the Rabbinic authoritie s from movin g freel y 
throughout th e Diaspora an d speaking in th e nam e o f a common sacre d 
tradition. 

Those i n Mosle m o r Christia n land s wh o lef t th e Jewish fait h migh t 
still be considere d member s o f the Jewish communit y i n the first  gener -
ation o n th e groun d tha t the y wer e irrevocabl y committe d b y th e oat h 
that thei r soul s too k a t Sinai . "Onc e Israe l wa s chose n t o b e God s 
people, n o Israelit e ca n becom e a  membe r o f anothe r nation . The y 
belong t o God' s people , eve n agains t thei r wil l an d eve n i f the y leav e 
the fol d o f thei r religion . Therefore , sai d th e prophet , 'Whe n tho u 
passest through th e waters, I  will be with thee. ' This i s an allusion to th e 
angry water s o f baptism throug h whic h pas s al l those wh o accep t thei r 
religion [Christianity]." 120 

The travai l o f th e Marran o familie s i n bot h Christia n an d Mosle m 
lands i s wel l known , bu t i n th e cours e o f tim e the y disappeare d fro m 
the Jewish community . Eve n th e Frankis t Jews who joined th e Catholi c 
Church en  masse  in 1759 , wit h th e intentio n o f retainin g thei r ow n 
collective identity , di d no t leav e mor e tha n a  nostalgi c memor y i n th e 
first hal f o f th e nineteent h century , whe n Ada m Mickiewicz , th e poe t 
laureate o f Poland, wa s their mos t illustriou s descendant . 

It wa s throug h th e change s i n thei r religiou s conviction s a s wel l a s 
outside pressur e tha t som e Jew s lef t th e fold . Thei r rationalis t view s 
might lea d the m t o fee l tha t th e variou s monotheisti c religion s ar e s o 
many socia l expression s o f on e philosophy , s o tha t a  chang e fro m 
Judaism t o Catholicis m i s no t ver y differen t fro m th e chang e o f on e 
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language t o another . I n thei r view , thos e difference s tha t wer e lef t wer e 
not wort h th e cos t o f lifelong martyrdom . 

On th e othe r hand , Jewis h pietist s migh t b e le d b y th e impetu s o f 
the mystica l traditio n t o fee l tha t th e Christia n fait h wa s th e logica l 
development o f Biblica l Judaism . Abne r o f Burgos , Spain , wh o wa s 
converted i n 1321 , was a  famous an d arden t convert , an d h e addresse d 
many book s an d pamphlet s t o hi s forme r co-religionists , callin g upo n 
them t o emulat e hi s example . Hi s argument s wer e directe d chiefl y 
against th e rationalists . 

"Abner bega n wit h a  critiqu e o f th e rationalis t interpretatio n o f 
Judaism, cultivate d b y th e Jewish intellectual s wh o wer e hi s friends — 
and fo r thi s h e foun d ampl e suppor t i n Qabbalisti c doctrine—an d 
moved ultimatel y t o a  positio n o f complet e identificatio n wit h th e 
Christian ideology." 121 Th e majority , however , retaine d a  balance d 
faith, rejectin g th e extreme s o f both rationalis m an d mysticism . 

The moder n perio d opene d wit h th e daw n o f the Ag e o f Reason. Th e 
intelligentsia bega n t o glor y i n th e balancin g o f religiou s traditio n b y 
rational an d mora l enlightenment . A t th e sam e time , th e feuda l ag e 
with it s corporate bodie s began t o evolv e int o th e moder n State , whic h 
consists o f individual citizens . 

The ne w ideal s and circumstance s confronte d th e Jewish peopl e wit h 
the tas k o f reorientin g thei r ow n self-imag e t o sui t th e ne w categorie s 
of social thought. Spinoz a met thi s challenge by calling for th e complet e 
dissolution o f the Jewish community . Reducin g th e cor e o f Jewish fait h 
to a  few principle s tha t coul d b e applie d i n divers e historica l religions , 
Spinoza maintaine d tha t th e vas t bod y o f Jewish la w applie d onl y t o a 
self-governing community , livin g i n it s ow n land . H e di d no t rul e ou t 
the possibilit y o f th e emergenc e o f a  Jewis h stat e i n Palestine , but , 
insofar a s the Diaspor a wa s concerned , h e declare d tha t onl y th e essen -
tial principles o f faith i n Judaism wer e valid . A s t o th e peopl e o f Israel , 
they wer e n o mor e "chosen " tha n an y othe r natio n tha t accept s it s lo t 
with gratitud e an d seek s to mak e th e mos t o f its heritage fo r th e benefi t 
of mankind . " . . . W e hav e show n tha t th e divin e law , whic h render s 
man trul y blessed , an d teache s hi m th e tru e life , i s universa l t o al l me n 
. .  . ingrained i n th e huma n mind." 122 

Although Spinoz a live d a s a lonely Tita n o n th e borde r o f the Jewish 
community, hi s philosoph y exerte d enormou s influenc e o n th e Jewis h 
intellectuals wh o remaine d withi n th e community . Ye t hi s contentio n 
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that th e Stat e ha d th e righ t t o regulat e al l th e action s o f it s citizens , a s 
distinct fro m thought s an d feelings , ra n counte r t o th e emergin g libera l 
philosophy o f government . 

For a  century Jewish statesme n i n the West allied themselves with th e 
dominant ideolog y o f liberalism. Religio n an d Stat e mus t b e separated ; 
the Stat e shoul d abolis h th e corporation s an d estate s o f feudalis m an d 
base itsel f on a  free an d equa l citizenry ; al l institutions, includin g thos e 
of religion, shoul d b e subjecte d t o th e scrutin y o f reason. Th e concep t 
of Israel, argued Moses Mendelssohn, shoul d no t be taken as an exampl e 
of th e idea l unit y o f religio n an d civi l government . Fo r ancien t Israe l 
was a  unique creation , intende d fo r th e meta-historical , especiall y cho -
sen peopl e o f th e Biblica l period , an d reserve d als o fo r th e meta -
historical perio d o f th e Messiani c er a i n th e future . I n historica l times , 
the law s o f reason , commo n t o al l men , mus t gover n huma n society . 
Religion, consistin g o f the fre e interactio n o f the Divin e min d an d th e 
human heart , canno t b e subjec t t o th e coercio n o f th e State . Also , i n 
historical times , th e Jews wer e simpl y a  religiou s community , wit h th e 
hope fo r a  retur n t o Zio n bein g merel y a  transworldly , piou s dogma , 
affirming a n action o n th e par t o f God, no t o n th e par t o f the empirica l 
community. "Thi s stat e existe d onl y onc e i n th e world . Cal l i t th e 
Mosaic societ y b y it s prope r name . I t ha s alread y disappeare d fro m th e 
earth. Onl y Go d know s i n whic h peopl e an d a t whic h tim e w e shal l 
again see a  similar situation." 123 

Mendelssohn agree d wit h Spinoz a tha t th e Tora h wa s a  revealed la w 
of action intende d fo r a  specific community , bu t h e maintaine d tha t th e 
Jews o f hi s da y wer e stil l individuall y obligate d t o abid e b y th e Tora h 
insofar a s a personal observanc e o f ritual laws was concerned. Mendels -
sohn als o agree d tha t th e idea s necessar y fo r salvatio n wer e place d b y 
God i n th e heart s an d mind s o f al l peoples , tha t the y ar e i n n o sense , 
therefore, a  monopoly o f Israel . Th e loyalt y o f Jews t o thei r La w i s du e 
to th e impetu s o f the past . The y wer e born int o th e Torah-community , 
but th e salvatio n o f mankind doe s no t depen d upo n them . Al l me n ar e 
judged b y Go d a s individuals , an d a s individual s th e Jews shoul d ente r 
the State . Th e concep t o f Israel , fo r Mose s Mendelssohn , wa s dua l i n 
nature: tota l separatenes s an d a  metaphysica l dimensio n i n th e distan t 
past and in th e mythica l future , bu t socia l integration, i n al l ways excep t 
religion, i n thi s mundane realm . 

Mendelssohn's concep t o f Israe l wa s a  logica l developmen t o f th e 
rationalist strea m i n Jewish thought ; i t implie d a  complet e repudiatio n 
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of th e romantic-mystica l current s tha t remove d th e empirica l commu -
nity o f Israe l a s wel l a s th e ancien t an d eschatologica l one s fro m th e 
common cours e o f huma n events . Hi s viewpoin t wa s certainl y share d 
by the uppe r circle s o f Jewry i n Western Europe , bu t i n th e long bel t o f 
Jewish mass-settlements , extendin g from th e Baltic to the Black Sea , th e 
influence o f Qabbalah wa s reinforced b y th e ris e o f Hasidism. Th e wal l 
between Eas t an d West , establishe d b y th e divisio n o f Polan d an d th e 
policy o f th e Czaris t Empire , wa s supplemente d b y a  cultural-religiou s 
schism betwee n th e rationalis t philosoph y o f Wester n Jewr y an d th e 
mystical isolationalis m o f Easter n Jewry . Althoug h thi s wal l wa s con -
stantly breache d b y th e flow  o f immigrant s fro m Eas t t o Wes t an d b y 
the retur n o f young me n fro m th e universitie s o f the West , i t neverthe -
less remained a n obdurat e socia l factor dow n t o ou r ow n generation . 

In th e West , th e exponent s o f Judaism wer e awar e tha t th e ancien t 
Covenant o f Israe l wit h th e Lor d neede d t o b e complemente d b y a 
second covenan t betwee n Israe l an d th e nations . Th e ne w covenan t 
would b e fa r mor e tha n a  business transaction , but , lik e the ancien t one , 
it woul d involv e a  tota l reorientatio n o f hear t an d mind . Unlik e th e 
various agreement s o f th e Middl e Ages , th e ne w societ y calle d fo r th e 
attainment o f "fraternity " wit h th e host-nations . N o longe r wa s th e 
Jewish statu s t o b e tha t o f a n alie n enclave , tolerate d b y th e sovereig n 
under certai n conditions ; th e Jew s wer e t o becom e member s o f on e 
unit—the Nation-State—which , o n th e surface , wa s a  legal-rationa l 
entity and , belo w th e surface , a n idealize d fellowshi p whic h reache d 
down t o th e dar k bedrock sentiment s o f a blood-brotherhood. S o i t was 
that th e Gran d Sanhedri n o f Pari s wa s asked  whethe r th e Jews woul d 
regard Frenchme n a s their brothers . 

Because th e rationalist s ha d alread y subscribe d t o a  concep t o f Israe l 
that include d th e fellowshi p o f th e right-thinking , i t wa s bu t a  smal l 
step fo r the m t o identif y th e fellowshi p o f th e right-thinkin g wit h th e 
society o f th e enlightene d i n th e eighteent h century , wit h Germa n 
Kultur i n th e nineteenth , wit h th e Frenc h homelan d o f liberalism, an d 
with th e architect s o f a  free societ y i n Englan d an d America . Althoug h 
they coul d no t join a  blood-brotherhood withou t physica l assimilation , 
they coul d becom e par t o f th e ne w cultura l fellowshi p a s wel l a s it s 
political expression , exceptin g onl y religion. 124 "Th e Freedo m o f th e 
Jews," noted a  French-Jewish author , "ha s put a n en d t o ou r exile." 125 

This tren d o f thought withi n Wester n Judaism wa s reinforced b y th e 
rising tid e o f liberalis m i n Europ e tha t aime d t o separat e th e Churc h 
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from th e State , tha t is , th e fellowshi p o f cultur e an d politic s fro m th e 
traditional institutions o f religion. Th e libera l world was based upo n th e 
association o f individuals , sharin g cultura l value s a s wel l a s politica l 
loyalties. Th e Jewish individua l coul d becom e par t o f thi s ne w fellow -
ship, sinc e hi s specificall y Jewis h loyaltie s wer e restricte d t o th e trans -
worldly realm , th e mythica l past , an d th e eschatologica l future . 

But th e liberal s withi n Judaism , a s wel l a s similarl y minde d me n an d 
women i n th e Catholi c an d Protestan t worlds , wer e pulle d bac k b y th e 
residual, romantic-mystica l force s i n thei r respectiv e traditions . Th e 
European nation s o f nineteenth-century Europ e wer e Janus-faced, no w 
turned towar d th e libera l vision o f an ope n society , no w facin g bac k t o 
the olde r pla n o f a  close d societ y associate d wit h on e o r anothe r 
religious tradition , an d goin g back throug h th e mist s o f prehistoric tim e 
to th e primitive , ye t potent , feeling s o f blood-brotherhood . Th e reli -
gious romanticists , wh o calle d fo r a  Catholi c France , a  Protestant Ger -
many, a  Gree k Orthodo x Russia , wer e allie d psychologicall y wit h th e 
ethnic romanticists , wh o idealize d th e Slavi c o r th e Russia n soul , th e 
Teutonic characte r o r th e Galli c spirit. 126 Bot h kind s o f collectiv e ro -
manticism wer e engage d i n fightin g th e same , all-pervasiv e enemy , th e 
rational spiri t in philosophy, th e egalitaria n spiri t in politics, the progres -
sive elan  in cultur e an d i n socia l legislation . Soo n enoug h th e emanci -
pated Je w becam e th e symbo l o f th e hate d ag e o f liberalis m t o th e 
romantic lover s o f th e goo d ol d days . T o th e protosocialist s an d eco -
nomic romanticist s th e Jew symbolize d th e risin g industrial era , with al l 
its vulgarity an d corruption , causin g th e coars e an d unculture d nouveau 
riche t o usur p th e leadershi p o f th e wellbor n an d th e well-bred. 127 T o 
the ethni c romanticists , th e idea l ag e antedate d th e histori c era , whe n 
an alie n Christianit y an d a  citifie d cultur e wer e impose d upo n th e 
guileless nobl e savages , whos e innat e cultur e wa s to o inwar d an d to o 
refined t o b e notice d b y th e earlies t chronicler s wit h thei r monkis h 
minds. T o th e religiou s romanticists , th e emancipate d Jew wa s als o th e 
symbol o f the passin g o f an idealized age , th e grea t Middl e Ages , whe n 
religion dominate d th e privat e a s well a s the publi c lif e o f the country , 
separating th e faithfu l flock  fro m th e goat s wh o woul d no t s o believe , 
and putting th e latte r in thei r proper places . 

In eac h o f these thre e phases of romanticism, a  distorted imag e o f the 
Jew wa s constructe d aroun d a  grain o f truth . Jews wer e predominantl y 
an urba n people , participatin g activel y i n th e creation , first , o f a  com -
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mercial and , later , o f an industria l society . The y wer e lon g th e on e an d 
only tolerate d religiou s minority . Thei r ethni c root s wen t deepe r int o 
the pas t an d farthe r int o distan t land s tha n di d thos e o f their neighbors . 
Moreover—and o n thi s point th e three kinds of romanticism concurre d 
again, though , o n th e whole , the y wer e mutuall y contradictory—th e 
Jew wa s a  chil d o f mystery , doome d b y a  dar k destin y t o dwel l apar t 
from, an d in oppositio n to , the res t o f humanity . 

Thus, th e "meta-myth " o f moder n anti-Semitis m wa s born—th e 
mythological notio n o f th e Jew a s being metaphysicall y se t apar t fro m 
the res t o f mankind . Betwee n th e Je w an d th e res t o f th e nation s o f 
Europe th e gul f wa s cosmic , eternal , an d unbridgeable . Thi s myth , 
deriving from bot h Jewish an d Christia n dogmatism , wa s now se t up i n 
three dimensions : religiou s romanticism , ethni c culture , an d th e eco -
nomic sphere . 

In Europ e o f th e post-Enlightenmen t age , religio n wa s roote d i n 
"feeling" rathe r tha n i n supernatura l revelation . Thu s th e dogmati c 
image o f th e Je w wa s transpose d int o th e languag e o f "feeling" ; hi s 
"Semitic" natur e coul d no t possibl y appreciat e th e nobl e sentiment s o f 
Christianity. I n thi s view , th e Jewis h nonacceptanc e o f th e Christia n 
faith wa s transpose d fro m theolog y t o biology . I n th e real m o f politic s 
the sam e myt h implie d tha t th e Jew coul d ente r onl y int o superficia l 
alliances wit h th e host-nations , since , i n moment s o f national crisis , th e 
Jew woul d liste n t o th e voic e o f hi s blood . H e belong s t o a  uniqu e 
species o f mankind , a  mystica l categor y tha t i s sui  generis, an interna -
tional nation . 

In th e dimensio n o f economi c lif e thi s myt h projecte d tw o image s 
that reflecte d th e sam e animus , althoug h the y wer e mutuall y contradic -
tory. I n th e literatur e o f proletarian rebellio n an d antibourgeoi s propa -
ganda, th e Jew s too k on , collectively , th e lineament s o f Shylock , tha t 
caricature o f th e heartles s capitalist. 128 I n th e reactionar y literatur e o f 
those wh o struggle d agains t th e explodin g ag e o f industry, th e Jew wa s 
the economi c radical , th e ne w Messiani c enthusiast , wh o ha d n o root s 
in o r love for th e ancien t virtues o f aristocracy . 

The on e meta-myth combine d th e feelings o f traditional religion , th e 
"pooled pride " o f ethnicism, th e resentment s o f the military aristocracy , 
and th e militan t malic e o f the ne w proletaria n radicals . I t i s eas y t o see 
that thes e divers e element s coul d b e give n a  spuriou s facad e o f unit y 
through th e meta-myt h o f anti-Semitism, thoug h thi s developmen t di d 
not appea r unti l the ris e o f the Naz i movement . 
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Echoes o f th e meta-myt h abounde d i n th e Jewish world , sinc e writer s 
in th e Wester n a s well a s the Easter n worl d wer e expose d t o th e sam e 
influences tha t produced th e romanti c reactio n t o th e libera l revolution . 
Samson Raphae l Hirsc h reasserte d th e claim s o f Orthodox y alon g th e 
romantic-mystical line s o f Judah Halevi . Hi s visio n o f a  Yisroel-Mensch 
imposed th e luminosit y o f humanis m upo n th e imag e o f a  uniqu e 
ethnic grou p segregate d supernaturall y fro m th e Gentil e world . Eve n 
Geiger, th e rationalist , taugh t tha t th e Jew s wer e endowe d wit h a n 
ethnic geniu s fo r religion . Krochma l wov e a  ne w patter n o f Jewis h 
history aroun d th e ancien t dogm a that , whil e th e Gentile s worshipe d 
certain angels , th e peopl e o f Israe l wer e alon e dedicate d t o th e On e 
God. Aha d Ha'a m asserte d tha t i n th e domai n o f ethic s th e Jewis h 
national sou l was at work. An d i t was unique, incomparable , unlik e tha t 
of all other nations. 129 . 

Even th e Jewis h writer s wh o lef t th e fol d share d i n som e o f th e 
manifestations o f the myt h tha t wa s torn fro m it s Judeo-Christian con -
text. Disrael i viewe d th e Jews a s not merel y anothe r ethni c grou p bu t a 
Messianic race , bearing th e seed s o f universal salvation. 130 T o Marx, th e 
Jew wa s th e capitalis t pa r excellence , th e clas s enem y tha t ha d t o b e 
overcome. Mose s Hess , th e one-tim e socialist , projecte d th e visio n o f a 
Jewish Utopi a i n Jerusalem reborn . Eve n t o Leo n Blum , th e Je w wa s 
uniquely dispose d t o brin g int o realizatio n th e gloriou s Utopi a o f so -
cialism.131 

Jewish secularism, however , di d not appea r as a worldwide movemen t 
until th e yea r 189 7 whe n th e Worl d Zionis t Organizatio n cam e int o 
being i n Base l an d th e nucleu s o f th e Jewis h socialis t movemen t wa s 
formed i n Vilna . Fro m tha t tim e t o th e present , th e variet y o f Jewish 
self-images di d no t chang e drastically . Th e revolutionar y event s o f th e 
past tw o generations—th e transfe r o f th e cente r o f gravit y o f th e 
Diaspora fro m th e Ol d Worl d t o th e New , th e replacemen t o f czaris t 
oppression b y communis t repression , th e annihilatio n o f Centra l Euro -
pean Jewry, th e ris e o f Israel, and th e virtua l liquidation o f the Diaspor a 
in Mosle m lands—al l thes e development s hav e bee n fitte d int o th e 
following spectru m o f shade s an d nuances , markin g th e contemporar y 
concept o f Israel. 

Going fro m righ t t o left , w e have , first , th e ultra-Orthodo x group , 
which i s smal l i n number s bu t intense , eve n feverish , i n devotion . 
Theirs i s a n airtigh t worl d tha t reject s th e underlyin g categorie s o f th e 
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secular ag e an d employ s th e ancien t axiom s o f th e romantic-mystica l 
school o f medieva l Judaism . The y regar d th e Stat e o f Israe l no t a s a 
Messianic-eschatological event , bu t a s simply anothe r framewor k withi n 
which th e peopl e o f Tora h ma y liv e o r not , a s the y choose. 132 Whil e 
they agre e tha t i t i s a  mizvah  t o liv e i n th e Hol y Land , the y insis t o n 
viewing thi s mizvah  within th e perspective o f the ancien t commentarie s 
as if there wer e n o Stat e an d n o ingathering . Indeed , i n thei r view , th e 
Jewishness o f th e secularist s an d th e socialist s wh o contro l th e govern -
ment o f Israel is so woefully attenuate d a s to borde r o n th e meaningless . 
The Torah—an d th e Tora h alone—i s th e sol e yardstic k o f belongin g 
to th e "peopl e o f God. " Th e Messianic-eschatologica l Stat e i s on e i n 
which th e Tora h i s the constitution , th e Hol y Templ e i s brought dow n 
from heave n o r buil t up , the Sanhedri n i s reconstituted wit h th e hel p o f 
the Hol y Spirit , an d th e Messia h i s revealed . Al l els e belong s t o th e 
historical world , wher e th e loya l remnan t o f the meta-historica l peopl e 
must mak e do , waiting for th e comin g o f the Promise d One . 

The moderat e Orthodo x (Mizrahi,  o r Religiou s Nationa l Party , o r 
the moder n Orthodo x i n th e Diaspora ) assum e tha t th e concep t o f 
Israel is bipolar, national , an d secula r a s well a s religious an d fundamen -
talist. The y participat e i n th e governmen t o f Israel , recognizin g th e 
Jewishness o f al l ethni c Jews wh o hav e no t broke n awa y fro m th e fol d 
officially an d flagrantly.  They regar d the Stat e o f Israel as the "beginnin g 
of the growth o f our redemption." The y look upo n th e present situatio n 
as th e twiligh t betwee n th e nigh t o f exil e an d th e da y o f Messiani c 
redemption, th e borderlan d betwee n histor y an d meta-histor y The y 
have not give n u p th e hop e fo r th e fullnes s o f redemption, bu t the y fee l 
that it s cours e mus t no t b e plotte d i n advance. 133 Hence , i t i s the dut y 
of al l Jews t o wor k fo r th e upbuildin g o f th e land , th e ingatherin g o f 
the exiles , an d th e sovereignt y o f Tora h withi n th e limit s o f a  moder n 
state. They wave r between th e teachin g tha t i t i s a meritorious dee d fo r 
a Jew t o settl e in Israe l and th e doctrin e tha t i t i s the bounde n dut y o f a 
Jew t o liv e i n th e lan d o f Israel . Thi s indecisio n i s du e onl y i n par t t o 
practical considerations ; essentially , i t i s a  reflectio n o f th e feeling s o f 
tension betwee n th e compulsion s o f ou r tempora l existenc e an d th e 
claims o f the meta-historica l real m tha t i s even no w takin g shape . Wer e 
not th e excesse s o f twentieth-century anti-Semitism , culminatin g i n th e 
Nazi "fina l solution, " precisel y th e "pain s o f th e Messiah " tha t th e 
ancient traditio n foretold ? Wa s not th e flight  o f the Arab s from Israe l i n 
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1948 a  miracle tha t mad e possibl e th e ingathering o f the exiles ? Do we 
not liv e in a world wher e th e light o f redemption an d the night o f exile 
are commingled? I f so, how is one to tell whether an y issue is to be seen 
in th e sobe r perspectiv e o f everyda y existenc e o r i n th e wondrou s 
mirror o f the day s o f the Messiah ? Fo r the present , ther e i s no answe r 
to thi s question . 

The ideolog y o f th e national-religiou s movemen t i n Israe l wa s ex -
pressed mos t profoundly b y the great Orthodo x mysti c Rabb i Abraha m 
Isaac Kuk . While h e esteeme d al l forms o f nationalism t o be fragmen -
tary and partial expression s o f the hol y dimension , h e considered Jewish 
nationalism t o be clearl y an d fully Divine , th e "foundatio n an d essenc e 
of Judaism."134 "Tora h an d Zion ar e two sanctities tha t supplemen t an d 
imply eac h other." 135 

The Divin e qualit y o f the "congregatio n o f Israel" i s not du e to any 
achievements o f the empirica l people , but to the free ac t of God.136 But 
the livin g peopl e ca n brin g it s Divin e endowmen t t o fruitio n onl y 
when i t i s healthy , physicall y a s wel l a s spiritually . "Th e wisdo m o f 
holiness shine s onl y i n th e land o f Israel . Whateve r i s envisaged i n th e 
Diaspora i s nothin g bu t th e corollarie s o f th e understandin g an d it s 
branches. . . . I n th e lan d o f Israel , th e spiritua l fountai n o f th e in -
wardness o f holiness , whic h i s th e ligh t o f th e lif e o f th e sou l o f th e 
congregation o f Israel, flows  spontaneously" 137 

In th e mind o f Kuk, th e yearning t o live in the land o f Israel i s itself 
proof o f the activity o f the Holy Spiri t tha t function s primaril y onl y i n 
the Hol y Land . "Th e Hol y Spiri t receive d i n Palestin e continue s t o 
function, eve n i f th e recipien t shoul d b y chanc e g o t o th e Diaspora , 
either throug h a n erro r o r fo r som e compellin g reason . .  . . The mor e 
difficult i t is to bear the atmosphere o f the Diaspora , th e more on e feel s 
the spiri t o f uncleanlines s o f the unclea n soil , th e mor e tru e i t i s tha t 
the sou l ha s inwardly assimilate d th e holines s o f the lan d o f Israe l an d 
that the grace o f the Lor d did not desert it . .  . ."138 

Yet, Kuk believed tha t the redemption o f Israel would brin g salvatio n 
to al l mankind , sinc e ther e wa s an inne r correspondenc e betwee n th e 
spirit o f Israe l an d tha t o f humanity . "Origina l Jewis h creativity , i n 
thought an d i n th e practica l achievement s o f life , i s no t possibl e fo r 
Israel, save in the land o f Israel .  . . and this is a great boon fo r Israe l and 
the world . .  . . Judaism o f the Hol y Lan d i s salvation itself." 139 

This las t statemen t i s a neo-Qabbalist doctrine , equatin g th e "secret s 
of Torah" with th e course o f redemption . 
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In Israe l there i s no organize d religiou s ideolog y apar t fro m th e Ortho -
dox an d th e ultra-Orthodox . Th e secularist s fal l int o tw o categories — 
the romanticist s wh o continu e t o us e th e traditiona l categorie s o f 
thought, albei t with ne w meanin g (fo r example , substitutin g "th e Roc k 
of Israel " fo r "th e Go d o f Israel") , an d th e humanist s o r leftis t socialist s 
who see k t o buil d a  state tha t wil l i n n o wa y diffe r fro m othe r progres -
sive countries . Th e romanticist s inten d t o retai n th e bon d betwee n th e 
Synagogue an d th e governmen t o f Israe l becaus e the y conside r th e 
Jewish religio n t o b e th e matri x o f Jewish cultur e an d inseparabl e fro m 
the lif e o f Jews. Fo r them , too , a  Jew wh o convert s t o anothe r fait h 
cannot b e designate d a s a Jew. The y d o no t necessaril y believ e i n a  Go d 
who chooses , bu t the y d o affir m wit h impassione d zea l tha t th e Jew s 
are th e Chose n People , someho w separate d fro m al l th e nations , se t 
apart an d charge d wit h a  Messianic vocation . The y soun d th e tocsi n fo r 
the ingatherin g o f the exiles , specifically fo r th e immigratio n o f Ameri -
can Jews, partl y becaus e the y fee l s o insecur e an d partl y becaus e the y 
can see no futur e lif e fo r Jews i n th e Diaspora . Thinkin g i n nationalisti c 
terms, the y conside r th e Hebre w languag e t o b e th e ke y t o th e tradi -
tion, an d th e mar k o f assimilation t o b e th e nonus e o f Hebrew . 

Yet nationalis m doe s no t exhaus t thei r concep t o f Israel , sinc e thei r 
national awarenes s i s forged i n th e crucibl e o f the meta-myth . B y itself , 
the nationa l etho s doe s no t inspir e a  proces s o f globa l concentration ; 
the Iris h d o no t leav e th e "fleshpots " o f America ; th e Italian s ar e no t 
deserting th e sidewalk s o f Ne w York ; an d eve n th e Frenc h Canadian s 
with al l their bitternes s agains t th e Englis h an d th e Protestant s sho w n o 
signs of emigrating en  masse to la  patrie. It is nationalism plus the protea n 
cloud o f myth an d myster y tha t extend s t o th e heavens , appearin g a s a 
"pillar o f flame"  b y day and a  "pillar o f smoke" by night . Th e Jew feels , 
in th e ligh t o f his history, tha t hi s is a special glory ; bu t h e als o feels tha t 
he i s dogge d b y a  massiv e satani c hat e whic h ca n neve r b e overcome . 
Even afte r Israe l ha s bee n established , th e Je w i s stil l no t amon g th e 
nations, bu t unique , a s against the m all . Certai n i t i s tha t i f the gate s o f 
Russia wer e opened , man y thousand s woul d flock  t o Israe l an d t o th e 
West in orde r t o be abl e to affir m thei r unit y wit h th e millennia l strea m 
of Jewish history—thi s i n spite o f the fac t tha t the presen t generatio n o f 
Russian Jews receive d hardl y an y religiou s o r eve n Hebrai c instruction . 

Romantic secularis t nationalis m i s a  rea l facto r i n th e lif e o f Jewish 
people today , eve n i f i t seem s irrationa l t o liberal s an d humanists . I t 
enshrines th e feeling s o f identit y tha t wer e nourishe d b y th e religiou s 
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tradition, thoug h i t negate s th e centra l fait h o f th e heritage . I t i s a 
reaction to , o r th e Jewish counterpar t of , th e meta-myt h i n th e Chris -
tian world . I t i s the equa l and opposit e reactio n t o th e nationalis t frenz y 
in th e twentiet h century . Finally , i t reflect s th e awarenes s o f Jewis h 
history tha t throw s a  vast shadow o n ou r age . Three thousan d year s cas t 
a strang e spell , lik e a  heaven-piercing pyrami d s o massiv e tha t i t seem s 
to be par t o f the inne r structur e o f the universe . 

Romantic nationalis m i n Israe l is balanced by the ideal s o f humanis m 
and socialism that European Jewry embrace d s o heartily. I t is these ideal s 
that impe l th e governmen t o f Israe l t o undertak e a  program o f foreig n 
aid that i s far ou t o f proportion t o it s size and resources . More tha n fifty 
new an d underdevelope d nation s ar e bein g assiste d b y technician s an d 
scientists sen t ou t o f this smal l state o f barely 2,565,000 people . Scholar -
ships b y th e hundred s ar e mad e availabl e t o student s fro m Asia n an d 
African nations . Th e Histadru t (Organizatio n o f Workers ) maintain s a 
year-round institut e fo r th e trainin g o f African industria l manager s an d 
secretaries o f cooperatives . Towar d th e Arab s i n Israel , th e Histadru t 
directs a  number o f projects wit h th e purpose o f developing the skill s o f 
these peopl e an d o f furtherin g thei r integratio n int o th e econom y o f 
the land . 

The lamentabl e rif t betwee n Israe l an d th e Arab s wa s no t du e t o th e 
absence o f a  humanis t approac h i n th e ideolog y o f Zionism . O n th e 
contrary, th e visio n o f Zio n (rebuil t i n th e writing s o f Herzl , Aha d 
Ha'am, Lilienblum , an d Borohov) include d th e native Arabs of Palestine 
in th e idylli c pictur e o f a  noncompetitive , nonexploitative , nonaggres -
sive Utopia . Th e "exiles " woul d g o bac k t o awake n th e East , a s re -
turning native s armed wit h th e technica l skill s of the West . The y woul d 
embrace th e Arab s a s long-los t "brothers, " descendant s o f Abraham , 
laying the foundation fo r a  joint renaissanc e o f the tw o kindre d nations . 

That th e Ara b phas e o f the Zionis t ideolog y wen t s o tragicall y awr y 
was du e t o a  numbe r o f factors . Th e returnin g Jew s wer e actuall y 
Europeans, i n th e cultura l sense , an d "Semites " onl y i n thei r ow n 
dreams an d i n th e eye s o f anti-Semites . Th e rhyth m o f thei r lif e wa s 
centuries awa y fro m tha t o f th e Ara b masses , whil e th e Ara b leader s 
could gai n standin g i n th e eye s o f th e mandator y governmen t onl y a s 
nationalist agitator s an d revolutionaries . A  generatio n later , t o si t fo r a 
few month s i n a n English jail was a prerequisite fo r an y would-be savio r 
of hi s country . Again , th e contendin g ideal s o f romanti c nationalis m 
and libera l humanis m di d no t mov e o n th e sam e plane . Th e forme r 
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aimed a t making th e lif e o f Israe l possible , whil e th e latte r detaile d tha t 
which th e lif e o f Israe l woul d mak e possible . A s Herber t Spence r 
pointed ou t lon g ago: in a  crisis, the necessitie s o f life wil l always prevai l 
over it s ideals . Th e rebuildin g o f Israe l wa s effecte d b y wa y o f a n 
uninterrupted serie s o f crises. 

The renowne d religiou s thinke r Marti n Bube r trace d th e mystica l di -
mension o f the Zionis t ide a from th e di m beginnings o f Biblical histor y 
to th e presen t day . A  modernis t an d a n antitraditionalis t i n th e field  o f 
ritual, Bube r wa s essentiall y a  mystic, thoug h wit h reservations . H e di d 
not aspir e to achieve unit y with Go d o r t o overcom e "selfhood, " bu t h e 
was perpetuall y awar e o f a  Divin e Presence , a  Divin e cal l tha t ma y 
address us in diverse ways. While hi s mystical o r existentialis t philosoph y 
is shared by few people , hi s interpretation o f the Zionis t idea l is resonant 
with th e undertone s an d overtone s o f Jewis h history : h e spok e o f 
Zionism a s a n age-ol d religiou s an d popula r reality , adapte d t o th e 
universal for m o f th e nationa l movement s o f th e nineteent h century . 
This realit y wa s th e hol y matrimon y o f a  "holy " peopl e wit h a  "holy " 
land, th e loca l point o f which wa s the nam e o f Zion . 

"In othe r respect s th e peopl e o f Israe l ma y b e regarde d a s one o f th e 
many people s o n earth , an d th e lan d o f Israe l a s one lan d amon g othe r 
lands, bu t i n thei r mutua l relationship s an d i n thei r commo n tas k the y 
are unique an d incomparable . And , i n spit e o f all the name s and histori -
cal event s tha t hav e com e dow n t o us , wha t ha s com e t o pass , wha t i s 
coming an d shal l come t o pas s between them , i s and remain s a  mystery. 
From generatio n t o generation , th e Jewish peopl e hav e neve r cease d t o 
meditate o n thi s mystery." 140 

Buber regarde d thi s "mystery " a s a n objectiv e phenomenon , b y n o 
means comparabl e t o th e simila r illusion s o f othe r nations . I n th e cas e 
of Israel , th e "mystery " wa s embrace d i n authenti c faith . I t wa s give n 
by the Divin e Commander : "Th e essentia l poin t i s that Israe l heard th e 
will o f th e Lor d o f th e worl d a t th e beginnin g o f it s expeditio n t o 
Canaan an d conquere d th e lan d i n th e perfec t an d well-founde d fait h 
that i t wa s accomplishin g Hi s Wil l . . . a t al l time s ther e hav e bee n 
peoples wh o hav e give n divin e label s t o thei r passion s an d interprete d 
the act s of violence bor n o f their ow n gree d fo r possessions , power, an d 
destruction a s commande d b y thes e divinitie s .  . .  but , s o fa r a s we ar e 
able t o judg e fro m th e record , n o othe r peopl e ha s eve r hear d an d 
accepted th e comman d fro m heave n a s did th e peopl e o f Israel . S o lon g 
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as it sincerely carrie d ou t th e command , i t was in th e righ t an d i s in th e 
right insofa r a s i t stil l carrie s i t out . It s uniqu e relationshi p t o it s lan d 
must b e see n i n thi s light . Onl y i n th e real m o f perfec t fait h i s i t th e 
land o f thi s people . .  . .  Where a  comman d an d a  fait h ar e present , i n 
certain historica l situations , conques t nee d no t b e robbery." 141 

Coming dow n t o moder n Zionism , Bube r showe d ho w th e "lov e o f 
Zion" steere d th e ques t o f Jewish leader s fo r a  haven o f refug e towar d 
Palestine, regardles s o f rationa l an d pragmati c consideration s tha t 
pointed t o othe r territories . Suc h westernize d intellectual s a s Pinske r 
and Herz l wavered , bu t th e instinc t o f th e masse s wa s sur e an d firm. 
Ahad Ha'am , rationalis t thoug h h e was , recognized th e mystica l dimen -
sion o f the land o f Israel and projected th e idea l o f a cultural center . Ye t 
Ahad Ha'a m di d no t g o fa r enoug h whe n h e wrot e o f th e "powe r o f 
the historica l feelin g tha t unite s th e peopl e an d th e land. " Fo r Buber , 
the bon d betwee n th e peopl e an d th e lan d wa s no t merel y subjectiv e 
feeling. "Th e decisiv e question i s the objectiv e realit y which i s mirrored 
in th e historica l feeling. " H e asked , "I s i t merel y a  historica l reality , 
transient lik e al l merel y historica l things , capabl e o f bein g annulle d b y 
new historica l fact s lik e al l merel y historica l things ? O r i s wha t ha s 
befallen thi s peopl e i n it s encounte r wit h thi s land , an d thi s lan d i n it s 
encounter with thi s people, the token and expression o f a suprahistorica l 
relationship?"142 

For Buber , ther e wa s n o questio n tha t a  "suprahistorical " realit y i s 
incarnate i n th e Zionis t enterprise . H e quote d approvingl y fro m th e 
writings o f A. D . Gordon , th e revere d Halutz  an d mystic . "  'I t seem s as 
if the whol e natur e o f th e plenitud e fro m o n hig h tha t i s poured fro m 
all worlds int o th e sou l o f man, bu t especiall y int o th e sou l o f th e Jew, 
is entirely differen t fro m wha t i t i s in th e lands o f the Diaspora. ' " 

Gordon wa s a  mystica l poet , bu t no t religiou s i n a  formal sense . H e 
apotheosized th e spiri t o f the land of Israel because o f its intimate unio n 
with th e peopl e o f Israel . "Davi d s harp ca n onl y regai n it s power her e 
in th e lan d o f Israel." And th e lan d speaks , a s it were , t o th e people . "I t 
is no t we , i t i s ou r lan d tha t speak s t o th e people . W e hav e merel y t o 
express an d intimat e th e word s spoke n b y th e land , an d w e sa y to you , 
to th e whole people : 'Th e lan d i s waiting for you. ' " 1 4 3 

Buber's ascriptio n o f a mystical dimensio n t o th e peopl e Israe l and t o 
its bond wit h th e land o f Israel is based upon tw o sources : the romanti c 
folkism o f hi s yout h an d th e testimon y o f th e Hebre w Bible . Thoug h 
he ha d disavowe d th e mystica l racis m o f hi s earl y writings , h e ha d 
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continued t o glorif y th e primitiv e sens e o f direc t communio n wit h 
God, nature , an d folk . 

All wh o ar e abl e t o se e throug h th e we b o f romanti c illusion s mus t 
recognize tha t i f we posi t sanctifie d "feeling " a s ou r guide , ther e i s n o 
way fo r mankin d t o kee p fro m repeatin g th e blood y error s o f th e past . 
The eliminatio n o f th e contex t o f rationa l cultur e fro m th e ques t o f 
reality put s al l ethica l consideration s o n a  secondar y plane . T o reasser t 
Biblical nationalis m a s unique , becaus e th e Israelit e conques t wa s kep t 
within th e framewor k o f a  divin e command , i s t o ope n th e floodgates 
to simila r feelings an d simila r consequences. 144 

Buber di d no t believ e i n th e litera l revelatio n o f th e Divin e wil l i n 
the Hebre w Bible . I t i s the ligh t o f meaning tha t a  person experience s 
when h e studie s th e Scripture s tha t i s Divine . Lik e Spinoza , Bube r 
regarded th e entir e La w a s invalid , bu t unlik e th e grea t rationalist , h e 
looked t o th e feeling s o f devotio n fo r guidance , an d h e esteeme d 
the "mystery " o f Israe l a s a  "spiritua l reality " tha t i s objectiv e an d 
normative. 

The mystica l concep t o f Israel , i n al l it s variation s fro m th e Qabbalist s 
to Buber , contain s severa l dynami c tendencie s tha t migh t lea d t o th e 
self-transcendence o f the individua l an d th e nation . First , th e emphasi s 
on inwardnes s i n th e servic e o f God. 145 I n compariso n wit h th e su -
preme significanc e o f th e intentio n o f th e individual , th e boundarie s 
between th e variou s system s o f servin g th e Lor d los e som e o f thei r 
dogmatic rigidity . If  th e whistl e o f a  shepher d bo y coul d ope n th e 
heavens, why no t th e Gregoria n chan t o r the cr y o f the muezzin?  Ther e 
is a n undercurren t o f antinomianis m i n an y upsurg e o f mysticism . 
Second, th e projectio n o f a n infinit e dimensio n i n th e cultivatio n o f 
religious feelin g reduce s th e finit e variation s amon g divers e sect s t o 
insignificance. Third , th e awarenes s o f an ever-presen t myster y militate s 
against th e nee d o f dogmatist s t o direc t th e event s o f histor y b y thei r 
own powe r an d d o God' s wor k fo r Him , a s i t were . Th e overtone s o f 
skepticism towar d th e affair s o f thi s worl d introduc e a  health y detach -
ment fro m th e plausibl e panacea o f the moment . 

As we mov e fro m th e romantic-mystica l sid e o f th e spectru m t o th e 
rational and humanisti c views , the concep t o f Israel tends to break alon g 
the line between religio n an d nationalism . 

The nationalists , lik e Dubno w an d Aha d Ha'am , regar d th e Jewis h 
religion a s on e o f th e historica l expression s o f nationa l culture . Whil e 
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there ar e no radica l breaks in history , th e creativ e energie s o f the peopl e 
may b e expecte d t o see k ne w expression s i n keepin g wit h th e spiri t o f 
the times . Both Dubno w an d Ahad Ha'a m wer e convince d tha t th e ag e 
of religio n ha d ended . Th e Jewis h people , wh o ha d formerl y live d 
within th e protective wall s o f the "inne r ghetto " o f law and myth , mus t 
now rearrang e thei r lif e i n orde r t o b e a  "cultural, " o r a  "spiritual, " 
people. Aha d Ha'a m sa w th e futur e Jewis h world-communit y a s on e 
organic body , wit h it s hear t i n Israe l an d it s scattere d limb s i n th e 
Diaspora. H e maintaine d tha t thi s "cente r an d periphery " arrangemen t 
would sustai n th e Jewis h sens e o f bein g radicall y differen t (th e meta -
myth i n ou r analysis) , and would hal t th e "normal " processe s o f assimi-
lation. 

Dubnow portraye d th e entir e panoram a o f Jewis h histor y a s o f a 
"spiritual nation, " a  people tha t learne d lon g ag o t o confin e th e drive s 
of nationalism t o the domain o f culture and self-government . H e fough t 
for th e principle s o f autonomy i n behal f o f all minority nationalities . I n 
the interim between th e two worl d wars , Dubnow s philosophy becam e 
the basi s of the minorit y clause s o f the Versaille s Treat y a s well a s of th e 
organization o f the Jewish communitie s i n Eastern Europe . Long befor e 
the holocaust , th e current s o f lif e ha d ebbe d awa y fro m th e secularis t 
communities an d al l thei r agencies . Th e communit y organization s o f 
the larg e Polis h citie s wer e tor n betwee n th e tw o irreconcilables — 
the Bundist s an d th e Orthodox . I n th e Sovie t Union , th e Yiddis h 
organizations lacke d popula r support , wit h mos t Jewish parent s prefer -
ring Russia n school s an d cultura l fare . I t wa s no t th e Yiddis h languag e 
that appeale d t o the m i n th e firs t instance , bu t th e ideal s and sentiment s 
of th e literature—ideal s tha t th e communist s di d thei r bes t t o under -
mine. The impassione d wil l to live as a Jew falter s an d fades awa y in th e 
atmosphere o f secularism . 

In America , th e philosophie s o f Aha d Ha'a m an d Dubno w wer e 
brought u p t o dat e an d revise d i n th e Reconstructionis t movement , 
founded b y Professor Mordeca i M . Kaplan . Religio n i s not a  temporar y 
dispensable "garment " o f th e endurin g geniu s o f th e people , bu t i t i s 
the crow n an d glor y o f every civilization . Religio n i s the "firstfruits " o f 
the evolvin g civilizatio n o f th e Jewis h people. 146 I t shoul d chang e i n 
accord wit h th e changin g pattern s o f th e lif e o f th e people , reflectin g 
their collectiv e hope s an d ideals . Organizationally , Israe l should be con -
stituted a s a  world-communit y centere d i n th e Hol y Land , wher e it s 
civilization i s dominant , an d extendin g int o th e Diaspora , wher e Jew s 
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will live in "tw o civilizations. " Libera l i n religion , Reconstructionis m i s 
romantic i n it s concep t o f the "organi c community. " But , unlik e Aha d 
Ha'am, Kapla n disavow s th e "chosenness " an d th e uniquenes s o f th e 
Jewish people . Th e meta-historica l phas e o f th e concep t o f Israe l be -
longs to a  super naturalist world-view tha t should give way to a  naturalist 
philosophy o f religion an d t o a  concept o f Israel tha t reintegrate s i t int o 
the evolvin g societ y o f mankind . 

At th e extrem e en d o f th e nationalis t spectrum , th e attemp t wa s 
made t o remov e th e ethni c plan e entirel y fro m th e concep t o f Israel . 
The Jewis h communit y wa s simpl y a  religiou s community—nothin g 
more. Thi s vie w emerge d wit h som e hesitation , eve n i n th e rank s o f 
the classica l Reformers . Abraha m Geige r stil l postulate d a  Jewish racia l 
genius i n th e domai n o f religion . A t th e tur n o f th e century , classica l 
Reform wa s radicall y oppose d t o th e Zionis t vie w o f Israe l a s a nation . 
The Jew s ough t t o tak e o n th e nationa l characte r an d th e specifi c 
culture o f the nation s amon g who m the y live , retainin g onl y thei r ow n 
distinctive faith . Thei r missio n t o humanit y consist s i n th e promotio n 
of "ethical monotheism. " 

Perhaps th e mos t profoun d thinke r amon g th e ideologist s o f thi s 
school wa s Herman n Cohen , wh o though t o f Israe l a s the vanguar d o f 
humanity. It s religio n consist s o f th e glorificatio n an d sanctificatio n o f 
pure ethics . It s collectiv e purpos e i s t o hel p establis h th e "Kingdo m o f 
Heaven," th e perfec t societ y o f universa l justic e fo r al l mankind . It s 
destiny i s to be th e "sufferin g servant " o f humanity, sinc e al l chauvinist s 
and zealots , sensin g i n th e Jew th e harbinge r o f the tim e t o come , ven t 
their fury upo n him. 147 

Cohen combate d th e Zionis t idea l no t o n th e groun d o f its impracti -
cality o r it s utopianism, bu t becaus e i t was a  deliberate attemp t t o rejec t 
the nobl e rol e o f martyrdom . "The y d o wan t t o b e happy, " h e com -
plained o f the Zionists . 

Cohen s disciple, Fran z Rosenzweig , veere d sharpl y fro m rationalis m 
to existentialism . H e believe d i n th e reveale d religio n o f Judaism, no t i n 
a "religio n o f reason, " an d h e though t o f th e peopl e o f Israe l a s a 
community forme d b y Divin e wil l an d lifte d ou t o f th e cours e o f 
history—a meta-historica l people . But Rosenzweig' s vie w was remark -
able in that , fo r him , th e Christia n communit y wa s engaged i n fulfillin g 
Israel's mission . Th e peopl e Israe l wa s lik e th e sun ; th e Christia n com -
munity wa s th e effulgence  o f Divin e ray s permeatin g th e nation s wit h 
the spiri t o f monotheism . Th e boundar y lin e betwee n Judais m an d 
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Christianity wa s no t alon g th e plan e o f intellectua l thought , sinc e th e 
Divine Bein g coul d b e caugh t onl y figurativel y o r symbolicall y withi n 
the meshe s o f human reason . Existence i s prior t o though t i n th e lif e o f 
the community , a s i n th e experienc e o f th e individual . Ou r rol e i s 
determined b y ou r place within th e unfoldin g charad e o f world history . 
Specific function s wer e assigne d by Providence t o eac h community : th e 
cultures o f India , Greece , an d Chin a t o prepar e th e ground ; th e peopl e 
of Israe l t o preserv e th e heavenl y fire;  th e Christia n communit y t o 
convert th e paga n world . Bot h communitie s ar e th e agencie s o f Divin e 
redemption, sinc e "salvatio n i s from th e Jews." 

Rosenzweig base d hi s conception upo n th e assertion s o f both Halev i 
and Maimonide s tha t Christianit y an d Isla m ar e "preparations " fo r th e 
coming o f th e Messia h an d th e ultimat e triump h o f Judaism. Ye t hi s 
view i s a  distinc t advance , fo r the y operate d withi n th e contex t o f a 
literalist faith . Hence , th e deviation s fro m th e "pure " fait h wer e grav e 
sins. A t th e sam e time , Rosenzwei g move d withi n th e thought-worl d 
of moder n Judaism , wher e divers e religion s ar e s o man y pathway s t o 
the on e goal . Fo r him , th e bein g o f Go d wa s th e ultimat e truth , an d 
deviations wer e onl y distraction s tha t were unavoidabl e i n an y case . 

Rosenzweig sa w th e cours e o f revelatio n i n th e actua l processe s o f 
history, invertin g Hegel' s dictum , "Th e rationa l i s th e real. " Fo r him , 
"The actua l i s th e wa y t o Truth, " Thu s anti-Semitism , embodyin g 
Christian resentmen t o f the metaphysica l characte r o f the Jews, was , i n 
the vie w o f Rosenzweig , par t o f th e Divin e revelation , a s wa s th e 
defiant stubbornnes s o f the Jew, hi s indomitabl e prid e i n possessin g th e 
fullness o f truth , believin g himsel f t o b e standin g a t th e goa l towar d 
which other s onl y stumbl e an d fumble— a self-assuranc e tha t exasper -
ates and offends. 148 

Rosenzweig fel t tha t Judaism was both "mor e an d less" than national -
ity an d als o "mor e an d less " tha n a  religiou s denomination . I t wa s 
unique, meta-historica l i n th e presen t becaus e o f it s meta-historica l 
roots i n th e pas t an d th e persisten t incursion s o f Divin e grac e withi n 
the strea m o f history . H e conceive d o f th e Zionis t enterpris e a s bein g 
in th e sam e relatio n t o Judais m a s socialis m i s t o Christianity . Bot h 
social movement s operat e o n th e basi s o f opposin g ideologies , bu t 
historically the y fulfil l th e rea l purpose o f religion: th e establishmen t o f 
a just societ y her e o n earth. 149 

The positio n o f classica l Refor m i s stil l maintaine d b y som e ideolo -
gists, bu t i t i s now largel y defunct , chiefl y becaus e th e cours e o f event s 
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has rendered i t academic . Th e Jews o f the Wester n countrie s coul d no t 
shed thei r nationalit y i n on e centur y whe n th e Easter n Jew s wer e s o 
obviously reassertin g thei r ethni c characte r an d thei r determinatio n t o 
reconstitute themselve s a s a nation. Th e triump h o f racist anti-Semitis m 
in German y mad e al l theories worthless . Fo r a  while, a t least, th e visio n 
of one humanit y ha d turne d int o a  cruel mirage . 

Yet, in spite o f his temporary successe s and his slaughter o f six million 
Jews, Hitle r failed . Hi s downfal l serve d t o clea r th e ai r an d t o ushe r i n 
an era rich, i n hop e an d boundless i n promise. Th e apostle s o f hate hav e 
retreated int o th e shadows , an d concerte d effort s ar e mad e i n man y 
parts o f th e worl d t o overcom e th e drago n s teet h o f bigotr y stil l 
embedded i n th e soi l of contemporary culture . 

No concep t ca n b e understoo d apar t fro m th e historica l contex t i n 
which i t i s placed. I n th e pas t generation , th e Nazi s provide d a n objec t 
lesson o f the powerful momentu m o f ancient hatreds . At the sam e time , 
the rapi d realignment s i n th e postwa r world , projectin g th e visio n o f a 
Europe united , demonstrate d th e rang e o f freedom i n huma n affairs . I t 
is no t writte n i n th e star s tha t Franc e an d German y mus t foreve r figh t 
against eac h other . No r i s i t writte n tha t th e Jew s mus t b e foreve r 
homeless wanderers . Th e ris e o f Israe l throug h th e voluntar y effor t o f 
individuals i n th e cours e o f tw o generation s i s perhap s th e greates t 
demonstration o f th e rang e o f freedo m i n th e histor y o f mankind . It s 
foundations wer e lai d by individual s fro m man y part s o f the world , an d 
they receive d thei r inspiratio n fro m books ; the y labore d fo r severa l 
decades t o realiz e a  vision tha t appeare d t o b e hopeless , bu t whic h was , 
for them , th e quintessenc e o f spiritua l rebirth— a blen d o f hope, faith , 
and love . 

If w e shoul d no w procee d t o projec t th e concep t o f Israe l int o th e 
future, w e mus t tak e note o f the followin g considerations . 

First, the continuit y o f trends i n Jewish history . A s a  community tha t 
is constituted b y reverence fo r a  sacred literature, we canno t eve r dismis s 
any of the majo r movement s o f antiquity. We may expec t tha t ther e wil l 
always be fringe-groups, an d by no mean s onl y in isolated communities , 
that wil l cheris h ancien t myth s an d legends , howeve r antiquate d the y 
may see m t o thos e wh o ar e i n th e mainstream . W e d o no t hav e a n 
authoritative bod y t o defin e th e fait h fo r al l Jews. We ma y regre t man y 
passages i n th e Talmud , an d w e migh t wan t t o edi t som e o f it s discus -
sion. Bu t a s a  collectio n o f note s an d a  recor d o f ancien t disputes , i t 
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belongs t o th e past . T o th e Conservativ e an d Reform , i t i s a  literar y 
monument o f th e pas t t o b e studie d wit h ardo r an d devotion , bu t no t 
as a  guid e fo r ou r times . Still , ther e wil l alway s b e som e pietist s wh o 
will insulat e thei r mind s fro m al l contemporar y wind s o f doctrin e an d 
force thei r living souls into th e froze n mold s o f ancient times . 

For thi s reason , th e entir e spectru m o f opinions fro m th e pas t loom s 
as a perpetual pagean t o f potentialities fo r th e future . 

Second, the gradationa l characte r o f th e concep t o f Israel . Whethe r 
Israel i s define d primaril y i n ethni c o r i n religiou s terms , allowanc e 
must b e mad e fo r thos e wh o wil l associat e themselve s wit h i t partiall y 
or marginally . I n th e domai n o f religion, w e ru n th e gamu t fro m ultra -
Orthodoxy t o tota l skepticism , stoppin g shor t onl y a t th e line s o f 
express atheism. I n the domai n o f ethnic loyalty , we have the Canaanite s 
of Israel a t one en d an d th e Councilite s o f America a t the other . Ethni c 
assimilation ca n be a s gradational an d near-tota l a s an asymptoti c line . 

Third, th e interactio n o f th e concep t an d th e complexitie s o f life . 
The equilibriu m o f tension s withi n th e Jewish communit y i s naturall y 
responsive t o th e changin g force s i n th e genera l society . Ever y flare-up 
of anti-Semitis m i s likely t o frustrat e th e liberal s an d t o strengthe n th e 
isolationists. Every intellectua l movemen t i n philosophy , a s in statecraft , 
will challeng e eithe r th e religiou s o r th e ethni c phas e o f the concep t o f 
Israel and evok e a  corresponding response . Th e self-imag e o f the Jew i s 
too intimatel y enmeshe d i n th e textur e o f lif e t o b e kep t pur e an d 
inviolate, "unspotte d o f the wold. " 

Fourth, the diversit y o f views withi n Israel . Th e diversit y i s too grea t 
to permi t an y kind o f meaningful, communa l unity . Jews wil l agree tha t 
anti-Semitism i s evi l an d tha t a  unite d effor t t o comba t i t i s possible . 
They wil l als o respon d t o campaign s fo r refugee s an d fo r th e relie f o f 
whatever branch o f Jewry i s sorely threatened a t the moment . Bu t shor t 
of th e necessit y t o comba t th e physica l threa t o f annihilation , Jews ar e 
unlikely t o ac t in concer t o r eve n to shar e a  vision o f the future . O n th e 
other hand , a  persistent threat , maintaine d fo r a  long time , migh t wel l 
call into bein g a n associatio n o f organizations representin g worl d Jewry, 
a quasi-community tha t migh t continu e t o exis t fo r years , by the impe -
tus of sheer momentum, afte r th e emergenc y ha s passed. 

Fifth, severa l tendencie s tha t migh t eventuat e i n th e expansio n o f th e 
scope o f the "invisibl e Synagogue " an d th e identificatio n o f Israe l wit h 
the moral-spiritua l vanguar d o f humanity . Th e stron g componen t o f 
rationalism within Judaism focuse s attentio n o n th e moral-spiritua l cor e 
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of faith , th e "religio n o f reason" ; i n thi s view , th e divers e faith s o f ou r 
time incorporat e thi s cor e i n varying degrees . 

The rite s an d ceremonie s o f the differen t denomination s ar e onl y s o 
many varyin g instruments . I t i s not th e instruments , bu t th e manne r i n 
which the y ar e used tha t matters . 

The mystica l tren d als o favor s th e vie w o f a  greate r Israel , insofa r a s 
it deprecate s th e criteri a o f ritualisti c conformity , an d i t point s t o th e 
infinite dimensio n o f religiou s intentio n an d enthusiasm . Th e "inter -
subjectivity" o f th e real m o f feelin g correspond s t o th e objectiv e stan -
dards of the rationalisti c philosophers . 

On th e ethni c plane , th e secula r versio n o f Messianis m implie s a n 
active commitmen t t o th e tas k o f buildin g th e "Kingdo m o f Heaven " 
here o n earth . Thi s goa l ma y wel l g o han d i n han d wit h th e warnin g 
that emerge s ou t o f s o man y page s i n ou r tradition—th e warnin g 
against th e varie d seduction s o f pseudo-Messianism. Jewis h Messianist s 
are cautioned b y thei r histor y agains t th e assumptio n tha t an y project o r 
plan o r person represent s th e fina l hop e o f mankind. Th e Messia h i s u p 
in heaven ; h e i s a vision, a  goal, a  hope; i n histori c times , he i s not her e 
and now . 

The secularize d versio n o f Jewish Messianis m wa s embodie d i n th e 
past centur y i n thre e movements , eac h promisin g redemptio n fo r th e 
Jew an d claimin g t o be th e fina l for m o f Judaism i n th e End o f Days. 

The first  idea l which appeare d i n thi s ligh t wa s tha t o f individualisti c 
liberalism. Al l men wer e t o be tor n ou t o f their histori c contex t an d lef t 
to float  i n splendi d isolatio n withi n th e etherea l real m o f absolut e law . 
The Jews i n Franc e an d Wester n Europ e wer e indee d emancipate d b y 
the upsurg e o f liberalism. A s we hav e seen , t o man y o f our nineteenth -
century philosophers , th e "religio n o f reason" wa s indee d th e sou l an d 
substance o f Judaism. 

The secon d idea l t o acquir e th e dee p patho s an d ringin g resonanc e 
of Messianis m wa s th e visio n o f socialism . I t wa s represente d a s a 
contemporary "scientific " versio n o f th e propheti c ques t o f righteous -
ness, of the "Kingdo m o f Heaven" o n earth . At the same time, i t woul d 
liberate th e Jews fro m th e histori c hate s o f anti-Semitism which—s o i t 
was prove n agai n an d again—derive d fro m th e "inne r contradictions " 
of capitalist society . 

The thir d idea l whic h appeare d t o b e th e ligh t o f th e Messia h wa s 
that o f Zionism . Th e Jew woul d b e redeeme d fro m th e crushin g bur -
dens o f hate, an d hi s faith woul d b e revitalize d i n th e land o f its birth . 
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We ca n now sa y without fea r o f contradiction tha t thes e three secula r 
versions o f Messianis m represente d differen t color s i n th e idea l spec -
trum, bu t tha t non e o f the m constitute d th e final  revelation . Eac h 
movement achieve d fulfillmen t i n th e moder n world , bu t eac h als o 
eventuated i n certai n frustration s o f its own . 

Here, then , w e hav e concret e illustration s o f th e danger s o f pseudo -
Messianism. 

Two majo r event s ar e likel y t o intensif y th e attractio n o f th e move -
ments a t th e tw o end s o f the spectrum . First , th e ris e an d rapi d growt h 
of th e Stat e o f Israe l i s likel y t o dramatiz e an d reinvigorat e th e ethni c 
base o f Israel. Second, th e growt h o f the ecumenica l movemen t i s likely 
to strengthe n th e humanis t tren d i n th e concep t o f Israel , transformin g 
it int o th e visio n o f th e invisibl e fellowshi p o f al l wh o see k th e Lor d 
with hear t an d soul . Thi s developmen t i s likel y t o gathe r additiona l 
momentum i f Moslem intellectual s shoul d fal l into line . We ma y expec t 
some dee p an d sustaine d soul-searching amon g Jews, an d thi s will resul t 
in according full recognitio n t o the latent universalism within th e Jewish 
faith. 

Will th e universalis t tren d b e oppose d b y th e resurgen t nationa l 
loyalties centere d o n th e youn g an d fragil e state ? Th e Stat e o f Israe l i s 
dominated b y secularists , thoug h th e Synagogu e i s no t separate d fro m 
the government . T o th e preponderan t majorit y o f Israeli , th e concep t 
of Israe l i s largely tha t o f a nationality unite d b y sentiment s o f affectio n 
and concer n wit h th e nuclea r cente r i n Israel—largely , bu t no t entirely . 
The bon d betwee n nationalit y an d religio n ha s been hammere d ou t b y 
the forces o f history. The nonreligiou s hav e approved o f the law prohib-
iting th e raisin g o f pigs , o r disqualifyin g th e " J e w i s n n e s s " o f a  Brothe r 
Daniel. 

The secularist s ma y embrac e thei r religiou s heritag e i n on e o f tw o 
ways. The y ma y estee m th e Jewish fait h t o b e a n asse t an d instrumen t 
of th e nationa l ethos , i n whic h cas e the y wil l stres s th e doctrine s an d 
customs tha t confe r a  mystica l aur a upo n th e nationa l being . Con -
sciously o r not , the y woul d see k t o reviv e an d glorif y th e meta-myth . 
On th e othe r hand , the y ma y spur n th e manipulativ e an d cynica l 
approach towar d th e Jewis h religio n and , i n thei r earnes t searc h fo r 
spiritual roots , discove r an d mak e thei r ow n th e propheti c cor e o f 
Judaism, th e eterna l ques t o f th e sou l fo r trut h an d holiness . I n tha t 
case, the y woul d strengthe n th e unifyin g threa d betwee n thei r histori c 
past, thei r visio n o f th e future , an d thei r bol d socia l experiment s tha t 
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are designe d t o follo w th e narro w pathwa y betwee n Messianis m an d 
pseudo-Messianism. 

In sum , th e "chosenness " o f Israe l remain s a  tantalizin g challeng e t o 
Jewish people , whethe r the y b e secularis t o r religious . Th e dogm a 
derives no t onl y fro m th e many-side d traditio n tha t w e hav e analyzed , 
but fro m tw o source s tha t ar e perenniall y replenished : th e wonde r o f 
Jewish histor y an d th e persona l experienc e o f the Divine . 

Within th e comple x cours e o f history , th e rol e o f th e Jew ha s bee n 
particularly conspicuous . Hi s pas t appear s t o b e uniqu e a s the agen t o f 
monotheism, a s the targe t o f hate, a s an objec t o f mystery, a s a pioneer , 
and a s a  pariah . Man y secularis t Jew s wil l fin d i n th e experience s o f 
their ow n da y subjectiv e confirmation s o f th e meta-myth , whic h the y 
are likely t o articulat e i n th e literary-cultura l term s o f their day . Strang e 
as i t ma y sound , th e secularis t mentalit y ha s ha d n o difficulty  i n ac -
cepting th e statu s o f "chosenness, " whil e rejectin g belie f in a  God wh o 
chooses. Th e resource s o f th e mythologica l imaginatio n ar e endless . I t 
would b e eas y t o cit e abundan t evidenc e fro m contemporar y "mystic s 
of Jewish history, " wh o reasser t th e metaphysica l uniquenes s o f Israel , 
though i n al l other respect s the y ar e realist s and pragmatists . 

At th e sam e time , "chosenness " i s a phase o f the individual' s experi -
ence o f grace . A s w e mov e i n though t an d feelin g awa y fro m th e 
outward appearanc e o f things an d year n fo r th e "nearnes s o f God, " w e 
do ge t o n occasio n tha t flash of illumination whic h i s the basic quantu m 
of religion . I t i s a t onc e a  feeling o f surrende r an d o f assurance . A s w e 
yield i n trust , w e fee l th e u p welling o f th e Divin e withi n us . W e ar e 
accepted, w e ar e loved , w e ar e anointed , w e ar e commissioned—thes e 
are variou s way s i n whic h ou r gratefu l receptio n o f Divin e favo r i s 
expressed. Thi s sense of possession tha t accompanies al l religious experi -
ence i s s o clos e t o th e notio n o f "chosenness " a s t o merg e wit h it . T o 
be sure , religiou s experienc e als o leave s u s wit h th e feelin g o f priva -
tion—we kno w tha t w e d o no t know—hence , it s inexhaustible dyna -
mism. 

Thus, persona l religiou s experience , i n th e cas e o f Jews, i s likel y t o 
seek confirmatio n i n th e rhetori c o f th e Jewis h traditio n an d i n th e 
collective experienc e o f the Jewish people . I n turn , th e ancien t doctrin e 
in al l its variations acquire s th e fresh resonanc e o f contemporary experi -
ence fro m th e mystica l fervor o f deeply religiou s people . 

Rooted i n the sacred tradition, i n history, and in religious experience , 
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the "chosenness " o f Israel , however , i t i s interpreted, wil l lon g continu e 
to intrigu e th e imaginatio n o f Jews an d non-Jew s alike . 

NOTES 

i. Genesi s 32:28 . 
2. De  Congressu  Eruditorum Causa,  10 . 
3. Th e schoo l o f Shamma i maintaine d tha t divorc e wa s permissibl e onl y i n 

the even t o f th e woman' s adultery . Thei r attitud e wa s simila r t o tha t o f Jesus 
(Sanhedrin 90a) . 

4. Hose a 2:1 . Exodus 4:22 , 19:5 . 
5. Ezekie l 20:32 . 
6. I I Kings 19:15-31 , 23:25-27 . 
7. Jeremia h 10:11 . 
8. Th e notio n o f "correspondence, " whic h wa s develope d extensivel y i n 

Qabbalah an d i n th e medieva l commentaries , wa s probabl y containe d i n th e 
Torah. Th e vessel s o f th e Sanctuar y wer e modele d afte r heavenl y pattern s 
(Exodus 25:9) . I n th e highe r reache s o f paga n thought , th e sam e assumptio n 
was axiomatic—th e ritua l o n eart h affecte d a  correspondin g realit y i n th e 
invisible world . 

Abraham Ib n Ezr a (Exodu s 25:40 , Commentary)  lays dow n a  genera l princi -
ple: "W e kno w tha t Hi s Glor y fill s th e world ; still , ther e ar e place s wher e Hi s 
Power i s mor e manifes t tha n i n others , eithe r becaus e th e recipien t i s mor e 
adapted, o r becaus e o f th e highe r Powe r supervenin g abov e a  certai n area . 
Therefore, th e plac e o f th e Hol y Templ e wa s chosen . An d i f th e Lor d pu t 
wisdom i n your heart , yo u wil l understan d th e Ark , th e Cover , th e Cherubi m 
that sprea d ou t thei r wings . .  .  .  These ar e the Glor y o f the Lord. " 

9. Isaia h 56:3 . Esther 9:27 . Zecharia h 2:15 . Daniel 11:34 . 
10. Thu s th e Hellenizer s ar e described a s eager "t o conclud e a  covenant with 

the nation s aroun d us. " Th e Covenan t o f Israe l wit h Go d interpose d a n 
obstacle t o thei r fraternit y wit h thei r neighbor s ( I Maccabees 1:11) . 

11. O n th e other hand, in times of peace, the concep t o f Israel was expande d 
generously t o includ e "thos e wh o see k th e Lord, " o r "thos e wh o fea r th e 
Lord" (Psalm s 34-H , 69:33 , 118:4 , 135:20) . 

12. Thi s much-quote d passag e occur s i n variou s forms . A  mor e carefu l 
formulation i s this: "Thre e serie s o f levels ar e bound together : th e Hol y One , 
blessed be He , Torah , an d Israel " (Zohar,  Vayikro, 73 ; also Zohar,  Vayikro, 93) . 

13. Zohar,  Beshalah, II , 64b . Rabbi Shimeo n ask s how th e generatio n o f th e 
desert coul d doub t i f th e Lor d was  amon g them , seein g tha t th e cloud s o f 
Glory wer e aroun d them . H e answer s tha t the y sough t t o kno w th e relatio n 
between "th e Ancien t One , th e Hidde n o f Hidden, " an d th e "Miniatur e Fac e 
(Zeir Anpin) tha t i s called YHVH. " 
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14. "Th e Commandment s o f the Tora h ar e al l limbs an d fragment s tha t ad d 
up t o on e mystery . .  .  .  He wh o remove s eve n on e o f the Commandments , i t is 
as if he diminishe d th e imag e o f the fait h .  .  .  for the y al l add u p t o th e patter n 
of Man . .  .  .  Fo r thi s reason , Israe l i s calle d on e peopl e .  .  ." (Zohar,  Teruma , 
162b). Nahmanide s i n th e introductio n t o hi s commentar y o n th e Pentateuch : 
"We hav e a  tru e traditio n tha t th e entir e Tora h consist s o f th e Name s o f th e 
Holy One , blesse d b e H e .  . .  tha t th e Tora h writte n wit h blac k fir e o n whit e 
fire was  to b e s o construed . .  .  ." 

15. "An d whe n th e Hol y One , blesse d be He , decide d t o destro y Hi s Hous e 
below an d th e Hol y Lan d below , H e firs t remove d th e Hol y Lan d abov e 
(Shechinah) an d lowere d i t fro m th e leve l where i t dre w fro m th e Hol y heaven s 
(Tiferet), and onl y the n di d H e destro y th e eart h below " (Zohar  II , 175a) . Thi s 
action was  i n keepin g wit h th e genera l principle , "Th e Lor d doe s no t caus e a 
nation t o fall , befor e H e cast s down it s prince above " (Shemot , Rabb a 21a) . 

16. Hulli n 91b . Bereshit Rabb a 82 . 
17. Rashi , i n Hulli n 91b : th e imag e o f Jacob was  tha t o f th e ma n i n th e 

Divine Chariot . 
18. Rashi , Genesi s 1:2 . 
19. Shabba t 152b . 
20. Bereshi t Rabb a 47 . 
21. Bab a Mezi a 85b . 
22. Bereshi t Rabb a 51 . 
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27. Menaho t 110a . I n tim e t o come , th e alta r tha t i s abov e wil l descen d t o 
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44. "Wo e i s to th e wicke d wh o sa y that th e Tora h i s only th e narrative , fo r 

they loo k a t th e garmen t only . .  . .  Th e narrative s ar e th e garmen t o f Tora h 
. .  ." (Zohar,  Bamidbar 152) . 
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opinion o f Philo wit h tha t o f the Talmud , citin g as reference Aboda h Zar a 24a . 
But th e ter m gerim  gerurim connotes contemp t an d a  lowe r statu s tha n tha t o f 
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the oft-quote d principle : "W e d o no t receiv e convert s i n th e day s o f th e 
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Messiah. S o too , convert s wer e no t accepte d i n th e day s o f King s Davi d an d 
Solomon." Se e Yebamo t 24a . I n th e Talmudi c text , th e implicatio n i s tha t th e 
Lord wil l deligh t i n humiliatin g them . Se e Abodah Zar a 3  b. 

108. Se e Tossafo t o n Aboda h Zar a 2a . 
109. Maimonides , Yad,  Hilchot Issura i Bia 14:7 . 
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Keneset. Thei r mai n reaso n i s th e statemen t i n th e Talmu d tha t th e Israelite s 
took a n oat h no t t o com e ou t fro m exil e by collectiv e effor t an d "no t t o forc e 
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136. Shabbat  Haaretz, Introduction , sec . ed. , p . 7 . 
137. Kuk , Orot  Hakodesh, pp . 133 , 134. 
138. Agus , op.  cit., p. 215. 
139. hoc.  cit. 
140. Marti n Buber , Israel  and Palestine, London , 1952 , Introduction . 
141. Ibid.,  p. 49. 
142. Ibid.,  p. 147 . 
143. Ibid.,  pp. 160-161 . 
144. Sidne y an d Beatric e Rome , eds. , Philosophic  Interrogations,  Ne w York , 

1964. Buber replie s t o m y questio n o n pp . 77 , 78. 
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PART SEVE N 
JACOB B . AGU S AN D TH E 

CONSERVATIVE MOVEMEN T 





FOR F O U R DECADE S Rabb i Agu s wa s a n activ e presenc e withi n 
the Conservative movement . I n addition t o hi s work o n the movement' s 
Committee o n Jewis h La w an d Standards , h e served , amon g othe r 
positions, a s chairman o f the Conservativ e Rabbinica l Assembly' s Con -
tinuing Conferenc e o n Conservativ e Ideolog y an d a s a  member o f th e 
editorial boar d o f th e journa l Conservative  Judaism (a s wel l a s bein g a 
frequent contributo r t o tha t journal) . Almos t n o significan t aspec t o f 
the movemen t betwee n 194 6 and 198 6 escaped hi s attention o r failed t o 
elicit hi s response . 

The followin g selections , chose n t o accompan y Mordeca i Waxman' s 
essay "Jaco b B . Agu s an d th e Conservativ e Movement " i n American 
Rabbi: The  Life  and  Thought  of  Jacob B. Agus  (Ne w York , 1996) , consis t 
of Jacob B . Agus ' "Reevaluatio n o f th e Responsu m o n th e Sabbath " 
and "Birt h Control : A  Dissent, " bot h draw n fro m th e files  o f th e 
Rabbinical Assembly , an d essay s fro m Agus ' Guideposts  in Modern Juda-
ism (New York , 1954) , 307—19 ; and The  Jewish Quest  (New York , 1971) , 
195-202. 
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REEVALUATION O F TH E 

"RESPONSUM O N 

THE SABBATH " 

AN EVALUATIO N o f the actua l consequence s o f any on e decisio n b y 
the La w Committe e i s exceedingly difficult . 

Its positiv e impac t i n th e directio n o f a  reacceptanc e o f a  Sabbat h 
synagogue attendanc e progra m ha s been counteracte d b y several factors . 
The responsu m wa s designe d t o b e par t o f a  national , massiv e Sabbat h 
Revitalization Effort . Th e revitalizatio n campaig n coul d b e launche d 
and sustaine d onl y b y th e centra l agencie s o f th e Conservativ e move -
ment. N o singl e rabb i coul d possibl y comman d th e staf f an d th e re -
sources fo r an y such enterprise . Ou r centra l agencie s ignore d thi s effor t 
altogether, wit h th e resul t tha t th e Sabbat h Revitalizatio n Effor t re -
mained merel y a n intra—Rabbinica l Assembl y project . 

In a  logicall y organize d movement , th e ideologica l decision s o f th e 
rabbinate becom e th e polic y o f th e la y organization , an d th e variou s 
executives o f the centra l agencies regard i t as their duty t o put into effec t 
the proposal s o f the rabbini c authorities . N o suc h situatio n obtaine d i n 
the pas t decade withi n th e Conservativ e organization . I n th e opinio n o f 
those wh o d o contro l ou r centra l institutions , th e "Responsu m o n th e 
Sabbath" i n particula r an d th e Sabbat h Revitalizatio n Effor t i n genera l 
were il l advise d an d eve n harmful . Th e nationa l publication s di d no t 
publicize it . Printe d onl y i n th e R A Proceedings , i t wa s exceedingl y 
difficult fo r anyon e t o obtai n a  copy o f it. The Unite d Synagogu e coul d 
find neithe r tim e no r mone y fo r thi s project . Whe n th e exten t o f 
publicity accompanyin g othe r project s i n ou r nationa l organizatio n i s 
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remembered, w e realiz e tha t th e indifferenc e o f ou r centra l agencie s t o 
this project wa s indeed monumental . 

I write o f the frustration o f this effort no t i n anger but i n explanation . 
Not fo r a  moment d o I  question eithe r th e integrit y o r th e devotio n t o 
Judaism o f an y on e o f th e executive s o f ou r nationa l organization . 
For th e mos t part , the y wer e sincerel y convince d o f th e downrigh t 
perniciousness o f the Sabbat h proposal . The y succeede d i n preventing a 
vote from bein g taken o n th e floor  o f the Rabbinica l Assembly conven -
tion s o a s t o nullif y th e takkanah  characte r o f th e responsu m an d t o 
prevent an y united action . A sincere difference o f opinion was involved , 
and th e facade o f organizational unit y onl y serve d t o hid e it . 

Apart fro m an y revitalization efforts , di d th e Sabbat h responsu m hel p 
to sharpe n ou r positio n an d t o clarif y ou r stan d i n behal f o f a  genuine , 
forthright, an d viable faith? Fro m my experienc e i n Baltimore an d fro m 
my visit s i n othe r cities , i t i s clea r t o m e tha t th e effect s o f the respon -
sum wer e altogethe r wholesome . Th e Orthodo x rabbis , wh o eithe r 
ridiculed o r criticize d thi s proposa l te n year s ago , ha d t o mollif y thei r 
opposition wit h variou s degrees o f equivocation. I n my travel s through -
out th e countr y I  find  tha t ou r peopl e ar e prou d o f th e rejectio n o f 
dissimulation tha t th e responsu m signaled . A  definitiv e answe r t o thi s 
question coul d onl y emerg e ou t o f a  study i n dept h o f ou r movement . 
An initial  step  in  this  direction  would be  the preparation of  a questionnaire to  be 
circulated among our  colleagues and  to  a  representative group of  laymen. 

It i s certain tha t th e movemen t o f the populatio n towar d th e suburb s 
was accelerate d durin g th e pas t decade ; tha t th e concep t o f a  small , 
neighborhood synagogu e renderin g adequat e servic e t o a  smal l mem -
bership i s no w mor e impractica l tha n a  decad e ago ; tha t man y o f ou r 
colleagues rid e t o th e synagogu e o n th e Sabbat h an d tha t the y d o s o 
now withou t an y reflection o n thei r spiritua l probity o r stature . 

Several year s ago , a  very prominen t leade r i n ou r movemen t wrot e t o 
me expressin g th e fea r tha t th e Sabbat h responsu m ha d th e effec t o f 
widening th e rif t betwee n th e Conservativ e an d Orthodo x communi -
ties. Wer e i t no t fo r tha t responsum , h e opined , th e Conservativ e 
organizations woul d hav e com e i n tim e t o embrac e th e entir e "tradi -
tional" community . 

I questio n bot h th e premise s an d th e conclusio n o f thi s argument . I f 
we ar e t o hav e a n "ecumenical " movemen t fo r unity , i t shoul d b e 
directed a s muc h t o ou r Refor m brethre n a s t o ou r Orthodo x col -
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leagues. T o me , th e onl y kin d o f religiou s unit y tha t i s salutar y i s th e 
one tha t derive s fro m th e recognitio n o f th e distinctio n betwee n th e 
ethical-spiritual cor e o f faith an d th e ritualistic-historica l expression s o f 
it. Henc e i t i s onl y i n th e growt h o f th e libera l spiri t tha t w e ca n 
eventually attai n th e goa l o f creative unity . 

Unity i s neithe r desirabl e no r attainabl e b y wa y o f squeezin g al l o f 
Jewish lif e bac k int o "th e fou r ell s o f halachah,"  as i t too k for m i n th e 
Shulhan Arukh; no r i s it either desirabl e o r attainable by way of fosterin g 
a ran k anarch y o f individua l interpretation s behin d a  facad e o f officia l 
loyalty t o th e halachah;  no r i s i t eithe r desirabl e o r attainabl e b y wa y o f 
negotiations betwee n "spiritua l statesme n o n th e summit " o n a  quod pro 
quid basis. 

Genuine unit y i s o f th e spirit , no t o f externa l forms . I f w e i n th e 
Conservative movemen t achiev e som e succes s in affectin g an d elevatin g 
the live s o f ou r people , ou r Orthodo x an d Refor m brethre n wil l b e 
inspired t o d o likewise . 

In actua l practice , th e Sabbat h responsum , i s no w bein g tacitl y ac -
cepted eve n b y Orthodo x congregations . I  kno w o f on e exceedingl y 
prominent congregatio n tha t plan s t o "sell " it s parking lo t ever y Frida y 
afternoon t o a  Gentile . Th e layme n o f the congregatio n privatel y ridi -
cule th e positio n o f thei r rabbi . I  kno w o f anothe r on e wher e th e 
directors persuade d th e rabb i t o restat e th e Sabbat h responsu m i n a 
"kosher" way , by putting its decision in the form o f a biblical quotation . 

If ther e i s an y on e practic e tha t officiall y separate s th e Conservativ e 
congregations fro m th e Orthodox , i t i s tha t o f mixe d pews . I  wa s 
involved i n severa l litigation s o f thi s issue . Ye t I  kno w o f n o effor t t o 
abolish thi s practice fo r th e sak e o f an illusory goa l o f unity . 

The so-calle d ne w ketubah  evoke d fa r mor e oppositio n amon g th e 
Orthodox tha n the Sabbat h responsum. I t also antagonized th e Reform . 
The Sabbat h responsum , b y contrast , canno t b e strongl y oppose d eithe r 
on th e intellectua l leve l o r i n term s o f the realitie s o f our day . Ideologi -
cally, few Orthodo x spokesme n eithe r ca n o r wil l disput e th e righ t o f a 
community t o creat e takkanoth.  Practically , i t i s hardly possible fo r the m 
to oppos e i t openl y 

Here i s a n are a wher e forthrigh t decision s ar e certai n t o mee t wit h 
increasing acceptance . 

I refe r t o th e Sabbat h responsu m a s a takkanah,  no t a  hetair.  Th e latte r i s 
an individua l interpretation ; th e forme r i s a communal enactment . Th e 
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acceptance o f th e responsu m b y th e majorit y o f th e La w Committe e 
may be take n a s positive actio n o f the Rabbinica l Assembly , sinc e thi s is 
the onl y form o f endorsement availabl e in our organization . Presumably , 
the committe e coul d b e disavowe d an d dissolve d b y th e conventio n i f 
its decision s di d no t correspon d t o th e sentiment s o f our colleagues . I n 
turn, rabbi s ma y b e presume d t o retai n th e confidenc e o f thei r respec -
tive congregations . A  takkanah  is validated b y th e expres s acceptanc e o f 
the people o f any one community . 

It woul d hav e bee n fa r bette r fo r th e movemen t i f th e Sabbat h 
responsum ha d been directl y endorse d b y th e Rabbinica l Assembl y an d 
then freel y accepte d b y th e Unite d Synagogu e an d it s affiliates . W e 
should the n hav e ha d trul y autonomou s legislation , bearin g poten t 
ethical-spiritual influence . Bu t eve n without thes e formal expression s o f 
assent, th e characte r o f th e responsu m i s stil l tha t o f takkanah,  no t tha t 
of a hetair. Som e o f our colleague s ar e apparently o f the opinio n tha t th e 
takkanah principl e shoul d b e invoke d onl y o n rar e occasion s an d tha t 
we shoul d b e guided , i n th e cas e o f th e Sabbath , b y th e principl e o f 
free interpretation . The y ar e apparentl y o f th e opinio n tha t takkanah 
legislation open s u p vas t ne w horizon s an d i s thu s dangerou s fo r u s t o 
contemplate. I n thei r eagernes s t o kee p th e rat e o f chang e slo w an d 
deliberate, the y prefe r t o rel y o n th e ar t o f stretchin g th e La w b y th e 
subtleties o f interpretation . 

Actually, th e sol e difference betwee n a  takkanah  and a n interpretatio n 
is tha t th e forme r i s a  communa l enactmen t an d th e latte r i s a  privat e 
opinion. I t i s clea r tha t a  consciou s polic y o f limitles s commentary , 
allowing fre e interpretatio n b y individua l rabbis , border s o n anarchy . 
On th e othe r hand , a  communal enactmen t i s likely to restrai n arbitrar y 
and extremis t policie s an d t o fram e ne w enactment s i n th e spiri t o f th e 
tradition a s a whole an d o f previous precedents . 

The lin e betwee n fre e interpretatio n an d takkanah  legislation shoul d 
be draw n i n keepin g wit h th e distinctio n betwee n general  rules an d 
individual applications. Fo r example , a n individua l rabb i should answe r a 
sheilah of th e typ e "I s thi s bottl e o f win e kosher? " Bu t n o individua l 
rabbi shoul d undertak e t o dea l wit h a  questio n o f th e typ e "Shal l th e 
practice o f designating wine a s nonkosher (setam  yainom)  be declare d n o 
longer vali d i n ou r day? " Whe n genera l rule s ar e involved , w e canno t 
invoke th e principl e o f freedo m o f interpretatio n withou t destroyin g 
the fabri c o f norm s an d standard s tha t hav e bee n buil t u p throug h 
centuries o f travail. 
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Traditionally, wid e latitud e wa s allowe d i n matter s o f doctrine , agga-
dah, but onl y a  minimal measur e o f freedom i n th e domai n o f halachah. 
The onl y alternative t o th e controlle d standardizatio n o f takkanoth  is the 
prolification o f anarchy. 

Some say , "Bu t w e establishe d th e syste m o f famil y pew s b y th e 
process o f interpretation." I n thi s case , the "interpreting " wa s evidentl y 
done by individual rabbi s and congregations actin g spontaneously, with -
out guidanc e b y an y rabbini c body . A s recently a s thirteen year s ago , a 
most revere d professo r o f th e seminar y wrot e t o a  congregatio n i n 
Baltimore i n behal f o f th e La w Committee , assertin g tha t mixe d pew s 
were a  violatio n o f th e Law . Continue d developmen t i n thi s directio n 
would mak e u s Janus-faced, wit h a  stance o f official orthodox y maskin g 
a state o f spiritual bankruptcy an d widespread anarchy . I f the reconstitu -
ted Committe e o n Jewish Law s an d Standard s i s to b e frightene d awa y 
from takkanoth,  the trend towar d tota l anarchy wil l continue unchecked , 
and th e Conservativ e movemen t wil l disintegrate . 

The distinctio n betwee n genera l rule s an d individua l interpretation s 
determines th e meanin g an d scop e o f a  takkanah.  I  tak e i t tha t th e 
Committee o n Jewish Law s an d Standard s shoul d dea l wit h individua l 
cases a s wel l a s genera l rules . N o on e ca n questio n th e right  o f th e 
committee t o issu e a  serie s o f interpretation s an d application s o f th e 
Sabbath responsum , thoug h on e ma y diffe r i n regar d t o th e wisdom  o f 
any on e recommendation . I f an y on e suc h interpretatio n i s widel y 
questioned, a  procedure fo r discussion , debate , an d decisio n shoul d b e 
devised. 

i. I n regar d t o attendanc e a t bar mitzva h services , tha t is , whether o r 
not a  person shoul d rid e t o a  synagogue wher e th e ba r mitzva h servic e 
of a friend i s held: thi s question involve s a  general rule, fo r i t i s a regular, 
frequent, eve n a  standardize d practice . I  fai l t o se e an y reaso n wh y i t 
should be exempte d fro m th e genera l takkanah,  permitting ridin g t o th e 
synagogue. Th e fac t o f a  socia l obligatio n bein g involve d i s merel y 
another mitzvah  that i s performed, i n additio n t o th e ac t o f worship. If , 
except a t rar e instances , th e Talmu d permit s interruptio n o f prayer fo r 
the greeting of a friend, shoul d we now disdain social courtesies as things 
unholy? When peopl e com e t o a  synagogue, the y tak e part i n a  mitzvah 
gedolah withou t referenc e t o thei r motivations—suc h as , did the y com e 
to hear the rabbi , o r criticize the cantor , o r cavi l at the gabbai, o r get th e 
latest gossip, or make an impression o n some people? 



456 
Reevaluation of the "Responsurn  on  the Sabbath" 

If the intention s o f th e origina l committe e ar e relevan t t o thi s discus -
sion, I  can stat e tha t I  do no t recal l the discussio n o f any suc h exemption . 
For myself , I  conside r suc h a n interpretatio n extremel y unwis e an d 
harmful. 

2. A s t o ridin g fo r th e purpos e o f visitin g th e sick , thi s questio n wa s 
not include d i n th e origina l takkanah.  I t constitute s a  domai n fo r ne w 
decisions. M y ow n recommendatio n i s as follows : 

As a  genera l rule , bikkur  holim  shoul d no t b e considere d a s sufficien t 
motivation fo r ridin g o n th e Sabbath . 

However, case s may arise , as , for instance , a  rabbi s visit prio r t o a  ver y 
serious operation . Thi s mitzva h ma y acquir e extrem e urgency . Then , i f a 
sheilah is presented t o th e rabbi , h e shoul d fee l fre e t o advis e hi s congre -
gant t o rid e fo r thi s purpose . Th e governin g consideratio n shoul d b e 
letzorech, as it i s on Yom  TOP. 

3. Regardin g th e attendanc e o f a  rabb i a t a  berith  milah:  thi s i s als o a 
regular an d frequen t occurrence , requirin g explici t actio n b y th e com -
mittee. 

As I  see it , a  rabbi i s not essentia l t o th e performanc e o f berith  milah. A 
mohel, a s we know , i s allowed t o rid e o n th e Sabbath , eve n i n accordanc e 
with Orthodo x law . But sinc e a  rabbi i s no t essentia l t o th e ceremony , i n 
normal circumstances , h e shoul d no t ride . 

However, occasion s sometime s aris e whe n th e rabb i s participation i s 
essential. Thus , i f the circumcisio n i s performed b y a  Jewish doctor , i t i s 
essential tha t th e rabb i participat e i n th e mitzva h directly . I n tha t case , h e 
should fee l fre e t o ride . 

4. Severa l question s arisin g fro m th e Sabbat h responsurn , an d pre -
viously debated : 

Should a  rabb i fee l fre e t o choos e hi s residenc e withou t regar d t o th e 
possibility o f walkin g t o th e synagogue ? A s I  recall , w e fel t tha t a 
rabbi—indeed, al l men—shoul d see k t o liv e i n relativ e proximit y t o 
the synagogue . H e shoul d tr y t o liv e withi n walkin g distance , ridin g 
only when , as , an d i f necessary . 

Should a  rabb i mak e i t a  practic e t o visi t th e sic k i n th e hospita l o n 
the Sabbath ? No t o n a  regula r basis , bu t onl y i f i t i s a  specia l cas e o f 
extreme urgency . 

Should a  perso n driv e t o th e gol f cours e o n th e Sabbath ? B y n o 
means. (Thi s questio n happene d t o arise. ) 

Should a  synagogu e provid e a  bu s fo r th e transportatio n o f childre n t o 
attend service s o n th e Sabbath ? Thi s questio n involve s a  matte r o f 
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general policy . Th e rabbi s taugh t u s tha t rabbini c enactment s shoul d 
not b e don e furtivel y bu t openly , a s in th e cas e o f pikuah nefesh  dohe 
Shabbat. Henc e a  Conservativ e synagogu e shoul d no t hesitat e t o 
provide transportatio n fo r childre n o n th e Sabbat h s o tha t the y 
might atten d services . 

Should Jewis h organization s b e allowe d t o hol d busines s meeting s o n 
the Sabbath ? W e hav e mad e stron g representation s o n thi s poin t t o 
all nationa l organizations . W e wer e no t abl e t o obtai n th e 
cooperation o f th e Refor m Ritua l Committe e i n regar d t o thi s 
issue. Professo r Israe l Betta n wa s a t tha t tim e chairma n o f thi s 
committee. Bu t w e di d obtai n assurance s fro m nearl y al l Jewis h 
organizations tha t Sabbat h program s woul d b e designe d t o reflec t 
the sanctit y o f th e day . Her e i s a n exampl e o f greate r stringenc y 
than previou s halachah  an d Jewish practice . 

Should Jewis h communit y center s b e ope n o n th e Sabbath ? Thi s 
question i s exceedingl y complex . I t i s onl y tangentially  relate d t o 
our "Responsu m o n th e Sabbath. " I t shoul d b e studie d separatel y 
and o n th e basi s o f reports fro m rabbi s in th e field . 

Lastly, I  wis h t o commen d th e committe e o n it s undertakin g t o 
reevaluate th e Sabbat h responsum . Th e procedur e o f takkanah  legisla -
tion contain s it s ow n mean s o f rectification . Ever y ne w takkanah  i s i n 
the natur e o f an experiment . 

Let us not b e discourage d b y the nee d o f articulating ou r decision s i n 
even greate r detai l an d takin g accoun t o f newe r problems . Suc h i s ou r 
heritage. Ou r entir e sacre d traditio n i s the compendiu m o f takkanoth  in 
previous generations . Th e livin g tradition s tha t w e shal l leav e t o th e 
future wil l consis t i n effec t o f the takkanoth  we institut e i n ou r lifetime . 
No greate r privileg e i s give n t o an y ma n tha n th e opportunit y o f 
refining th e faith , expandin g th e vistas , an d elevatin g th e cultur e o f 
future generation s o f his people. 
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BIRTH CONTROL : A  DISSEN T 

I DISSENT fro m th e lin e o f reasoning pursued i n thi s responsum . I t i s 
forced, contrived , inconclusive , an d besid e th e point . I t doe s no t deal , 
on th e persona l plane , wit h th e rightnes s o f se x i n marriag e a s a n 
expression o f love, an d o n th e globa l front , i t doe s no t tak e accoun t o f 
birth contro l a s an ideal . 

i. Fro m th e standpoin t o f Jewish law , a s it was developed i n keepin g 
with the literal interpretation o f verses and with due regard for Qabbalis -
tic an d proto-Qabbalisti c notions , birt h contro l i s prohibited i n norma l 
circumstances, the chief reason being precisely the implied "interference " 
with divin e action . Thi s i s th e biblica l si n o f Anan . Al l pilpul-istic 
quibbles ar e irrelevant , sinc e the y d o no t touc h th e mora l issu e a t th e 
core of the problem. 

2. A s a  Conservativ e bod y o f rabbis , w e d o no t accep t th e La w a s 
such, turnin g an d twistin g i t towar d a  predetermine d goal , bu t w e 
proceed t o th e hear t o f the matte r by examining th e principles involve d 
in this situation: 

(a) Do we believe that the sexual act is in itself sinful, becoming admissi-
ble an d eve n hol y onl y whe n i t i s use d fo r procreation ? Ther e ar e 
certainly man y trend s i n Judais m affirmin g th e unclea n natur e o f 
marital love, but we today do not accep t them. We find ourselve s i n 
accord wit h th e man y passage s whic h asser t tha t marita l lov e i s a n 
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expression an d fortification  o f a  hol y union . Marriag e i s a  sacre d 
bond o f love, quit e apar t fro m th e raisin g o f children . 

"It i s no t goo d tha t th e ma n shoul d b e alone ; I  wil l mak e a  hel p 
meet fo r h im " (Genesi s 2H8). 1 W e affir m tha t husban d an d wif e 
should see k th e fulfillmen t o f sexua l intimac y a s a n attestatio n o f 
their love , afte r takin g du e contraceptiv e precautions , withou t th e 
slightest trac e o f fea r o r guil t i n thei r hearts . "Ma n an d woman , i f 
they meri t it , th e Divin e Presenc e i s with them. " 

(b) D o w e believ e tha t certai n childre n ar e "destined " t o b e issue d fro m 
certain unions , s o tha t contraceptio n prevent s the m fro m bein g born ? 
Again, ther e ar e passage s reflectin g suc h ideas , but the y belon g t o th e 
infancy o f ou r tradition . Whateve r i s Go d s will i s no t give n t o u s t o 
frustrate. I t i s b y heedin g th e cal l o f holines s i n ou r heart s tha t w e 
most nearl y approac h th e wil l o f God, an d love i s the chie f ingredien t 
of holiness . I f marrie d love , wit h contraceptiv e method s used , i s 
good an d holy , i t i s in accor d wit h th e divin e will . 

(c) D o w e believ e tha t th e quantit y o f huma n lif e i s mor e importan t 
than it s quality ? I t i s possibl e t o mak e ou t a  goo d cas e i n Jewis h 
tradition i n favo r o f qualit y a s agains t quantity . I n dealin g wit h th e 
poverty-stricken an d overpopulate d area s o f th e globe , thi s i s pre -
cisely th e issue . A  positive  effort  in the  direction  of planned parenthood  i s 
needed throughou t th e world . Suc h a n undertakin g require s mor e 
than a  taci t acknowledgmen t tha t i t i s permitte d onl y i f parent s ca n 
convince themselve s o f th e existenc e o f dange r t o themselve s o r t o 
the children . W e nee d a  frank an d health y affirmatio n o f the Tightnes s 
of marital companionshi p an d love , regardles s o f the dut y o f raising a 
family. 

Jacob Agus , i96 0 
Not officia l CJL S (no t vote d on ) 

NOTE 

1. I n the origina l responsu m by Rabbi Agus , this verse i s quoted i n Hebrew . 
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LAW I N CONSERVATIV E JUDAIS M 

NEED FO R A  READJUSTMENT O F JEWISH LA W 

THE CONCEPTIO N o f revelation , outline d i n th e first  par t o f thi s 
essay, ha s man y point s o f contac t wit h th e opinion s an d judgments o f 
diverse philosophi c luminarie s i n th e past . However , w e d o no t la y 
claim o n it s behalf for th e designation , orthodox . Th e subjectiv e accep -
tance o f th e Law , a s th e wa y o f servin g God , w e maintai n t o b e th e 
fundamental qualit y i n th e Jewish patter n o f piety . But , w e als o allo w 
room fo r th e objectiv e analysi s an d consideratio n o f variou s aspect s o f 
the Law , in term s o f the universa l values o f piety an d i n th e ligh t o f th e 
actual result s an d effect s o f certai n Halachi c precept s i n th e circum -
stances o f th e moder n world . W e regar d th e tw o attitude s no t a s anti -
thetical forces , bu t a s complementar y phase s o f th e lif e o f th e spirit . 
Before th e organi c structur e o f Jewish life was shattered by the Romans , 
both attitude s foun d expressio n i n th e teachin g an d legislatio n o f th e 
Rabbis. Thr u th e vicissitude s o f exili c life , th e subjectiv e attitud e cam e 
to prevai l more an d more , a s the wounded sou l o f our people sough t t o 
strengthen th e barricades agains t th e hostil e world . I t i s now ou r tas k t o 
demonstrate ho w th e tw o attitude s ma y b e harmonize d i n th e dail y lif e 
of the moder n observan t Jew. 

In th e dail y practic e o f Judaism, th e subjectiv e attitud e mus t prevai l 
very largel y I n th e routin e o f life , a  faith canno t b e live d an d doubte d 
at th e sam e time . Th e essentia l characteristi c o f Jewish piet y consist s i n 

460 
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the acceptanc e o f an d implici t obedienc e t o th e Divin e Will , concret -
ized int o Divin e Law . Objectiv e consideration s ar e normall y lef t t o th e 
corps o f intellectual leaders—prophets , scribes , Sage s an d Rabbis . Th e 
Synhedrin o f th e pas t carrie d ou t th e functio n o f objectivel y assayin g 
the operation s an d achievement s o f th e variou s phase s o f Jewish Law , 
instituting th e necessar y "takkanot, " i n accor d wit h thei r findings . 

The proble m we face today , making the emergenc e o f a Conservativ e 
movement logicall y inevitable , arise s ou t o f th e circumstance s tha t th e 
historical instrument s o f objectiv e self-criticis m an d adjustmen t hav e 
broken down . Th e breakdow n o f a  livin g authorit y i n Jewish religio n 
did no t occu r al l a t once , th e Synhedri n havin g bee n followe d succes -
sively by the "vineyar d o f Yavneh," the assembl y a t Ussha, th e schoo l o f 
R. Juda h th e Prince , th e academie s o f Babylonia , th e "Geonim, " th e 
occasional assemblie s thr u th e Middl e Ages , dow n t o th e presen t whe n 
there exist s virtually n o authorit y a t all . Concomitantly wit h thi s break -
down o f the socia l instruments fo r religiou s leadership , ther e too k plac e 
a similar degenerativ e proces s in th e inne r structur e o f "Halachah." Th e 
guiding principle s o f "Halachah " hav e becom e s o constituted , thr u 
the continuou s preponderanc e o f th e subjectiv e attitude , a s t o lea d 
automatically t o a n irreversibl e proces s i n legislation . Whateve r ma y 
have been desirabl e a t any one time , became fixe d fo r al l time thr u suc h 
legalistic method s a s th e following : th e "derivation " o f th e principl e 
from th e interpretatio n o f a verse, the principl e tha t n o cour t ca n annu l 
the "takkanot " o f a previous court , unles s i t be greate r tha n th e first  i n 
wisdom an d i n numbers , an d th e concomitan t principle— a typica l 
product o f subjective piety , tha t i n th e successio n o f generations , schol -
arship an d piety ar e steadily decaying . 

Thus, i f Judaism i s to become agai n a  living faith, significan t i n term s 
of moder n idea s an d value s an d relevan t t o th e psychologica l need s o f 
today, a n instrumen t mus t b e forge d whereb y bot h pole s o f th e lif e o f 
the spiri t ma y be harmonize d an d concretize d i n th e lif e o f our people . 

WHY TH E LA W COMMITTE E I S INSUFFICIEN T 

In ou r attitud e towar d "Halachah, " thre e logica l position s ar e possible . 
We ma y accep t i t a s one organi c body , wit h al l its practical precepts , it s 
legal principles an d its structure o f authority, a s embodied i n the Ortho -
dox rabbinate . Or , w e ma y accep t it , i n part , an d rejec t i t i n part , usin g 
as th e principl e o f selection , idea s derive d fro m ou r basi c philosoph y 
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of life . Or , w e ma y rejec t "Halachah " altogethe r a s a n unnecessar y 
encumbrance fo r moder n life . 

The first  position i s Orthodox. Le t no on e foo l himsel f into believin g 
that b y juggling th e principle s o f the "Shulcha n Aruch " thr u th e mind s 
of the La w Committee o f the Rabbinica l Assembly , an y othe r resul t ca n 
be obtaine d tha n tha t whic h i s reflected i n th e curren t Respons a litera -
ture o f th e Orthodo x rabbis . W e nee d a  la w makin g body , no t a  la w 
interpreting committee . S o lon g a s the basi c material s fo r decisio n ar e 
identical, n o othe r result s ar e possible . I n ou r curren t historiography , i t 
is customar y t o describ e som e o f th e grea t Halachist s a s "m'kilim, " 
responsive t o th e need s o f their day , and t o ta r other s wit h th e brus h o f 
"machmirim," stric t adherent s o f th e lette r o f th e law . Accordingly , i t 
was fel t tha t i f the Conservativ e "Halachah " committe e wer e t o assum e 
the consisten t attitud e o f "l'hokail " a  vital movemen t woul d emerg e i n 
the cours e o f time , combinin g "Halachah " wit h life . Actually , thi s 
conception i s based upon a n extreme exaggeratio n o f the er a of freedo m 
in Jewis h law . I f on e take s u p th e Orthodo x positio n i n respec t o f 
"Halachah," hi s spher e o f choic e i s reduce d t o th e ver y minimum . I n 
spite o f th e so-calle d "diffusio n o f authority " i n th e Jewis h law , a n 
"Halachah"-true Je w ha s a  straigh t an d narro w pat h t o follow . Hi s 
authorities ar e th e "g'dola i Yisroel " o f ever y age . Fo r him , a  "gado l 
b'yisroel" is defined no t onl y in terms o f surpassing Talmudic erudition , 
but als o b y referenc e t o th e standard s o f piety , whic h ar e themselve s 
defined i n term s o f "Halachah. " W e dea l her e wit h a  close d circl e o f 
authority, which ma y have its own school s of interpretation an d empha -
sis, it s own unsolve d problem s an d moo t points , bu t whic h i s nonethe -
less contained within well-defined borders . One ma y argue ad infinitu m 
on th e relativ e importanc e o f "minhag " an d "Halachah, " bu t on e can -
not, by any such "pilpul, " alte r the fact tha t whatever the proper balanc e 
between thes e two sources of authority be, that circumstance i s reflecte d 
in th e actua l practice o f the "Halachah"-tru e world—thos e wh o abid e 
by th e decision s o f th e "g'dola i Yisroel. " A  "minhag " i s a  valid sourc e 
of authority onl y when i t is a "minhag Vatikim." (Custo m o f the prove n 
pious.) On e hear s frequently thes e days of Reform rabbi s describing th e 
practices o f their members an d the ceremonie s o f their temples as falling 
under th e categor y o f "minhag America, " a s if that designatio n implie d 
automatic halachi c endorsement . I n reality , "Halachah " i s not onl y a  set 
of principles, precepts an d precedents, but a  "way" o f making decisions , 
entailing a  se t o f authoritie s i n th e pas t an d i n th e present . I f we thin k 
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of th e Talmud , "Shulcha n Aruch " an d th e Respons a literatur e a s th e 
sole collectiv e sourc e materia l o f halachi c authority , the n w e mus t 
accord thos e wh o mol d themselve s exclusivel y i n th e patter n o f thes e 
books th e prerogative o f expressing the voice o f "Halachah. " 

THE WA Y O F TAKKANO T 

Manifestly, then , th e Conservativ e movemen t canno t b e describe d a s 
falling withi n th e limit s o f "Halachah"-tru e Judaism . O n th e othe r 
hand, i t does not rejec t "Halachah " i n the slightes t in theor y an d i t doe s 
not accep t "Halachah " ver y largel y i n practice . What , then , i s ou r 
principle o f selection?—Obviously , thi s principl e o f selectio n mus t b e 
justified i n term s o f ou r basi c philosoph y o f religion ; a t th e sam e time , 
it must be fitte d formall y int o th e structur e o f "Halachah. " 

Reform Judais m starte d ou t b y revokin g th e principl e o f legislatio n 
from Judaism , ste p b y step . I t bega n b y chafin g unde r th e strai n o f 
"chumroth" (severities ) impose d b y th e latte r da y rabbis ; the n i t pro -
ceeded t o abolis h th e enactment s o f th e "Geonim " an d "Rishonim " 
(early authorities) , followin g u p thi s ste p wit h th e revocatio n o f th e 
authority o f th e Talmu d an d the n finall y negatin g Biblica l la w a s well . 
Some Conservativ e thinker s i n ou r da y see m t o favo r th e sam e cours e 
of action. The y thin k nothin g o f opposing th e Orthodo x authoritie s o f 
their ow n da y or o f the immediat e past , but the y stil l presume t o invok e 
the authorit y o f th e "Rishonim, " failin g t o se e tha t b y restrictin g 
steadily th e real m o f rabbini c legislatio n t o th e eve r mor e distan t pas t 
they launc h themselve s ont o th e slipper y inclin e o f Karaiti c thinking , 
which i s utterl y retrogressiv e an d futile . I f we follo w th e principl e tha t 
the rabbi s o f ou r ow n day s ar e incompetent s an d tha t th e rabbi s o f th e 
past wer e all-knowing , w e undermin e th e ver y basi s fo r developmen t 
and growt h i n religion , eve n while w e presume t o spea k in th e nam e o f 
religious progress . Obviously , th e pas t canno t o f it s ow n momentu m 
effectively progres s i n th e contemporar y world . Again , i f w e den y 
Divine sanctio n t o th e "Rishonim " an d gran t i t t o th e master s o f th e 
Talmud, o r i f we den y i t t o th e "Amoraim " an d "Tannaim, " reservin g 
it for th e prophets , w e shoul d b e operatin g with a  mechanical principl e 
of selection , fo r whic h ther e i s n o basi s i n ou r philosoph y o f Judaism. 
The Karaite s di d believ e i n th e litera l revelatio n o f th e Tora h an d the y 
further assume d tha t th e rabbi s o f th e Talmu d corrupte d th e Mosai c 
tradition. W e d o no t hol d t o eithe r o f these views . Furthermore , fo r u s 
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Divine revelatio n i s expressed a s much thr u th e conscienc e o f Israel, th e 
"sons o f th e prophets, " a s thr u th e visio n o f th e prophet s themselves . 
From ou r viewpoint , then , th e presen t i s more determinativ e tha n th e 
past, an d th e immediat e pas t more authoritativ e tha n th e remot e past . 

It seem s t o m e tha t th e onl y prope r cours e fo r Conservativ e Judaism 
consists no t i n th e progressiv e diminutio n o f th e spher e o f legislation , 
but, o n th e contrary , i n it s stead y expansion . W e mus t lear n t o utiliz e 
the principle o f "takkanot" i n charting th e path o f our movement . Thi s 
principle i s fully i n accor d wit h ou r dynami c conceptio n o f revelation . 
It render s Jewish la w flexible  an d timely , affordin g a  lega l channe l o f 
expression fo r th e livin g "conscienc e o f catholi c Israel. " I n Jewish law , 
the spher e o f "takkanot " i s virtuall y limitless . Accordin g t o Maimon -
ides, the enactment s o f the rabbinica l courts , which deriv e their bindin g 
power from th e principle o f "lo Tosur " (Tho u shal t not depar t fro m th e 
decision o f th e Court) , hav e th e forc e o f a  Torah-iti c commandment . 
While i n theory , "takkanot " canno t permanentl y supersed e th e law s o f 
the Tora h o r th e rabbini c enactment s o f th e past , the y ca n d o s o 
temporarily, "I'sha'a, " i f the enactmen t i s justified b y local an d contem -
porary conditions . Here , then , i s a n instrument , whic h i s capabl e o f 
doing exactl y tha t whic h Conservativ e Judais m maintain s need s t o b e 
done. Le t u s se e ho w thi s instrumen t ma y an d shoul d functio n i n ou r 
movement. 

PROPOSAL FO R A  "JEWIS H ACADEMY " 

"Takkanot" ca n be made i n Jewish law , by the electe d representative s o f 
the communitie s togethe r wit h thei r rabbini c authorities . Thus , the y 
must hav e tw o sanctions—th e on e derivin g fro m th e mos t sensitiv e 
conscience an d th e mos t creativ e scholarshi p o f th e age , th e othe r 
deriving fro m th e democrati c principl e o f "th e consen t o f th e gov -
erned." Accordingly , w e mus t for m a n assembl y capabl e o f discussin g 
intelligently an d thoroughl y al l aspect s o f Jewish life , whenc e concret e 
suggestions fo r "takkanot " shoul d emerg e fro m tim e t o time . Also , w e 
must provid e fo r periodi c convocation s o f laymen an d rabbis , represen -
tative o f th e entir e movement , wh o shal l b e empowere d t o accep t o r 
reject th e propose d "takkanot. " T o exercis e th e first  function , w e pro -
pose th e establishmen t o f a  Jewis h Academy , consistin g o f selecte d 
rabbis, scholar s an d laymen , wh o woul d discus s thoroughl y an d regu -
larly al l phase s o f Jewish doctrin e an d practice . Th e secon d functio n 
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must naturall y b e lef t t o a  joint specia l session o f the Unite d Synagogu e 
and th e Rabbinica l Assembly . 

The ter m "Jewis h Academy" i s chosen i n orde r to sugges t the resem -
blance t o th e Frenc h Academ y an d t o esche w th e notio n o f claimin g 
the authorit y o f th e ancien t Synhedrin . Lik e th e Frenc h Academy , i t 
should consis t o f th e greates t me n i n ou r movement , thos e wh o hav e 
achieved distinctio n i n th e field s o f scholarship , rabbini c leadership , 
Jewish educatio n an d socia l welfare . Lik e th e Academy , too , appoint -
ments shoul d b e mad e fo r lif e o r fo r lon g terms—suc h appointment s 
constituting th e highes t mark s o f recognitio n i n ou r movement . Thi s 
academy shoul d mee t a t regular interval s to discus s institutions o f Jewish 
life, principle s an d dogma s o f th e faith , th e lates t development s i n 
various fields  of study bearing upon th e philosophy o f religion an d ways 
and mean s o f dealin g wit h specifi c problems . It s first  tas k shal l b e t o 
lead an d guid e ou r movemen t i n a  nationwide, "tshuvah " effort , calcu -
lated t o reestablis h a  minimu m o f observanc e amon g th e member s o f 
our congregations . It s member s shoul d b e mad e availabl e fo r periodi c 
consultation wit h congregationa l groups , so a s to stimulat e an d arous e a 
deep loyalty t o Judaism. 

In short , th e Academ y woul d becom e th e centra l guidin g agenc y fo r 
Conservative Judaism, th e uppe r hous e fo r legislation i n ou r movement . 

This suggestio n i s so obviou s an d natura l tha t on e nee d no t argu e i n 
favor o f i t s o muc h a s i n refutatio n o f th e criticism s tha t migh t b e 
directed a t it. Le t us therefore procee d t o analyze the possible objection s 
to thi s plan . 

Firstly, i t wil l b e sai d tha t th e "takkanot " wil l hav e t o b e s o fa r 
reaching i n th e beginnin g tha t th e establishe d structur e o f "Halachah " 
will b e incapabl e o f withstandin g th e impac t o f sudde n change . Th e 
residual loyalt y t o Jewish la w i n th e heart s o f ou r peopl e wil l i n conse -
quence no t b e channele d thr u th e ne w "takkanot, " bu t wil l b e totall y 
shattered. Th e distanc e betwee n theor y an d practic e i n Conservativ e 
ranks is presently s o vast, tha t an y attempt t o bring the law down t o life , 
cannot bu t begi n wit h a  tremendou s antinomia n effort , tha t wil l o f it s 
own momentu m undermin e th e respec t whic h Jewish la w stil l evoke s 
among ou r people . Th e first  act s o f the projecte d Jewish Academ y wil l 
have t o b e directe d agains t som e section s o f "Halachah," i t may be said . 
Therefore, th e negativ e characte r o f the Academy woul d b e fixed  i n th e 
public mind , thereb y acceleratin g th e presen t strea m o f defections fro m 
Jewish law. 
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The answe r to thi s objectio n i s that th e initia l "takkanot " nee d no t a t 
all be negative . Th e processe s o f life, o f their ow n impetus , combin e t o 
render certai n phase s o f the La w obsolete . Ou r tas k i s very largel y o f a 
positive character—t o strengthe n an d protec t thos e phase s o f Judaism, 
which ar e mos t significan t fro m ou r viewpoint . B y doin g littl e o r 
nothing t o encourag e th e regula r attendanc e o f wome n i n "mikvoth, " 
and b y doin g al l i n ou r powe r t o stimulat e attendanc e i n synagogues , 
we shal l b e directin g th e cours e o f Jewish life . Ther e i s n o nee d fo r 
"takkanot" t o sanctio n non-observance , bu t ther e i s grea t nee d fo r 
"takkanot" t o rais e th e leve l o f observance . Certainly , ou r firs t endeav -
ors should b e directe d towar d th e achievemen t o f a minimum o f obser -
vance among ou r people—so tha t membership i n a  synagogue shal l no t 
be purel y a  financia l transaction . Th e ter m "conservative, " mus t b e 
made t o stan d fo r a  positiv e commitmen t t o Judaism , no t onl y fo r 
minor change s i n public worship . 

The nex t serie s of "takkanot" shal l deal with th e correction o f certain 
abuses i n Jewish life , a s in th e matte r o f desertion an d th e refusa l o f th e 
husband t o gran t a  divorce. 

Whatever change s nee d b e mad e i n th e orde r o f the services , canno t 
be describe d a s negativ e i n character , sinc e thei r purpos e wil l b e th e 
improvement o f th e spiritua l qualit y o f worshi p an d th e attractio n o f 
greater number s o f people t o th e synagogue . 

Secondly, i t wil l b e argue d tha t a  grou p o f associate d synagogues , 
such a s the United Synagogue , canno t be considere d legall y a  Kahal, fo r 
the purpos e o f makin g "takkanot. " "Takkanot " involvin g th e Jewis h 
religion canno t b e mad e b y differen t communitie s o r eve n b y th e 
Jewries o f entire countries , but the y presuppose th e ingathering o f Israel 
in th e Hol y Lan d an d th e re-establishmen t o f a Synhedrin i n Jerusalem. 
The "takkanot " tha t wer e mad e b y divers e communitie s i n th e pas t 
were mino r i n characte r an d canno t b e compare d wit h th e radica l 
departure tha t i s likel y t o b e represente d b y a  serie s o f "takkanot, " 
expressive o f th e Conservativ e ideology . Th e principl e o f "catholi c 
Israel" militate s agains t an y brea k wit h othe r section s o f th e Jewis h 
people. 

This argumen t woul d b e irrefutable , i f ther e ha d existe d presentl y 
that degre e o f universality o f observanc e whic h th e "Shulcha n Aruch " 
postulates. Th e fac t is , however , tha t th e masse s o f ou r peopl e hav e 
already broken awa y from th e ancien t mooring s o f Jewish La w an d tha t 
the Refor m movemen t whic h rejecte d nearl y th e whole o f ritual law is 
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still considere d par t an d parce l o f th e Jewish community . Accordingly , 
our tas k i s no t on e o f breakin g dow n fences , but , o n th e contrary , o f 
erecting dam s agains t th e erodin g floodwaters  o f desertio n fro m th e 
standards o f the synagogue . 

An associatio n o f synagogue s i n ou r tim e ma y b e likene d t o a n 
association o f communities i n the past , especiall y in reference t o matter s 
affecting congregationa l life , sinc e uniformit y o f observanc e amon g 
Jewish peopl e toda y i s ou t o f th e question . T o wai t fo r th e agreemen t 
of the entir e Jewish people would b e tantamoun t i n practice t o th e utte r 
bankruptcy o f our religious leadership—a shameface d confessio n t o th e 
taunt o f Longfello w tha t th e Jew walk s backward s wit h hi s eye s glue d 
to th e dea d letter s o f th e boo k hel d i n hi s hands . No r woul d suc h a 
course o f actio n b e justifie d i n theory , sinc e no w ther e i s neithe r a n 
identity o f basic conviction s betwee n us , the Reformed , th e indifferen t 
and th e Orthodox , no r a n institutio n lik e th e Synhedri n o f old , thr u 
which difference s o f opinion ca n be reconcile d an d adjudicated . 

As t o th e actua l scop e o f communit y "takkanot, " w e kno w tha t 
from th e objectiv e psychologica l viewpoint , a s distinguishe d fro m th e 
subjective on e o f stric t legalism , ther e i s ampl e preceden t fo r virtuall y 
all tha t need s t o b e done . Th e "takkanot " o f Rabbenu Gersho m wer e 
certainly mos t fa r reachin g i n sociologica l terms , thoug h the y wer e 
meant fo r an d wer e accepte d b y onl y th e Ashkenazi c Jews. But , eve n i f 
it be grante d tha t ther e i s not enoug h preceden t fo r wha t migh t hav e t o 
be thu s legislated , ar e no t ou r tim e an d circumstance s s o strikingly ne w 
as to justify th e creatio n o f new precedents ? 

Another possibl e objectio n t o th e pla n herei n outline d i s tha t ther e 
exists presentl y n o agreemen t i n Conservativ e ranks , concernin g basi c 
and vita l issues ; that , i n consequence , an y attemp t t o legislat e thr u 
"takkanot" woul d lea d to th e widening o f existing splits ; that th e grou p 
which woul d rall y round th e pla n woul d b e to o smal l t o comman d an y 
respect an d achiev e an y permanent results . 

As a  matte r o f practica l judgment , thi s objectio n mus t certainl y b e 
weighed wit h grea t care . Doubtless , w e dar e no t attemp t t o mak e u p 
with on e fel l blo w fo r a  centur y o f arreste d progress . Cautio n an d 
extreme deliberatio n wil l b e needed , bu t i t i s impossibl e t o evad e th e 
inherent logi c o f th e situation . Whateve r th e relativ e strengt h o f th e 
various group s i n Conservativ e Judaism ma y happe n t o b e a t thi s mo -
ment, th e followin g consideration s remai n true : tha t th e basi c division s 
in Judais m ar e i n respec t o f "Halachah" ; tha t th e middl e positio n 
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between th e ful l acceptanc e o f the Orthodo x an d the complet e repudia -
tion o f Refor m ca n b e theoreticall y grounde d eithe r o n th e Karaiti c 
principle, repudiatin g th e authorit y o f the rabbis , o r o n th e "l o tossur " 
principle, th e magn a cart a o f rabbini c legislation . Sinc e th e Karaiti c 
principle, i n spit e o f it s initia l coincidenc e wit h th e tren d o f popula r 
feeling, an d th e apath y o f ou r leadershi p i s intellectuall y steril e an d 
practically a  weak-kneed Refor m movement , lackin g boldness and con -
sistency, i t follows tha t th e Conservativ e movemen t ca n onl y follo w th e 
pathway o f "takkanot," o r else disappear from th e scene, as a movement . 

The questio n raise d by this objection, therefore , i s a very fundamenta l 
one—to wit , i s there roo m o n th e America n scen e fo r a  Conservativ e 
movement, a s distinguished fro m a  Conservative way-station ? T o phrase 
the questio n i s t o answe r it . Ther e i s no t onl y room , bu t cryin g need , 
for a  Conservativ e movement . If  there wer e n o suc h steadil y emergin g 
movement, i t woul d hav e ha d t o b e created . Fo r ou r tim e call s fo r a 
bold constructiv e approach , whic h neithe r Refor m no r Orthodox y ca n 
give—the forme r thrivin g o n th e growin g deca y o f tradition, th e latte r 
reduced t o a  desperate holdin g action . 

Actually, I  am convince d that , i f the pathway o f "takkanot" i s chose n 
by th e Conservativ e movement , it s followin g wil l gro w fro m yea r t o 
year, thr u th e accessio n o f th e libera l graduate s o f "yeshivoth " an d th e 
younger Refor m rabbis , wh o ar e eve n no w diml y gropin g towar d th e 
Conservative position . Ther e i s no firmnes s eithe r t o th e righ t o f us o r 
to th e lef t o f us . Voice s clamorin g fo r a  livin g authorit y an d a  "ne w 
Halachah" ca n b e hear d o n al l sides . Yet, onl y th e Conservativ e move -
ment i s strategicall y s o situate d a s t o b e capabl e o f forgin g a  fir m 
instrument o f leadership. 

What i f our "takkanot " ar e repudiated b y the Orthodo x an d spurne d 
by th e Refor m elements ? Shal l w e no t the n b e contributin g t o a 
widening o f the existin g split s in American Jewish life?—I n answer , le t 
us reflec t tha t th e presen t cours e o f inactio n i s no t a t al l conduciv e t o 
unity o r uniformity , sav e tha t o f the cemetery . A  bol d cours e o f actio n 
would serv e t o galvaniz e ou r ow n movemen t an d imbu e i t with enthu -
siasm and conviction . I t would enabl e ou r ow n me n t o preach , t o teac h 
and to guide with utte r sincerity, feeling themselves part of a movement , 
that reall y know s whithe r i t i s going . I t woul d hel p t o overcom e th e 
mood o f frustration an d cynicism , whic h vitiate s th e effectivenes s o f so 
many o f our men, releasin g thereby untappe d spring s of creative energy . 
If it be tru e tha t ou r movemen t toda y lacks enough me n o f outstandin g 
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spiritual calibre , i s no t tha t lac k itsel f t o b e attribute d t o th e lassitud e 
and confusio n o f ou r leadership ? Why , no t havin g lacke d geniu s an d 
character i n th e past , shoul d w e assum e tha t w e shal l lac k i t i n th e 
future? If , then , man y o f the earnes t soul s in th e Orthodo x an d Refor m 
camps should choos e t o join ou r group , wel l an d good . I f their reactio n 
will b e largel y on e o f repudiation , the y canno t fai l t o emulat e ou r 
example o f courageous actio n an d t o proceed t o men d thei r ow n fence s 
in thei r ow n way . The ne t resul t in eithe r cas e cannot bu t b e beneficial . 



22 
A THEOLOGICA L FOUNDATIO N 

FOR TH E HALACHA H 

A PHILOSOPH Y o f Halacha h i s a n integra l portio n o f one' s world -
view in general . At least, i t is so in my case . I beg the reader s indulgence 
for th e outlin e for m o f exposition , whic h necessaril y raise s more ques -
tions than i t answers . 

GOD 

I believ e i n Go d a s th e Ultimat e Realit y o f th e Cosmos , th e unifyin g 
and harmonizin g Principl e o f existence . Th e philosophi c schoo l whic h 
most nearl y reflect s m y view s i s tha t o f panentheism, where th e cosmo s 
is viewe d a s bein g in  God . I  conside r tha t thi s schoo l represent s th e 
"perennial philosophy " a t whic h Aristotl e an d Maimonide s aimed ; 
Bergson reconcile d i t wit h th e dat a o f evolution ; Alexande r an d 
Whitehead describe d i t a s "organismic"; an d Hartshorn e defende d i t i n 
contemporary thought . Th e cosmo s contain s a  crescend o o f "wholes, " 
structured cluster s o f energ y whic h functio n a s i f the y wer e unitar y 
beings. I n th e cours e o f evolution , eve r mor e elaborat e organism s hav e 
evolved, with mankin d representin g the emergenc e o f free personalities , 
capable o f sensin g th e divin e principl e o f organismi c unit y an d har -
mony. Th e "imag e o f God " i n ma n i s the fleeting,  finit e an d fragmen -
tary realizatio n o f th e Divin e creativ e thrust . Fo r al l it s transitoriness , 
mans awarenes s o f God i s certain, intuitiv e an d a  source o f self-renewal . 

We ma y spea k o f Go d a s Person , i n bot h affirmativ e an d negativ e 
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senses. In it s affirmative meaning , personhoo d mean s unit y in spac e an d 
time, imposin g on e La w upo n th e whol e o f creation , embracin g th e 
past i n memor y an d th e futur e i n intentio n an d i n affirmation . I n it s 
negative sense , personality i s self-defined b y tha t whic h i t excludes . So , 
in the cas e of God, whil e al l events are His work, throug h th e operatio n 
of th e law s o f nature , no t al l events , take n i n isolation , revea l Hi s will . 
In a  work o f ar t ther e i s a  framework , materia l conten t whic h ma y b e 
infinitely varied , an d th e intentio n o f th e artis t tha t ma y b e clearl y 
manifested o r onl y diml y apprehende d b y unconscious intuition . 

Personality i s the highest exempla r o f holistic unity tha t we encounte r 
in ou r huma n experience . Personalit y point s t o God , withou t de -
limiting Him . H e i s "th e Sou l o f souls" (neshamah  lineshamah).  We dar e 
not attribut e th e merel y huma n qualitie s o f speech an d temperamen t t o 
Him, excep t i n a  metaphoric sense . Rabb i Simla i s restriction o f divin e 
revelation a t Sina i t o th e first  tw o o f the Te n Commandment s i s an ap t 
description o f divine-huma n encounters. 1 Go d open s eve r ne w hori -
zons b y Hi s self-revelatio n i n ou r heart s an d minds . H e i s reveale d i n 
man's ascen t fro m slaver y t o freedo m an d i n th e progressiv e rejectio n o f 
idolatry, b e i t gros s o r subtle. 2 Ever y revelatio n o f God' s Wil l i n th e 
human sou l ca n tur n idolatrou s whe n i t i s taken t o b e th e las t wor d o f 
the living God . Ever y ste p towar d freedo m tha t mankin d take s i s divin e 
in inspiratio n an d orientation , bu t i t i s just a  finite  step , no more , o n a n 
infinite road . 

REVELATION 

God reveal s Himself to u s in many differen t ways . His Will is manifeste d 
at th e severa l cuttin g edge s o f th e huma n spirit—i n th e infinit e out -
reach o f man' s ques t fo r understanding , i n th e imperativ e cal l t o over -
come th e ill s o f society , i n th e inspirin g moment s o f holiness . Plato' s 
triad, th e True , th e Goo d an d th e Beautiful , wa s a n inspire d bu t time -
conditioned formulation . Trut h i s a n elusiv e goa l an d th e awarenes s o f 
limitation accompanie s man' s intellectua l quest . Ethica l imperative s ar e 
divine, bu t ever y ste p o f socia l progres s uncover s ne w tasks . Th e glor y 
of beauty i s most liable to perversio n throug h th e seductio n o f pleasure. 
True beauty includes the dimensio n o f the sublime o r the holy—hence , 
an intimation o f infinity . 

In eac h aspect , th e awarenes s o f negation , knowin g tha t w e d o no t 
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know, i s integra l t o th e experienc e o f revelation . A s i n th e nineteent h 
Psalm, da y speak s unt o da y an d nigh t unt o nigh t bu t "ther e i s n o 
speech, ther e ar e n o words. " Indeed , viewe d i n th e perspectiv e o f th e 
history o f religions , th e fait h o f th e biblica l author s stresse s th e nega -
tional dimensio n o f the faith-even t mor e tha n th e affirmativ e one . Th e 
Hebrew Scripture s "de-sacralized " no t onl y nature , bu t als o history , 
setting stric t categorie s fo r th e manifestation s o f the divin e will . 

Several moder n Jewis h thinkers , succumbin g t o th e influenc e o f 
German philosophy , contraste d th e paga n sanctificatio n o f natur e wit h 
the Jewish sacralizatio n o f history . I t i s tru e tha t Go d i s reveale d mos t 
clearly in th e expandin g domain s o f the huma n spirit , bu t th e cours e o f 
human event s i s not identica l with th e advanc e o f ethical sensitivit y an d 
moral vision . Go d i s reveale d in  history , no t through  it . Judaism reject s 
the arrogan t triumphalis m o f th e historicists , whos e sloga n i s "worl d 
history i s the worl d court. " Th e Go d o f Israe l appear s i n histor y a s th e 
champion o f slaves , inten t o n reversin g th e cours e o f history . An d fo r 
two millennia , an d agains t al l odds , th e Jewis h peopl e cherishe d th e 
hope o f rebirth. Onl y certai n event s in histor y manifes t th e divin e will ; 
others ar e consequence s o f th e darke r sid e o f huma n freedom . A s th e 
Mekhilta o n th e crossin g o f th e Re d Se a point s out , Go d appear s a t 
times a s a leader o n th e battlefield , a t othe r time s a s a sage teaching in a 
yeshiva? As to which i s which, i n ever y instance th e conscienc e o f great 
and hol y me n mus t judge. 

In additio n t o thi s genera l revelation , whic h i s fleeting  an d unstruc -
tured, Judaism affirm s th e specia l revelation , whic h i s embodie d i n it s 
literature an d it s patterns o f living. I n th e Hebre w Scriptures , th e sacre d 
tradition i s mediated throug h th e mind s o f thre e kind s o f hol y men — 
the priests , the sage s and th e prophets . "Fo r Tora h shal l not peris h fro m 
the priest , no r counse l fro m th e wise , no r th e wor d fro m th e prophet " 
(Jer. 18 , 18) . (This is why we use the acrosti c Tanakh —Torah, prophets , 
writings.) Differen t aspect s o f wisdo m an d piet y ar e likel y t o b e con -
veyed b y eac h categor y o f teacher . Becaus e o f th e tension s resultin g 
from thes e differen t approaches , th e biblica l fait h wa s dynami c an d 
many-sided. Whil e archai c element s remained , countervailin g influ -
ences were se t in motion . 

To consider matter s o f Halachah apar t from thei r histori c setting s an d 
deeper meaning s i s t o follo w i n th e wak e o f th e ancien t priest s exclu -
sively. Th e Talmu d recognize d tha t shee r legalis m wa s a  diseas e o f 
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religion. "Whoeve r says , ' I car e onl y fo r Torah ' wil l lac k eve n Torah " 
(Yebamot 109b) . 

The "Sage s of Israel," as the Pharisaic scholar s called themselves, trie d 
to preserv e th e ethica l thrus t o f th e prophet s an d th e wisdo m o f th e 
sages as well as the ritua l o f the priests . In the openin g Mishnah ofAvot, 
they eve n exclude d th e priest s fro m th e chai n o f transmission . Th e 
Aggadah contains , i n gnomi c form , maxim s reflectin g th e philosophie s 
of th e ancien t world , alon g wit h th e impassione d ethica l fervo r o f th e 
prophets. Philo , th e first  philosophica l exponen t o f Judaism , wa s a 
Greek-speaking Aggadist , incorporatin g int o th e traditio n th e so-calle d 
"beauty o f Japheth." 

Scholars hav e discerne d tw o divers e approache s i n th e Palestinia n 
schools o f Rabbi s Akiv a an d Ishmael—th e forme r inclinin g towar d 
literalism, th e latte r towar d a  reasone d interpretation . Th e literalis t 
school produce d als o th e Shiur  Komah  (description s o f th e Divin e 
Glory) typ e o f mystica l literatur e whic h forme d th e foundatio n o f 
Kabbalah, whil e th e rationalisti c schoo l kep t th e gate s ope n t o th e 
contemporary wind s o f philosophi c speculation . Medieva l Jewish phi -
losophy, climaxe d i n Maimonides ' Guide,  was th e mos t massiv e attemp t 
to synthesiz e th e thre e current s o f tradition—tha t o f priest , sag e an d 
prophet. 

Maimonides effecte d thi s synthesis in three crucia l ways—by viewin g 
the tradition i n the light o f the history o f religions and describing ritual s 
as protests agains t ancien t idolatries ; by postulating Secondar y Intentio n 
on th e par t o f Go d a s th e sourc e o f th e entir e sacrificia l syste m i n 
the Hol y Temple ; an d b y introducin g th e distinctio n betwee n "tru e 
doctrines" an d "necessar y doctrines. " Th e forme r ar e tru e i n them -
selves, the latter are affirmed b y the sages in orde r t o retain th e cohesio n 
of the community . 

While lesse r philosophers , bot h befor e hi m an d afte r him , wer e 
content t o separat e and insulat e th e tw o domain s o f reason an d religion , 
Maimonides insiste d tha t worshi p mus t b e whole-souled . Onl y i f Juda-
ism promotes philosophica l piet y doe s i t hav e th e righ t t o deman d self -
sacrifice an d eve n martyrdom . W e lear n fro m Maimonide s tha t no t al l 
halachot ar e bor n equal . W e hav e t o stud y thei r origi n i n history , thei r 
justification i n philosophy , thei r pragmati c consequences , thei r meri t i n 
terms o f the primary intentio n o f faith . 

To b e a  Jew i s t o shar e i n th e priestly , propheti c an d philosophica l 
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tradition o f th e livin g communit y o f Israe l (K'lal  Yisroel),  with th e 
inevitable developmen t o f diverse school s o f interpretation ! 

HALACHAH 

Conservative Judaism is one suc h school . I t seeks to be tru e t o th e whole 
of ou r sacre d tradition , t o it s inne r philosoph y a s wel l a s t o it s oute r 
expression. A s Conservativ e Jews w e accep t th e Halacha h a s a  startin g 
point, no t a s a  blueprint . I t i s on e o f th e give n component s o f ou r 
tradition, no t al l o f it . Tor n fro m it s contex t i n lif e an d thought , 
Halachah i s meaningless. 4 Ever y particula r comman d shoul d b e ope n 
for evaluatio n i n term s o f the totalit y o f the evolvin g sacred tradition . 

For the purpose o f clarification, som e negation s ar e in order : 
We ar e no t literalists—tha t is , w e d o no t asser t tha t th e Tora h wa s 

dictated t o Moses , wor d fo r word , an d tha t th e Ora l La w was transmit -
ted verball y to hi m an d t o hi s successors. Therefore , th e inne r logi c o f a 
great dea l of Halachah is , for us , not i n itsel f persuasive. Nor i s a custom 
in itsel f hallowe d i n ou r eye s solel y becaus e i t ha s bee n practice d b y 
many o r eve n most o f our people . Fo r example , shlogen  kapores.  W e hav e 
outgrown folkis t romanticism . No r d o I  an d man y o f m y colleague s 
follow th e Germa n super-conservativ e schoo l of Savigny which idolize d 
the institution s create d b y histor y a s sacred , "positive-historical. " W e 
know al l to o wel l ho w man y anti-Jewis h horror s wer e sanctione d b y 
that attitude . 

We se e th e Jewish globa l communit y a s centere d i n it s religiou s lif e 
around sages—mor e exactly , priests , prophet s an d teacher s o f wisdom . 
In contemporar y life , thos e categorie s d o no t coincid e wit h an y partic -
ular organize d group . Th e rabbinate , i n it s totality , doe s no t toda y 
exhaust th e categor y o f th e ancien t hakhamim.  Ther e ar e academi c 
philosophers, individua l scholars , educator s an d socia l workers, journal-
ists and authors , who , i n divers e ways , contribut e t o th e makin g o f th e 
Jewish mentality . Association s o f synagogue s com e closest , perhaps , t o 
the representatio n o f Kenesset  Yisroel, the religiou s fellowshi p o f Israel . 
With th e progressiv e contractio n o f th e domai n o f religiou s lif e t o 
the precinct s o f th e Synagogue , th e norm s an d standard s adopte d b y 
congregations wil l be decisiv e in molding th e Halacha h o f the future . 
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TAKKANOT 

The Talmu d speak s o f thos e wh o violat e a n ordinanc e o f th e sacre d 
tradition a s rebelliou s children , disobeyin g thei r Father , wh o i s God , 
and thei r Mother , th e Congregatio n o f Israel . Ever y ordinanc e i s a 
product o f bot h parents . W e recogniz e th e wor k o f Go d i n th e livin g 
people, molde d a s i t i s b y it s historica l institution s an d guide d b y it s 
spiritual leaders . 

Therefore, i n ou r view , th e traditio n develop s b y wa y o f ne w takka-
not, new aggadot  and ne w minhagim.  Takkanot  are ordinance s o f conduc t 
initiated b y th e spiritua l elite ; aggadot  are new idea s tha t aris e eithe r ou t 
of Judaism o r ou t o f universal culture ; minhagim  are customs initiate d b y 
the peopl e an d concurre d i n b y th e elite.  No stric t line s o f demarcatio n 
can b e draw n betwee n thes e severa l instrument s o f halachi c develop -
ment. Scholar s use d t o dra w absolut e distinction s betwee n th e imposi -
tion o f dogma s upo n th e fre e mind , whic h i s intolerable , an d th e 
imposition o f ordinance s o f conduc t upo n a  fre e people , whic h i s 
acceptable. The distinctio n i s only partially valid, for ther e i s no conduc t 
that cause s might y change s i n society , whic h doe s no t impl y certai n 
ideas, an d ther e ar e n o idea s o f consequenc e whic h d o no t affec t th e 
lives of people. 

Takkanot, aggadot  an d minhagim  aim t o affec t al l concerne d Jews, bu t 
they ar e usuall y initiate d b y individua l congregation s (takkanot  hake-
hillot). 

K'LAL YISROE L 

The Conservativ e movemen t focuse d attentio n o n th e concep t o f K'lal 
Yisroel. I accep t Dr . Gordis ' interpretatio n o f the ter m a s the consensu s 
of th e concerned . I n a  fre e society , agreemen t wil l b e gradational . I n 
regard t o essential s ther e wil l b e a  consensus , whil e ther e wil l b e ampl e 
room fo r variation s i n ideolog y an d practice . 

A ne w facto r o f uncertain characte r i s likely t o modif y th e impac t o f 
K'lal Yisroel —namely, th e governmen t o f Israel . It s relatio n t o matter s 
of persona l statu s i s well-known . Orthodo x pressur e i n regar d t o Sab -
bath observanc e i s also a  factor. But , socia l issues are eve n mor e signifi -
cant, i f we thin k o f Halachah i n it s ethica l dimensions . We hav e t o tak e 
account o f questions i n th e real m o f political scienc e tha t ou r predeces -
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sors coul d comfortabl y ignore . Wha t i s the idea l relatio n o f th e Jewish 
religion, it s Aggadah an d it s Halachah, t o th e Jewish state ? I s the citize n 
of such a  state ipso facto a  member o f the Jewish people ? Shoul d suc h a 
state b e structure d i n keepin g wit h th e law s o f Torah , o r th e principle s 
of Torah , o r th e concept s o f libera l democracy , th e hokhmah  o f ou r 
time? Will th e equalit y o f the ger, affirme d thirty-si x time s in th e Torah , 
apply t o al l the non-Jew s i n a  Jewish state ? I s a Jewish stat e conceivabl e 
that i s not democratic ? Shal l Israe l follow th e mode l o f western democ -
racies, separating religion from government , o r the model o f an "Islami c 
state," a  la Ayatollah Khomeini ? 

Manifestly, th e characte r o f Halacha h i n Judaism wil l b e powerfull y 
affected b y th e exten t o f its involvement wit h th e governmen t o f Israel. 
Laws o f religio n an d o f governmen t ar e differen t i n essence . T o mak e 
governmental privilege s dependen t o n th e practic e o f religiou s ritual s 
and o n th e kashrut  o f thos e wh o administe r the m i s a  horrendou s 
requirement i n a  western society . We canno t tel l how Israe l will develo p 
in th e future . S o muc h depend s upo n whethe r a  large Ara b minority , 
consisting o f th e resident s o f th e Wes t Ban k an d Gaz a a s well a s Israe l 
proper, i s embrace d withi n th e boundarie s o f th e state . Wit h a  non -
Jewish minorit y o f nearl y 40% , a  ne w constitutio n ma y evolve , defi -
nitely separating religion from government . Also , spiritual forces emerg -
ing fro m grass-root s Israel i lif e ma y wel l lea d t o a n acceptanc e o f 
religious pluralism . 

Halachah a s religiou s la w ca n b e perverte d int o secula r law , but , 
ideally, th e tw o domain s mus t b e kep t apart . Fo r secula r la w take s n o 
account o f intentio n o r relegate s i t t o th e background , while , i n reli -
gion, th e demand s o f spiri t an d piety ar e al l important. I n an y case , th e 
import an d orientatio n o f the K'lal  Yisroel  ideal i s certain t o b e affecte d 
by development s i n Israel , which canno t no w b e foreseen . 

The negativ e implicatio n o f K'lal  Yisroel  i s the refusa l t o rea d ou t o f 
Jewish lif e thos e wh o diffe r fro m th e majorit y i n thei r interpretatio n o f 
Judaism. A  blurring o f the line s o f ideology withi n th e Jewish commu -
nity i s the inevitabl e consequenc e o f such a  policy. Ther e ma y no t eve n 
be complet e consistenc y withi n th e Conservativ e movement , becaus e 
of th e nee d t o reconcil e th e imperative s o f progress wit h reverenc e fo r 
unity. 

A cas e i n poin t i s th e enfranchisemen t o f wome n withi n congrega -
tional life . Th e first  ste p was to institut e Bat  Mizvah  observance s a s par t 
of th e Sabbat h services . Th e nex t ste p wa s t o gran t aliyot  and othe r 
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honors t o women , an d t o coun t the m a s part o f a  minyan.  Onc e thes e 
steps have been accepte d by the overwhelming majority o f Conservativ e 
congregations, others , suc h a s the ordinatio n o f women, migh t wel l b e 
in order . 

The gradationa l pac e o f chang e i s itsel f par t o f th e Conservativ e 
approach. I n ou r endeavo r t o b e faithfu l t o th e whol e o f ou r tradition , 
we nee d t o shu n th e broa d decisivenes s o f the ideologues . 

ECUMENISM 

If th e ris e o f Israe l i s boun d t o affec t th e cours e o f Halacha h b y 
changing th e objectiv e circumstance s o f Jewis h lif e i n Israe l an d b y 
adding a  fres h an d triumphan t not e t o ou r aggadot,  the ecumenica l 
movement i s also likely t o introduc e ne w pattern s o f Jewish-Christian-
Moslem relations . Lik e th e Stat e o f Israel , th e interfait h movement , 
involving Judaism, wa s a  delayed reactio n t o th e Holocaust . 

It i s important t o recogniz e tha t th e Halacha h i n regar d t o non-Jew s 
was froze n i n th e for m tha t i t assume d a t Yavne h a t th e en d o f th e 
first century . Som e genera l principle s wer e enunciated—suc h a s th e 
Noachide laws , i n al l thei r ambiguities , th e recognitio n tha t no t al l 
Gentiles ar e worshipper s o f "strang e gods, " etc . But , th e relevanc e an d 
application o f thes e law s t o Christian s and , later , t o Moslems , wa s lef t 
undetermined an d wa s vitiate d b y th e demand s o f apologetics . Th e 
times were no t suitabl e fo r a  positive evaluation . 

In ou r day , th e interfait h movemen t ha s alread y resulte d i n th e 
breaking dow n o f barriers i n th e fiel d o f learning and teaching . Th e ol d 
prohibition o f "teaching Tora h t o Gentiles " is no longe r take n seriously . 
In th e fiel d o f gemilut hasadim  there i s bound t o b e increasin g coopera -
tion. Join t religiou s service s t o celebrat e grea t nationa l event s ar e be -
coming th e norm , rathe r tha n th e exception , i n America n publi c life . 
What shal l be th e governin g principles o f such interfait h activities ? 

Other issue s i n thi s fiel d hav e alread y move d t o th e forefron t o f ou r 
agenda. Ca n w e continu e t o clos e ou r eye s to intermarriage s an d refus e 
to participat e i n thei r sacralization ? Ca n w e refus e t o acknowledg e th e 
Jewishness in  potentia  o f th e chil d o f a  Jewish fathe r an d a  Christia n 
mother? 

Must we regard intermarriage alway s as a loss, instead o f as a potential 
gain? I f th e livin g fait h o f libera l Christian s i s clos e t o ou r "sacre d 
tradition," wher e i s the lin e t o b e drawn ? Ha s th e tim e com e t o reviv e 



478 
A Theological  Foundation for the Halachah 

the categor y o f yirai hashem, the Fearer s of the Lord , insofa r a s Christia n 
spouses o f Jews ar e concerned ? Wha t ar e th e parameter s o f th e obliga -
tion t o welcome stranger s into ou r religious fellowship i n ou r day ? 

These an d simila r question s ar e boun d t o ope n u p ne w area s fo r th e 
different philosophie s o f Jewish law. 

SUMMATION 

In sum , Halacha h i s intimatel y relate d t o th e contemporar y form s o f 
wisdom an d th e unfoldin g vista s o f persona l an d socia l ethics . Hence , 
our critica l understanding o f Bible and Talmud enter s into ou r interpre -
tation o f th e dynamic s o f Jewis h law , a s wel l a s ou r philosophica l 
conception o f the natur e o f the divin e thrus t i n history . Halacha h mus t 
be responsive t o the bes t ideals of every age. To be sure , "whateve r needs 
not t o be changed , need s not  to be changed. " Advance s shoul d be mad e 
with du e regar d t o contemporar y sensibilities , t o th e lesson s o f histor y 
and t o th e vision s o f the future . I n ou r age , th e emergenc e o f the Stat e 
of Israe l an d o f the interfait h movemen t presen t fres h challenge s t o th e 
making o f Jewish law . 

NOTES 

i. B . T. Makkot 23b. In the name of R. Yishmoel , Horayot 8a. 
2. Phil o interpret s "th e imag e o f God " i n ma n t o b e th e capacit y fo r 

freedom. 
3. Additiona l references i n Ephraim E. Urbach's Hazal  (Jerusalem, 1969) , p. 

29, not e 1 . 
4. I n thi s sense , th e Midras h speak s o f Tora h a s "th e decaye d frui t o f th e 

wisdom that is above" (Genesis Kabbah 17 , 5, 44, 17). 
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SELECTION AN D PREFATOR Y 
REMARKS 

Elliot N.  Dorff 

GIVEN HI S TRADITIONA L talmudi c trainin g an d extensiv e talmu -
dic erudition , aligne d wit h hi s sens e tha t th e halaka h (Jewis h law ) 
required som e modificatio n t o b e meaningfu l i n ou r time , i t i s no t 
surprising tha t Rabb i Agu s wa s a n activ e participan t i n th e discussio n 
over th e developmen t o f a  distinctivel y Conservativ e philosoph y o f 
Jewish law . H e officiall y joine d th e Conservativ e Rabbinica l Assembl y 
in 194 6 an d wa s a  membe r o f it s Committe e o n Jewis h La w an d 
Standards from 194 8 to 1986 . 

The followin g selection , chose n t o accompan y Ellio t N . Dorf f s  essay 
"Jewish La w a s Standards " i n American  Rabbi:  The  Life  and  Thought  of 

Jacob B. Agus  (Ne w York , 1996) , i s draw n fro m Jaco b B . Agus ' Guide-
posts in Modern Judaism (Ne w York , 1954) , 85-137 . 
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23 
THE CONSERVATIV E 

MOVEMENT 

EMERGENCE O F TH E MOVEMEN T 

In poin t o f organizatio n an d th e officia l crystallizatio n o f ideology , th e 
Conservative grou p i s th e mos t recen t alignmen t o n th e America n 
scene. Whil e th e Jewish Theologica l Seminary , th e foca l poin t o f th e 
movement, wa s firs t organize d i n 1887 , largel y a s a  protes t agains t th e 
adoption o f th e Pittsburg h Platform , th e institutio n virtuall y cease d t o 
function followin g th e deat h o f it s founde r an d first  president , Sabat o 
Morais. Later , a s th e massiv e tid e o f immigratio n fro m Centra l an d 
Eastern Europ e brough t int o bein g a  large, inchoat e Jewish populatio n 
that wa s no t ye t integrate d int o th e patter n o f America n culture , th e 
social gul f betwee n th e Refor m an d Orthodo x communitie s becam e 
wide an d al l but impassable . I n orde r t o assis t the East-European Jews t o 
achieve thei r ow n synthesi s o f traditio n an d modernism , a  grou p o f 
public-spirited citizens , heade d b y Jacob H . Schiff , invite d i n th e yea r 
1902 Prof . Solomo n Schechte r fro m Englan d t o reorganiz e th e Semi -
nary an d t o buil d aroun d i t a n associatio n o f traditiona l synagogues . I n 
fifty years , th e movemen t ha s com e t o embrac e som e 45 0 rabbi s an d 
500 synagogues, a s well as an impressive numbe r o f central institutions . 

In Wester n Europe , th e Conservativ e o r moderatel y Refor m inter -
pretation o f Judais m ha d achieve d predominanc e b y th e en d o f th e 
nineteenth century . Outsid e o f England, th e leadin g congregation s an d 
communities o f Germany , Austri a an d Franc e wer e Conservative , wit h 
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the Leipsig and Augsburg synods o f 186 9 and 1870 , respectively, strivin g 
consciously for  th e attainmen t o f "th e golde n mean. " * The Seminar y 
in Breslau , unde r th e leadershi p o f Zecharia h Frankel , provide d th e 
greatest numbe r o f rabbi s fo r th e synagogue s o f th e Germa n "culture -
sphere," whic h include d th e citie s o f Hungar y an d th e Scandinavia n 
countries. 

However, th e graduate s o f thi s Conservativ e schoo l di d no t ban d 
together, upo n thei r arriva l in th e Unite d States , to foste r thei r philoso -
phy an d program o n a  national scale . For many year s modern tradition -
alist rabbi s lik e Jastrow, Szol d an d Kohu t attempte d t o fin d a  commo n 
working basi s with th e determine d leader s o f American Reform . Onl y 
slowly an d reluctantl y wer e th e way s o f th e Conservativ e an d Refor m 
wings o f America n Jewr y parted , wit h th e consequen t emergenc e o f 
the Unite d Synagogu e an d th e Rabbinica l Assembl y a s the organ s o f a 
new party . Motivate d b y a  dee p attachmen t t o th e tota l communit y o f 
Israel, the Conservativ e grou p was therefore projecte d upo n th e Ameri -
can scene as a distinct movement virtuall y agains t the will of its founder s 
and leaders, who sough t to hea l the wounds o f sectarianism an d to serv e 
the entir e bod y o f Israel . I t wa s th e hop e an d convictio n o f Prof . 
Schechter tha t the United Synagogu e would become th e centra l rallyin g 
point o f American Jewry, lendin g t o th e Orthodo x masse s the polis h o f 
"culture" an d bringin g th e erran t Reformer s bac k t o th e community , 
in "uniso n an d peace. " A t th e foundin g conventio n o f th e Unite d 
Synagogue, h e declared : 

"Indeed, wha t w e inten d t o accomplis h i s not t o creat e a  new party , 
but t o consolidat e a n ol d one , whic h ha s always existe d i n thi s country , 
but wa s neve r consciou s o f it s ow n strength , no r perhap s realize d th e 
need o f organization . I  refe r t o th e larg e numbe r o f Jews who , thor -
oughly America n i n habit s o f life an d mode s o f thinkin g and , i n man y 
cases, imbue d wit h th e bes t cultur e o f th e day , hav e alway s maintaine d 
conservative principle s an d remaine d aloo f from th e Reform movemen t 
which swep t ove r th e country . The y ar e sometime s stigmatize d a s th e 
Neo-Orthodox. Thi s i s no t correct . Thei r Orthodox y i s no t new . .  .  . 
A bette r knowledg e o f Jewish histor y woul d hav e taugh t the m tha t 
culture combine d wit h religio n wa s th e rul e wit h th e Jew . .  .  .  Th e 
'new' Orthodox y represent s therefor e ver y littl e tha t i s new. I t wa s th e 
normal stat e o f the Jew i n Spain . .  .  ." 2 

In hi s loving estimat e o f Jewish tradition , Dr . Schechte r assume d tha t 
the momentu m o f th e fundamentalis t tren d wa s i n hi s da y completel y 
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spent an d tha t a  libera l interpretatio n o f Judais m coul d confidentl y 
expect t o inheri t th e mantl e o f Orthodoxy . Al l tha t th e Orthodo x 
masses lacked was "culture," and , i n their progressive adoption o f Amer -
ican way s an d pattern s o f thought , the y coul d b e expecte d t o retai n 
"reverence fo r th e Bibl e a s the wor d o f God " an d "lov e fo r th e institu -
tions an d memorie s o f th e past. " Consciou s tha t h e represente d th e 
healthy mainstrea m o f tradition , Dr . Schechte r rejecte d eve n th e desig -
nation "neo-Orthodoxy " a s being too suggestiv e o f innovations. 

However, th e logi c o f event s brough t th e Conservativ e movemen t 
into bein g a s a n identifiabl e grou p consciousl y formulatin g it s ow n 
standards o f piety , an d rendere d hollo w an d meaningles s an y residua l 
endeavor t o preten d otherwise . Today , Conservativ e synagogue s ar e 
easily recognized b y one o r mor e o f the followin g practices : 

With rar e exceptions , th e women' s galler y i s abolishe d an d familie s 
worship together . Worshipper s wea r the "tallith " a t their mornin g pray -
ers an d "t'fillin " a t th e dail y weekda y services . Th e congregation s 
sponsor a n intensiv e progra m o f Hebre w educatio n an d emplo y eithe r 
the Orthodo x prayerboo k o r th e on e o f th e Unite d Synagogue . Th e 
main change s i n th e Unite d Synagogu e Prayer-Boo k consis t i n th e 
elimination o f a  petition fo r th e renewa l o f th e sacrificia l system . Th e 
prayers o f the Mussap h service s ar e retaine d bu t th e tens e i s changed s o 
that i t become s a  recitation o f wha t ou r ancestor s di d i n th e past . Th e 
translation o f "m'haye h hamaisim, " i s s o phrase d a s t o sugges t Go d s 
creative power , no t t o teac h th e dogm a o f the resuscitatio n o f the dead . 

Prayers i n Englis h ar e include d i n th e services . Man y synagogue s 
employ th e orga n t o ai d th e canto r an d choir , bu t th e cantillatio n i s i n 
the musica l traditio n o f th e synagogue . Worshipper s si t wit h covere d 
heads. With th e exceptio n o f one synagogue , tw o day s o f every festiva l 
are observed , an d al l synagogue s celebrat e th e tw o day s o f Ros h Has -
hono. Al l boy s ar e prepare d fo r th e Ba r Mitzva h ceremony ; th e Ba s 
Mitzvah ceremon y fo r girl s i s rapidl y becomin g a  standar d procedure , 
while th e ceremon y o f Confirmatio n i s als o include d i n th e tota l 
educational program . Th e dietar y law s ar e observe d i n al l public func -
tions o f the synagogue . Th e approve d pattern o f Sabbath observanc e fo r 
Conservative layme n include s permissio n t o rid e t o th e synagogu e o n 
the Sabbath , emphasize s th e practice s makin g fo r th e hallowin g o f th e 
day an d distinguishe s clearl y betwee n avoidabl e an d unavoidabl e type s 
of work . A s o f th e present , Conservativ e rabbi s d o no t perfor m mar -
riages fo r divorcee s withou t a  Jewish bil l o f divorcemen t ("get") ; b y a 
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decision o f the Committe e o n Jewish Law s an d Standard s a  descendan t 
of a  priestl y famil y (Kohen ) i s permitte d t o marr y a  divorce e o r a 
convert. 

TRENDS WITHI N TH E MOVEMEN T 

In th e pas t decade , thoughtfu l observer s wer e frequentl y mor e im -
pressed wit h th e division s inside th e Conservativ e movemen t tha n wit h 
the overal l characte r an d ideolog y o f th e Unite d Synagogue . I t wa s 
commonly assume d tha t th e "righ t wing " o f Conservatis m shade d of f 
into libera l Orthodoxy , tha t th e "lef t wing " represente d a  blen d o f 
Reform wit h nationalis m an d tha t the "center " consiste d o f the steadil y 
diminishing compan y o f th e hesitatin g an d th e unconvinced . Actually , 
the pas t generatio n ha s witnessed th e stead y ris e o f the "center " grou p 
within th e movement , leadin g t o th e evolutio n o f a  vigorou s an d 
scholarly interpretatio n o f Judaism tha t bid s fai r t o se t th e dominan t 
pattern fo r th e future . 

Occupying th e middl e positio n betwee n Orthodox y an d Reform , 
Conservatism ma y b e understoo d eithe r a s a  critiqu e o f th e forme r o r 
as a protest agains t the latte r trend . Historically , th e Conservativ e move -
ment ha s arise n bot h i n Americ a an d i n Europ e b y wa y o f secessio n 
from th e cam p o f radical Reform. But , th e congregation s whic h consti -
tute a t presen t th e Unite d Synagogu e ha d com e int o th e Conservativ e 
camp fro m th e rank s o f Orthodoxy. Th e ful l implication s o f the move -
ment hav e no t ye t bee n revealed . However , i t i s alread y clea r tha t i t 
contains vita l idea s whic h len d i t coherence , relat e i t t o th e nobles t 
trends o f though t i n th e pas t an d ope n i t t o th e influenc e o f th e bes t 
minds o f the present . Whil e thes e idea s ar e no t stresse d i n equa l degre e 
by al l Conservativ e rabbis , the y d o constitut e a  consensu s o f basi c 
convictions tha t i s more significan t tha n th e variet y o f emphases amon g 
the margina l adherent s o f the movement . 

REPUDIATION O F TH E LITERALISTI C CONCEPTIO N 
OF REVELATIO N 

Along wit h Reform , th e Conservativ e movemen t doe s no t teac h tha t 
every wor d i n th e Tora h an d ever y statemen t o f th e Ora l La w wer e 
literally pronounce d b y th e Deity . Th e naiv e pictur e o f revelatio n a s 
consisting o f the "Lor d dictatin g and Moses transcribing " i s taken t o b e 
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no more than a  symbolic representation o f the process of Divine inspira -
tion, tha t i s itsel f beyon d th e powe r o f huma n comprehension . "Th e 
Torah speak s i n th e languag e o f men, " a s the rabbi s pu t it , and , a s ou r 
understanding deepens , w e mus t lear n t o disentangl e th e human , th e 
conditioned an d th e temporar y element s fro m th e Divine , th e absolut e 
and eterna l truths . W e canno t eve r dra w th e lin e wit h eithe r certaint y 
or finality , bu t w e mus t envisag e thi s lin e a s bes t w e can , i n ou r 
endeavors t o mee t th e challeng e o f changin g circumstances . T o th e 
Conservatives, then , th e Tora h contains  the Wor d o f God , especiall y 
when i t i s understoo d b y wa y o f a  tota l self-identificatio n wit h th e 
historic experienc e o f Israel , bu t th e detaile d precepts , phrase s an d 
words o f th e Hol y Scripture s ar e no t all , i n thei r bar e literalness , th e 
word o f God . 

On th e othe r hand , th e Conservativ e vie w differ s fro m th e Refor m 
position, a s state d i n th e Pittsburg h Platform , whic h considere d onl y 
the mora l la w a s "binding. " Jewish tradition , i n it s entirety , includin g 
the Halachah , o r th e syste m o f precepts an d laws , is a steadily unfoldin g 
body o f revelation whic h i s never wholly fre e fro m th e manifol d limita -
tions o f th e huma n min d no r a t an y tim e entirel y bar e o f th e Divin e 
spark o f inspiration. Th e legalis m o f the rabbi s wa s no t a  corruption o f 
prophetic idealis m bu t a n inspired , collectiv e endeavo r t o translat e i t 
into th e realitie s o f life . 

The sourc e o f Divin e teachin g i s ou r sacre d traditio n i n it s entirety, 
including th e idea s o f ou r philosophica l literatur e an d eve n thos e o f 
deviationist trends . Th e greatnes s o f Jewish traditio n consist s precisel y 
in it s richness , variet y an d hospitalit y t o differin g views , permittin g 
various doctrine s an d practice s t o reced e int o th e background , a s othe r 
principles an d law s mov e int o th e cente r o f attention . Reverenc e fo r 
tradition i n it s totality , preclude s bot h th e revolutionar y moo d an d th e 
piety o f naiv e literalis m an d legalism , encouragin g bot h th e proces s o f 
continuous reevaluatio n o f th e pas t i n th e ligh t o f th e presen t an d th e 
judgment o f the presen t i n th e ligh t o f the past . 

There is , of course, ampl e precedent fo r thi s insistence tha t th e Wor d 
of God i s not simpl y th e writte n lette r o f the Torah , bu t tha t i t consist s 
in th e synthesi s o f th e lette r wit h th e livin g spiri t o f interpretation , 
which issue s ou t o f th e bes t scientifi c an d philosophi c knowledg e o f 
every age . Masters o f the "Mishnah, " lik e Rabb i Joshua be n Hananyah , 
derived thi s principl e fro m th e verse , "i t i s no t i n heaven, " and , i n th e 
Middle Ages , philosophica l Judaism too k thi s principl e fo r grante d al l 
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through it s triumphan t advance . Yet , th e implication s o f a  non-litera l 
doctrine o f revelatio n ar e mor e significan t i n ou r da y becaus e o f th e 
development o f the scientifi c metho d i n th e stud y o f history , especiall y 
the ris e o f biblical criticism . 

For severa l decades, the Conservativ e movemen t shie d away from th e 
scientific stud y o f th e Hol y Scriptures , principall y becaus e th e scienc e 
of "highe r criticism, " a s i t wa s develope d i n German y b y scholar s wh o 
were keenl y consciou s o f thei r "Aryan " supremacy , wa s largely vitiate d 
by a kind o f "higher antisemitism," a s Schechter aptly phrased it . Never -
theless, it was Profesor Schechter' s first  ambition , upo n hi s arrival in th e 
United States , t o promot e th e scientifi c stud y o f Scripture s b y Jewis h 
scholars, utilizing the ric h treasure s o f our ow n commentarie s a s well as 
the discoverie s an d view s o f modern researc h an d archeology. 3 Roote d 
deeply i n th e soi l o f tradition , Conservativ e scholar s hav e brough t t o 
the stud y o f Scripture s a  kin d o f sympatheti c understandin g o f th e 
genius o f the Bible tha t was sadly lacking in previous years . The massiv e 
labors o f Y'heske l Kaufman , whic h serve d t o demonstrat e th e funda -
mental error s o f radica l criticis m an d th e essentia l monotheis m o f th e 
Jewish faith , i n it s earlies t beginnings , ar e appreciate d an d take n u p i n 
the Conservativ e outlook . Thus , fo r example , Rabb i Solomo n Gold -
man, i n hi s introductio n t o th e Bible , take s accoun t o f th e massiv e 
achievements o f moder n research ; review s th e genera l field  o f biblica l 
criticism an d th e particula r questio n o f th e authorshi p o f th e Boo k o f 
Genesis; arrive s a t th e conclusio n tha t "th e critic s hav e overreache d 
themselves," tha t "th e religio n o f the Patriarch s wa s monotheistic, " an d 
that Mose s wa s probabl y th e author , edito r an d compile r o f th e docu -
ments tha t constitut e th e first  book o f the Bible. 4 

The authorit y o f Hol y Scripture s fo r ou r da y i s twofold i n origin — 
the trut h o f its central philosophy o f monotheism an d the interpretatio n 
that i t enshrine s o f th e endurin g ben t o f min d o f th e Jewis h people . 
Monotheism i s no t s o muc h a  series o f intellectual propositions , a s th e 
nineteenth-century Reformer s thought , bu t a  fundamenta l attitud e o f 
the soul , whic h i s validate d b y huma n experienc e generally . Fo r u s a s 
Jews, monotheis m is , i n addition , th e sou l o f ou r histori c heritag e an d 
the substanc e o f ou r collectiv e experience . I t i s throug h ou r complet e 
identification wit h th e lif e o f our people , i n the tragi c travai l of the pas t 
as in th e livin g aspiration s o f th e present , tha t w e com e t o experienc e 
the vibran t realit y o f th e monotheisti c wa y o f life . Judaism i s no t onl y 
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philosophy; i t i s als o a  comple x o f psychi c attitudes , a  structur e o f 
loyalties and sentiment s an d a  pattern o f living. 

In th e Conservativ e view , th e histori c unit y o f Go d (metaphysica l 
ideas), Tora h (th e detaile d precept s governin g th e lif e o f the individual ) 
and Israe l (the consciousness o f ethnic unity an d onenes s o f destiny), has 
been disturbe d by the Reformers i n thei r overemphasi s o n philosophica l 
abstractions an d b y th e Orthodo x i n thei r exclusiv e concentratio n o n 
the precept s o f th e Torah . Th e impetu s o f Conservativ e though t i s 
definitely i n th e directio n o f th e re-creatio n o f th e origina l tri-partit e 
unity, recognizin g i n th e livin g peopl e o f Israe l th e synthesizin g agen t 
between th e testimon y o f reveale d traditio n an d th e growin g ligh t o f 
contemporary thought . 

In it s refusa l t o cu t Judais m t o a  preconceive d patter n o f wha t a 
"religion" shoul d be like and i n it s determination no t t o regar d Judaism 
as a "finished," unchangin g se t o f dogmas an d deeds , Conservatis m see s 
"the wor d o f God" a s a living strea m o f tradition an d aspiration , rathe r 
than a s a fixed pattern, o r formula , o r book, o r collectio n o f books. 

Conservative scholarshi p finds  ampl e suppor t fo r thi s vie w i n th e 
historical analysi s o f th e evolutio n o f Judaism. A s a  foremos t historia n 
of our tim e pu t it : 

"Neo-Orthodoxy, equall y wit h Reform , i s a  deviation fro m histori -
cal Judaism. N o les s tha n Reform , i t abandone d Judais m s self-rejuve -
nating historica l dynamism . . . . I t i s Conservative Judaism whic h seem s 
to sho w th e greates t similaritie s wit h th e metho d an d substanc e o f 
teaching o f the popula r leader s durin g th e declinin g Secon d Common -
wealth, inasmuc h a s clinging to th e traditiona l mod e o f life, i t neverthe -
less allows for th e adaptatio n o f basic theologica l concept s t o th e chang -
ing socia l and environmenta l needs. " 5 

THE "POSITIVE-HISTORICAL " VIEWPOIN T 

It was in the nam e o f the "positive-historical " approac h t o th e problem s 
of Jewish theolog y tha t Zecharia h Frankel , founde r o f the Conservativ e 
movement, secede d fro m th e Frankfor t Conferenc e o f Reform Rabbi s 
in th e yea r 1845 . The issu e in questio n wa s whether th e us e o f Hebre w 
in th e servic e wa s onl y "advisable, " a s th e Conferenc e contended , o r 
whether i t was absolutely essential. 6 Trivia l a s this issue migh t appea r t o 
us today , i t reflecte d th e fundamenta l divergenc e tha t wa s t o eventuat e 
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into th e Conservativ e protes t agains t th e unhistorica l rationalis m o f 
Reform. O n an y rational basis, worshippers shoul d pray in the languag e 
they know best , and the law of the Mishnah concur s i n this proposition . 
But, i n prayer , th e individua l mus t learn t o merg e hi s identity wit h tha t 
of the collectiv e body o f Israel, and the Hebrew languag e i s the effectiv e 
medium whereb y th e individua l Jew i s made t o fee l th e unity , continu -
ity an d distinctivenes s o f Israe l a s th e peopl e o f revelation . Insistenc e 
upon Hebre w a s "essential" fo r Jewish worshi p was , therefore , i n effec t 
tantamount t o th e negatio n o f the basi c Reform principle , tha t religio n 
was strictly a  relationship betwee n th e individua l an d God . 

Essentially, th e awkwar d phrase , "positive-historical, " implies , i n th e 
first place , a n attitud e o f humility towar d th e grea t achievement s o f th e 
past. I n ever y age , i t i s wel l fo r ma n t o remembe r tha t hi s ideal s an d 
judgments, self-eviden t a s they may appear to him, might onl y be partia l 
facets o f the infinit e myster y o f reality, the inadequac y o f which wil l b e 
as obviou s t o futur e generation s a s ar e th e certaintie s an d absolute s o f 
past generation s t o us . I t i s goo d t o embrac e "th e spiri t o f th e age " i n 
wholehearted devotion , bu t ou r enthusias m mus t b e tempere d b y th e 
realization tha t th e "Weltanschauung " o f ou r generation , a s o f al l pre -
ceding epochs , i s after al l only a  limited an d partia l vie w o f tha t whic h 
can neve r wholl y b e known . Indeed , thi s fundamenta l humilit y i s on e 
of th e essentia l function s o f religion , i n tha t i t provide s a  perpetua l 
counterbalance t o th e prid e o f reaso n an d th e inevitabl e acquisitio n o f 
blind spot s that accompanie s th e receptio n o f every new vista . 

In th e nineteent h century , th e feelin g wa s widespread tha t humanit y 
was standin g o n th e final  platea u o f history , s o tha t al l th e relativ e 
insights o f the past were ready to be gathere d u p in the blaze o f the final 
self-revelation o f the Absolute Mind . W e hav e seen ho w thi s convictio n 
operated withi n th e Refor m movemen t i n th e uncritica l adoratio n o f 
"the spiri t o f th e age. " Frankel s insistenc e o n "th e positive-historical " 
approach wa s i n effec t a  cal l t o se e th e presen t i n th e ligh t o f th e pas t 
and t o recogniz e th e limitation s o f ou r mos t cherishe d convictions . I n 
the sam e spirit , Schechte r declare d tha t Judais m woul d neve r hav e 
survived i f Jewish peopl e ha d bee n read y t o accep t an y apparen t con -
temporary fa d o r tren d a s th e final  "verdic t o f history, " a s Geige r di d 
when h e wrote : 

"History ha s given he r judgment (agains t the Hebre w language ) eve n 
though thi s judgment i s not ye t carrie d out , an d al l lamentations agains t 
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this conditio n o f thing s ar e useless . N o protes t i s justified agains t th e 
forces o f history." 7 

In th e secon d place , the ter m "positive-historical " implie s a n attitud e 
of reverenc e towar d th e processes  whereb y change s ar e effecte d i n th e 
religious lif e o f a people. Frankel , Zun z an d Schechte r wer e fundamen -
tally historians . The y wer e no t avers e t o an y chang e i n th e patter n o f 
worship o r th e regime n o f prescribed rituals , provide d tha t chang e wa s 
brought abou t organically , naturally , smoothly , a s a  developmen t o f 
cumulative historica l forces , no t a s an artificia l fia t o f a  few men . A s a 
living tradition , Judaism ca n an d mus t continu e t o gro w i n accor d wit h 
its inne r genius , bu t i t mus t no t b e tailore d t o sui t abstrac t geometri c 
patterns, which ma y be theoreticall y mor e systemati c an d rational . 

Continuing thi s lin e o f reasoning , th e Conservative s generall y favo r 
that interpretatio n o f th e La w whic h allow s th e livin g authoritie s o f 
each ag e ampl e scop e t o enac t suc h amendment s a s are neede d fo r th e 
"strengthening o f the faith " ("hizu k hadath") . Th e chie f targe t o f thei r 
criticism o f Orthodox y i s it s tendenc y t o reduc e th e authorit y o f con -
temporary rabbi s an d court s t o th e vanishin g point , s o tha t th e domai n 
of law an d lif e ar e hopelessl y separated . A s Prof. Schechte r first  phrase d 
this criticis m i n a  review o f Weiss' stud y o f the evolutio n o f the Jewish 
tradition: 

"What Weis s reall y object s t o i s a  weak  authority— I mea n tha t 
phonograph-like authorit y whic h i s alway s bus y i n reproducin g th e 
voice o f other s withou t a n opinio n o f it s own , withou t originality , 
without initiativ e an d discretion . Th e rea l authoritie s ar e thos e who , 
drawing thei r inspiratio n fro m th e past , als o understan d ho w t o recon -
cile us with th e presen t an d t o prepar e u s for th e future. " 8 

In brief , then , th e Conservative s favore d th e vitalizatio n o f traditio n 
by strengthenin g th e authorit y o f contemporar y rabbi s rathe r tha n th e 
abandonment o f tradition i n favo r o f a rationally reconstructe d faith . 

In par t a t least , thi s debat e reflecte d th e issu e betwee n th e Europea n 
liberals an d conservative s i n th e genera l field  o f publi c law . Ar e law s 
made i n accordanc e wit h a n abstrac t syste m o f ethics , o r mus t the y b e 
allowed t o develo p i n keepin g wit h thei r ow n inheren t impetus ? Th e 
liberals o f Europea n politic s argue d i n behal f o f systemati c legislatio n 
based upon th e implications o f "the right s o f man," while th e conserva -
tives maintained tha t freedom mus t be allowe d to broaden slowly , "fro m 
precedent t o precedent. " Applyin g th e conservativ e argumen t t o th e 
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problems o f Judaism, Franke l an d late r Schechte r maintaine d tha t th e 
law mus t issu e ou t o f th e lif e o f th e people , reflectin g thei r sentiment s 
and channelin g thei r aspirations . Whil e th e Reformer s conceive d o f 
religion largel y a s a  se t o f abstrac t truth s an d consequentl y assigne d t o 
the religiou s leader s o f ever y ag e th e tas k o f formulating an d crystalliz -
ing th e ideolog y an d progra m o f Judaism, th e Conservative s regarde d 
faith a s a complex structur e o f sentiments, loyalties and ideals , shared b y 
all the people an d therefore t o be molded b y the people. 9 

In this "positive-historical" view , Judaism is continuously being mod -
ified b y th e changin g habit s o f the peopl e an d b y th e proces s o f inter -
pretation o f Jewish law , which, too , is not mean t t o be abstrac t an d self -
contained, bu t pragmati c an d life-centered . Conservativ e scholar s lik e 
Prof. Loui s Ginsburg , Loui s Finkelstein , Hayi m Chernowit z an d Sau l 
Lieberman demonstrate d i n a  massive serie s o f researches ho w th e La w 
reflected th e changing needs and aspirations of the people in the varyin g 
strata of its gradual formation. Thus , the Conservative s accep t th e entir e 
structure o f Jewis h la w a s vali d fo r ou r time , sav e insofa r a s i t wa s 
modified b y the practic e o f the people , insisting , however , tha t th e La w 
arose a s a  huma n respons e t o a  Divin e cal l an d tha t i t continu e t o b e 
developed i n suc h a  manner a s to respon d t o th e deepes t spiritua l need s 
of our time . 

As t o th e applicatio n o f thi s principle , th e Conservativ e movemen t 
has been slo w an d fumbling . Onl y i n recen t year s ha s the attemp t bee n 
made to systematize , clarif y an d apply in practice the implications o f the 
Conservative interpretatio n o f Jewish law . 

THE NATIONALISTI C MOTI F 

Even befor e th e ris e o f moder n Zionism , th e Conservativ e movemen t 
was motivate d b y a  dee p lov e fo r th e livin g peopl e o f Israel , i n al l it s 
peculiarities, foibles and loyalties. While the Reformers sough t to elimi -
nate al l trace s o f nationalis m fro m th e prayer-book , th e Conservative s 
insisted o n th e indispensabilit y o f Hebrew an d o n th e nee d o f retainin g 
the idea l o f rebuildin g th e histori c homeland . A s Mannheimer , th e 
leader o f Austrian Conservatism , pu t it : " I a m on e o f those who d o no t 
rationalize th e Messiani c belief ; I  believ e i n an d defen d th e nationa l 
interpretation o f this dogma an d hop e fo r a  national restoration . .  .  ." 10 

In th e Conservativ e view , th e ver y existenc e an d lif e o f th e Jewis h 
people wa s a  suprem e religiou s ideal , fo r the y coul d no t envisag e th e 
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Jewish fait h a s bein g separate d eve n i n theor y fro m th e peopl e tha t 
projected i t upo n th e stag e o f history . Bitterl y repudiatin g th e anti -
nationalism o f th e Reformers , Schechte r wrot e tha t the y (especiall y 
Geiger) "sa w i n Israe l a  religiou s corporation , a  sor t o f non-celibat e 
monks, whos e raison  d'etre  wa s no t i n themselves , bu t outsid e o f 
them. . . . 

"We woul d hav e been spare d al l the terribl e persecution s i f we coul d 
ever hav e agree d t o eliminat e fro m i t th e nationa l feature s an d becom e 
a mere religiou s sect." x x 

"It wa s just thos e thing s whic h distinguishe d u s fro m ou r surround -
ings an d separate d u s fro m th e nations , suc h a s devotio n t o th e Penta -
teuch, th e keepin g o f th e Sabbath , th e observanc e o f th e covenan t o f 
Abraham, an d th e loyalt y t o th e dietar y laws , t o whic h w e clun g fo r 
thousands o f years with al l ou r lif e an d fo r whic h w e brough t number -
less sacrifices . I s this no w th e time , whe n th e though t o f nationalism i s 
universally accepted , t o destro y i t a s far a s Israel is concerned?" 12 

If the inspiratio n o f Reform wa s th e bol d rationalis m o f a  Maimon -
ides, th e guidin g ligh t o f Conservatis m wa s Halevi , wh o taugh t tha t 
Judaism wa s th e livin g traditio n o f a  Divinel y chose n an d uniquel y 
endowed people . Take n collectively , Jewr y wa s a  peopl e o f prophets , 
and anythin g tha t redounde d t o th e benefi t o f the physica l wellbeing o f 
the peopl e strengthene d th e foundatio n o f th e tru e faith . Thi s organi c 
unity o f the particula r peopl e wit h th e universa l fait h wa s articulated i n 
the accent s o f contemporar y though t b y me n lik e Samue l Davi d Luz -
zato, who sa w the Jewish spiri t a s being arraye d agains t th e secula r spiri t 
of Hellenis m o r "Atticism, " a s h e pu t it , i n al l epoch s an d i n ever y 
phase o f culture , an d Nahma n Krochmal , wh o interprete d th e entir e 
sweep o f Jewish histor y i n term s o f the unbreakabl e bon d betwee n th e 
people Israe l and th e Absolute Ide a o f God . 

Of particular importance i n later years were the ideas of Ahad Ha'am , 
who sa w th e genesi s o f ever y idea l i n th e "wil l t o live " o f th e peopl e 
and i n th e progressiv e unfoldin g o f it s nationa l soul . I t wa s th e uniqu e 
bent o f the Jewish min d t o see k to orde r al l phases o f life i n accord wit h 
"absolute justice. " Thi s "Tora h o f th e heart " i s th e genuin e dynami c 
and endurin g impetu s o f Judaism; al l els e i s temporary , periphera l an d 
expendable. Thus , i t i s possibl e t o identif y onesel f wit h Jewish lif e fo r 
the sak e of spiritual self-fulfillment , eve n i f one doe s not accep t th e ide a 
of God an d doe s not observ e an y phase o f the ceremonia l pattern o f the 
Jewish faith . I n a n ag e whe n intellectual s hesitate d t o expres s belie f i n 
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God, Aha d Ha'am' s idea s functione d a s powerful centripeta l force s fo r 
the Jewish community , directin g attentio n t o th e cultura l an d spiritua l 
content o f th e Jewish fait h an d stimulatin g a  broad loyalt y t o th e tota l 
complex o f Jewish values . And i t wa s within th e hospitabl e compas s o f 
the Conservativ e movemen t tha t th e seed s o f Aha d Ha'amis m foun d 
their mos t fertil e soil . 

THE MOTI F O F ANTI-SECTARIANIS M 

Allied to th e nationa l idea l is the resolve to build bridges o f understand -
ing betwee n th e varie d an d contradictor y interpretation s o f th e Jewish 
faith, s o a s to retai n th e visio n o f the all-embracin g unit y o f a commo n 
tradition. Thus , secula r Zionis m wa s s o enthusiasticall y welcome d b y 
Conservative Jew s a s t o eras e th e line s o f demarcatio n betwee n them , 
though, o f course, i t represented onl y on e phase o f the tradition . T o th e 
believer i n th e motto , "nothin g tha t i s Jewish i s alie n t o me, " ever y 
creative expressio n o f Jewish life , one-side d an d unbalance d a s i t ma y 
be, i s still part o f the tota l organic comple x tha t is Judaism. I n particular , 
the Conservativ e grou p wa s cas t i n th e rol e o f th e mediato r an d inter -
preted betwee n th e Orthodo x an d Refor m conception s o f Judaism . 
Rabbi Mosh e Sofe r an d Rabb i Malbi m wer e th e implacabl e opponent s 
of Geiger , Holdhei m an d Zunz , bu t t o th e Conservatives , bot h set s o f 
leaders belonge d t o th e on e traditio n tha t the y sough t t o mak e mean -
ingful fo r thei r da y an d age . Whil e th e Reformer s concentrate d thei r 
loving attentio n upo n th e essence  o f Judaism, th e Conservative s sough t 
to tak e accoun t o f th e totality  of th e tradition , wit h th e understandin g 
that varyin g phase s o f the traditio n migh t lea p int o th e focu s o f signifi -
cance a t differen t times , whil e othe r phase s temporaril y mov e int o th e 
background. Thu s Prof . Schechte r wrote : 

"In othe r words , i s i t no t tim e tha t th e ne w theolog y shoul d consis t 
in th e bes t tha t al l th e me n o f Israel , includin g Geiger , gav e us , bu t 
should modif y an d qualif y hi s views , datin g fro m a  rationalistic age , b y 
the loyalty to the law of Rabbi Akiba Eger and Rabbi Mordecai Baneth , 
by th e dee p insigh t int o Jewish histor y o f a  Zun z an d a  Krochmal , b y 
the mysticis m o f a  Baa l She m an d som e o f hi s bes t followers , an d b y 
the lov e o f Israel s nationalit y an d it s perpetuatio n o f Herz l o r Aha d 
Ha'am?"13 

In thi s quotation, th e argumen t i s pointed agains t the Reformers , bu t 
it wa s directed wit h equa l logic agains t th e Orthodox , wh o reduce d al l 
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of Jewish lif e t o Torah , condense d al l o f Tora h int o th e "fou r ell s o f 
Halachah," an d al l o f th e historicall y varyin g trend s withi n Halacha h 
into th e rigi d mold s o f th e "Shulha n Aruch. " I n oppositio n t o th e 
steadily narrowin g spira l o f th e "faithful " b y Orthodo x standards , th e 
Conservatives stres s the fullness o f the histori c tradition , whic h include d 
reverence fo r al l tha t i s genuinel y Jewis h an d al l tha t th e cumulativ e 
knowledge o f th e ag e acknowledge s t o b e true . Th e precept s o f th e 
Halachah wer e no t t o b e viewe d i n isolation , bu t agains t th e histori c 
background fro m whic h the y emerge d an d i n th e ligh t o f th e tota l 
tradition whic h the y expressed . A  centur y o f Jewish scholarshi p ha s 
demonstrated th e responsivenes s o f the law and it s official interpretatio n 
to th e exigencie s o f lif e an d th e requirement s o f th e contemporar y 
spiritual climate . Thus , th e validit y o f Halacha h i s reaffirmed, bu t onl y 
as one o f the factor s o f the ric h an d varied traditio n o f Israel . 

And withi n th e tradition , th e sourc e o f authorit y i s shifted fro m th e 
written wor d t o th e livin g people , i n al l it s confusion , variet y an d 
uncertainty. Wha t i s lost i n definitio n an d clearnes s i s gained i n vitality , 
relevance an d comprehensiveness . 

"Since the n th e interpretatio n o f Scriptur e o r th e Secondar y Mean -
ing i s mainly a  product o f changing historica l influences , i t follows tha t 
the cente r o f authority i s actually remove d fro m th e Bible an d placed i n 
some living  body which, b y reaso n o f it s bein g i n touc h wit h th e idea l 
aspirations an d th e religiou s need s o f the age , i s best abl e t o determin e 
the natur e o f the Secondar y Meaning . Thi s living body, however , i s no t 
represented b y an y sectio n o f th e nation , o r an y corporat e priesthood , 
or Rabbihood , bu t b y th e collectiv e conscienc e o f Catholi c Israe l a s 
embodied i n th e Universa l Synagogue." 14 

THE "HIG H SYNAGOGUE " MOTI F 

An endurin g emphasi s i n Conservatis m i s th e hig h estimat e o f th e 
importance o f rituals an d time-honore d symbol s in religiou s life . Whil e 
Geiger maintaine d that , wit h th e advanc e o f culture , symbol s becom e 
unnecessary, th e Conservativ e movemen t i n Europ e an d Americ a in -
sisted tha t religio n wa s a  tota l involvemen t o f th e sou l an d tha t it s 
symbols and rites are directed t o the vas t reaches o f the unconsciou s an d 
the irrational . Th e massiv e researche s int o th e psycholog y o f religiou s 
consciousness tha t wer e conducte d unde r th e inspiratio n o f Willia m 
James, McDougall an d the Freudian s confirme d th e truth o f the ancien t 
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insights, tha t symbol s o f action ar e of incalculable valu e in the econom y 
of spiritual life . Afte r a  century an d a  half of unidirectional rationalism , 
the moder n worl d wa s reminde d tha t th e huma n personalit y wa s ratio -
nal o n th e surfac e onl y an d tha t symbol s o f word an d dee d frequentl y 
reached th e depth s tha t concept s coul d onl y poin t to . Thi s realizatio n 
was include d i n th e ideolog y o f America n Conservatism , whic h wa s 
taking shap e eve n a s student s o f religio n turne d thei r attentio n fro m 
logic an d metaphysic s t o depth-psycholog y an d socia l anthropology. 15 

Thus, i n Conservatism , th e prevailin g tendenc y i s no t t o abolis h 
ceremonial practices , bu t a s far a s possible, t o revitaliz e the m an d eve n 
to creat e new ritualisti c channel s fo r th e articulatio n o f religious feeling . 
Worship wit h covere d head s an d i n "tallith " an d "tTillin, " th e Dietar y 
laws an d th e distinctiv e rite s o f each festiva l ar e cherished . Th e Conse -
cration ceremon y fo r childre n enterin g th e Hebre w Schoo l an d th e Ba s 
Mitzvah observance , a s wel l a s the practic e o f blessing childre n o n th e 
Sabbath neares t thei r birthdays , ar e instance s o f th e searc h fo r ne w 
vehicles o f religiou s expression . Th e emphasi s o n th e principl e o f cre -
ativity i s particularl y stron g i n th e Reconstructionis t versio n o f th e 
Conservative philosophy , whic h wil l be discusse d presently . 

THE FACTO R O F NEO-MYSTICIS M 

A renewe d appreciatio n o f the mystica l elemen t o f religious experienc e 
is a potent facto r i n th e formatio n o f the Conservativ e ideology . Whil e 
in th e earl y day s o f Reform, th e doctrine s o f Kabbalah an d th e institu -
tion o f Hassidism wer e deride d a s monstrous aberrations , th e twentiet h 
century sa w th e ris e o f a  neo-Hassidi c movemen t whic h glorifie d th e 
romantic an d mystica l trend s i n Jewish tradition . Th e work s o f Marti n 
Buber, I . L. Peretz an d Sh . Horodetzky exhibite d th e genuin e beauty o f 
mystical piet y an d it s dee p root s i n th e indigenou s cultur e o f the East -
European Jews. 

Thus, Prof . Schechte r pleade d fo r th e infusio n o f th e mystica l piet y 
of the Baa l Shem To v into th e lif e o f the moder n Jew.16 Repeatedl y h e 
exposed th e dr y an d narrow approac h o f the rationalisti c Reformers . 

"Rationalism coul d wel l appreciate al l the virtue s o f manliness, bu t i t 
could neve r value properly thos e qualitie s o f obedience, submissiveness , 
meekness an d self-denia l whic h constitut e a  holy life." 17 

The impac t o f mysticis m i s partiall y antinomian , sinc e attentio n i s 
directed awa y fro m legalisti c correctnes s an d towar d th e travai l o f th e 
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spirit. T o mystic s th e observanc e o f an y la w i s no t a s importan t a s th e 
spirit in which i t i s observed. Fo r thi s reason, th e Lithuania n "mithnag -
dim," i n thei r zealou s passio n for  th e Law , feare d an d fough t th e mass -
movement o f Hassidism . But , th e endurin g pressur e o f mysticis m i s i n 
the directio n o f a  progressive intensificatio n o f loyalty t o ancien t prac -
tices an d eve n i n behal f o f th e proliferatio n o f ne w custom s an d prac -
tices. I t i s i n conformit y t o th e establishe d ritual s an d ceremonie s tha t 
the mystica l personalit y find s refug e fro m th e blindin g radianc e o f 
ecstatic piety , a  powerfu l bon d wit h th e religio n o f th e masse s an d a 
persistent protes t agains t th e prid e o f reason . Whil e bot h rationalis m 
and mysticis m see k th e spiri t behin d th e Law , th e forme r expect s th e 
ceremony t o spea k t o th e worshippe r wherea s th e latte r expect s th e 
worshipper t o spea k throug h th e ceremony . Thus , a t th e variou s R e -
form conferences , th e ritual s whic h ar e no t connecte d "directl y an d 
naturally" wit h som e worth y spiritua l purpos e wer e declare d t o b e n o 
longer valid . I n contrast , th e Conservativ e movemen t follow s th e guid -
ing principl e o f Fran z Rosenzweig , who , i n a  famous lette r t o a  grou p 
of disciples , declare d tha t i t i s no t th e objectiv e characte r o f th e cere -
mony tha t i s decisive , bu t th e questio n whethe r o r no t w e toda y ca n 
still brin g ourselve s t o sa y throug h th e rit e o r symbol , "Praise d ar t 
Thou, O  Lord , ou r God." 18 

"Practice precede s theor y fo r us, " h e wrote , "whereas , wit h th e 
Reform movement , th e contrar y wa s true." 19 I n th e beginnin g i s th e 
act o f commitmen t t o th e Jewis h fait h an d destiny—a n ac t whic h i s 
more volitiona l tha n rational , an d fo r whic h virtuall y an y rite ma y serv e 
if it i s part o f the divinel y designe d synthesi s o f Torah an d Israel . "You r 
Hassid too di d not begi n wit h Kavana h (intention) . Tha t wil l come on e 
day, of course. But, t o desir e t o begin wit h it , a s people tel l us we must , 
is entirely un-Jewish. " 

To Rosenzweig , Go d i s th e creativ e principl e o f love , subsistin g 
behind th e universe . Flashe s o f Hi s lov e interpenetrat e th e cosmi c 
process fro m tim e t o time , settin g int o motio n th e curren t o f redemp -
tion whic h wil l on e da y swee p mankin d u p t o th e blesse d peak s o f th e 
Kingdom o f God . I t i s of the natur e o f love t o b e selective . Hence , th e 
recipients o f th e Divin e ra y o f lov e inevitabl y fee l themselve s t o b e 
"chosen." Th e Jewish peopl e wa s thu s "chosen " b y God , i n a  concret e 
and historica l fashion , insofa r a s it s collectiv e consciousnes s i s illumi -
nated b y thi s centra l religiou s experienc e o f its prophets an d saints . Th e 
individual Je w share s i n thi s transformin g experienc e i f h e surrender s 
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his individua l identit y t o th e collectiv e consciousnes s o f hi s people , 
willing, feelin g an d thinkin g o f himself only a s a cell in th e organis m o f 
the nation . Sinc e Israe l i s fashione d a s a  communit y b y th e Torah , 
especially th e Divin e Law , obedience t o th e La w is an automati c articu -
lation o f th e sens e o f belonging t o th e Jewish community . Onl y thos e 
who belon g ca n enjo y th e feelin g o f bein g th e objec t o f Divin e lov e 
and o f being part o f the "chosen " people . 

Thus, whil e Rosenzwei g place d th e livin g peopl e i n th e focu s o f 
attention, rathe r tha n th e lette r o f the Law, he insisted tha t th e worship -
per mus t mak e ever y effor t t o address  Go d throug h th e approve d 
channels o f Halachah , discardin g onl y th e rite s whic h hav e los t alto -
gether th e powe r t o stir  th e religiou s consciousness . " I shoul d no t dar e 
to declar e an y la w a s human, becaus e i t ha s no t ye t bee n permitte d t o 
me t o say through i t in proper fashion , 'praise d ar t Thou. ' "  At the sam e 
time, h e declared , "Judais m i s not Law . I t create s Law, but i s not it , i t i s 
to be a  Jew."20 

It is through th e symbol s o f action tha t the worshippe r come s t o feel , 
not a s a  disembodie d "ma n i n general, " bu t a s a n integra l par t o f th e 
living bod y o f Israel , tha t wa s mad e eterna l b y th e Wor d o f God . 
"People understan d differentl y whe n the y understan d i n doing . Ever y 
day i n th e year , Bileam s speakin g as s ma y b e a  legen d t o me ; o n th e 
Sabbath Balaak , whe n i t speak s t o m e ou t o f th e uplifte d Torah , i t i s 
not."21 

While Marti n Bube r i s war y o f al l organize d form s o f religiou s 
expression, especiall y o f all rituals, the impac t o f his philosophy i s felt i n 
a growing reverence fo r th e mystica l trends in Jewish thought , especiall y 
Hassidism. Th e earl y writing s o f Bube r deal t wit h th e natur e o f th e 
inherent geniu s o f Jewish thought . A s the leading exponen t o f "spiritua l 
Zionism" i n Wester n Europe , Bube r sough t t o defin e th e characte r 
of th e Jewis h elan , whic h h e envisage d a s a  subterranea n strea m o f 
consciousness, finding expressio n a t various epoch s i n the emergenc e o f 
mighty cultura l an d religiou s movements . Th e creativ e impuls e o f th e 
Jewish people , h e maintained , wa s no t t o b e sough t i n th e idea s an d 
norms o f Judaism, tha t ar e assemble d i n th e Talmud , bu t i n th e uncon -
scious drive s tha t com e t o th e surfac e i n folk-piety , o n th e on e hand , 
and i n th e prophetic-mystica l experienc e o f saints , o n th e othe r hand . 
The nationa l "soul " o f Israe l i s lik e a  restless , surgin g stream , an d th e 
dogmas and ritual s o f official Judaism ar e the rocks and boulders throw n 
off by the ragin g waters. 
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Buber agree d wi t h Aha d Ha ' a m i n maintainin g th e thesi s tha t th e 
underlying geniu s o f th e Jewish nationa l soul , th e "Tora h o f th e heart, " 
must b e distinguishe d fro m th e dogmati c structur e o f th e Jewis h faith . 
But, whil e "Aha d H a ' a m " regarde d th e pur e doctrine s o f absolutis t 
ethics a s constitutin g th e endur in g substanc e o f th e Jewis h wa y o f life , 
Buber insiste d tha t th e " inne r Torah " wa s n o rationa l ideolog y o f an y 
kind, bu t a n intuitiv e gras p o f th e natur e o f man' s relatio n t o th e 
Supreme Being . T h e Jew o f history , especiall y a s he appear s i n th e Hol y 
Scriptures, interprete d th e travai l o f huma n destin y i n term s whic h 
derived fro m thi s intuitiv e vision . However , th e visio n itsel f canno t eve r 
be full y concretize d i n man-mad e schemes . Hence , th e successiv e ris e 
and fal l o f mystica l movement s i n Jewis h life , eac h endeavorin g t o 
renew an d recaptur e th e dynami c substanc e o f faith , whic h consist s i n a 
direct confrontatio n o f th e huma n sou l wi t h th e Livin g God . 

Buber s  contr ibutio n t o th e contemporar y fermen t o f idea s consist s 
of thre e fundamenta l ideas , whic h h e ha s elaborate d i n a  grea t numbe r 
of books : 

(a) Th e nationa l sou l o f Israel is the fundamenta l realit y in th e spiritua l 
life o f al l Jews. Th e artis t an d th e write r becom e creative , onl y whe n 
they permi t th e unconsciou s spiri t withi n the m t o operat e freely . An d 
the unconsciou s spiri t o f the individua l i s at bottom merel y a n expressio n 
of th e Grea t Unconsciou s spiri t o f th e nation . Hence , i t i s a s a  so n o f 
one's people , an d onl y a s such , tha t an y individua l ca n addres s himsel f 
meaningfully t o humanity . 

"Now, th e fol k i s to hi m (th e individual ) a  community o f people wh o 
were, ar e an d wil l b e a  communit y o f dead , livin g an d thos e ye t unborn , 
who togethe r constitut e a  unity ; an d thi s i s hi s " I " whic h i s bu t a 
necessary lin k eternall y determine d t o occup y a  definit e plac e i n thi s 
great chain . Wha t al l th e peopl e i n thi s grea t chai n hav e create d an d wil l 
create, tha t h e feel s t o b e th e wor k o f hi s ow n inne r life ; wha t the y hav e 
experienced an d wil l experience , tha t h e perceive s t o b e hi s ow n inne r 
fate."22 

The individua l Jew i s so constitute d tha t h e i s inevitably sensitiv e t o al l 
contradictions an d imperfection s o f society. Hence , h e i s always in searc h 
of th e "Kingdo m o f God. " But , th e meanin g o f hi s restles s strivin g 
cannot becom e clea r fo r hi m unles s h e learn s t o understan d himsel f a s a 
Jew, "fo r onl y th e on e trul y boun d t o hi s peopl e ca n answe r wit h hi s 
whole being. " 23 
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To discove r hi s ow n tru e being , th e Jew mus t lear n t o embrac e i n 
mind and heart the entir e history of his people. 

"All religious creation , al l genuine personal religion i s a discovery an d 
a taking up o f an ancient treasure , a  development an d a  liberation o f the 
grown subterranean religion. " 24 

(b) I n th e Hassidi c movemen t o f eighteent h centur y Poland , Bube r 
finds a  modern expressio n o f this "subterranean " religion . Whil e Bube r 
does no t accept  th e dogmati c substructur e o f Hassidi c piety , h e call s 
attention t o th e patter n o f living which aros e spontaneously amon g th e 
untutored, poverty-stricke n masse s o f souther n Poland , reflectin g th e 
Jewish yearning for Go d s sovereignty. 

In hi s numerou s work s o n th e subjec t o f Hassidism, h e stresse s espe -
cially the following points : 

(i) Th e hassi d is perpetually read y for th e appearanc e o f Gods redemp -
tive power. Hence , hi s childlike naivet e an d hi s eagerness to believ e 
the miracle s o f th e saints . Hence , too , th e awakenin g o f the myth -
building facult y amon g th e masses . As Plato discovere d lon g ago , i t 
is only throug h myth s tha t th e paradoxica l natur e o f reality ma y b e 
grasped. 

(2) Th e hassi d i s taugh t t o worshi p Go d i n raptur e an d ardor , an d th e 
"tzaddik" attain s hig h level s o f ecstasy in hi s worship. Thus , Go d i s 
found by the dark and mysterious paths of feeling, no t on the prosaic 
highway of reason. 

(3) Th e hassi d achieves unity i n hi s own personality . H e i s not engage d 
in a n endles s struggl e agains t hi s ow n lowe r nature . But , bod y an d 
soul are joined togethe r in joyous adoration o f God. 

(4) Th e hassi d i s no t other-worldly . H e i s taugh t t o concentrat e hi s 
efforts upo n th e achievemen t o f the goo d lif e her e o n earth , espe -
cially b y wa y o f "deed s o f loving kindness. " No r i s he expecte d t o 
confine himsel f t o th e well-trodde n pathway s o f ritua l piety . Th e 
hassid wa s bidde n t o discove r fres h way s o f expressin g hi s religiou s 
feeling. 

(5) Th e hassidi c community , i n whic h th e "tzaddik " form s th e livin g 
center, i s an illustration o f the warm fellow-feeling o f a society based 
upon a common religious experience. It is through the confrontatio n 
by hi s sou l o f th e Suprem e Bein g tha t ma n attain s a  generosit y 
of spiri t whic h make s possibl e hi s wholehearte d entranc e int o th e 
intimacies of a genuine, organic community . 
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(c) Ma n confront s Go d a s a  "person " an d enter s int o a  dialogu e wit h 
Him. I n sayin g " T h o u" t o God , ma n discover s hi s own "I, " as a responsi -
ble self , a  partner o f th e Lor d i n th e creatio n o f th e goo d society . Bube r 
has describe d th e " I -Thou " dialogue-relationshi p i n s o thoroug h an d 
brilliant a  manne r tha t n o studen t o f moder n though t ca n affor d t o 
ignore it . 

Following ar e th e essentia l point s i n hi s presentation : 

(i) Th e " I -Thou " relatio n i s basically differen t fro m th e attitud e tha t w e 
assume towar d things , whic h h e designate s a s th e "I-it " relation . I n 
dealing with things , we liv e in a  world wher e w e ourselve s constitut e 
the center . But , i n facin g a  person , w e ente r a  ne w dimensio n o f 
existence, where th e relatio n subsistin g between th e person s involve d 
becomes itsel f the fier y cor e o f reality . 

"If I  face a  human bein g a s my Thou,  an d sa y the primar y wor d I-
Thou t o him , h e i s not a  thing amon g things , an d doe s no t consis t o f 
things. .  . .  But, wit h n o neighbor , an d whol e i n himself , h e i s Thou 
and fill s th e heavens . Thi s doe s no t mea n tha t nothin g exist s excep t 
himself. But , al l els e lives i n hi s light. " 25 

(2) Thoug h w e addres s huma n person s a s "Thou, " w e fee l tha t ou r 
perception o f thei r personalit y extend s beyon d th e appearanc e tha t 
confronts us . Ther e i s th e radianc e o f infinit y abou t th e " T h o u " 
relation, s o tha t w e glimps e th e Suprem e Personalit y loomin g behin d 
those wh o evok e th e wor d " T h o u " fro m us , i n al l it s dept h an d 
pathos. "I n eac h Thou,  w e addres s th e eterna l Thou." 2 6 

(3) Th e " I -Thou " relatio n i s wholly quality , no t quantity , entirel y i n th e 
present, no t i n th e space-tim e world . Thus , i t come s a s an augur y o f 
a domai n o f existenc e tha t i s differen t fro m th e space-tim e worl d 
which w e ar e incline d t o regar d a s th e whol e o f being . I t i s th e ke y 
to reality . 

(4) Lov e i s the ape x o f the " I -Thou " relation . 
"Love i s th e responsibilit y o f a n T  fo r a  'Thou. ' I n thi s lie s th e 

likeness—impossible i n an y feelin g whatsoever—o f al l wh o love , 
from th e smalles t t o th e greates t an d fro m th e blessedl y protecte d 
man, whos e lif e i s rounde d i n tha t o f a  love d being , t o hi m wh o i s 
all his life naile d t o th e cros s o f the world , an d wh o venture s t o brin g 
himself t o th e dreadfu l po in t—t o lov e all  men!' 27 

(5) I t i s throug h ou r readines s t o lov e al l me n an d al l thing s an d 
to addres s the m i n wor d an d dee d a s "Thou, " tha t w e fin d Go d 



502 
The Conservative  Movement 

in th e world . Fo r Go d i s the eterna l Thou . "Me n d o no t fin d Go d 
if the y sta y i n th e world . The y d o no t fin d Hi m i f the y leav e th e 
world. He who goe s out with hi s whole being to meet his Thou  and 
carries i t t o al l being tha t i s in the world , find s Hi m wh o canno t b e 
sought. 

"If yo u explor e th e lif e o f thing s an d o f conditione d bein g yo u 
come t o th e unfathomable , i f yo u den y th e lif e o f thing s an d o f 
conditioned bein g yo u stan d befor e nothingness , i f you hallo w thi s 
life you meet the living God." 28 

(6) Bube r repudiate s th e goal s o f so many mystics—tha t o f union wit h 
the Divin e Bein g o r tha t o f absorptio n int o th e Divin e Abyss . T o 
him, th e ecstati c ape x o f th e "Thou " relatio n i s stil l a  relatio n 
between two beings, and there is no loss of personality. At this point, 
Buber part s company—and ver y distinctly—wit h th e vas t majorit y 
of mystics in Christianity and in the Hindu world . 

(7) Th e dialogue-relatio n implie s a  mutua l nee d o n th e par t o f bot h 
man and God . 

"You kno w alway s i n you r hear t tha t yo u nee d Go d mor e tha n 
everything; bu t d o you no t kno w to o tha t Go d need s you—in th e 
fullness o f His eternity, needs you?"29 

(8) Th e "I-Thou " relatio n i s doubl e faceted—addresse d t o man , i t 
points to God ; addressed to God , i t points to man . 

"Meeting wit h Go d doe s no t com e t o ma n i n orde r tha t h e ma y 
concern himsel f with God , bu t i n orde r tha t h e ma y confir m tha t 
there is meaning in the world." 30 

In sum , Buber' s philosoph y i s a  length y homil y o n th e meanin g o f 
human an d Divin e love . Th e ful l impor t o f hi s messag e i s onl y no w 
beginning to be felt in America . 

Prof. Abraha m J. Hesche l i s th e exponen t o f neo-mysticis m o n th e 
American scene . A  membe r o f th e facult y o f th e Jewis h Theologica l 
Seminary, h e i s a  scholarl y an d brillian t defende r o f a  non-dogmati c 
type o f Hassidism . Holines s is , t o him , a  dimensio n o f existence , o f 
which al l men ar e aware, in gradations varying from th e sense of wonder 
and bafflemen t o f th e averag e perso n t o th e overwhelming , lightning -
like tremors o f the sain t in th e blessed moments o f ecstasy. Hence, piet y 
is not a  subjective attitude , bu t a  "response" t o th e Divine call . 

"What give s ris e t o fait h i s no t a  sentiment , a  stat e o f mind , a n 
aspiration, bu t a n everlastin g fac t i n th e universe , somethin g whic h i s 
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prior t o an d independen t o f huma n knowledge— the holy  dimension  of 
all existence." 31 

God need s ma n eve n a s ma n need s God , an d i n obedienc e t o th e 
Divine Law , ma n join s i n th e fulfillmen t o f th e Divin e Will . "Th e 
pagan god s ha d selfis h needs , whil e th e Go d o f Israe l i s only i n nee d o f 
man's integrity. " 32 

But, "man s integrity " include s hi s endles s yearning s fo r th e goo d 
life, yearnings which interpenetrat e ever y aspec t o f life. Hence , th e Law, 
guiding our life, must be regarded a s an organic unity , no t a s a collection 
of precepts. 

"What constitute s th e Jewis h for m o f livin g i s no t s o muc h th e 
performance o f single good deeds , the takin g o f a step now an d then , a s 
the pursui t o f a way, being o n th e way ; not s o much th e act s of fulfillin g 
as the stat e o f being committe d t o th e task , o f belonging t o a n orde r i n 
which singl e deeds , aggregate s o f religious feeling , sporadi c sentiments , 
moral episode s become part s o f a complete pattern." 33 

In illustratio n o f thi s centra l purpos e o f buildin g th e dimensio n o f 
holiness int o life , Prof . Hesche l describe s th e institutio n o f the Sabbat h 
as "a palace i n tim e wit h a  Kingdom fo r all. " 34 Glancin g awa y from an y 
considerations regardin g th e origi n o f th e Sabbat h o r th e nee d o f 
modifying som e o f it s laws , th e autho r devote s himsel f t o th e tas k o f 
explicating th e moo d o f the Sabbat h a s being th e focu s o f time touche d 
by eternity , spen t i n mystica l wonde r an d contemplatio n i n contras t t o 
the space-oriente d moo d o f wor k an d civilization . A s th e approac h o f 
the mysti c stand s i n pola r oppositio n t o th e scientifi c an d pragmati c 
attitude, s o doe s th e spiri t o f th e Sabbat h whe n tim e i s live d wit h 
intimations o f eternity , diffe r fro m th e secula r an d mundan e spirit . I t 
follows tha t on e ma y no t ente r th e Hol y o f Holies o f Judaism wit h th e 
boots an d tool s tha t ar e generate d b y th e "spiri t o f the age. " Onl y fro m 
within i s reform possible , issuing out o f the organi c growt h o f the spiri t 
in th e domai n o f holiness. 

Thus, mysticis m a s a living experience , a  communicable moo d an d a 
popular attitud e function s a s a potent brak e upo n th e process o f ritualis-
tic reformation an d modernization . 

THE CONTRIBUTIO N O F RATIONALIS M 

The predominan t positio n o f Halachah o r la w i n th e Jewish patter n o f 
piety wa s cite d b y Christia n theologian s i n bot h ancien t an d moder n 
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times a s proof o f th e "inferiority " o f Judaism. I s no t th e "inwardness " 
of feelin g fa r superio r t o th e concer n o f th e Pharise e wit h th e exacti -
tude o f ritual performanc e an d th e casuistrie s o f the Law ? By th e sam e 
token, Jewis h scholar s ar e won t t o poin t t o th e rationalit y an d sobe r 
balance o f a  fait h tha t i s firml y raftere d b y th e pillar s an d joint s o f a 
God-given law . Doubtless , th e mos t closel y reasone d expositio n o f th e 
virtue o f reverenc e fo r la w i s containe d i n th e massiv e volume s o f 
Hermann Cohen , th e greates t philosophe r tha t Germa n Jewr y ha s 
produced. 

Continuing alon g Kant' s pathwa y o f "critica l idealism, " Cohe n de -
clared th e qualit y o f lawfulnes s t o b e th e ultimat e goa l o f al l "pure " 
directions o f the spirit . I n th e labor s o f pure reaso n fo r th e comprehen -
sion o f th e natur e o f Being , w e mus t no t expec t t o sto p a t an y poin t 
and say , "tha t muc h i s give n t o u s fro m withou t a s ou r ineluctabl e 
starting-point." A s we prob e deepe r an d deepe r int o th e natur e o f th e 
universe, w e find  tha t ever y materia l substanc e inevitabl y dissolve s int o 
a mathematica l formula , an d th e element s o f thi s formul a ma y i n tur n 
be analyze d an d furthe r resolve d int o mor e ultimat e elements . Hasn' t 
this proces s bee n reveale d i n th e evolutio n o f moder n scienc e durin g 
the past century , a s molecules gave way to atoms , atoms to electron s an d 
protons, whil e thes e i n tur n ar e eve n no w steadil y bein g decompose d 
into mesons , waves , curvature s o f space , foc i o f electromagneti c wave s 
and wha t not ? Thi s proces s i s necessaril y endles s fo r th e huma n min d 
can res t onl y i n th e stabl e groov e o f a  formul a describin g th e law s o f 
change. 

Even so , i n th e domain s o f ethic s an d esthetics , th e production s o f 
the huma n spiri t tak e o n mor e an d mor e th e qualit y o f lawfulnes s a s 
they attai n progressive refinemen t throug h th e ages . "Pure" ethic s i s no t 
a matter o f "feeling" kin d o r charitable , bu t o f acting i n accor d with a n 
inwardly acknowledge d la w o f action . Cohe n envisage d th e cours e o f 
history a s leading t o a  progressive unfoldin g an d expansio n o f "culture -
consciousness," which consists  in it s turn o f the thre e basic quest s o f the 
human personalit y fo r truth , fo r Tightnes s an d fo r beauty . Eac h on e o f 
these quest s i s fulfille d i n th e discover y o f immutabl e law s governin g 
the fundamenta l area s of being. 

In Cohen' s system , religio n constitute s a t onc e th e source , th e ape x 
and th e unifyin g facto r o f th e unfoldin g "culture-consciousness. " Th e 
culture o f our ag e i s not th e creatio n o f saints , scientist s an d artists , bu t 
their collectiv e discovery . Al l tru e discoverer s shar e i n commo n th e 
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capacity t o overcom e selfis h concern s an d privat e prejudice s s o a s t o 
apprehend realit y a s a  whol e an d see  i t truly . Thus , i t i s th e self -
transcending impuls e o f religio n tha t impel s th e builder s o f cultur e i n 
all domains , though , i n thei r pursui t o f a  partia l goal , the y sometime s 
forget t o tak e accoun t o f the fundamenta l cravin g for trut h whic h i s the 
stirring o f God withi n thei r soul . 

The God-ide a rise s ou t o f th e hunge r fo r purity , whic h take s thes e 
forms—the assuranc e o f th e thinke r tha t reaso n correspond s t o realit y 
and i s not merel y a  human delusion , th e fait h o f the ethica l personalit y 
that it s law s o f huma n actio n ar e tru e t o th e fundamenta l natur e o f 
things and the intuition o f the artis t that beauty o f all types is a reflectio n 
of the inne r harmon y o f the universe . Inne r truthfulnes s i s the ultimat e 
premise an d validatio n o f ou r emergen t "culture-consciousness, " an d 
this qualit y o f truthfulnes s i s th e sourc e o f th e ques t fo r beauty , righ -
teousness an d truth . Thus , religion , lik e th e God-idea , i s twofol d i n 
nature. I t is a quest fo r th e laws of true being and fait h i n thei r validity . 

It follow s tha t th e virtu e o f reverence fo r la w shoul d b e fundamenta l 
in our religious consciousness . Indeed , i n Judaism, th e believer is trained 
to b e law-abiding , an d henc e perpetuall y hungr y fo r th e "purity " o f 
conscience an d th e "purity " o f th e understanding . Cohe n di d no t 
believe i n a  sudden , one-tim e revelatio n o f th e La w a t Sinai , bu t h e 
regarded th e centra l insigh t o f Judais m tha t piet y mus t b e molde d 
through th e form s o f law a s being o f decisive importance . I t i s throug h 
mind an d conscienc e tha t Go d i s reveale d i n ou r "culture-conscious -
ness," while th e La w o f Judaism i s intended t o fortif y ou r reverenc e fo r 
the basi c law s o f being. Th e piou s ma n doe s no t see k t o attai n mystica l 
oneness wit h God , bu t h e aspire s t o mak e hi s persona l existenc e coun t 
for th e attainmen t o f th e Divin e goal s o f perfection . T o b e concerne d 
with th e fat e o f one' s sou l i n thi s lif e o r i n th e hereafte r i s to succum b 
to th e spel l o f the paga n mentality . Judaism, o r th e "religio n o f reason, " 
trains it s devotee s t o labor , no t fo r persona l salvation , bu t fo r th e 
building o f the idea l society . The Jew asks , not "ho w d o I  find  salvatio n 
for m y soul? " bu t "wha t i s m y vocation? " o r bette r still , "ho w ca n I 
best serv e th e goal s implie d i n th e eterna l law s o f thought , ethic s an d 
esthetics?" Piety , then , consist s i n th e inne r acceptanc e o f th e law s o f 
being a s the basi s of a code o f personal behavior . 

Manifestly, Cohe n s elaborately develope d philosoph y serve d t o for -
tify th e Conservativ e position , especiall y it s insistenc e o n th e nee d o f 
retaining th e lega l mold s o f Jewish piet y an d legislatin g ne w standard s 
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whenever necessary , i n orde r t o cultivat e th e sens e o f reverence for  th e 
Law. 

THE EMERGENCE O F EXISTENTIALIS M 

The geniu s o f Fran z Rosenzwei g i s fel t a s a  livin g influenc e i n th e 
intellectual circle s tha t inclin e towar d th e impassione d decisivenes s o f 
existentialism. Startin g ou t wit h th e insistenc e tha t ma n canno t relat e 
himself t o Go d b y th e shee r proces s o f objectiv e thought , Rosenzwei g 
declared tha t th e huma n individual , i n hi s inwar d being , continuousl y 
rebels agains t th e abstraction s o f philosoph y tha t den y th e wort h o f 
individual existence . A t th e sam e time , ou r sou l i s unhapp y whe n lef t 
alone i n isolatio n fro m th e universe . I t finds  th e meanin g o f it s life an d 
destiny i n th e messag e o f lov e tha t i s directe d t o i t fro m Hi m wh o 
dwells behind th e vei l o f existence . Thereafter , th e sou l seek s t o unfol d 
the infinit e implication s o f th e assuranc e o f Divine lov e tha t ha s com e 
to it . Tru e philosophy , then , begin s wit h a n ac t whic h i s prio r t o 
thought, a n ac t which transpire s i n th e space-tim e world , betwee n tw o 
ultimate beings , th e individua l an d God , wh o endur e i n th e real m o f 
eternity. 

In Rosenzweig' s view , th e Jewish peopl e a s a  whole owe s it s uniqu e 
character an d destin y t o suc h a n ac t o f Divine Love—a n ac t o f revela -
tion, whic h th e collectiv e consciousnes s o f the Jewish peopl e ha s trans -
lated int o a  hos t o f sacred book s an d a  Law. I t i s through th e La w tha t 
the Jewis h peopl e hav e bee n lifte d ou t o f th e strea m o f histor y an d 
removed fro m th e ceaseles s battle o f nations for th e good s o f this world . 
The La w becam e fo r Israe l a  substitut e fo r land , language , cultur e an d 
government. Yet , Judaism i s mor e tha n Law , consistin g i n tha t deposi t 
of Divine energ y tha t ha d bee n place d b y Go d i n th e histori c memor y 
of the Jewish people . 

The bol d swee p o f Rosenzweig' s though t ma y b e capture d i n a  fe w 
sentences, bu t th e ful l impor t ca n onl y b e gaine d fro m a  close stud y o f 
his writings . Behin d th e vei l o f phenomen a i n th e visibl e universe , 
Rosenzweig recognize s thre e ultimat e elements—th e worl d a s i t i s i n 
itself, subsistin g behin d al l appearances ; th e huma n sou l i n it s deepes t 
reality, apar t fro m th e ideas , notion s an d sentiment s floating  o n th e 
surface o f consciousness ; God , a s He i s in Himself , apar t fro m al l idea s 
and argument s concernin g Him . Eac h on e o f thes e element s ca n onl y 
be pointe d to , bu t no t graspe d i n thought . Yet , ther e ar e contact s 
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between thes e ultimat e elements . The contac t betwee n Go d an d me n i s 
revelation, th e contac t betwee n Go d an d th e worl d i s creation , th e 
contact betwee n ma n an d th e world i s redemption . 

How d o w e kno w tha t suc h contact s d o indee d tak e place ? Th e 
emergence o f ever higher form s o f life i n th e cosmi c surg e o f evolutio n 
is on e answer , demonstratin g th e continuanc e o f Divine creation . An d 
this argumen t ha s bee n elaborate d i n suc h philosophie s a s thos e o f 
Henri Bergso n an d S . H . Alexander . Rosenzwei g i s interested mor e i n 
the testimon y o f th e huma n sou l an d i n th e evidenc e provide d b y th e 
history o f mankind . Ou t o f the travai l o f hi s ow n soul , h e ha d learne d 
that current s o f Divine love come t o us in blessed moments , like healin g 
rays from th e sun , transformin g ou r natur e an d stampin g i t with th e sea l 
of eternity . Thes e sudde n burst s o f love fro m abov e h e describe s a s acts 
of revelation, an d the experienc e o f Divine revelatio n h e account s t o b e 
the sourc e o f piety, and th e fina l foundatio n o f true philosophy . 

"Whoever ha s no t ye t bee n reache d b y th e voic e o f revelatio n ha s 
no righ t t o accep t th e though t o f creatio n a s i f i t wer e a  scientifi c 
hypothesis." 

All philosophers , wh o derive d thei r inspiratio n fro m Aristotle , shie d 
away from attributin g love t o God . Doe s no t lov e imply needin g some -
one els e fo r self-fulfillment , wherea s Go d i s self-sufficien t an d perfect ? 
Rosenzweig finds  in love the on e key to the ultimate processes o f being. 
"Love i s like languag e itself , sensual-suprasensual. " Love , h e point s out , 
comes in two phases—th e lov e o f the lover and th e beloved. God' s love 
or revelation i s the love of the lover, a  "momentary self-transformation, " 
shifting fro m eternit y int o time , fro m th e absolut e stillnes s o f His Bein g 
into contac t wit h a  particular perso n o r people . 

Love i s essentiall y a  giv e an d tak e proposition . Hence , i t i s experi -
enced i n th e flow  o f speec h an d th e raptur e o f song , whil e i t elude s 
forever th e stati c mes h o f mathematical logic . God' s healin g Grace , an d 
the receptiv e humbl e huma n sou l mee t o n th e fleeting  borderlin e o f 
time an d eternity , i n a n even t s o utterl y uniqu e a s to b e indescribable . 
A dialogu e betwee n tw o peopl e i n love , wh o find  i n eac h othe r th e 
fulfillment o f thei r life , furnishe s th e closes t analog y t o th e even t o f 
revelation. 

"Does Go d tak e th e first  step , o r doe s man ? I s i t possibl e fo r ma n t o 
take it ? Thi s i s a  rea l question . .  . .  The whol e matte r continue s i n th e 
form o f an unending dialogue . .  .  ." 35 

While th e love of the lover i s arbitrary an d momentary , th e awakene d 
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love o f the huma n sou l is as that o f the beloved , expresse d i n a  yearning 
to disseminat e lov e t o one s fellowme n an d i n a  humbl e waitin g o r 
solitary praye r fo r th e repetitio n o f th e miracl e o f revelatio n an d th e 
final consummatio n o f it s promise . A s the wordles s glo w o f the blesse d 
moment yield s t o th e coolnes s an d clarit y o f speech , God' s partin g 
message i s phrased a s a  comman d t o liv e i n love . "Tho u shal t lov e th e 
Lord, Th y God, " an d "tho u shal t lov e th y neighbo r a s thyself. " Also , 
the huma n sou l touche d b y th e Divin e ra y o f revelation know s itsel f t o 
be "chosen " a s a n instrumen t o f redemption—" I hav e calle d the e b y 
thy name ; you ar e mine. " 

The Hol y Scripture s an d th e sacre d literature o f Judaism ar e divinel y 
revealed i n th e sens e tha t th e creativ e ela n whic h projecte d the m int o 
existence wa s th e genuin e reflectio n o f Divin e love . Thi s fac t ma y b e 
seen i n th e congruenc e o f the Bibl e with thi s philosophy o f love an d i n 
the historica l effec t o f the Bible . Fo r huma n histor y i s the actua l recor d 
of the process o f redemption . 

"The Bibl e i s no t th e mos t beautifu l boo k i n th e world , no t th e 
deepest, th e truest , th e wisest , th e mos t fascinatin g an d whateve r othe r 
superlatives ther e ma y be—a t leas t n o on e ca n b e convince d o f thes e 
advantages wh o i s no t alread y prejudice d i n it s favor . Bu t th e Bibl e i s 
the mos t importan t book . Thi s on e ca n prove , an d eve n th e mos t 
enraged Bible-hate r ha s t o admi t thi s a t leas t fo r th e past , an d throug h 
his inveterat e hatred , h e admit s i t als o fo r th e present . Fo r her e ther e i s 
no questio n o f personal tast e o r o f disposition o f the sou l o r o f spiritua l 
direction, bu t onl y a  question o f the hithert o transpire d event s o f world 
history."36 

Naturally, Rosenzwei g doe s no t accep t th e doctrin e o f literal revela -
tion, sinc e th e conten t o f revelatio n i s simpl y th e Divin e myster y o f 
love. Thus , h e wrot e t o a n exponen t o f neo-Orthodoxy : 

"Our differenc e fro m Orthodox y consist s i n th e circumstanc e tha t 
we canno t dra w an y conclusion s concernin g th e literar y proces s o f th e 
composition o f th e Bibl e an d th e philologica l valu e o f th e traditiona l 
text ou t o f our belie f in th e sacrednes s an d th e peculia r valu e o f Torah . 
If Wellhausen an d al l his theorie s wer e indee d right , an d i f the Samari -
tans really possessed a  better text , tha t would no t touc h ou r belie f in th e 
slightest."37 

Rosenzweig s reverence fo r histor y le d hi m t o estee m ever y face t o f 
Jewish lif e an d t o stigmatiz e a s "littl e Jews" th e Zionist s wh o reduce d 
Judaism t o ethnicis m an d th e Orthodo x wh o froz e i t int o th e nea t 
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package o f wha t the y calle d Torah . H e sa w th e foca l cente r o f Jewish 
loyalty in th e inner acknowledgmen t o f being par t o f the Jewish people . 
The sens e o f blood-unity canno t bu t lea d to th e feelin g o f oneness wit h 
the fatefu l destin y o f th e Jewish people , an d th e livin g communit y i n 
turn i s but th e expressio n i n histor y o f th e "chosenness " o f th e Jewis h 
people, b y a n ac t o f Divine love . Dramatize d i n th e Hol y Scripture s i n 
the majesti c imager y o f th e Covenan t a t Sinai , th e "chosenness " o f 
Israel make s o f it s ethni c bas e an d it s spiritua l messag e a n unbreakabl e 
entity, s o tha t an y identificatio n wit h Jewish life , b e i t eve r s o tenuou s 
in th e beginning , canno t bu t lea d t o th e ful l acceptanc e o f Judaism i n 
the richnes s o f it s totality—unles s thi s proces s i s artificall y blocke d b y 
false concept s o f the natur e o f Jewish life . 

The richl y suggestiv e qualit y o f Rosenzweig's though t ca n hardl y b e 
conveyed i n an y summary . Hegelia n t o th e core , h e wa s empirica l i n 
approach, thoroughl y undogmati c an d self-critical , gentl e an d saintly — 
a homo religiosus in ever y fiber  o f his being. I n the past decade, the vogu e 
of Rosenzweig has been growin g steadily among American intellectuals . 
Yet, th e Germa n idio m o f hi s though t set s a  definit e limi t t o hi s 
influence. 

Recently Wil l Herber g assaye d t o expoun d th e philosoph y o f exis -
tentialism i n th e dramati c an d popula r manne r o f an American journal -
ist. The unhapp y dependenc e o f philosophy upo n temperamen t i s dem -
onstrated i n the transformatio n o f the gentl e piety o f the Frankfur t sain t 
into th e ebullien t buoyanc y o f the "lea p o f faith" b y th e impulsiv e an d 
impetuous Herberg . 

In "Judais m an d th e Moder n Man, " Wil l Herber g assert s first  th e 
utter meaninglessnes s an d frustratio n o f lif e whe n a  ma n take s himsel f 
to b e th e "measur e o f al l things. " Th e individua l canno t find  meanin g 
in hi s ow n existence , and , i n hi s despair , h e look s t o a  collective entit y 
for th e sustenanc e o f hi s spirit . Thus , th e proletariat , th e natio n o r th e 
racial blood-stream become s th e fals e surrogat e fo r God . 

Since the n ma n canno t live without fait h i n something , th e onl y tru e 
alternative befor e u s i s the idolatr y o f ou r self , individua l o r collective , 
or th e worshi p o f God . A  "lea p o f faith" i s called for , whereb y th e sel f 
emerges ou t o f the imaginar y shel l whic h enclose s i t an d finds  itsel f t o 
be suspende d fro m a  Divine thread . But , s o paradoxical i s the natur e o f 
faith, that , whe n onc e acquired , i t appear s t o hav e been inescapable . 

"We mus t dar e th e lea p i f the gul f is ever t o b e crossed ; bu t onc e th e 
decision o f faith ha s been made , i t is seen tha t th e leap was possible onl y 
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because th e gul f had alread y been bridge d fo r u s from th e othe r side. " 38 

In othe r words , faith i s at onc e a  human, subjectiv e ac t an d a  Divin e 
objective fact . Thus , Go d i s no t th e passiv e an d hidde n Groun d o f 
Being, bu t a n active Spiri t tha t i s somehow aki n t o ou r deepes t self . 

"The ascriptio n o f personalit y t o Go d i s thu s a n affirmatio n o f th e 
fact tha t i n th e encounte r o f faith Go d meet s u s as person t o person." 39 

It i s the Grac e o f God tha t make s huma n Tightnes s possible, no t onl y 
in th e ac t o f faith bu t i n al l the sphere s o f human life . 

"The weaknes s an d evi l i n ma n operat e ou t o f th e freedo m o f hi s 
own nature ; his capacity for good , thoug h grounde d i n his nature, need s 
the Grac e o f God fo r it s realization." 40 

In thi s sense , Herber g accept s th e realit y o f "origina l sin, " balancin g 
it by the belief in man's "origina l perfection" tha t i s due t o th e unfailin g 
availability o f Divin e Grace . Huma n lif e i s perpetuall y i n dange r o f 
relapsing from Go d an d int o th e frustratio n o f sin. Hence , th e dram a o f 
salvation. 

"The salvatio n w e crave  i s salvation fro m th e fears , th e futilities , th e 
frustrations o f existence. .  .  . 

"Estranged fro m God , w e ar e tor n ou t o f th e ver y textur e o f bein g 
and lef t a  mere fragment , cu t of f fro m th e onl y rea l sourc e o f securit y 
available t o us . I s i t an y wonde r tha t thu s isolate d fro m wha t i s rea l 
within an d without , ou r existenc e lose s it s foundatio n an d w e ar e 
compelled t o liv e ou t ou r live s i n restles s frustration , foreve r tremblin g 
at the brink o f chaos and dissolution?" 41 

Up t o thi s point, Herber g develope d th e genera l ideology o f existen -
tialism, whic h see s th e entir e panoram a o f lif e fro m th e viewpoin t o f 
man facin g Go d i n th e momen t o f decision. Proceedin g t o th e analysi s 
of Jewish lif e an d destiny , th e autho r insist s o n th e "uniqueness " o f th e 
phenomenon o f the Jew, resultin g from th e covenan t betwee n Go d an d 
Israel that ha d been effecte d b y an endurin g "existential " relationship . 

Steering a  middl e cours e betwee n fundamentalis m an d modernism , 
Herberg accept s th e Hol y Bibl e a s Divine Revelation , insofa r a s it tell s 
of the perennial encounte r betwee n Go d an d man . Yet , more , Scriptur e 
tells o f "th e self-disclosur e o f Go d i n hi s dealing s wit h th e world. " 
Revelation i s a n even t i n history , Divin e i n substanc e bu t huma n i n 
expression. As the medieval , rationalisti c expounder s o f the Bible foun d 
the philosophy o f Aristotle i n th e word s o f Scripture, s o Herberg insist s 
that Scriptur e i s true, but onl y a s interpreted i n existentia l fashion . 

"The view s o f Abraha m o n th e natur e o f thing s an d eve n o n th e 
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'nature' o f th e divin e wer e presumabl y fa r mor e 'primitive ' tha n thos e 
of Isaia h s o man y centurie s later , bu t thei r fait h wa s th e same , fo r the y 
stood i n th e sam e crisi s o f confrontatio n wit h God , share d th e sam e 
ultimate covenanta l commitment , an d recognize d th e sam e Lor d an d 
His absolute claim. " 42 

Are al l work s reflectin g th e sam e fait h equall y revealed ? Herber g 
hedges awa y fro m thi s conclusion , declarin g tha t "revelation " a t Sina i 
was fo r Jews "einmalig, " onc e an d fo r all , "no t i n th e sens e o f cours e 
that Go d thereafte r n o longe r reveal s Himsel f i n hi s contac t wit h me n 
but i n th e sens e tha t al l other 'visitations ' o f God, bot h befor e an d after , 
yield thei r meanin g onl y whe n see n wit h th e eye s o f fait h fro m th e 
perspective o f this centra l event." 43 

The circularit y o f thi s argumen t i s manifest. Scripture s ar e rea d wit h 
"the eye s o f faith," a s faith i s contemporaneously understood , an d the n 
it become s th e standar d o f judgment o f al l othe r revelation . Fro m a 
modernist viewpoint , ther e i s n o har m i n thi s continuou s interaction , 
Scripture bein g accepte d b y collectiv e consen t an d conventio n a s th e 
text and contex t o f organized religion . But , Herber g take s pains to den y 
"general" revelatio n a s bein g a  "possibilit y i n fact. " H e insist s tha t 
"though Go d i s everywhere t o b e discerne d i n hi s person , activit y an d 
works, th e min d o f sinfu l ma n i s incapable o f findin g hi m throug h hi s 
own unaide d powers." 44 I f the n w e canno t trus t ou r moder n world -
view t o b e th e adequat e basi s fo r th e separatio n o f th e tru e cor e o f 
"revelation" from  th e huma n an d relativ e myth s wit h whic h i t i s en -
crusted, ho w ca n we look t o Scriptur e fo r guidance ? Fo r the Orthodox , 
the wor d o f Go d i s clearl y spelle d ou t i n litera l truth , an d fo r th e 
liberals, wh o trus t th e insigh t an d value s o f humanity , ther e i s a  soli d 
enough bas e fo r th e interpretatio n o f "revelation, " distinguishin g be -
tween th e life-giving, eterna l grai n and the tasteless chaff. But , t o accep t 
Scriptures i n "essence " onl y whil e denyin g th e validit y o f ou r huma n 
power t o discriminat e betwee n th e shado w an d th e substanc e o f faith i s 
to maintai n a  logicall y indefensibl e position . "Existentially, " o f course , 
the soli d basis is the psychological experienc e o f faith, a s a felt, immedi -
ate awarenes s o f Divine love , containin g it s ow n illuminatio n an d vali -
dation. 

The sam e paradoxica l notio n i s entertaine d b y th e autho r i n regar d 
to th e concep t o f Israel . Whil e h e doe s no t accep t th e fundamentalis t 
interpretation o f th e doctrin e o f th e "chose n people, " h e insist s tha t 
"the histor y o f Israel" constitute s a  mode o f self-revelation o f God. I t is 
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through th e lif e o f Israel , i n al l it s particularity , tha t Go d reveal s Hi s 
message to mankind . 

"If Go d i s a Living God , operativ e i n an d throug h th e particularitie s 
of history , the n i t n o longe r seem s s o strang e tha t h e shoul d effec t Hi s 
purposes throug h particula r group s o f peopl e o r eve n tha t h e shoul d 
'create' particula r group s fo r hi s special purposes." 45 

Herberg maintains , then , tha t "salvatio n i s o f the Jews," in consciou s 
defiance o f th e entir e swee p o f modernit y an d th e broa d toleranc e o f 
liberalism. Th e ver y bein g o f Israe l i s a  mysterious anomaly , whic h ca n 
not b e understoo d i n th e mundan e term s o f sociology . W e ar e a 
"unique" people, unclassifiable wit h othe r groups and incomprehensibl e 
by ordinary huma n standards . 

"It i s a  supernatural community , calle d int o bein g by Go d t o serv e hi s 
eternal purpose s i n history . I t i s a  communit y create d b y God' s specia l 
act o f covenant , first  wit h Abraham , who m h e 'called ' ou t o f th e 
heathen world , an d then supremely , wit h Israe l corporately a t Sinai. " 46 

This "super-historical " communit y i s charge d wit h th e missio n o f 
bringing "salvation " t o th e world . Th e Jew live s hi s life "authentically " 
when h e respond s affirmativel y t o th e demand s an d dutie s tha t ar e 
implied i n "Jewis h covenant-existence. " I t i s throug h th e law s o f th e 
Torah tha t th e Jew take s hi s "authentic " plac e i n th e cosmi c schem e o f 
things. But , Tora h fo r th e existentialis t doe s no t mea n simpl y th e rigi d 
precepts o f the "Shulha n Aruch. " Sinc e i t i s upon th e persona l experi -
ence o f faith tha t hi s piety i s founded, th e autho r insist s o n th e nee d o f 
taking accoun t o f th e huma n an d historica l element s i n th e ritua l o f 
Judaism. A s a  blen d o f th e historica l an d th e "super-historical, " th e 
Torah mus t no t b e froze n int o a  rigi d se t o f unvaryin g laws . "I t i s th e 
historical belie f an d practic e o f th e communit y o f Israel—Kela l Yis -
roel—that provide s u s with th e content s o f 'halakah. ' " 4 7 

In sum , Jewish existentialis m begin s wit h tha t doubl e phase d experi -
ence, whic h i s an ac t o f Grace o n th e par t o f God an d a  "leap o f faith " 
on th e par t o f man a t on e an d th e sam e time . I n th e ligh t o f thi s tota l 
commitment o f th e soul , th e biblical-rabbini c fait h emerge s a s a  satis -
fying expositio n o f the meanin g o f human lif e an d th e Divin e Impera -
tive. The peopl e o f Israel emerged throug h a  similar collectiv e "existen -
tial" experience , an d it s entir e bein g i s foreve r caugh t i n th e tensio n 
between th e historica l an d th e "super-historical. " Th e "authentic " re -
sponse o f the individua l t o th e Divin e cal l i s to liv e the lif e o f holiness , 
and for th e Jew, this authentic respons e implies the wholehearted accep -
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tance o f th e Law , insofa r a s i t i s a  livin g realit y t o th e conscienc e o f 
"Catholic Israel. " 

THE "RECONSTRUCTIONIST " MOVEMEN T 

The "left " win g o f the Conservativ e movemen t consist s o f the disciple s 
and follower s o f Prof. Mordeca i M . Kaplan , fo r man y year s th e leadin g 
member o f the facult y o f the Jewish Theologica l Seminary . Fo r seven -
teen year s now , thi s intra-Conservativ e grou p ha s bee n loosel y orga -
nized i n a  Reconstructionis t fellowship , whic h ha s it s headquarter s i n 
the Societ y fo r th e Advancemen t o f Judaism. "Th e Reconstructionist, " 
a brilliantly edite d an d exceedingl y stimulatin g bi-w Teekly, i s the officia l 
organ o f this group. I n addition , a  number o f pamphlets an d books hav e 
been publishe d b y Th e Reconstructionis t Societ y i n furtheranc e o f it s 
views. 

In som e o f its projects , Th e Reconstructionis t Fellowshi p transcend s 
the line s o f denominationa l differences , especiall y i n it s advocac y o f 
varied program s fo r th e Jewis h communit y a s a  whole . Also , som e 
Reform rabbi s hav e joine d th e fellowship , whic h remain s howeve r 
predominantly Conservativ e i n orientatio n an d practice . 

In general , th e Reconstructionis t tren d migh t b e describe d a s prag -
matic i n philosophy , libera l i n theolog y an d nationalisti c i n emphasis . 
The awkwar d nam e chose n b y th e grou p reflect s th e centra l plan k 
of its platform—to reconstruc t th e chaoti c conglomeratio n tha t i s con -
temporaneous America n Jewry afte r th e patter n o f th e "organi c com -
munity." I n plac e o f th e crazy-quil t jumbl e o f organizations , th e 
Reconstructionists contend , ther e shoul d b e formed i n eac h cit y a n all -
inclusive communa l organizatio n tha t woul d provid e fo r ever y legiti -
mate nee d an d idea l o f its members. Th e ris e o f the Welfar e Fund s an d 
Community Council s i s a  welcome developmen t i n thi s direction , but , 
even i f this process i s consummated i n ever y city , th e resul t wil l stil l fal l 
short o f the goa l o f an "organi c community. " For , whil e thes e commu -
nal agencies undertak e t o provid e fo r th e philanthropi c an d recreationa l 
needs o f the people , the y rarel y assum e ful l responsibilit y fo r th e tas k o f 
Jewish educatio n an d the y d o no t eve r undertak e t o ministe r t o th e 
religious need s o f th e community . I n th e "organi c community, " th e 
synagogue an d schoo l shoul d occup y th e "nuclear " position , sinc e 
religion constitute s th e mai n expressio n o f Jewish grou p life . 

In effect , then , th e Reconstructionist s advocat e tha t America n Jewr y 
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give u p th e congregationa l for m o f organization , whic h i s indigenou s 
on th e America n scene , an d retur n instea d t o th e "Kehillah " patter n o f 
Central an d Eastern Europe . A s to th e difficult y o f reconciling conflict -
ing interpretation s o f Judaism , Dr . Kapla n maintain s tha t th e Jewis h 
community migh t wel l follo w th e exampl e o f an y moder n nation , 
which foster s th e principl e o f "unit y i n diversity. " Th e "organi c com -
munity" shoul d no t find  i t an insuperabl e tas k to wor k ou t a n equitabl e 
arrangement whereb y al l interpretation s o f Judaism woul d b e treate d 
with equa l consideratio n an d it s constituen t member s woul d atten d th e 
synagogues o f their choice . 

In additio n t o it s religiou s an d educationa l functions , th e commu -
nity-organization woul d provid e throug h designate d committee s fo r 
Zionist work , public-relations , philanthropi c an d recreationa l activities , 
so tha t ther e woul d b e n o nee d fo r an y independen t o r supplementar y 
organization. Also , thos e activitie s whic h ar e no w neglected , suc h a s 
new creation s i n ar t an d music , woul d b e assiduousl y cultivate d b y th e 
"organic community, " whic h woul d envisio n Jewish lif e a s a whole an d 
lovingly car e fo r it s ever y phas e an d expression . Th e separat e "organi c 
communities" woul d b e organize d int o a  nationa l communit y an d 
ultimately int o a  world-community tha t woul d tak e it s place besid e th e 
great nationa l state s o f the world . 

"World Jewr y shoul d unit e a s a  people , an d appl y t o th e Unite d 
Nations fo r recognitio n o f its claim t o peoplehood. " 48 

This pla n fo r th e reorganizatio n o f America n Jewish lif e i s no t sug -
gested simpl y o n th e groun d o f neatnes s o f structur e o r efficienc y i n 
operation. Fo r Dr . Kaplan , th e "organi c community " i s a n expressio n 
in organizationa l term s o f the essentia l characte r o f the Jewish people . I f 
the patter n o f organizatio n doe s no t correspon d t o th e dynami c force s 
that ar e operativ e i n an y group , the n th e grou p disintegrate s i n frustra -
tion an d despair . Fo r organizationa l structur e i s to th e living ideology o f 
a group , a s the bod y i s to th e soul . I n ever y phas e o f it s organize d life , 
American Jewry shoul d expres s it s character a s an ethnic-cultura l group , 
its endurin g "peoplehood, " s o a s t o articulat e an d kee p aliv e th e "we " 
feeling o f the individua l Jew. B y hi s membershi p i n th e "organi c com -
munity," th e individua l expresse s hi s sens e o f belongin g t o th e Jewis h 
people, an d i t i s this sens e o f sharing i n th e lif e an d destin y o f a  peopl e 
that i s the matri x o f all its cultural creation s an d values . 

In th e Reconstructionis t ideology , th e Conservativ e emphasi s o n th e 
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living peopl e i n th e tria d o f people , Go d an d Tora h i s carrie d t o it s 
outermost limit . Judaism i s defined a s the evolvin g religiou s civilizatio n 
of the Jewish people . I n hi s magnu m opus , "Judais m a s a  Civilization, " 
Dr. Kapla n omitte d th e adjective , "religious, " whic h Th e Reconstruc -
tionist Fellowshi p no w use s invariably . Eve n so , th e facto r o f fait h i s 
conceived a s onl y on e o f th e element s o f Jewish civilization , thoug h 
historically th e dominan t one . I t i s conceivabl e tha t religio n i n th e 
future migh t b e expresse d throug h form s o f cooperative livin g that hav e 
nothing i n commo n wit h th e rite s an d eve n th e idea s o f traditiona l 
Judaism. Also , i t i s quit e possibl e tha t th e creativ e geniu s o f the peopl e 
will b e unfolde d i n cultura l direction s othe r tha n thos e o f fait h an d 
ethics—such a s art , fo r example . Th e hig h estee m fo r creativ e expres -
sion, among the Reconstructionists , lead s them t o accord to th e domai n 
of ar t a  suprem e ran k amon g th e shinin g constellation s o f th e Jewis h 
spirit. Write s Dr . Kapla n i n hi s latest majo r work , "W e ca n be sur e o f a 
Jewish futur e onl y whe n Jewish ar t i s s o develope d a s t o reconcil e th e 
Jew t o hi s lo t i n life. " 49 A s i f the ar t o f the ancien t Greeks , super b a s it 
undoubtedly was , availe d t o maintai n th e Gree k people , onc e the y 
exchanged th e god s o f Olympus fo r th e Savio r from Nazareth ! 

The Reconstructionist s d o no t minimiz e th e rol e o f religio n i n th e 
"religious civilization " tha t i s Judaism, especiall y fo r Diaspor a Jewry, bu t 
they maintai n tha t religio n itsel f derives it s vita l powe r fro m th e "we" -
feeling o f the people . Th e Jewish religio n los t it s hold upo n th e masse s 
of ou r people , whe n th e sens e o f ethni c loyalt y wa s weakene d b y 
outside attraction s an d inne r disorganization . Th e substitutio n i n 
America o f fragmentary congregationa l an d denominationa l loyaltie s fo r 
the massiv e loyalt y t o th e Jewis h communit y a s a  whol e serve d t o 
weaken th e purel y religiou s sentiment s o f our people . 

"It i s significan t tha t i n pas t ages , whe n Jew s le d a n autonomou s 
communal life , thi s particula r complain t tha t th e individua l coul d no t 
experience Go d i n th e worship o f the synagogu e wa s unheard of." 50 

This assertio n i s manifestl y belie d b y th e sa d declin e o f th e Jewis h 
faith i n th e communitie s o f Polan d an d German y tha t wer e organize d 
on a  Kehillah-basis. Yet , i t derive s necessaril y fro m th e Reconstruction -
ist conception o f religion a s the sublimatio n o f group-feeling . 

On thi s view , religio n spring s ou t o f th e lif e o f the people , it s socia l 
function bein g t o hallo w an d t o fortif y th e institutions , things , event s 
and memorie s tha t th e peopl e requir e fo r thei r collectiv e existence . 
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Hence, a  religio n i s woefull y weakene d whe n i t i s abstracte d int o a 
system o f salvatio n an d separate d fro m th e ethni c aspiration s an d con -
cerns o f th e peopl e amon g who m i t ha s arisen . Dr . Kapla n assert s thi s 
claim i n spit e o f th e magnificen t historica l triump h o f th e Christia n 
faith, maintainin g tha t "nationa l creeds " will in tim e replac e th e unitar y 
Christian faith , whic h ha s arise n throug h th e impetu s o f "religiou s 
imperialism."51 Lik e the titan s o f mythology, a  religion i s powerful onl y 
when i t retains contac t wit h th e soi l of national life , i n al l its varied an d 
earthy ambitions . 

"The Jewis h peopl e ha s demonstrate d th e validit y o f th e principle , 
which ha s been repeatedl y verifie d b y th e experienc e o f mankind , tha t 
a fol k religio n retain s it s relevanc e an d vitalit y s o lon g a s i t confine s 
itself to thos e who hav e evolve d it." 52 

It follow s tha t th e Jewish religio n ca n onl y b e regenerate d i f it i s pu t 
back int o th e tota l comple x o f Jewish life , th e individua l congregatio n 
yielding t o th e all-inclusiv e communit y a s th e basi c uni t o f identifica -
tion, an d th e rite s o f religio n surrenderin g thei r clai m t o th e exclusiv e 
loyalty o f the Jew i n favor o f all other form s o f cultural expression . 

"Paradoxical a s it ma y sound , th e spiritua l regeneratio n o f the Jewish 
people demand s tha t religio n ceas e to be it s sole preoccupation." 53 

The wil l t o liv e a s a Jew i s the fundamenta l sourc e an d motivation o f 
Jewish existence , but , t o b e deservin g o f our highes t loyalty , th e lif e w e 
seek mus t b e conceive d i n th e lofties t spiritua l terms . Hence , th e 
emphasis o n th e creatio n o f ne w value s an d th e constructio n o f socia l 
instruments t o serv e th e high end s o f prophetic idealism . "Al l this effor t 
at reconstruction an d reinterpretation mus t com e entirel y from th e urg e 
of an inward creativ e life." 54 

The supernaturalis t motivation s o f the traditiona l Jewish fait h shoul d 
be replace d b y a  this-worlcUy interpretatio n o f salvation—i.e., th e indi -
vidual fulfill s hi s highes t potentialitie s throug h th e discipline s o f th e 
spirit i n genera l an d th e Jewish wa y o f lif e i n particular . I n turn , th e 
Jewish peopl e justifies it s existenc e an d survival , b y transformin g itsel f 
into a n instrumen t fo r th e elicitatio n o f th e greates t spiritua l potentia l 
from th e Jewish individual . 

As t o th e ide a o f God , th e Reconstructionist s ar e hopelessl y prag -
matic. Th e conceptio n o f Go d a s th e idea l Personalit y the y reject , 
preferring t o thin k o f Him a s a "process tha t make s fo r salvation. " 

"It i s paradoxical," the y maintain , "fo r a  person no t t o b e associate d 
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with a  physical body, " thu s dismissin g ou t o f hand th e lon g philosophi -
cal traditio n datin g fro m Plat o an d Phil o an d represente d i n moder n 
philosophy b y Lotz e i n German y an d Bown e i n America . Th e term , 
"process," reflect s th e vie w o f modern physic s tha t al l existent s ar e no t 
static things , bu t event s i n time , o r processes . A s t o ho w thi s particula r 
process operate s eithe r i n natur e o r in human nature , the y ar e unwillin g 
to speculat e provide d thi s "belie f i n God " result s i n a  commitmen t t o 
live lif e o n a  hig h spiritua l plane . I n th e word s o f Kaplan , "whe n w e 
believe i n God , w e believ e tha t reality—th e worl d o f inne r an d oute r 
being, th e world o f society an d o f nature—is s o constituted a s to enabl e 
man t o achiev e salvation." 55 O r i n stil l simpler , pragmati c terms , "Go d 
is what th e worl d mean s t o th e ma n wh o believe s i n th e possibilit y o f 
maximum lif e an d strive s for it. " 56 

Defined thu s generall y a s an implicatio n o f man's strivin g fo r th e lif e 
abundant, th e choic e betwee n religiou s fait h an d atheis m i s see n t o 
depend mor e o n th e glandula r makeu p o f a  person tha n o n intellectua l 
arguments. Atheism , o n thi s view , i s eithe r a  semantic erro r o r a  com -
plex o f th e sickl y an d th e frustrated . Th e intellectua l assen t t o abstrac t 
truths tha t i s implie d i n fait h i s reduce d t o th e bares t minimum . Afte r 
the fashio n o f th e behaviorists , wh o di d no t believ e tha t menta l pro -
cesses were trul y causativ e factor s i n th e determinatio n o f human con -
duct, Dr . Kapla n writes , "Th e belie f i n Go d i s no t logicall y inferre d 
from th e wil l to live. It is the psychic manifestation o f the will to live." 57 

By th e sam e token , th e practic e o f worshi p i s describe d a s an implica -
tion o f the sam e "wil l t o live. " 

"The nee d fo r communin g wit h tha t Powe r i s par t o f ou r ver y wil l 
to live as human beings." 58 

With thi s concep t o f Go d an d religion , i t follow s tha t ritual s an d 
ceremonies canno t b e accepte d a s literall y reveale d precepts , no r a s 
expressions o f fundamenta l truths , bu t a s sociall y evolve d aid s t o th e 
good life , or , mor e technicall y a s "religious folkways. " W e canno t spea k 
of "law " i n Jewis h religion , th e Reconstructionist s declare , sinc e w e 
have n o sanction s fo r th e enforcemen t o f lega l directives . Also , th e 
Jewish communit y a s a  whol e coul d legislat e onl y i n regar d t o thos e 
elements tha t ar e commo n t o al l the interpretation s an d trend s tha t ar e 
current i n Jewish life . Thus , i t can formulate th e rule s that ar e to gover n 
the relationshi p o f committee s an d societie s t o th e centra l communit y 
organization, an d i t can als o dea l with th e domai n o f "public law, " suc h 
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as marriag e an d divorce . I n th e spher e o f rituals , eac h denominationa l 
trend ma y formulate it s own guidin g principles an d standards , imputin g 
no guil t t o thos e who prefe r othe r "folkways " fo r self-expression . 

"The vocabular y o f 'law,' 'sin, ' 'pardon ' i s ideologically an d pragmati -
cally unjustified a s applied t o ritual. " 

Rites an d ceremonie s ar e forms o f collective art , which sprin g ideall y 
from th e life o f the people . 

"But, th e momen t w e ge t awa y fro m th e legalisti c approach , w e 
treat Jewis h observance s a s religiou s folkway s designe d t o ensur e th e 
enhancement o f th e valu e o f Jewis h life , th e affirmativ e injunction s 
assume th e mor e importan t role. " 59 

In keepin g wit h thi s emphasi s o n th e enrichmen t o f Jewish practic e 
through creativ e expression , th e Reconstructionist s publishe d a  Passover 
Haggadah, whic h adde d hymn s an d reading s concernin g th e idea l o f 
freedom an d th e personalit y o f Moses , whil e deletin g passage s whic h 
they considere d unworthy , suc h a s the enumeratio n o f the plagues , th e 
prayer for th e punishment o f Israels enemies an d the reference s t o Israe l 
as th e "chose n people. " I n thei r view , th e doctrin e o f th e "chose n 
people" i s an unworth y indulgenc e i n self-glorification , n o matte r ho w 
fancifully i t i s reinterpreted . I n thi s spirit , the y edite d an d publishe d 
a Prayer-Book , whic h wa s accepte d fo r use , however , onl y i n tw o 
synagogues. 

ISSUES AN D PRACTIC E I N TH E CONSERVATIV E MOVEMEN T 

The ideolog y o f Reconstructionis m function s a s on e o f th e trend s 
within th e Conservativ e movement—fairl y influentia l i n som e direc -
tions, bu t fallin g shor t o f predominance . Th e movement , fo r th e mos t 
part, insist s on a  personal conceptio n o f the Deity , th e uniqu e historica l 
position o f Israe l a s th e peopl e o f revelation , th e recognitio n o f th e 
totality o f th e traditio n a s th e sourc e o f authorit y rathe r tha n th e 
folkways o r practice s o f th e peopl e an d th e belie f i n th e continue d 
validity o f Jewish La w o r Halachah , whe n i t i s interprete d a s par t o f a 
dynamic, life-oriented tradition . 

For man y years , th e La w Committe e o f th e Rabbinica l Assembl y 
functioned i n stric t complianc e wit h th e lette r an d spiri t o f the "Shul -
han Aruch. " Eve n th e practic e o f mixe d seatin g i n th e synagogu e wa s 
not approve d bu t onl y condone d i n th e spiri t o f th e historia n Zunz , 
who remarke d tha t th e spiri t o f peace an d harmon y i n a  community i s 
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more importan t tha n th e harmon y o r disharmon y o f organ-music . 
Thus, in practice, Conservative congregation s deviate d from Orthodox y 
while, i n theory , th e La w wa s declare d t o b e unchanged . A t th e Con -
vention hel d i n Chicag o i n 1948 , a  resolutio n t o th e effec t o f bindin g 
the movemen t t o stric t complianc e wit h th e "Shulha n Amen " wa s 
proposed an d defeated . Th e La w Committe e wa s the n reorganize d s o 
as t o reflec t al l trend s withi n th e movement . A t it s firs t meeting , i t 
assumed th e designation , Committe e o n Jewish La w an d Standards , i n 
order t o indicat e tha t it s scop e i s th e applicatio n o f th e totalit y o f th e 
tradition t o Jewish life , no t merel y th e interpretatio n o f the lette r o f th e 
Law. No r wa s th e Committe e t o b e confine d t o th e tas k o f writin g 
responses t o specifi c inquiries . Whereve r ne w standard s wer e t o b e se t 
up, th e Committe e wa s t o propos e an d t o formulat e resolution s fo r th e 
movement. 

To the majorit y o f its members, th e proces s o f legislating standards o f 
ritual observanc e i s a direct implicatio n o f the characte r o f Jewish piety . 
In Judaism, man' s respons e t o th e Divin e challeng e take s th e for m o f a 
self-imposed "law " o f action . Whil e al l me n migh t conced e th e valu e 
of prayer an d study , th e religiou s Jew impose s upo n himsel f th e regula r 
disciplines o f prayer thre e time s dail y an d th e mitzvot h o f Torah-stud y 
at fixed  times . Thi s respons e o f the individua l i s guided an d molde d b y 
the collectiv e "laws " o f th e people , s o tha t th e resolv e o f eac h Jew i s 
reinforced an d conditione d b y the acceptanc e an d the observanc e o f the 
entire group . 

The fruitfulnes s o f thi s approac h wa s demonstrate d i n th e analysi s o f 
the proble m o f Sabbath observance . Th e Committe e di d no t substitut e 
for th e Sabbath-halacha h a  genera l principle , suc h a s th e obligatio n t o 
hallow th e da y b y positiv e action s only , no r di d i t procee d t o interpre t 
the La w i n blith e disregar d o f existin g conditions . Firstly , i t se t th e 
problem i n a  positive settin g b y launchin g a  campaig n fo r th e Revital -
ization o f th e Sabbath , callin g upo n al l congregant s t o pledg e th e 
acceptance o f certai n minima l standard s o f Sabbath-observance—t o 
refrain fro m doin g wor k o n th e Sabbat h whic h i s avoidable an d whic h 
is not i n keepin g wit h th e spiri t o f the day , and t o hallo w th e Sabbath -
day b y positiv e practices , suc h a s Kiddus h an d candl e lighting , atten -
dance a t services , etc . Thes e genera l rule s wer e spelle d ou t i n detai l i n 
the cours e o f the campaign , whic h i s even no w i n progress . 

Secondly, th e Committe e affirme d th e applicabilit y o f th e principl e 
of "takkanah"-legislatio n t o ou r tim e an d place . Jewis h La w ca n b e 
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made an d modifie d toda y i n th e sam e manne r a s i t wa s mad e an d 
modified i n th e past . Accordingly , th e Committe e calle d upo n th e 
Rabbinical Assembl y t o permi t th e practic e o f riding t o th e synagogu e 
on th e Sabbath , a s a new "takkanah " designe d t o "strengthe n th e faith, " 
a "takkanah" mad e necessary by the peculiar circumstances o f American 
life. Whe n i t i s difficult o r impossibl e t o walk , th e Committe e declare d 
it to be a  "mitzvah" t o mak e use o f motor transportatio n fo r th e sak e o f 
attending publi c worship . Thi s decisio n wa s approve d b y th e majority -
report o f th e Committe e an d accepte d b y th e Rabbinica l Assembly . 
The minority-repor t arrive d a t virtually th e sam e conclusion . 

Whether on e "mitzvah " o r another i s to take precedence i n the even t 
of a conflict betwee n thei r requirement s i s the kin d o f question tha t ca n 
only b e weighe d i n th e balanc e o f contemporar y need s an d conse -
quences. Which decisio n i s likely to resul t in a  more vita l and meaning -
ful fait h fo r America n Jews ? I n th e ligh t o f thi s questio n onl y on e 
answer wa s possible . No r wa s i t difficul t fo r th e Committe e t o cit e 
specific precedent s fo r th e rul e tha t a  "great mitzvah " (mitzva h g'dolah ) 
may se t asid e norma l prohibition s (especiall y a s a n "horaat h sha-ah, " a 
decision limite d t o a  specific tim e an d place) . And regula r attendanc e a t 
Sabbath service s i s in th e circumstance s o f American lif e today , a  "grea t 
mitzvah," essentia l for th e vitality o f our faith . 

Thirdly, th e Committe e declare d th e us e o f electrica l gadget s o n th e 
Sabbath t o b e permitted , i f the us e t o whic h the y ar e pu t i s in conso -
nance with th e holiness o f the day . Manifestly, electricit y coul d no t hav e 
been prohibite d b y Talmudic legislation , eve n a s it coul d no t hav e bee n 
specifically permitted . Therefore , th e Committe e proceede d t o evaluat e 
its us e fro m th e standpoin t o f it s relatio n t o contemporar y needs , 
making us e i n it s Responsu m o f technica l distinction s i n th e Talmu d 
for th e purpose o f overcoming technica l difficulties . 

At times , th e Committe e i s stricte r i n th e maintenanc e o f religiou s 
standards tha n th e bar e lette r o f th e Law . Thus , i t make s us e o f it s 
influence t o dissuad e Jewish organization s fro m holdin g business-meet -
ings o n th e Sabbath , thoug h traditionall y Jewis h problem s wer e dis -
cussed o n hol y day s in medieval times , care being taken i n thos e day s t o 
avoid infringemen t o f the ritualisti c laws . I t i s recognized tha t i n mod -
ern circumstance s no t a  shred would b e lef t o f the traditiona l patter n o f 
holiness i f Jewish organization s wer e allowe d t o hol d business-meeting s 
on th e Sabbath . Also , th e Committe e i s eve n no w combattin g th e 
suggestion t o permit Gentil e players on the Sabbat h t o play dance musi c 
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for th e entertainmen t o f dinner-guest s a t a  Bar Mitzva h celebratio n i n 
the vestry-hal l o f th e synagogue . Ampl e preceden t fo r thi s practic e 
could b e cited , fro m a  strictl y legalisti c viewpoint , especiall y sinc e th e 
movement sanction s th e employmen t o f the orga n a t the services . Also, 
the Hassidi m woul d danc e o n th e Sabbath . But , i n th e opinio n o f th e 
Committee, th e consequence s o f thi s practic e i n th e circumstance s o f 
American lif e woul d b e deleteriou s t o th e dignit y o f the synagogu e an d 
the holines s o f th e Sabbath . Accordingly , th e Committe e calle d upo n 
all Conservative synagogue s t o discountenanc e an y such practice . 

In th e domai n o f Jewish Law , th e mai n issu e confrontin g th e move -
ment a t thi s writin g i s th e so-calle d "Agunah " question , whic h reall y 
includes a  numbe r o f problem s relatin g t o marriag e an d divorce . Sup -
pose th e husban d refuse s t o giv e a  "get " o r "halitzah, " wha t recours e i s 
left t o th e woman ? Wha t i f a  Kohe n desire s t o marr y a  divorce e o r a 
converted woman ? Wha t t o d o i n th e even t o f desertio n whe n th e 
woman obtain s a  divorc e fro m th e civi l cour t an d th e whereabout s o f 
the husban d i s unknown ? Wha t t o d o wit h th e man y case s tha t ar e 
classified b y th e governmen t first  a s "missin g i n action " an d late r de -
clared t o b e dead , withou t th e testimon y o f livin g witnes s tha t i s 
required b y Jewish Law ? 

Already, i n 1937 , th e lat e Rabb i J . L . Epstei n propose d a n elaborat e 
plan involvin g th e principl e o f conditione d marriag e an d makin g i t 
possible fo r th e woma n t o writ e he r ow n "get, " unde r th e directio n o f 
a rabbini c court , i n certai n cases . Owin g t o th e franti c protest s o f th e 
Orthodox rabbis , thi s pla n wa s neve r pu t int o effect . Th e presen t pla n 
of th e Committe e i s all-embracin g i n scop e an d radica l i n approach . 
The principl e o f "takkanah"-legislatio n woul d b e s o employe d a s t o 
solve th e above-mentione d proble m withou t removin g th e rabbi , an d 
the Jewish fait h h e symbolizes , fro m th e real m o f divorc e an d remar -
riage. Th e detail s o f this pla n ar e eve n no w unde r discussion , bu t ther e 
is virtua l agreemen t withi n th e movemen t tha t Jewis h la w mus t b e 
preserved throug h a  dynami c proces s o f interpretatio n an d continuou s 
legislation, reflectin g th e realitie s o f our day . 
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RABBI AGU S mad e hi s caree r a s a  communa l rabb i first  i n Chicago , 
then i n Dayton , Ohio , an d the n fo r mor e tha n thirt y year s in Baltimor e 
at Congregatio n Bet h El . Th e rol e o f communal rabb i wa s on e tha t h e 
took ver y seriousl y an d fro m whic h h e gaine d grea t persona l satisfac -
tion. 

The followin g selections , chose n t o accompan y Mar k Loeb' s essa y 
"Jacob B. Agus as Pulpit Rabbi " i n American Rabbi: The  Life and Thought 
of Jacob B.  Agus  (Ne w York, 1996) , are from Jacob B . Agus' The  Meaning 
of Jewish History (New York , 1963) , 1:11-31 ; an d The  Jewish Quest  (Ne w 
York, 1983) , 62-76 . 
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RELIGION AN D NATIONALIS M 

ANYONE W H O SET S ou t t o stud y th e histor y o f the Jew conclude s 
very soo n tha t a t al l time s th e factor s o f both nationalis m an d religio n 
were involve d i n th e makeu p o f th e Jewish community . Whethe r th e 
unity o f descent o r th e unit y o f faith wa s mor e dominan t a t an y perio d 
is frequently a  matter o f judgment an d controversy . But tha t both factor s 
were involve d i n th e structur e o f the Jewish mentality , th e historia n ca n 
hardly doubt . Th e poin t tha t student s o f the subject , however , ar e mos t 
prone t o overloo k i s not th e potenc y o f eithe r on e o f these factor s bu t 
the paradoxica l characte r o f bot h o f them , i n huma n natur e generally , 
and particularly i n th e histori c consciousnes s o f the Jew. 

Manifestly, religio n an d nationalis m canno t eve r b e separate d com -
pletely. Those  who have to fight for their  religious beliefs,  or  to suffer for them, 
come to think of  themselves as  a people. Adolf Harnac k point s ou t tha t th e 
Christians i n th e Roma n Empir e o f the thir d centur y calle d themselve s 
a "thir d race, " tertium  genus.1 Man y o f th e sectaria n movement s i n th e 
Christian worl d reflecte d ethni c rivalries . Pure nationalism , withou t an y 
tincture o f religiou s faith , i s a  characteristicall y moder n phenomenon . 
Our secular , democrati c societ y is the resul t o f developments i n Wester n 
Europe, wher e peopl e recoile d i n disgus t fro m th e horror s o f a previous 
all too tigh t unio n betwee n "organized " religio n an d government . I t i s 
the Churc h an d Stat e a s organization s tha t th e moder n Wes t seek s t o 
keep apart . Bu t th e Churc h i s onl y a  temporal , inadequat e instrumen t 
of religion , an d th e Stat e a s a  politica l institutio n reflect s onl y partiall y 
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the complex dynamism o f a living people. The tw o vita l ideals subsisting 
behind thei r respectiv e organizationa l facade s canno t bu t b e mutuall y 
related. Fo r th e huma n min d i s one , an d th e goa l o f both ideal s i s th e 
good life . Both ideal s concern themselve s with th e characte r and destin y 
of a  certai n community ; bot h appea l t o th e desir e o f individual s t o 
merge thei r persona l identit y wit h tha t o f a  larg e entity , whic h stand s 
above the vicissitudes o f time; both ar e products o f an inner tensio n an d 
polarity. 

To stud y th e force s operativ e i n Jewis h history , w e nee d t o tak e 
account o f th e tension s withi n bot h o f thes e ideals . A s w e shal l see , 
both ideal s are in themselve s bi-polar . I n addition , bot h nationalis m an d 
religion serv e a s organizin g instruments , confirmin g society' s structur e 
which i s vertical, rathe r tha n horizontal . Th e idea s and ideal s o f an elit e 
or a  dominant grou p becom e th e cemen t o f a pyramid, wit h th e peopl e 
at th e bas e repeatin g th e sam e formula e an d slogans , a s i f the y wer e 
myths an d rites , without necessaril y understandin g them . 

In th e writin g o f Jewish history , w e nee d t o guar d agains t a  pervasiv e 
theological bias , sinc e th e characte r an d destin y o f th e peopl e o f Israe l 
form par t o f the Jewish, Christian , an d Mosle m faiths . Wester n liberals , 
cognizant o f the lon g battl e o f progressive me n an d wome n agains t th e 
oppression o f the Church , ar e likel y t o introduc e a n anti-religiou s bia s 
into th e interpretatio n o f Jewish history . Al l to o ofte n th e resultan t 
histories ar e inverted theologie s o r ideologies . 

We d o no t expec t th e reade r t o credi t u s wit h suprem e objectivity , 
but w e ca n minimiz e th e degre e o f distortio n b y revealin g th e weight s 
and measures tha t we inten d t o employ . Th e reade r wil l the n b e abl e t o 
check th e cogenc y o f our discussion , ste p by step. 

Our concep t o f religion i s devoid o f fixed  dogmas . Religio n i s to u s 
an ongoing quest , no t a  finished possession . We d o no t assum e a  certain 
number o f tru e idea s o r a  body o f reveale d truths . A s w e see  it , man' s 
confrontation wit h th e myster y o f existenc e i s th e livin g cor e o f faith . 
But thi s centra l even t grow s i n meanin g an d scop e wit h th e expansio n 
of mans knowledg e an d th e refinemen t o f his feelings . 

Essentially, religion i s a wave-like movement , a  polar tension betwee n 
the abidin g Realit y withou t an d th e ultimat e sel f within. Sinc e ma n i s 
unable eithe r t o envisag e th e cosmo s a s a  whole o r t o contemplat e hi s 
own self , h e i s compelle d t o follo w on e o r bot h o f th e followin g 
procedures. Eithe r h e understand s th e worl d i n term s o f images o f th e 
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self—ghosts, demons , angels , gods . O r h e understand s hi s ow n bein g 
in term s o f th e event s o f th e outsid e world—stones , winds , materia l 
particles. Mos t commonly , th e two alternatives interac t an d modify on e 
another. 

As th e consciousnes s o f religio n deepens , thes e tw o orientation s 
become philosophi c alternatives . I t is possible t o see the entire univers e 
in term s derive d fro m th e self contemplating itself . The entir e univers e 
is the n interprete d eithe r a s th e wor k o f a n Infinit e Self , o r a s th e 
reflection o f tha t Infinit e Being . Th e Cosmo s is , then , a  "macroan -
thropos." O n th e othe r hand , ma n may see his own being i n term s o f 
what he conceives to be the components o f the externa l world, s o many 
atoms and electrons obeyin g universa l and inexorable laws . Man is then 
a "microcosmos. " 

These subjectiv e an d objectiv e view s hav e man y ramifications , sinc e 
they are essentially ways of thinking an d feeling. I n the objective orien -
tation, man reduces the role o f feeling t o a minimum, thoug h h e canno t 
eliminate i t altogether . H e strive s t o reason ; tha t is , t o le t hi s min d 
reflect th e principles an d the orde r tha t exis t i n reality . Rationalit y i s a 
readiness to observe , to learn; idea s are employed a s a kind o f shorthand 
with whic h t o describ e experience . I n thi s mood , ma n i s abl e t o se e 
himself fro m th e outside , a s it were ; hence , t o criticiz e an d to analyz e 
the idea s in his own mind an d in the group t o which h e belongs. 

In hi s subjectiv e orientation , ma n retreat s fro m th e worl d i n th e 
endeavor t o be tru e t o hi s own self . Rationalit y an d criticism ar e the n 
reduced t o a  minimum, whil e feeling , a s fear, a s generalized anxiety , o r 
as a  specifi c concern , a s lov e o r a s hope , i s steadil y deepene d an d 
intensified. Sinc e ma n canno t pu t hi s finge r o n th e cor e o f hi s ow n 
being, h e trie s t o find  hi s self eithe r i n a n idea l "self-image, " o r i n the 
collective sel f o f a  histori c group , o r i n th e imag e o f a n envisione d 
Supreme Being . Usually , thes e thre e alternative s ar e followe d a t th e 
same time . I n thi s mood , ma n delight s t o surrende r t o God , insistin g 
that th e ordere d worl d o f rationalit y i s someho w i n a  "fallen " state . 
Generally also , subjectiv e pietist s exto l al l tha t i s associate d wit h thei r 
group, it s past, its metaphysical character , an d its ultimate destiny . 

Most peopl e ar e familiar wit h thes e two basic approache s a s mutually 
exclusive alternatives . I n ou r generation , th e Existentialist s preemp t 
the subjectiv e wa y o f thinking , i n keepin g wit h Kierkegaard' s slogan , 
"subjectivity i s truth." O n the other hand , th e champions o f objectivit y 
in philosoph y generall y describ e themselve s a s Positivists , thoug h fe w 
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would follo w August e Comte , founde r o f Frenc h Positivism , i n adopt -
ing th e entir e panopl y o f organize d religio n i n behal f o f thei r 
worldview. A s i s well known , Comt e sough t t o organiz e a  ritual , buil d 
a priesthood, ordai n sacraments , an d writ e a  catechism, embodyin g th e 
principles o f his positivistic philosophy . 

In ou r view , religio n i s th e lif e o f th e soul ; i.e.,  i t i s man s effor t t o 
orient himsel f t o Reality . Hence , i t necessaril y contain s bot h orienta -
tions o f heart an d mind . I t follows tha t religio n i s a dynamic phenome -
non; it s lif e i s th e yearnin g o f ma n t o reac h fo r firm  anchorage ; i t i s 
expressed i n th e hunge r fo r truth , th e longin g fo r th e sublime , th e 
passion fo r righteousness , th e outreachin g fo r permanenc e an d genuin e 
worth. A s a vital phenomenon, religio n i s never complete , neve r a t rest , 
never finished . Progres s i n an y on e directio n provide s th e challeng e fo r 
adjustment an d growt h i n al l other phase s o f human life . Ma n seek s fo r 
the fullnes s o f hi s life , b y mean s o f thi s rhythm , whic h bring s al l hi s 
powers int o focus . 

What i s it then tha t we tak e t o be th e mark s o f growth i n a  living faith ? 
First, a  living faith i s one whic h i s repeatedly an d deepl y internalized; 

i.e., i t is a powerful subjectiv e reality . It s practices and its dogmas are no t 
merely externa l ritual s an d uninspirin g formulae , bu t the y bit e dee p 
into th e soul s o f thei r worshipers . Wha t i s subjectiv e canno t b e full y 
susceptible o f expression; i t ca n onl y be characterize d a s a unique real m 
of experience, radicall y differen t fro m th e faith o f others. Internalizatio n 
is essentially th e standar d o f faith tha t th e Existentialist s offer . I n Jewish 
thought, i t wa s Bahya wh o gav e th e classi c formulatio n t o th e though t 
that th e dimensio n o f inwardness i s infinite i n depth. 2 Th e "command -
ments o f the heart, " reverenc e an d lov e o f God , trus t i n Hi m an d utte r 
devotion t o His cause in the world, ar e indeed susceptibl e o f numberless 
gradations. I n th e las t tw o centurie s o f Jewish life , th e Hasidi c move -
ment concentrate d it s mighty geniu s on this aspect o f the faith , bringin g 
fresh lif e an d vitality t o th e Jewish religion . 

Internalization i s not easil y capture d i n th e officia l formulation s o f a 
faith. Th e exten t t o whic h i t occur s a t an y on e tim e an d i n th e heart s 
of any people i s always uncertain , fo r nothin g happen s mor e frequentl y 
in religio n tha n th e substitutio n o f formula e fo r feelings . I t i s no t 
possible t o dra w exac t comparison s amon g differen t faiths , a t leas t 
within thos e o f the Judeo-Christian tradition , i n respec t t o th e intensit y 
of religious feeling s the y arouse . I n ever y tradition , ther e wil l b e foun d 
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those for  who m thei r fait h i s a n empt y formula  o r rite , an d som e for 
whom i t i s a powerful, inspirin g reality . Even th e persisten t hammerin g 
away o f some sect s abou t th e virtue s o f humility an d genuin e piet y ca n 
itself degenerat e int o a  piou s posture . Suc h i s th e parado x o f huma n 
nature tha t th e idea l o f humilit y i s itsel f a t time s th e sloga n o f th e 
narrow-hearted, arrogan t dogmatists . Fo r t o embrac e a n idea l i s to tak e 
pride i n i t an d t o assum e th e inferiorit y o f all who d o no t se e the light . 
All whose fait h i s basically subjectiv e assum e tha t "others " ar e religiou s 
only i n externa l forms . Th e usua l Christia n imag e o f the Pharisee , an d 
by implication , o f th e Je w i s tha t hi s fait h i s onl y a n empt y shell , a 
matter o f "dos " an d donts, " o f law s an d actions , no t principle s an d 
feelings. Schleiermacher , i n hi s classi c discussio n o f "religiou s feeling, " 
disparages th e fait h o f the French , th e Russians , an d th e Englis h a s well 
as the fait h o f the Jews. Eac h o f these group s ha s returne d th e compli -
ment a t one tim e o r another . 

Students o f religion ar e no t ap t t o overloo k th e significanc e o f emo -
tional intensit y i n th e lif e o f religion, bu t the y ar e quit e likel y t o ignor e 
the importanc e o f the swin g o f the spiritua l pendulu m towar d th e pol e 
of objectivity . Th e ques t o f rationalit y an d objectiv e trut h i s ofte n 
regarded a s a denial o f faith o r a s a flight  from God . Th e usua l policy o f 
scholars i s t o restric t th e meanin g o f fait h t o th e subjectiv e mood s o f 
piety, whe n th e sou l retreat s fro m th e glar e o f the da y t o see k th e cal m 
of Divine communio n i n the comfortin g shadow s o f a revered tradition . 
But thi s ver y polic y o f confinin g religio n t o on e phas e o f th e soul' s 
activity lead s inevitabl y t o th e dissolutio n o f the bond s o f meaning an d 
relevance betwee n fait h an d life . A  one-side d religio n i s a  meaningles s 
one, fo r meanin g is  relatedness, th e absenc e o f a  gulf ; th e undamme d 
stream o f though t i n a  rhythmi c curren t flowing  fro m th e universa l t o 
particulars an d the n bac k again . T o erec t barrier s withi n th e sou l i s t o 
invite frustration an d futility . 

Actually, the ques t o f religion i s for th e maximu m o f relatedness wit h 
the ultimat e groun d o f reality. We coul d defin e religio n a s the ques t fo r 
unity wit h God ; bu t a s a matter o f psychological fact , Go d i s not alway s 
envisioned a s presen t a t th e goal , an d unit y wit h Hi m i s unattainable . 
We spea k the n o f a  ground o f reality an d o f a  maximum o f relatedness . 
Two way s presen t themselve s t o us , bot h togethe r leadin g t o thi s goa l 
though separatel y the y lead in opposit e directions . I n th e one , we attai n 
relatedness b y looking  at  the universe ; i n th e other , b y letting ou r mind s 
drift awa y fro m surfac e fact s i n orde r t o feel part  of  its inne r substance . 
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And w e kno w tha t w e ar e part of reality, while w e look  at any portion o f 
it. 

If w e coul d kno w al l abou t ourselve s w e woul d kno w th e hear t o f 
the universe ; yet , i f we canno t kno w ourselve s w e ca n be  ourselves, an d 
to b e part of reality i s also somehow t o know it . 

In th e objectiv e a s in th e subjectiv e orientatio n o f the mind , w e find 
ourselves a t first  submittin g t o a n oute r realit y an d the n assertin g tha t 
reality within us . Both self-surrende r an d self-assertion mar k th e postur e 
of th e sou l a s i t seek s th e maximu m o f relatedness , eithe r b y wa y o f 
reason o r b y wa y o f feeling . I n th e fervo r o f faith , ma n begin s b y 
surrendering t o God . Tire d o f pushing elbow s agains t th e crowd , ma n 
acclaims Go d a s th e kindl y shepherd , all-lovin g an d all-knowing . Ma n 
sees himself as a lamb, willing to be led wheresoever th e Shepher d wills . 
Yet, somehow, nearl y ever y psalm that begin s with th e trustfu l moo d o f 
total surrender end s on a  note o f triumphant participatio n i n the Divin e 
Being. H e accept s u s as a part o f Himself, an d we accep t Hi m a s part o f 
ourselves. A s w e yiel d i n trust , w e ris e i n strength . Thus , th e twenty -
third psalm , whic h sound s th e not e o f tota l resignatio n i n it s openin g 
lines, goe s o n t o spea k o f being led i n righteou s path s "fo r Hi s Nam e s 
sake," o f "bein g anointed " fo r a  high sacre d purpose , an d i t end s wit h 
the confiden t assertio n o f being par t o f the Divin e household , dwellin g 
"in th e hous e o f the Lor d forever. " 

In mos t psalms , th e submissiv e an d th e assertiv e aspect s o f th e sou l 
are place d sid e b y side , withou t an y particula r sequence . No w th e 
psalmist sing s of the Lor d a s his strength, hi s light, hi s invincible protec -
tor; no w h e submit s t o Divin e guidanc e i n perfec t trust . Eric h From m 
points ou t tha t health y lov e i s o f a  doubl e nature , containin g bot h 
submissiveness an d assertion. 3 I n faith a s in love , self-surrender an d self -
realization ar e blended , a s th e brigh t flame  an d it s dar k underside . 
When w e love , we ar e held i n love. 

"How shal l w e lov e th e Divin e Presence? " ask s a  sixteenth-centur y 
mystic. Hi s answer : "T o th e poin t o f finding  i t impossibl e t o separat e 
from it." 4 

It i s thi s paradoxica l unit y o f submissio n an d assertio n tha t w e find 
also i n th e objectiv e orientation . Th e ques t o f "clea r an d adequat e 
ideas" i s a  heroic undertaking . Th e thinke r subordinate s al l tha t i s dea r 
to hi m t o th e auster e judgmen t o f implacabl e reason . H e ca n hid e 
nothing tha t i s precious fro m th e cuttin g knif e o f reason; h e canno t as k 
for favors ; h e ca n expec t n o persona l consideration . Submissio n t o th e 
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rational proces s i n al l it s ruthles s impartialit y i s b y n o mean s easy . Ye t 
those wh o lik e Spinoz a follo w thi s pathwa y o f utte r submissio n fin d 
that the y ar e realizing thei r inmos t selve s in joy. Fo r th e ligh t o f reason , 
like th e lov e o f God , i s within u s as surely a s it i s beyond us . I t wa s no t 
the understandabl e bia s o f a  philosophe r bu t a n indubitabl e trut h o f 
human natur e tha t le d Aristotl e t o asser t tha t rationalit y i s th e essenc e 
of humanity . Thi s trut h i s evident , however , onl y a t certai n times . 
Spinoza write s o f a n intuitiv e kin d o f reasoning , i n whic h though t 
proceeds automatically. 5 A  poin t i s reache d whe n w e n o longe r thin k 
our thoughts , bu t th e proces s o f thought , lik e a  might y strea m carrie s 
us along . Wh o ha s no t experience d thi s dua l unit y o f rational contem -
plation? I n though t a s in fait h an d love , we wi n ou r sel f as we los e ou r 
self. 

The rationa l ques t i s thus a s much a  part o f religio n a s the pietistic -
mystical yearnin g fo r th e "nearnes s o f God. " A  rabbini c legen d tell s o f 
an ange l i n heave n tha t i n th e daytim e carrie s th e wor d Emeth,  truth , 
on it s forehea d an d a t nigh t carrie s th e wor d Emunah,  faith . Bot h da y 
and nigh t for m par t o f th e cycl e o f th e soul . Th e essentia l unit y o f 
man's nee d fo r lov e an d hi s ques t o f trut h i s reflecte d i n th e praye r o f 
Socrates, "Belove d Pan , an d al l ye othe r god s who haun t thi s place, giv e 
me beaut y i n th e inwar d soul , an d ma y th e outwar d an d th e inwar d 
man be a t one." 6 

In hi s searc h fo r truth , ma n put s al l tha t i s subjective t o th e test . H e 
criticizes th e thing s tha t ar e s o precious becaus e the y ar e "hi s own, " hi s 
own cultura l tradition , hi s ow n religiou s heritage , hi s ow n people , hi s 
own conviction s an d prejudices . I n th e facult y o f pure reason , h e rise s 
above himsel f a s th e empirica l ma n o f a  specifi c tim e an d place . Lon g 
and arduou s i s th e pat h o f self-criticism . Man y ar e th e idol s t o b e 
demolished, man y ar e th e defense s t o b e shattered , man y ar e th e dis -
guises o f th e nake d soul , an d agonizin g beyon d compariso n i s th e tas k 
of penetratin g them . Bu t th e rationa l ques t fo r self-knowledg e i s a s 
endless as that fo r knowledg e o f the world . An d i t i s man's destiny t o b e 
forever caugh t i n th e oscillatio n o f th e spiri t fro m subjectiv e fait h t o 
objective reason , fro m th e nighttim e ques t fo r fait h an d peac e t o th e 
daytime ques t fo r clarit y an d action . Th e ma n o f reaso n canno t an d 
ought no t escap e hi s involvement s i n life . H e need s t o fee l hi s unit y 
within a n ongoin g tradition , t o joi n wit h other s i n celebratin g th e 
mystery o f lif e an d it s grea t values . H e need s t o us e th e "language " o f 
faith, whic h consist s o f symbol s an d myth s an d rites , articulatin g th e 
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unspeakable wonder s o f life . H e wil l interpre t an d transfor m th e cree d 
and th e ritua l o f his community , bu t h e remain s par t o f it , fo r reaso n i s 
but on e o f the facet s o f mans spirit . Religion i s to reaso n a s the min d i s 
to th e senses , not a s the sense s are to on e another . 

Our second  criterion  in  the  study of  religions,  then,  is  the  extent  to  which 
they incorporate  the  objective,  rational  factor. More specifically , w e nee d 
to inquir e whethe r th e ques t fo r wisdo m i s recognize d a s a  Divin e 
commandment, whethe r th e domai n o f objective thinkin g is uncircum -
scribed, whethe r th e rite s an d dogma s o f th e traditio n ar e subjecte d 
consistently t o th e rigorou s examinatio n o f reason. 

Finally, as  our  third  criterion,  we shall  ask  whether  the  extension  of  the 
objective approach is  translated into  a universal, non-parochial  ethic. 

An ethica l philosoph y o f lif e i s th e creatio n o f both subjectiv e piet y 
and objectiv e thinking . Neithe r th e feeling s o f empathy no r th e critica l 
acumen o f logic ca n b y themselve s generat e a  truly ethica l approac h t o 
the problems o f life. Fo r ethics is more tha n a  complex o f gentle feeling s 
like piety , love , sympathy , courage , an d loyalty . Thes e feeling s ar e a s 
native to humanity a s their opposites—cruelty , ruthlessness , callousness , 
and brutality . Th e instinctiv e equipmen t o f ma n include s bot h set s o f 
feelings. Th e predominanc e o f either se t o f feelings i n an y phase o f lif e 
depends o n th e structur e o f ideas i n a  given cultur e mor e tha n o n an y 
other factor . S o soo n a s th e curtai n open s o n th e dram a o f huma n 
history, w e encounte r th e gentl e feeling s o f humanity , bu t the y ar e 
limited i n applicatio n t o narro w circles—th e family , th e clan , th e tribe , 
the socia l caste , th e city , o r th e nation . An d ever y forwar d ste p i n th e 
extension o f th e boundarie s o f ethica l obligatio n an d responsibilit y i s 
achieved b y mean s o f rationa l criticism , whic h pushe s forwar d th e 
boundary stone s se t up by tradition . Ever y wal l dividing the "in " grou p 
from th e "out " group , wit h on e se t o f moral s fo r th e forme r an d 
another fo r th e latter , i s breache d b y th e thrus t o f th e sou l towar d 
greater objectivity . Romanti c faith , o n th e othe r hand , caution s agains t 
the remova l o f any fences; i t tends to dra w the vei l of sanctification ove r 
all that i s traditional an d characteristi c o f the "in " group . 

By th e sam e token , rationa l though t i n itsel f canno t generat e a n 
ethical faith. Fro m the summi t o f rationality , philosophers like Plato an d 
Aristotle ca n devis e idea l constitutions , whic h mak e fo r efficienc y an d 
justice. But th e philosophers canno t plan the reactions o f the individual s 
composing thei r Utopia n state . Constitution s ma y b e se t up , law s ma y 
be lai d down , complianc e ma y be efficientl y assured . Bu t th e qualit y o f 
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ethics i s found no t i n law and administratio n a s such, bu t i n th e motive s 
and attitude s o f th e me n an d wome n i n th e state . Thus , th e Gree k 
philosophers alread y assigne d t o religio n th e tas k o f educatin g th e 
people fo r lif e i n th e idea l state . 

The domai n o f ethic s i s th e produc t o f a  dynami c synthesi s o f 
reflection an d feeling . Th e ardo r an d zea l o f generosit y an d self-denia l 
derive fro m subjectiv e faith , whil e reaso n impose s th e universalit y o f 
principle upo n thes e protean feelings . I n the search for objectiv e knowl -
edge, man eliminate s himself altogether from th e equation ; i n the spher e 
of ethics , a  man inquire s ho w h e ca n bes t utiliz e th e power s o f hi s sel f 
for th e overarchin g community . Hence , bot h a  dee p concer n fo r sel f 
and persona l destin y a s wel l a s th e awarenes s o f a  serie s o f concentri c 
circles o f society ar e the poles o f the ethica l ideal . 

Hermann Cohe n suggeste d tha t th e ethica l idea l coul d b e employe d 
as the sol e index o f maturity i n th e stud y o f religions. Fro m th e vantag e 
point o f ou r analysis , w e ca n agre e tha t th e ethica l idea l depend s upo n 
the equilibriu m betwee n th e tw o orientation s o f th e sou l an d thei r 
intensities. Hence , i t i s an excellen t inde x o f maturity. Bu t th e ethic s o f 
any fait h o r cultur e i s itsel f a  dynamic , restles s quality , bi-directional , 
multi-faceted, susceptibl e o f a thousand subterfuges . 

In th e analysi s o f a n ethica l ideal , w e mus t b e prepare d t o recogniz e 
the divers e compromise s betwee n subjectiv e bia s an d objectiv e reflec -
tion. Beyon d th e leve l o f th e legendar y an d th e primitive , n o religio n 
arises o n th e horizo n o f mankin d whic h doe s no t teac h som e for m o f 
love o f neighbor . An d th e comman d o f th e Torah , "lov e th y neighbo r 
as thyself," i s a  sublime synthesi s o f subjective feelin g an d th e objectiv e 
view o f a  communit y o f neighbors . Bu t th e growt h an d maturatio n o f 
faith wil l b e manifeste d i n th e manne r whereb y limitation s o f th e 
meaning o f th e ter m "neighbor " ar e progressivel y overcome . Limita -
tions o f cla n an d caste , o f trib e an d nationality , o f sectaria n orthodox y 
and deviation , o f collective prejudice an d stereotype ar e more frequentl y 
obstacles t o ethica l progres s tha n flaws  i n th e formulatio n o f ethica l 
principles. 

In sum , w e hav e arrive d a t thre e criteri a o f the growt h o f religion : th e 
intensity an d dept h o f internalizatio n o f rite s an d dogmas , th e consis -
tency an d exten t o f objectiv e criticis m embrace d i n th e tradition , an d 
the balance betwee n th e subjectiv e an d objectiv e factor s a s it i s demon -
strated in th e ethica l standards o f the community . 
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We nee d t o indicat e a t thi s tim e wh y thes e criteri a ar e mor e usefu l 
than thos e employe d b y othe r historian s an d philosophers . Withou t 
undertaking t o surve y al l th e philosophie s i n worl d literatur e w e shal l 
easily recogniz e th e alternativ e criteri a o f growt h as : first,  dogmati c 
standards; second , eithe r universalit y o f concep t alon e o r intensit y o f 
religious experienc e alone ; third , philosophica l ideas ; fourth , orienta -
tions toward th e futur e rathe r tha n th e past. 7 

Dogmas o f any kin d w e disavo w a s being o f subjective an d symboli c 
worth exclusively . Ou r analysi s o f faith ignore s altogethe r th e notio n o f 
preternatural revelation , becaus e we assum e tha t Go d reveal s Himself t o 
us i n al l ways . I t woul d b e arbitrar y an d arrogan t t o se t asid e onl y 
selected books , o r certai n experience s o f certai n peopl e a s bein g th e 
sole conten t o f revelation . W e ca n se e thing s onl y fro m th e huma n 
point o f view. Poet s an d mythologist s ma y write fro m th e standpoin t o f 
God. An d th e languag e o f poetr y an d th e symbol s o f mytholog y ar e 
indispensable t o prayer . Bu t the y ar e useles s to th e sobe r tas k o f exposi -
tion. O n th e othe r hand , Olympia n impartialit y an d boundles s univer -
salism i s a  relativel y eas y stanc e fo r thos e whos e inne r lif e i s pal e an d 
thin. Witnes s th e Sophist s o f Greece . The y coul d spea k o f humanity i n 
general wit h grea t ease , because loyalties , private o r universal , mattere d 
very littl e i n thei r lives . Philosophica l idea s ar e b y thei r ver y natur e 
common t o th e thinkin g fraternitie s o f an y on e ag e o r culture . The y 
are easil y transferable t o differen t contexts . Thus , th e Medieva l philoso -
phies o f Christianity , Islam , an d Judaism employe d th e sam e idea s i n 
diverse configurations . I n a  similar way, the religion s o f the Hellenistic -
Roman perio d operate d wit h th e sam e discrete concepts . 

For thi s reason , w e di d no t se t monotheis m agains t polytheis m a s a 
criterion o f progress . I n th e so-calle d grea t age s o f faith , ever y mono -
theistic cree d wa s i n actua l practic e a  skei n o f tension s betwee n th e 
ideals of monotheism an d the multipl e expression s o f pagan polytheism . 
While th e belie f in On e Go d i s a great advanc e ove r th e belie f in man y 
gods, fro m th e ethica l a s wel l a s fro m th e logica l poin t o f view , th e 
decisive inquir y i s what kin d o f monotheism ? Leap s towar d monothe -
ism were no t rar e in th e ancien t world . 

Toynbees criterio n o f progress—th e chang e o f th e admire d an d 
imitated individua l fro m th e pas t t o th e contemporar y scene—i s fro m 
our poin t o f view a n external , one-side d standard . H e woul d regar d a s 
a sig n o f progres s ever y ac t o f "breakin g th e cak e o f custom. " Thi s i s 
formally true , insofa r a s progres s i s outwardl y visible . Bu t custom -



539 
Religion and Nationalism 

keeping an d custom-breakin g ca n bot h b e act s o f religiou s inspiratio n 
as wel l a s deed s o f desecration . I t i s th e inne r attitud e o f ma n tha t 
counts. I n hi s subjectiv e orientation , ma n turn s t o archai c form s an d 
ancient heroe s fo r inspiration . Al l religiou s revival s tak e th e for m o f 
"returning" t o a n ancient , long-neglecte d truth . Al l practica l move -
ments ar e formall y oriente d towar d th e future . Bu t n o perso n i s fre e 
from eithe r o f these orientations . Rationalistic-ethica l religiou s reform -
ers may be led t o selec t ancien t heroe s a s symbols o f the transformatio n 
that the y advocate , interpretin g th e revolutio n o f th e ancient s i n thei r 
own way . I t i s th e conten t o f religiou s teachin g tha t matters , no t it s 
symbolic guise . 

The mos t importan t reaso n fo r th e usefulnes s o f thi s analysi s i s th e 
fact tha t i t take s accoun t o f th e paradoxica l characte r o f al l religions . 
Religion i s no t simpl y a  stati c comple x o f rites , myths , sacre d institu -
tions, an d sacraments . Suc h a  descriptio n ca n onl y captur e a  fleeting 
aspect o f th e livin g realit y whic h i s multi-faceted an d ambivalent . A s a 
dynamic field  o f tension , Judaism i s likely t o b e articulate d a t an y on e 
time i n radicall y differen t ways , b y thos e wh o represen t it s objective -
rationalistic geniu s an d b y thos e wh o reflec t it s subjective-romanti c 
impetus. Generall y speaking , th e intellectua l leader s ar e ap t t o clin g t o 
the pol e o f humanis m an d rationality , whil e th e masse s ar e certai n t o 
center thei r ardo r o n th e emotiona l an d th e esthetic , th e dogmati c an d 
the mythical , th e superstitious , an d th e ethni c phase s o f th e tradition . 
But, thi s probabl e polarizatio n i s complicate d b y th e well-know n fac t 
that an y popula r caus e wil l neve r lac k educate d an d eloquen t 
spokesmen. Ther e wil l alway s be a  kind o f elite, who devot e themselve s 
to th e fortificatio n o f th e popula r faith , eithe r becaus e the y hav e no t 
outgrown th e mentalit y o f the people o r because i t normally pays to tel l 
the people wha t the y want t o hear . Hones t intellectual s ar e often misle d 
by the spuriou s rationality o f "common consent. " Therefore , w e canno t 
be conten t wit h th e distinctio n betwee n "popular " an d "official " as -
pects o f a faith . 

Also, a s we noted , faith , lik e a  tree , shoul d gro w i n dept h a s wel l a s 
in height . Ofte n indeed , th e advanc e o f the huma n spiri t i n on e direc -
tion result s temporaril y a t leas t i n th e shrinkin g o f othe r aspect s o f th e 
faith. Hav e no t rationalisti c age s bee n notoriousl y insensitiv e t o th e 
deeper nuance s o f faith ? 

All ideals, tragically enough , cas t a  shadow eve n a s they throw a  beam 
of ligh t int o th e Unknown . Lik e a  flashlight  suddenl y directe d a t on e 
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point, th e brightnes s o f illumination thu s generate d make s th e darknes s 
at it s edge s al l th e mor e impenetrable . Sinc e religio n constitute s th e 
totality o f idealism, thi s paradox affect s it s structure fa r mor e powerfull y 
than i t doe s othe r aspect s o f human culture . Hence , th e importanc e o f 
this threefold criterion . 

In al l ou r discussio n o f th e natur e o f religion , w e hav e no t designate d 
any idea s a s being absolutes . W e di d no t assum e a  concep t o f God , s o 
true an d perfec t a s t o serv e a s a  standar d b y whic h lesse r conception s 
are t o b e judged . Neithe r di d w e assum e tha t certai n reveale d truth s 
were fro m tim e t o tim e injecte d int o th e cours e o f history. No r di d w e 
assert tha t th e bi-pola r orientatio n o f th e huma n spiri t wa s boun d t o 
result i n a  steady an d necessar y pac e o f progress. Do w e the n propos e a 
relativistic vie w o f history ? I s ou r perspectiv e totall y devoi d o f secur e 
landmarks an d guideline s tha t ar e rooted i n th e natur e o f things? By n o 
means. We must distinguish between th e idea of perfection an d a  perfec t 
idea. I n history , w e recogniz e th e aspiratio n t o attai n perfectio n a s th e 
noblest endeavo r o f man. Th e philosophe r seek s the perfection o f truth , 
the statesma n th e perfection o f public ardor , th e pries t th e perfectio n o f 
man's accor d wit h th e Ultimate , th e prophe t th e perfectio n o f th e 
individual's strivin g fo r ethica l action . Bu t thi s outreachin g o f th e hu -
man spiri t mus t no t b e identifie d wit h th e fullnes s o f possession . "Y e 
shall b e holy , fo r I  th e Lor d a m holy" 8—while Go d is  holy, ma n ca n 
only become  holy . W e canno t assum e tha t w e stan d toda y a t th e final 
goal-post o f huma n history , judgin g th e falterin g effort s an d tragi c 
travail o f ma n fro m th e pea k o f perfection . I t i s precisel y thi s pridefu l 
dogma tha t w e hav e t o guar d against , fo r i t i s th e proximat e caus e o f 
stagnation an d sterility . W e hea r thi s not e i n th e las t gas p o f Roma n 
paganism, a n edic t o f th e Empero r Diocletian ; "Fo r i t i s th e heigh t o f 
criminality t o reexamin e doctrine s onc e an d fo r al l settled an d fixed  b y 
the ancients. " 9 

Do w e the n den y th e realit y o f absolute truths ? No . But w e den y th e 
human possessio n o f thes e absolutes ; a t least , w e d o no t affir m suc h 
absolutes a s the axiom s o f our inquiry . Trut h grow s ou t o f the clas h an d 
juxtaposition o f data , whereb y th e correctnes s o f tentative judgments i s 
tested. Whe n w e se t ourselve s th e tas k o f judging th e natur e o f th e 
whole of being , w e canno t maintai n th e absolut e trut h o f an y verdict , 
since al l th e relevan t fact s ar e no t available . Th e Absolut e i s there , bu t 
any formulatio n o f i t i s boun d t o bea r th e mark s o f tim e an d th e 
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stigmata o f partiality . A s t o Divin e revelation , w e inten d t o se t thing s 
down fro m th e huma n poin t o f view . Al l ne w insights , al l successfu l 
breakthroughs eithe r i n th e perceptio n o f trut h o r i n th e apprehensio n 
of moral an d estheti c values ca n be describe d a s data o f revelation. Suc h 
a descriptio n i s motivated b y subjectiv e needs , th e languag e o f feeling , 
the dialecti c o f imagination, o r th e logi c o f social necessities . I n privat e 
prayer an d i n publi c worship , w e naturall y emplo y th e symboli c lan -
guage o f man' s inne r life . But , apar t fro m poetr y an d prayer , w e ca n 
only describe thing s from th e human poin t o f view, as insights, in whic h 
truth an d foll y ar e inevitably mixed , no t a s Divinely reveale d truths . 

The need s o f our huma n situatio n requir e tha t w e spea k an d ac t as  if 
our highes t ideal s ha d independen t existence . Roote d i n th e Cosmos , 
they compe l ou r attentio n an d deman d th e surrende r o f ou r self . Thi s 
logic o f th e huma n imaginatio n wa s recognize d b y John Dewe y a s a 
basic fact . Th e huma n imaginatio n a t it s best i s not arbitrar y an d loose . 
It to o i s subjec t t o certai n inheren t necessitie s an d regularities . Thi s i s 
the secre t o f goo d art . An d th e greates t Ar t o f al l i s religion , th e ar t o f 
the goo d life . I n orde r tha t th e divers e goal s an d purpose s o f lif e b e 
integrated an d endowe d wit h meaning , w e nee d t o projec t a n all -
embracing idea l int o th e Univers e an d the n submi t t o judgment i n th e 
light o f thi s Suprem e Ideal . W e hav e t o liv e i n th e presen t a s i f th e 
ultimate goa l o f man' s searc h wer e known . A t th e sam e time , w e mus t 
not confus e th e psychology o f subjectivity an d o f a creative imaginatio n 
with th e logi c o f objectivity an d th e natur e o f the Absolute . 

On thi s view, progres s i s never certain . No r ca n th e religiou s climat e 
of an y on e ag e b e easil y assayed . Ou r thre e criteri a o f progres s ar e 
likely t o affor d u s contradictor y testimon y regardin g th e piet y o f an y 
generation. Th e differences  amon g individual s withi n th e sam e polar -
ized religiou s traditio n are , fro m ou r standpoint , fa r mor e significan t 
than th e identit y o f externa l symbol s an d dogmas . Frequently , th e so -
called advanc e o f man' s min d i s onl y th e recor d o f developmen t o f a 
small elite , whil e behin d th e charad e o f changin g intellectua l fashion s 
popular religio n remain s virtually th e same . In an y case , we canno t offe r 
a clea r dissectio n o f periods an d phases . Somewha t afte r th e fashio n o f 
market-analysts, w e shal l striv e t o tak e accoun t o f th e "depth " o f fact s 
and feelings a s well a s of their statistica l frequency . 

Nationalism, lik e religion, i s in an y one ag e a patchwork o f compromis e 
between th e tw o orientation s o f th e soul . Objectivel y w e reaso n i n 
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terms o f the huma n famil y a s a whole. Bu t thi s concep t i s fleeting  an d 
abstract. Mans imaginatio n i s hard put t o endo w th e concep t o f man i n 
general wit h a  solid anchorag e an d th e fee l o f reality . Perhap s mankin d 
will not reall y attain a  "clear and adequate idea " o f itself, unti l "th e littl e 
men fro m Mars " lay siege to ou r planet . 

Tragically enough , i t i s onl y b y slo w an d painfu l stage s tha t th e 
group-consciousness o f people i s broadened. Primitiv e ma n i s governe d 
by clans . I t take s a  measur e o f intellectua l traditio n t o creat e a  tribe , 
which i s a n associatio n o f clans . Throug h a  simila r development , a n 
association o f tribe s come s int o being , cherishin g a  commo n pas t an d 
common religiou s object s o f worship a s well as a common languag e an d 
possibly a  commo n government . A n associatio n o f tribe s ma y evolv e 
into a  nation throug h th e acceptanc e o f a n inne r judicial an d adminis -
trative system . Th e emergenc e o f a  Unite d State s o f Europ e presage s 
the concep t o f a "family o f nations." 

At eac h stag e in thei r ascen t fro m th e cla n t o th e grea t societ y o f th e 
future, peopl e hav e to resolv e th e tensio n betwee n th e subjectiv e moo d 
which sanctifie s th e existin g barrier s an d a  modicu m o f increasin g 
objectivity. Clingin g t o al l tha t i s "hi s own"—cla n o r triba l custom — 
primitive ma n tend s t o resis t an y objectiv e criticis m o f triba l more s o r 
any widening o f tribal boundaries . As far a s historic memor y goes , me n 
always treate d thos e wh o wer e aki n t o the m wit h consideratio n an d 
rough justice . Bu t the y wer e ver y slo w i n recognizin g th e right s o f 
"foreigners." Difference s i n se x an d i n socia l clas s wer e a t on e tim e 
considered sufficien t t o exclud e a  person fro m th e inne r circl e o f kin -
ship. Thus , th e patrician s an d th e plebeian s o f earl y Rom e wer e fo r 
many centurie s no t allowe d t o intermarry . An d th e statu s o f women i n 
ancient Rom e wa s s o lo w a s t o b e onl y on e notc h abov e tha t o f th e 
slave. Exclusion o f "strangers" from al l rights in the countr y wa s genera l 
throughout th e ancien t world . Eve n philosopher s lik e Plat o an d Aris -
totle maintaine d tha t onl y Hellene s wer e designe d b y natur e t o b e free , 
while "barbarians " wer e intende d b y natur e fo r menia l wor k an d slav -
ery. S o wise , liberty-loving , an d toleran t a  statesma n a s Pericle s spon -
sored a n Athenia n la w tha t prohibite d a n Athenia n citize n fro m mar -
rying a  Greek woma n fro m anothe r city . 

The subjectivit y o f tribalism i s overcome onl y in part by the dawnin g 
of objectiv e intelligence , fo r th e bia s o f ethnicis m i s mor e resistan t t o 
reason tha n th e dogma s o f faith . I n larg e part , triba l allegianc e i s 
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overcome in sentiment an d in imagination b y the building up o f a more 
potent an d mor e radian t aur a aroun d th e large r culture-spher e o f th e 
nation. Thus , durin g th e nineteent h century , th e visio n o f German y 
became fa r mor e radian t tha n tha t o f an y o f it s componen t states , an d 
during th e twentiet h century , th e concep t o f a  Teutonic rac e displace d 
for man y th e ide a o f th e State . Similarly , Ital y a s a  whole coul d appea l 
to mor e powerful , romanti c loyaltie s tha n eithe r Tuscany , o r Venice , o r 
Sardinia. Th e large r uni t wa s endowe d wit h a n "image " s o resplenden t 
that al l parochial an d provincia l loyaltie s were pu t i n th e shade . 

The nationa l "image " contain s a  blen d o f man y objectiv e value s 
along with th e subjectiv e pictur e o f the nation . I t i s maintained tha t th e 
nation i n questio n i s a  superio r bree d o f humanity , mor e devote d tha n 
other breed s t o libert y o r t o order , t o democrac y o r t o aristocracy , t o 
religion o r t o science , t o rationalis m o r t o romanticism . Whicheve r o f 
the tw o pair s o f values i s chose n b y th e prophet s o f nationalis m a t an y 
one tim e depends o n th e idea l that happens the n t o be fashionable . An d 
the variou s economi c o r socia l group s comprisin g th e natio n ad d th e 
tincture o f their particular , politica l faiths t o th e nationa l "self-image. " 

It i s important t o realiz e tha t th e boundarie s o f nations, i n ancien t a s in 
modern times , wer e th e resul t o f accidental causes . N o on e toda y take s 
seriously th e nationalis t ambition s o f th e Scottis h o r th e Welsh , o f th e 
Basques o r th e Burgundians , o f th e Prussian s o r th e Swabians , o f th e 
Pisans o r th e Florentines . Ye t thes e group s wer e a t on e tim e "nations" ; 
they woul d stil l b e "nations " today , ha d onl y a  fe w purel y politica l o r 
military event s taken a  different turn . 

We thin k o f th e Hellene s a s a  "nation. " Th e language , faith , an d 
culture o f th e Hellene s wer e indee d grea t an d distinctive . I n addition , 
they ha d som e religiou s institution s i n common . Th e associatio n o f 
twelve tribe s i n th e Delphi c amphictyon y wa s th e closes t th e Greek s 
came t o th e achievemen t o f unity befor e Phili p o f Macedonia . 

Nevertheless, th e Athenian s considere d themselve s a  "nation, " an d 
they se t ou t t o establis h a n Athenia n Empir e wit h othe r Gree k citie s a s 
their colonies . Thi s ambitio n wa s no t onl y du e t o a  politica l ideal , 
namely, thei r infatuatio n wit h th e concep t o f a  Polls,  a self-governin g 
city, bu t als o t o thei r belie f tha t the y wer e a  "treasure-people, " "th e 
educators o f Hellas. " The y wer e no t willin g t o accor d t o othe r Gree k 
cities th e privilege s o f freedo m whic h the y demande d fo r themselves . 
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Their Athenia n "idealism " wa s so stron g tha t the y coldl y condemne d 
the entir e mal e population s o f conquere d Helleni c citie s t o slaughter , 
and sol d the women int o slavery . 

The "self-image " o f a  natio n i s partl y th e produc t o f it s politica l 
history an d partly th e product o f a cultural tradition , an d it depend s as 
much upo n th e capacit y t o forge t a s upon th e capacit y t o remember . 
The structur e o f th e nationalis t imaginatio n require s th e myt h o f an 
original, ancestra l family ou t of which the nation emerged , a s a complex 
organism grow s out of a simple nucleus . Thi s myth o f common descen t 
becomes i n turn th e focus o f popular feelin g an d its so-called ideology . 
Blood an d soi l ten d t o shun t cultur e an d ideal s int o th e background . 
Biological nationalis m i s thus inheren t i n the nature o f the movement , 
by reason o f the romanc e an d mystery, myth and magic tha t envelop s all 
that i s subjective . Onc e i t become s frankl y biological , nationalis m i s 
launched o n th e slipper y roa d towar d th e myth s an d idol s o f racism . 
Then th e "purity " o f the nation's bloo d i s extolled wit h dogmati c zea l 
and jealously guarded . 

But a s we have see n the genius o f nationalism contain s a  potent dos e 
of objectiv e idealism . Withou t th e ai d o f thi s universa l concept , th e 
"self-image" o f the natio n woul d no t hav e becom e stron g enoug h t o 
overcome th e centrifugal force s o f tribe an d province. Th e inclusion o f 
universal ideal s i s also compelle d b y the nee d t o placat e man' s rationa l 
faculties. Withi n th e domai n o f nationalism , accordingly , a  perpetua l 
tug o f wa r ensue s betwee n objectiv e ideal s an d sheer , blood-base d 
ethnicism. Thi s inne r tensio n i s articulate d a t variou s times , i n th e 
conflict betwee n thos e who give primacy to the ideals of the natio n and 
those who stress the supreme wort h o f the natio n s life. 

When peopl e hav e grow n civilize d enoug h t o b e ashame d o f shee r 
instincts, bu t no t ye t critica l enoug h t o vie w themselve s objectively , 
they ar e quite likel y t o us e universal ideal s a s the guise an d disguise o f 
their instincts . Th e initia l ste p o f Ada m an d Ev e o n thei r wa y t o 
civilization wa s to cove r thei r nakednes s wit h a  fig-leaf. Thus, onc e a n 
ethnic grou p ha s acquire d a n idealize d visio n o f th e collectiv e "self -
image," it s nationalism i s far more poten t tha n natural , unsophisticate d 
ethnicism. 

For suc h is the peculiar logi c o f human nature . Collectiv e dedicatio n 
to a n idea l lead s t o collectiv e self-glorificatio n an d th e glorifie d self -
image become s th e excus e fo r inflicting massiv e crime s upo n th e "un-
glorified" sectio n o f humanity. Thus , did the "liberty-loving" Athenian s 
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of th e Golde n Ag e se t ou t t o depriv e othe r Gree k citie s o f thei r 
freedom. Similarly , th e Israelites , newl y consecrate d a s " a peopl e o f 
priests an d a  hol y nation " proceede d wit h gust o t o exterminat e th e 
Canaanites. Th e illustration s fo r thi s them e i n ou r ow n da y coul d fill a 
library. 

The ambiguou s loyaltie s o f nationalis m stan d astrid e man' s progres s 
toward a  universa l society . The y ar e lik e a  tunne l throug h whic h man -
kind mus t need s pas s o n it s wa y towar d a  brighter horizon . See n fro m 
the sid e o f tribalize d an d feudalize d societies , nationalis m i s a  might y 
movement o f liberation an d progress . I t enable s a  backward populatio n 
to overcom e th e stuntin g yokes o f petty, parochia l loyalties , which stan d 
in th e wa y o f a  unite d effor t t o mobiliz e it s constructiv e energies . I t 
provides th e energ y t o batte r dow n feuda l privilege s an d t o launc h a 
nation o n th e roa d t o economi c progress . Onl y nationalism , whippe d 
to a  frenzy , ca n provid e th e enthusias m an d energ y neede d fo r th e 
forced marche s o f th e Asia n an d Africa n "nations " towar d a  tolerabl e 
standard o f living. 

Neither i n Russi a no r i n Chin a coul d Communis m muste r th e vas t 
energies i t neede d withou t arousin g th e slumberin g loyaltie s o f a  resur -
gent nationalism . Thu s eve n s o rigi d an d inflexibl e a n ideolog y a s 
Communism wa s compelle d t o mak e commo n caus e wit h nationalism , 
though i n theory th e Communis t fait h i s strictly internationalistic . 

In additio n t o it s rol e a s a  liberatin g forc e i n th e backwar d area s o f 
the globe , nationalis m fulfill s a  cultura l an d humanizin g functio n i n th e 
countries o f the West . I t erect s walls which hel p th e individua l t o fee l a t 
home i n th e vas t an d ope n spac e o f a  friendless world . I t set s u p a  style 
of life an d a  heroic standar d an d i t persuades th e individua l t o submi t t o 
the char m an d spel l o f the nationa l virtues . Fo r mos t people , th e visio n 
of humanit y i s stil l a  vagu e abstraction , whil e th e natio n provide s a 
concrete an d vita l image , whic h relate s the m t o society . Peopl e ca n fee l 
as leaves o n th e tre e o f life o f the nation , bu t i t taxe s thei r imaginatio n 
too muc h t o see  themselve s a s leave s o n th e tre e o f humanity . Th e 
domain o f human cultur e i s for th e presen t a  confluence o f diverse an d 
distinct stream s o f tradition , no t a  homogeneou s ocea n i n whic h th e 
salts o f differen t culture s ar e dissolved . Th e nationa l idea l i s therefor e 
still o f vita l importanc e i n th e tota l econom y o f man' s spiritua l life , 
though th e visio n o f a n Atlanti c Communit y o r o f a  Wester n "famil y 
of nations" is already o n th e horizon . 

At th e sam e time , nationalis m i s the larges t singl e barrie r i n th e pat h 
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of a n emergen t universa l society . I t distort s th e judgmen t o f peopl e 
quite a s much a s th e dogmatis m o f a  fundamentalis t faith , an d i t lead s 
inevitably t o injustic e an d war . I t wil l be overcom e i n th e futur e b y th e 
very proces s tha t brough t nationalis m int o being—namel y th e move -
ment o f the sou l towar d eve r wide r dimension s o f objectivit y an d eve r 
deeper layer s o f subjectivity . Th e perfectio n an d well-bein g o f th e 
individual transcend s th e idea l o f nationalis m o n th e coordinat e o f 
subjectivity, whil e th e emergenc e o f th e visio n o f a  universa l societ y 
transcends th e parochia l boundarie s o f nationalism o n th e coordinat e o f 
objectivity. Thus , nationalism , lik e religion , ca n b e transcende d an d 
advanced b y the sam e rhythm o f spiritual alternation . 

Idolatry i n religio n i s the resistanc e o f the sou l t o th e dynamis m o f a 
living faith . Whe n th e min d refuse s t o procee d fro m th e recognitio n o f 
many god s t o belie f i n On e God , w e hav e polytheisti c idolatry . Whe n 
an imag e tha t reflecte d a  nove l insigh t a t on e tim e i s worshiped a s th e 
final visio n o f th e Suprem e Being , w e hav e iconolatry . Whe n a  ritua l 
act (no t a  dogmati c belief ) i s asserte d t o b e th e ultimat e Wil l o f 
God, w e hav e a n idolatr y o f actio n (orthopraxi s a s agains t orthodoxy) . 
Whenever an y syste m o f though t i s se t u p a s th e final  summatio n o f 
truth, w e hav e th e peculia r idolatr y o f ideologists an d academicians . I n 
each case , the footprint s o f man's progress ar e cherishe d rathe r tha n th e 
direction o f his advance . 

The inabilit y o f a  people t o transcen d thei r ow n nationa l loyaltie s i s 
the inheren t idolatr y o f nationalism. Th e sam e resistanc e o f the spiri t i s 
at faul t i n bot h politic s an d religion . Whe n a  people insist s o n stickin g 
to th e leve l o f "kno w nothingism, " o r worse , usin g objectiv e ideal s fo r 
the purpos e o f sanctifying th e collectiv e egotis m o f the nation , w e hav e 
the typica l sin o f idolatry i n it s nationalistic garb . 

Progress i n nationalis m a s i n religio n ca n b e gauge d b y th e sam e 
standards—the continuit y o f tensio n betwee n subjectiv e loyaltie s an d 
objective ideals , th e progressiv e deepenin g o f th e visio n o f th e idea l 
individual, an d th e idea l societ y o f mankind , th e refusa l o f th e peopl e 
to idoliz e themselve s an d thei r readines s t o submi t thei r collectiv e aim s 
to objectiv e scrutiny . 

In certai n circumstances , nationalis m an d religio n ten d t o coalesce . 
Emile Durkheim , th e Frenc h sociologist , overstate d th e degre e o f th e 
relationship whe n h e maintaine d tha t religio n generall y wa s simpl y 
the projectio n ont o th e metaphysica l scree n o f th e nationa l group -
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consciousness. Bu t i t canno t b e denie d tha t i n primitiv e societies , th e 
distinction becomes nebulous ; eve n the so-called highe r religions whic h 
address their message to all , nurture o n occasio n th e feelings o f national-
ism, an d deriv e strengt h fro m th e ethni c consciousnes s o f their people . 

When a  particula r nationa l grou p o f a  certai n fait h i s involve d i n a 
struggle agains t enemie s o f anothe r faith , a s wel l a s o f a  differen t 
nationalism, the n th e tw o ideal s ten d t o merge . Thus , th e Pole s i n 
their nationa l struggle s agains t th e Protestan t German s an d th e Gree k 
Orthodox Russian s sough t comfor t an d sustenanc e i n thei r Catholi c 
faith. Similarly , th e Iris h Catholic s coul d no t b e open-minde d concern -
ing the argument s o f the English Episcopalians an d Presbyterians . Man y 
of the sectaria n division s i n Europ e reflecte d ethni c rivalries . Thus , th e 
Czechs flocked  t o th e banne r o f Joh n Hus s an d a  numbe r o f th e 
German prince s rushe d t o th e standar d o f Marti n Luther . I n earlie r 
centuries, th e Goth s accepte d th e Arya n for m o f Christianity . Th e 
native Egyptian s an d th e Armenian s embrace d a  Monophysit e versio n 
of Christianit y an d th e Persians , overwhelme d b y th e Ara b Mosle m 
invaders, sough t shelte r unde r th e aegi s o f the heretica l Shii a sect . 

To al l the nation s o f Europe, th e Christia n fait h cam e fro m a n extra -
national source . Still , som e o f th e Europea n nation s acquire d thei r 
national consciousnes s an d thei r fait h a t on e an d th e sam e time . Th e 
Poles, th e Russians , an d th e Hungarian s remembere d ver y little , i f 
anything, fro m thei r pre-Christia n days . An d th e Christia n Spanis h 
nation wa s forge d i n th e fire s o f a  continuou s Catholi c crusad e agains t 
the Iberia n Moors . 

When th e loyalt y o f religio n i s reinforce d b y ethni c bonds , w e ma y 
expect redouble d tensio n betwee n objectiv e idealis m an d subjectiv e 
self-glorification i n bot h domain s o f th e huma n spirit . Th e idealisti c 
phases o f nationalis m ar e likel y t o b e unfolde d an d illuminated , sinc e 
religion focuse s attentio n o n th e individua l an d o n objectiv e huma n 
ideals. O n th e othe r hand , th e saintl y aur a o f religio n migh t bath e th e 
raw impulses o f nationalism in a  mysterious glo w and raise them beyon d 
the reac h o f rational criticism . Similarly , th e bond s o f ethnic loyalt y ar e 
likely t o furnis h a  powerful cementin g forc e t o th e ritualisti c phase s o f 
religion, sinc e ethnicis m i s essentiall y romantic , subjective , an d conser -
vative. O n th e othe r hand , concer n wit h th e actua l problems o f a living 
people i s likel y t o preven t a  religio n fro m becomin g totall y other -
wordly, mystical , an d rigidl y dogmatic . Nationalis m tend s t o direc t th e 
fervor o f religiou s devotio n int o th e channel s o f th e actua l histori c 



548 
Religion and Nationalism 

community. I t check s th e flight  o f the mystic , restrain s th e fanc y o f th e 
poet, assuage s the ardo r o f the ascetic , and recall s the fanatica l dogmatis t 
to th e realitie s o f life . 

In Judaism , th e unit y o f ethni c awarenes s an d religiou s loyalt y i s 
fundamental an d o f a  peculiar intimacy . Accordingly , w e ma y expec t t o 
find th e usua l tensions o f ethnicism an d fait h magnifie d an d intensified , 
with th e surg e o f idealism reachin g occasionall y peculia r height s eve n as 
from tim e t o tim e th e patho s o f sacred egotis m ma y sin k t o th e lowes t 
depths. A s we tur n ou r attentio n t o th e formativ e perio d o f the Jewish 
mentality, we find  th e heights o f objective though t an d universa l sympa -
thy conjoine d wit h intensifie d feeling s o f ethni c prid e an d religiou s 
exclusiveness. Instea d o f th e usua l monolithi c picture , depictin g eithe r 
nobility o f sou l o r meannes s o f spirit , w e find  bot h extreme s o f th e 
universal tension s o f th e huma n spirit . I n Jewis h experience , w e se e 
exemplified th e basi c tensions o f humanity—only mor e so . 
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THE COVENAN T C O N C E P T -

PARTICULARISTIC, 
PLURALISTIC, O R FUTURISTIC ? 

IN A  DRAF T STATEMEN T b y a  group o f rabbis attendin g a n inter -
faith seminar , th e followin g sentenc e occurred : "I t mus t b e emphasize d 
that th e traditiona l Jew canno t conceiv e o f Go d enterin g int o a  cove -
nant wit h anothe r specia l group o f humans" . 

Since th e statemen t wa s tentative , th e author s askin g tha t i t "not  b e 
reproduced o r printed" , w e d o no t her e identif y th e source . Bu t th e 
harsh exclusivenes s o f this sentenc e i s so painfully clea r tha t i t ma y wel l 
serve a s an introduction t o ou r theme . 

Naturally, th e ter m "th e traditiona l Jew", ca n b e take n i n th e sens e 
of th e averag e person , th e ma n i n th e street . W e ca n hardl y expec t t o 
encounter theologica l sophisticatio n a t streetcorners . Still , th e purpos e 
of all theology i s to affec t th e though t an d feelin g o f the commo n man . 
In tha t sense , thi s assertio n ma y no t b e fallacious . Bu t i f traditio n b e 
taken i n it s fullness , the n thi s remar k i s as untrue a s it i s naive . Wha t i s 
the meanin g o f th e covenan t i n traditiona l Judaism?—Is i t a s simplisti c 
and exclusiv e a s th e quote d statemen t implies ? O r doe s i t allo w fo r a 
pluralistic conceptio n wit h th e possibilit y bein g projecte d o f severa l 
covenants vali d simultaneously , o r doe s th e ver y natur e o f a  covenan t 
with th e Transcenden t Go d exclud e th e presumptio n o f knowing God s 
Will, i n it s fullness?—I f so , othe r covenant s wit h othe r people s canno t 
be rule d out . 

Our analysi s wil l dea l with th e covenan t concep t i n Judaism, bu t th e 
implications o f our study are manifestly ecumenical . I n each o f the thre e 
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monotheistic faiths—Judaism , Christianity , Islam—th e sam e dilemma s 
and problems, eve n i f not th e sam e solutions , will be found . 

We begi n wit h th e covenan t concept , a s i t appear s i n th e Hebre w 
Scriptures. Th e biblica l author s wer e searchin g fo r a n ap t metapho r o f 
mans encounte r wit h God . The y though t o f God a s Creator o f "heave n 
and earth" ; the y experience d God s "nearness " t o thei r heart s an d 
souls;1 they were certai n o f His sustaining power—"underneath ar e th e 
everlasting arms"; 2 the y despise d th e superstition s an d abomination s o f 
the pagans , an d b y wa y o f contras t kne w themselve s t o b e uniquel y 
favored, exalted , chosen , loved ; the y yearne d fo r a  concrete practic e o r 
symbol tha t woul d serv e a s a  perpetua l reminde r o f th e fleeting  mo -
ments o f exultan t faith . Whil e the y wer e awar e o f the huma n impossi -
bility o f grasping the fullness o f the Divine Will , they , humanly enough , 
sought t o impriso n th e Infinit e withi n th e bound s o f th e finite . Th e 
concept o f a universal emperor governing hi s far flung  empir e indirectly , 
through intermediaries , an d covenantin g wit h on e peopl e a s object s o f 
his special concern seeme d t o fit  thes e experiences . 

In essence , th e golde n moment s o f revelation occu r i n th e live s o f all 
people. Dee p crise s an d existentia l contradiction s ar e followe d b y th e 
reassertion o f th e familia r landmark s o f th e spirit . Thi s reboun d fro m 
anomie an d despai r is at times synthetic rathe r tha n a  return t o the statu s 
quo ante . Surge s o f reassuranc e i n th e valu e an d trut h o f a  transmitte d 
tradition, serv e t o integrat e newl y perceive d spiritua l ideal s wit h th e 
practices o f th e past . A n illuminatio n suggestiv e o f infinit e horizon s 
supervenes upo n a n intoxicatin g enthusias m fo r a  particula r tradition , 
bounded b y fixed  dogma s an d ethnocentri c myths . 

The propheti c experienc e o f revelatio n i s th e genera l faith-even t i n 
our life , molde d b y a n impassione d ethica l concer n an d articulate d 
poetically.3 Fait h i s a n event , a  process , a  pulsation , a s ar e al l thing s i n 
an organismi c universe . I n thi s event , th e Whol e become s a n over -
whelming realit y t o a  person, i n though t a s truth, i n feelin g a s love, i n 
the resolv e s o t o ac t a s t o repea t th e experience . Lov e generate s th e 
yearning fo r mor e lov e an d th e determinatio n t o mak e onesel f an d 
society fit  "dwellin g places for th e Shechinah"'. 

The faith-even t contain s severa l polarities—God i s transcendent, ye t 
He i s somehow "nea r t o thos e wh o cal l upon Hi m i n truth" . H e i s th e 
One Go d o f al l mankind , bu t H e choose s certai n persons , peoples , 
moments, t o expres s Hi s Will . H e demand s loyalt y an d faithfulnes s t o 
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all tha t i s human e an d ethical , bu t als o loyalt y an d faithfulnes s t o 
Himself.4 H e favor s tha t whic h al l goo d me n everywher e fee l i s goo d 
and right , bu t H e als o demand s specifi c sanctifyin g rituals , whic h ar e 
peculiar t o Hi s service—"b e y e holy , fo r I  a m holy". 5 Abov e all , Hi s 
Will i s bot h clea r an d elusive—clea r enoug h t o b e know n b y ever y 
person, i n hi s "solitariness" , o r i n hi s moment s o f "ultimat e concern" , 
but als o H e i s so elusiv e tha t onl y whe n peopl e ar e give n a  "new hear t 
and ne w spirit " ca n the y trul y serv e Him. 6 

In sum , i n th e moment s o f revelation , w e experienc e thre e dimen -
sions o f feelings—eac h wit h it s ow n Ye a an d Nay . Reassurance —the 
Transcendent Go d i s "near " t o th e pious , a s Protector an d Redeemer ; 
but als o far , wit h al l ou r insight s bein g feebl e stab s i n th e dark—"th e 
Lord i s in Hi s holy temple , le t the whol e worl d b e silen t before Him". 7 

Reorientation to specifi c ideal s an d goals , alon g with a n awarenes s o f Hi s 
concern fo r al l men an d th e elusivenes s o f His Will . Rededication  t o th e 
quest o f Hi s nearness , i n th e future , sinc e i n th e presen t th e bound s o f 
finitude canno t encompas s th e Infinite . Th e negativ e awareness , that w e 
can neithe r comprehen d no r impos e limit s o n eithe r Hi s Bein g o r Hi s 
Will o r Hi s Purpose , i s as integral t o th e experienc e o f revelation a s the 
affirmative gras p o f some command s o r symbols , which wer e associate d 
with holines s a t a  particular tim e an d place . 

Indeed, th e knowledg e tha t w e d o not  know Go d s Will i s as essentia l 
to th e Divin e encounte r i n monotheis m a s the sam e affirmatio n i n th e 
philosophy o f Socrates . Th e firs t tw o o f the te n commandment s "wer e 
spoken b y th e Powe r itself" , w e ar e tol d i n th e Talmud. 8 Th e othe r 
eight were pronounced b y Moses. In othe r words, the Divine encounte r 
itself contain s onl y a  Yea —God i s her e a s Reveale r an d a s Redeemer , 
and a  Nay—no word s an d no figure s ca n represen t Hi m fully . So , whe n 
Moses aske d "t o se e Hi s Glory" , h e wa s tol d tha t onl y fleeting  memo -
ries o f Hi s havin g passed , metaphorically , "Hi s back " coul d b e appre -
hended.9 

Biblical religion , w e mus t remember , wa s unique , no t i n it s affirma -
tion o f a  revelation o r a  covenant , fo r thes e wer e commo n conviction s 
in th e paga n world . Th e uniquenes s o f th e biblica l fait h la y i n it s 
negation—the On e Go d tower s abov e an d beyon d an y representatio n 
or an y revelation . I n dedicatin g th e Hol y Templ e a s "th e dwellin g 
place" o f God, Kin g Solomo n stated , "Th e Lor d ha s chosen t o dwel l i n 
darkness".10 
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n vie w o f the twofol d cuttin g edg e o f revelation, w e ma y wel l inquir e 
whether th e covenan t concep t ca n serv e a s a n adequat e metapho r fo r 
he experience o f revelation. Manifestly , th e concep t itsel f varied greatl y 
ven i n th e earlies t period s o f th e Hebre w Scriptures . Ther e wa s th e 
ontract betwee n equals , two friends , o r ma n an d wife . Mor e typica l o f 
he ancien t worl d wa s th e contrac t betwee n a  godlik e Kin g an d hi s 
vassals. Th e fame d biblica l scholar , Harr y Orlinsky , maintain s tha t th e 
brmer experienc e wa s paradigmatic t o th e biblica l authors . 

"In th e vie w o f th e biblica l writers , Go d an d Israe l ha d entere d 
voluntarily int o a  contrac t a s equa l partner s t o serv e an d furthe r th e 
interests o f one anothe r exclusively". 11 

While h e allow s tha t th e biblica l author s assume d th e existenc e o f a 
concurrent covenan t wit h humanity , h e doe s no t provid e fo r th e sens e 
of infinit e horizon s i n an y genuin e religiou s experience . I n a  note , 
he dispute s th e validit y o f "th e vassa l typ e o f covenan t o f ancien t 
peoples".12 

In ou r view , hi s interpretation fit s som e passage s o f the Bible . But , i t 
is altogether inadequat e fo r th e understanding o f the spectrum o f mean-
ings in the biblical covenant concept . Th e tension s and paradoxes withi n 
the concep t range d fro m th e seemingl y arbitrar y Divin e choic e o f an d 
covenant wit h Abraha m t o th e absenc e o f a Divine commitmen t i n th e 
Faithful Agreemen t o f Ezr a an d Nehemiah. 13 Abraham' s cal l i s de -
scribed a s a kind o f exodus , th e beginnin g o f the destin y o f Israel . An d 
it i s state d i n term s o f universality—"an d al l th e nation s o f th e eart h 
will b e blesse d throug h you". 14 Th e dimensio n o f "no t yet " i s echoe d 
in th e prediction o f 400 years o f slavery and tormen t fo r th e childre n o f 
Israel. Th e on e not e o f "equality " i s detectabl e i n Abraham s bol d 
outcry—"can i t b e tha t th e judg e o f th e entir e eart h wil l no t d o 
justice?"15 But , eve n the n Abraha m act s a s a  spokesma n fo r humanity , 
who i s also a humble petitioner , no t a n equa l partner . 

The covenan t o f Ezra an d Nehemia h i s concluded no t betwee n Go d 
and me n bu t betwee n th e leadin g me n o f Jerusalem themselves . Ther e 
is no referenc e i n th e introductor y praye r o f Ezra an d Nehemia h t o th e 
covenant o f Mose s eithe r a t Sina i o r i n th e prairie s o f Moab . A t Sina i 
God gav e commands , tru e Torot,  good mizvot. 16 Go d command s an d 
the Jew obeys . Nehemiah' s onl y referenc e t o a  covenan t i s t o th e on e 
concluded wit h Abraham , "th e fathe r o f a multitude o f nations". 

As w e surve y th e variou s reference s t o a  covenan t i n th e Hebre w 
Sciptures, w e find  tha t thi s notio n i s open-ende d i n severa l ways ; i t i s 
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counterbalanced b y severa l othe r covenants—th e covenan t wit h man -
kind, represente d b y Adam an d Eve , als o by Noa h an d hi s descendants ; 
with Abraha m a s th e fathe r o f al l wh o convert . Indee d th e cal l fo r a 
renewal o f th e covenan t i n th e futur e i s integra l t o th e awarenes s o f a 
covenant i n th e past . 

Moses himsel f fel t th e nee d o f renewing th e covenan t i n th e prairie s 
of Moab ; s o di d Joshua,17 Jehoioda, 18 an d Kin g Josiah.19 Specia l cove -
nants wer e draw n u p i n orde r t o achiev e nationa l reforms—t o fre e th e 
Hebrew slave s i n Jerusalem 20 an d t o expe l th e foreig n women. 21 I n 
addition, specia l covenant s wer e mad e wit h th e childre n o f Levi , o f 
Aaron an d o f David . 

The prophet s wer e uncomfortabl e wit h th e notio n o f setting condi -
tions fo r an d limitation s upo n God' s Will . God s relation s wit h Israe l 
were du e t o Hi s goodness , Hi s love , Hi s compassion . Th e first  Isaia h 
does no t mentio n th e word , covenant . Hi s cal l fo r Israel s loyalt y draw s 
upon th e natura l feeling s o f gratitud e fo r specia l favors . Isaia h wa s 
keenly consciou s o f the transcenden t majest y o f the Lord—th e "myste -
rium trememdum " o f holiness . "Hig h a s ar e th e heaven s abov e th e 
earth, s o hig h ar e M y thought s t o you r thoughts". 22 Hose a accuse s th e 
people o f transgressing th e covenant , "lik e Adam" , referrin g possibl y t o 
generally huma n sins. 23 Amo s speak s o f Israel' s singularit y i n "bein g 
known" t o God , bu t h e als o affirm s tha t "the y (Israelites ) ar e lik e th e 
children o f the Ethiopian s unt o me". 24 

In th e late r prophets , th e notio n o f a  covenan t i s referre d t o th e 
future an d it s ver y meanin g i s spiritualized . Hose a describe s th e futur e 
covenant whe n wa r wil l b e n o mor e an d Israe l wil l b e betrothe d i n 
steadfast love , i n compassio n an d i n faithfulness. 25 Jeremia h speak s o f 
"putting th e Tora h i n th e heart s o f th e people " a s a  ne w covenant . 
Ezekiel predict s " a covenan t o f peace, a n eterna l covenant". 26 Deutero -
Isaiah foretell s i n on e o f th e "Servant " chapter s a  ne w creatio n o f th e 
people whereb y the y wil l b e transforme d "int o a  covenante d people , a 
light t o th e nations". 27 Malachi' s "ange l o f th e covenant " als o belong s 
to th e futur e an d i s apparentl y concerne d wit h th e purificatio n o f th e 
ritual.28 

Manifestly, man y o f th e biblica l author s wer e keenl y awar e o f th e 
dangers inheren t i n th e notio n o f the covenant—th e narcissisti c feelin g 
of superiority; th e legalisti c tendency t o reduce a  living faith t o s o man y 
fragmented practices; 29 th e confinin g o f th e transcenden t an d eterna l 
God withi n th e narro w limit s o f a  time-conditioned bod y o f specifica -
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tions. I n sum , th e covenan t concep t ma y easil y b e corrupte d t o th e 
point o f shutting ou t th e opennes s o f the faith-event , it s dynamism , it s 
infinite outreach . T o counte r th e formalis m inheren t i n th e covenan t 
concept, th e Bibl e frequentl y add s th e words , hesed,  steadfast love , o r 
shalom, peace, t o th e word , berit,  covenant. 

The tension s withi n th e covenan t concep t becam e mor e marke d 
during th e Hellenisti c period . I t suffice s t o not e tha t Phil o hardl y refer s 
to an y covenant . I n hi s lif e o f Abraham , h e write s o f th e divin e com -
mands written i n natur e a s well a s in th e Torah. 30 Abraha m s migrations 
are symboli c o f "the searc h fo r th e tru e God" . Abraha m wa s "himsel f a 
law an d a n unwritte n statute". 31 H e stresse s th e humanisti c purpos e o f 
the choic e o f Israel—"th e natio n deares t o f al l t o God , whic h a s I 
hold, receive d th e gif t o f priesthoo d an d prophec y o n behal f o f al l 
mankind".32 

As th e lates t editio n o f th e Theologica l Dictionar y o f th e Ne w 
Testament summarize s the evolutio n o f the covenan t ide a in the Septua -
gint an d Philo , 

"The divin e wil l self-reveale d i n histor y an d establishin g religion—thi s 
is th e religiou s concep t o f th e diathiki  in th e LX X an d i t represent s a 
significant developmen t o f th e Hebre w ter m eve n whil e preservin g it s 
essential content" . 

"Even i n Phil o th e firml y develope d religiou s concep t shine s throug h 
the enveloping imagery. The term is obviously a formula fo r the gracious 
will of God disclosed in history". 33 

Pauls developmen t o f covenant theolog y b y contrasting th e covenan t 
of Abraham wit h tha t o f Moses an d th e covenan t o f spiri t wit h tha t o f 
the lette r se t th e stag e fo r a  bitte r polemi c wit h th e Jewis h Sages. 34 

Matthew s formulation o f Jesus' saying  at the Las t Supper brought Paul s 
interpretation int o th e centra l life o f the Church. 35 

The thir d centur y rabbi s countere d b y assertin g tha t "Abraha m ou r 
father observe d al l the commandment s o f the Torah , eve n to the mixin g 
of cooke d food" 36 ( a rabbinically-institute d ordinance , whereb y on e 
was permitte d t o prepar e foo d o n a  holida y fo r th e Sabbath) . Bot h 
religions were dominate d frequentl y b y the champion s o f an exclusion -
ist theology . 

However, eve n i n th e ancien t world , non-exclusionis t voice s wer e 



555 
The Covenant  Concept 

heard from tim e t o time . The tannaiti c sage s affirmed th e validity o f the 
Seven Laws  of  Noah,  tha t is , o f th e universa l revelatio n o f ethic s an d 
faith.37 The y als o declare d tha t tru e prophet s aros e amon g th e Gen -
tiles.38 A  prophet , a s th e rabbi s taught , wa s a  messenge r sen t t o a 
particular people . I n othe r words , more tha n on e vali d body o f revealed 
laws i s possible. We recal l tha t whil e th e Stoic s believed i n th e universa l 
dissemination o f "seeds o f reason", th e rabbi s regarde d Wisdo m itsel f as 
deriving fro m th e Suprem e Being. 39 Indeed , fo r th e rabbis , Wisdo m 
was a  concomitan t o f Torah , inseparabl e fro m th e Tora h itself , th e gif t 
of revelation . "I f ther e i s n o wisdom , ther e i s n o piety ; i f ther e i s n o 
piety, ther e i s n o wisdom". 40 I n thi s spiri t Rabba n Gamlie l defende d 
Peter an d th e apostles , offerin g a  pragmati c counsel—"Refrai n fro m 
these me n an d le t the m alone , fo r i f thi s counse l o r thi s wor k b e o f 
men, i t wil l com e t o naught , bu t i f i t b e o f God , y e canno t overthro w 
it; les t hapl y ye be foun d t o fight  eve n agains t God". 41 Th e hea d o f th e 
Pharisaic schoo l allowe d tha t ther e migh t be othe r versions o f revelation 
than thos e entruste d t o hi s care . Similarly , a t th e tria l o f Paul , whe n 
Gentile Christian s wer e alread y a  dominan t factor , th e Pharisee s de -
clared, "W e find  n o evi l i n thi s man ; bu t i f a  spiri t o r a n ange l hat h 
spoken t o him , le t u s not fight  agains t God". 42 

These libera l opinion s wer e echoe d i n The  Ethics of the Fathers, wher e 
an Alexandrin e Sag e declare s tha t "a n ecclesi a fo r th e sak e o f heaven i s 
certain t o endure". 43 W e ca n hardl y doub t tha t h e referre d t o th e 
Christian church—i t endure s becaus e i t i s inspired b y th e lov e o f God . 
Another secon d centur y Sag e asserte d tha t a  Gentil e wh o sincerel y 
engages i n th e stud y o f Torah—eithe r o f th e universa l teaching s o f 
Noah o r th e La w o f Judaism—is lik e th e Hig h Priest , wh o enter s th e 
Holy o f Holies. 44 

Such voices , however , wer e rar e i n th e trouble d centurie s o f th e 
ancient world . Th e predominan t atmospher e o f th e Talmu d wa s zeal -
ously exclusive . Th e Gentiles , take n a s a whole, wer e presume d t o hav e 
violated th e Noachid e laws. 45 The y wer e therefor e utterl y condemned . 
Satan's corruptio n ha d marre d thei r judgment; thei r onl y chanc e i s t o 
convert t o Judaism when th e Messia h comes ; in tha t cas e they wil l ente r 
the dubiou s categor y o f "unwillin g converts " (gerim  gerurim).46 Th e 
Israelites, too , would no t hav e accepte d th e Torah , i f they ha d bee n fre e 
to follo w thei r ow n inclinations . Bu t th e Lor d lifte d u p th e mountain -
range o f Sina i an d hel d i t ove r thei r heads , threatenin g t o bur y the m i f 
they di d no t consen t t o abid e b y th e Torah . I t wa s onl y i n th e tim e o f 
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Mordecai an d Esther , a  millenium o r s o afte r Moses , tha t th e Israelite s 
proved themselve s t o be willing martyrs fo r th e sak e o f Torah. 47 

Did th e biblica l author s believ e tha t Go d coul d no t o r woul d no t 
conclude a  Torah-like covenan t wit h othe r peoples?—There appear s t o 
be no warrant fo r an y such belief. Isaiah looked forward t o a  triumvirate 
of the chosen : 

"In tha t da y Israel will be the thir d with Egyp t an d Assyria , a  blessing 
in th e mids t o f th e earth , who m th e Lor d o f host s ha s blessed , sayin g 
'Blessed b e Egyp t m y people , an d Assyri a th e wor k o f m y hands , an d 
Israel my heritage ' ". 48 The notio n tha t al l genuine worship i s addressed 
to th e On e Go d i s implied b y Malachi . 

"For fro m th e risin g o f the su n t o it s setting my nam e i s great amon g 
the nations , an d i n ever y plac e incens e i s offere d t o m y name , an d a 
pure offering ; fo r m y nam e i s great amon g th e nations , say s the Lor d o f 
hosts".49 

Zephaniah compare s th e divers e ritual s o f th e variou s nation s t o a 
babel o f languages , whic h wil l b e turne d int o "pur e speech" , th e 
worship o f the On e God. 50 

As t o th e Sage s o f th e Talmud , w e note d thei r ambivalence . W e 
encounter reference s t o a n oat h tha t Go d too k no t t o transfer  His 
covenant t o othe r nations. 51 Hi s faithfulnes s preclude d an y revocatio n 
of His relationshi p t o Israel , a s Paul argue d i n Roman s 9—11 , but i t di d 
not preven t Hi m fro m addin g ne w person s t o Hi s peopl e o r contrari -
wise reducin g Hi s peopl e t o th e bares t minimum . N o on e questione d 
that th e Messiani c Ag e woul d witnes s th e conversio n o f al l nation s t o 
the tru e fait h o f Israel. 52 An d th e "ligh t o f the Messiah " migh t appea r 
slowly and by degrees , like the dawn. 53 So , in the eschaton , al l mankin d 
will be included i n God s pla n o f redemption . 

To be sure , the Sage s assert that the Lord consente d t o Moses ' reques t 
not t o allo w Hi s Shechinah  t o res t o n nation s othe r tha n Israel , but the n 
this traditio n reflect s th e opinio n o f th e exclusionists , wh o wer e op -
posed b y the moderate s an d the rationalists. 54 

Exclusive voice s predominated , w e ma y assume , i n time s o f bitte r 
polemic an d persecution . "Les t yo u wil l sa y tha t anothe r Mose s wil l 
bring u s another Tora h from heave n .  .  . (we are assured) tha t n o par t o f 
it wa s lef t i n heaven". 55 Here , then , th e negationa l phas e o f revelation , 
the humbl e acknowledgmen t o f fmitud e i s totall y ignored . A s a  rule , 
the Sage s wer e reluctan t t o se t u p categorica l distinction s betwee n th e 
several non-Jewis h faiths , exemptin g some , lik e th e Christian s an d th e 
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Zoroastrians, fro m th e genera l categor y o f idolatry . The y spok e o f th e 
Noachide principle s i n general , an d i n specifi c cases , a  Sag e coul d 
testify, " I kno w thi s o r tha t Gentil e i s not a n idol-worshipper". 56 The y 
also observed tha t "th e Gentile s outsid e th e borders o f the land o f Israe l 
are no t idolators , bu t the y ar e simpl y followin g th e custom s o f thei r 
fathers".57 

In respec t o f non-Jews , then , onl y Go d ca n tel l whethe r the y wor -
shipped Hi m i n truth . 

If a n entir e natio n embrace d th e Jewish faith , the n the y woul d fee l 
that the y wer e par t o f greate r Israel . S o i n th e lette r o f Joseph, th e 
Khazar King , w e rea d tha t h e believe d th e descen t o f hi s peopl e wa s 
from Japhet , Noah' s son , an d Togarmo , bu t tha t h e truste d "th e Lord , 
God o f Israe l wil l haste n ou r redemption , gathe r ou r exile s an d ou r 
scattered ones . .  .  ."58 B y joining th e fait h o f Israe l h e an d th e Khaza r 
nation becam e par t o f the large r peopl e o f Israel , sharin g i n it s promis e 
of earthly redemption . 

Saadia call s th e chapte r i n hi s book , dealin g wit h th e Sinaiti c revela -
tion, "Comman d an d Admonition" . Al l rationa l law s are obligator y fo r 
all men . Bu t "i n respec t o f non-rationa l law s .  .  .  th e Creato r adde d 
them fo r u s b y wa y o f comman d an d admonitio n i n orde r t o multipl y 
our rewar d an d ou r prosperity o n thei r account". 59 

In hi s view, th e covenan t wit h Abraham , th e fathe r o f al l convert s t o 
monotheism, continue s t o b e valid , eve n afte r th e Tora h o f Moses wa s 
accepted by the Israelites. 60 

In hi s philosophic work , The  Guide  of the Perplexed, Maimonide s doe s 
not eve n refer t o the verse which tell s of Moses concluding the covenan t 
by the sprinkling o f blood o n th e alta r and the people. 61 I n hi s interpre -
tation, th e authorit y o f th e Tora h rest s o n it s truth , a s atteste d b y th e 
supreme propheti c geniu s o f Moses , no t o n an y contract , dul y draw n 
up, signe d an d scaled . Th e ver y term , herit,  covenant, hardl y occur s i n 
the Guide  of the Perplexed. 

To be sure , i n hi s nint h principl e o f faith , Maimonide s speak s o f th e 
belief tha t th e Tora h wil l neve r b e "exchanged " (muhalefet)  and tha t 
there wil l neve r b e " a differen t Torah " (Torah  aheret)  derivin g fro m th e 
Creator.62 Maimonide s di d no t inten d t o rul e ou t chang e an d adjust -
ment withi n th e lif e o f Torah , a s some commentator s imagined , bu t t o 
assert tha t i n it s essence th e Tora h contain s philosophi c truth , an d trut h 
is immutable. Doubtless , h e sough t t o reinforc e Jewish resistanc e t o th e 
belligerent assertion s o f both Christian s an d Moslem s tha t thei r revela -
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tions abolishe d th e Tora h o f Moses. O n th e othe r hand , h e recognize d 
that th e tw o daughter-faith s o f Judaism serve d t o prepar e humanit y fo r 
the Messiani c Ag e b y disseminatin g th e idea s o f monotheis m an d th e 
scriptural ethic. 63 Th e philosopher-poe t Juda h Halev i suggeste d th e 
metaphor o f a  tre e wit h a  broa d ste m an d thre e branches . Th e frui t 
produced b y th e thre e branche s wil l ultimatel y contai n th e sam e seeds , 
those planted b y Abraham. 64 

The fourteent h centur y philosopher , Josep h Albo , wh o wa s calle d 
upon t o represen t Judais m i n th e famou s disputatio n a t Tortos a i n 
1413—1414 asserte d "tha t i t i s possibl e fo r tw o divin e Toro t t o b e tru e 
simultaneously fo r tw o differen t communities". 65 

Albo argue s tha t th e Lor d i s a  physicia n wh o ma y wel l prescrib e 
different medicine s t o the same person a t different time s and to differen t 
people a t the sam e time. 66 

But whil e th e medieva l rationalist s allowe d fo r plura l covenants , th e 
mystics an d romantic s though t otherwise . Th e of t quote d maxim , "th e 
Holy One , blesse d b e He , th e Tora h an d Israe l ar e one" , whic h th e 
authors o f the abov e mentione d draf t tak e a s their fundamenta l maxim , 
occurs in th e Zoha r an d i t reflect s th e mystica l curren t o f Judaism.67 

Indeed, th e mystica l ideolog y taugh t tha t Jew s wer e biologicall y 
distinguished fro m th e res t o f mankind , thei r soul s bein g roote d i n th e 
highest real m o f holiness . A  ver y popula r mysti c wondere d a t th e fac t 
that Gentile s don' t look s o very differen t fro m Jews, though th e soul s o f 
the latte r deriv e thei r sustenanc e fro m th e Divin e Pleroma , whil e th e 
souls of the former ar e rooted i n the "othe r side" , the demoni c realm. 68 

Here, then , wa s a  Jewish counterpar t t o th e Spanis h infatuatio n wit h 
limpieza, limiting post s o f responsibility t o pure-bloode d descendant s o f 
"old Christians" , o n th e groun d th e Jewis h soul s wer e corrupte d b y 
centuries o f disbelief in Christia n dogmas . Characteristi c o f the opposi -
tion betwee n th e ethnocentric-mystica l interpretatio n o f th e covenan t 
and th e humanist-rationalis t vie w i s the contras t i n th e tw o interpreta -
tions of the "priestly " function o f Israel—offered b y Rashi an d Seforn o 
respectively. Rash i interpret s "priests " a s meanin g princes , tha t is , th e 
Israelites will become th e governor s o f all other nations ; Seforn o assert s 
"this i s the impor t o f a  'Kingdom o f priests,' t o teac h an d t o explai n t o 
all men th e tas k o f serving Go d togethe r .  . .  ," 69 

In th e pas t tw o centuries , th e rationalist-humanisti c concep t o f reve-
lation prevailed i n Jewish though t o f the western world . 

Moses Mendelssohn, th e champio n o f Enlightenment, wrot e tha t th e 
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mark o f a false religio n i s precisely it s claim to exclusiveness. 70 Even th e 
unbending defende r o f uncompromisin g Orthodoxy , Samso n Raphae l 
Hirsch, conceive d o f Jewish destin y i n universa l terms . 

"Their (th e Israelites ) speed y remova l fro m th e Lan d (o f Israel ) 
brought abou t thei r spiritua l an d mora l salvation . .  . .  Th e Stat e an d 
Temple wen t t o ruin , bu t th e peopl e .  . .  wen t ou t t o assum e th e 
burdens o f their grea t missio n i n th e Dispersion" . 

Hermann Cohe n brough t thi s rationalist-humanisti c tren d t o it s cli -
max, a s is evident fro m th e followin g quotations : 

"Man, no t th e peopl e an d no t Moses ; man , a s rationa l being , i s th e 
correlate o f the Go d o f revelation". 71 

"The Covenan t i s th e instrumen t o f faithfulness . Therefore , Go d 
concludes a  covenant wit h Noah , wit h Abraha m an d with Israel". 72 

"God doe s no t lov e Israe l mor e o r differentl y tha n Hi s lov e fo r me n 
in general . . . . I n Israel , Go d love s Israe l onl y a s a  model , a  symbol o f 
mankind, a  mar k o f distinctio n withi n it , fo r onl y monotheis m i s abl e 
to establis h th e unit y o f the huma n race". 73 

In hi s magisteria l work , Jewish Theology,  Kaufman n Kohler , longtim e 
President o f the Hebre w Unio n College , consider s th e Jewish "trinity " 
to b e no t th e unit y o f God , Israe l an d Torah , bu t God , Ma n an d th e 
Kingdom o f God . H e retaine d hi s humanisti c vision , thoug h h e sub -
scribed t o som e racisti c ideas . Reflectin g th e preoccupatio n wit h rac e 
in th e earl y decade s o f th e twentiet h century , h e wrote , "I n fact , th e 
soul o f the Jewish peopl e reveal s a  peculiar minglin g o f characteristics, a 
union o f contrast s whic h mak e i t especiall y fit  fo r it s providentia l 
mission i n history". 74 

Martin Buber , a s i s wel l known , i s unclassifiable . A t on e time , a 
folkist, a  mystic, an interprete r o f Hassidisrn, h e move d steadil y towar d a 
position "o n th e boundary" , betwee n romanticis m an d rationalism . I n 
his description o f the faith-event i n Judaism a s a personal "believin g in" , 
contrasted wit h a  propositional "believin g that" , whic h h e attribute d t o 
Christianity, h e focuse d attentio n o n th e opennes s o f revelation , it s 
transcendence o f all knowing. H e rejecte d th e legalistic phase o f Judaism 
in orde r t o keep himsel f open t o fres h experiences . H e wa s aware o f the 
danger o f reducing religion t o a  contract, dul y signed and delivered . Hi s 
admiration fo r Hassidisrn  wa s du e t o hi s "idealization " o f thei r move -
ment, especiall y i n it s earl y phases . H e identifie d wit h thei r presume d 
endeavor t o transcen d th e boundarie s o f the Law . 

Franz Rosenzweig , i n keepin g wit h hi s Hegelia n orientation , inter -
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preted th e covenan t betwee n Go d an d Israe l a s a living tradition , rathe r 
than a s a  boo k o r a  serie s o f books . Th e Divin e Wil l i s dynamic , 
consisting o f thrust s o f redeemin g vitality . Revelatio n i s a  continuin g 
phenomenon, wit h burst s o f God' s lov e elicitin g ne w expression s o f 
Israels love . Rosenzweig regarde d th e Christia n communit y a s a provi -
dential instrumen t fo r th e realizatio n o f the covenan t wit h Israel . I n hi s 
famous metaphor , th e functio n o f Christianit y i s to conver t th e world ; 
that o f Israe l t o b e faithfu l t o it s idea l self . Lik e th e sun , whic h i s 
unthinkable withou t it s rays , th e covenan t i s inconceivabl e withou t 
both Israe l and th e Church . 

Mordecai M. Kapla n devote d hi s life t o the formulation o f a synthesis 
between Jewish nationalis m an d humanism . H e calle d fo r th e rejectio n 
of the dogm a o f the "Chose n People" , i n th e sense o f a people se t apar t 
and insulate d fro m th e lif e o f humanity. T o him , th e notio n o f a specia l 
covenant wit h Israe l was abhorrent . Al l nations ar e called upon t o appl y 
to thei r ow n lif e th e prophetic teachin g o f "ethical nationhood. " 

We conclud e fro m al l th e abov e tha t th e propositio n w e quote d a t th e 
beginning o f this essay reflects onl y one o f the severa l strands composin g 
the Jewish tradition . I t articulate s th e judgment o f th e fundamentalists , 
romantics an d mystics , certainl y no t th e vie w o f th e prophetic-philo -
sophical school , fro m Abraha m t o Rosenzwei g an d fro m Maimonide s 
to Mordeca i Kaplan . I  nee d hardl y ad d tha t I  identif y wit h th e philo -
sophical tren d i n Jewish thought , i n th e interpretatio n o f th e covenan t 
concept. I  take the paradig m o f the covenan t t o be Abraham s rebellio n 
against th e practic e o f sacrificin g childre n rathe r tha n "hi s passin g be -
tween th e pieces " o f slaughtere d animals . Th e forme r wa s the n a 
revolutionary ideal , th e latte r wa s already a n archai c wa y o f formalizin g 
a contract . Th e "Faithfu l Agreement " o f Ezra and Nehemia h i s to me a 
demonstration o f th e wa y th e Jewish traditio n too k form—throug h a 
series o f self-assumed ordinances , o r takkanot.  Al l tha t w e d o t o expres s 
our lov e o f Go d articulate s th e voic e o f Go d withi n us . So , th e rabbi s 
spoke o f ordinance s tha t the y themselve s formulate d a s "command -
ments" o f th e Lord . Ther e wer e als o survival s fro m th e di m past , suc h 
as th e syste m o f sacrificia l offerings . Suc h archai c practice s shoul d b e 
consciously confine d t o th e past , whil e thei r inne r spiri t i s cherished a s 
part o f the sacre d tradition . I n thi s self-renewin g an d self-critica l spirit , 
the covenan t concep t remain s valid eve n in ou r day . 
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I offe r th e followin g proposition s a s bo t h a  persona l confessio n o f 
faith an d a s a  contemporar y expressio n o f th e prophetic-philosophica l 
school o f thought : 

i . A  covenan t establishe s a  living tradition , whereb y th e piet y o f pas t 
generations i s preserve d a s th e heritag e o f succeedin g generations . I t i s 
through th e Jewish traditio n tha t I  gre w u p t o fee l th e majest y an d th e 
message o f God . Bu t i t i s als o th e sam e traditio n tha t encourage d m e t o 
study an d t o appreciat e th e ope n horizon s o f philosoph y an d th e ardo r 
of othe r faiths . Th e emphasi s o n God' s transcendenc e i n Judais m kep t 
me fro m surrenderin g t o th e notio n tha t God s Will , i n it s fullness , i s 
reflected withi n m y traditio n exclusivel y 

2. A  lifetim e i s neede d t o sens e th e impor t o f a  grea t historica l fait h 
and relat e i t t o contemporar y experience . Therefore , w e canno t bu t liv e 
within th e confine s o f on e tradition . But , divin e revelatio n i n al l it s 
dimensions i s universal an d all-human . Hence , w e mus t lear n t o maintai n 
a vita l tensio n betwee n ou r subjectiv e feelings , rite s an d symbol s an d th e 
objective world , a s i t i s presente d t o ou r mind s an d heart s b y th e 
emergent world-wid e cultur e o f which w e ar e part . 

3. Go d i s the sourc e o f al l great an d ennoblin g ideals . Ou r experienc e 
of holines s blend s harmoniousl y al l ideal s an d values , eve n a s th e min d 
synthesizes th e impression s o f th e senses . So , revelatio n i s a n extensio n 
and harmonizatio n o f huma n values , no t a  rejectio n o f them . I f augh t i s 
not humanizing , i t i s no t divine . Th e thrust s o f revelatio n ar e no t thos e 
which shatte r th e structure s o f huma n wisdom , bu t thos e whic h exten d 
and enhanc e th e slo w an d stumblin g effort s o f mankind . Just a s th e Go d 
we worshi p i s reveale d i n th e marvel s o f cosmi c creatio n an d th e dail y 
wonders o f lif e an d spirit , rathe r tha n i n th e s o calle d "miracles " whic h 
impress th e gullible , s o th e Wor d o f Go d i s reveale d primaril y i n th e 
common experienc e an d teste d wisdo m o f mankind , secondaril y i n 
particular cultures . 

4. Particula r revelation s ar e vehicle s o f spiritua l power , bu t thei r spe -
cific conten t i s metaphorical . Ou r finit e mind s ca n reflec t th e Infinit e 
Mind onl y "throug h a  glass , darkly" , b y th e utilizatio n o f fragment s o f 
human experience . No t al l metaphors ar e born equal . The y ca n functio n 
as rungs o n Jacobs ladder , bu t als o a s slippery step s towar d th e pi t o f self -
righteous illusions . Th e metaphor s o f ritua l an d dogma , i n m y faith , a s 
in othe r religiou s communities , ar e alway s mor e tha n action-symbol s o r 
figures o f speech . The y ar e freighte d wit h th e memorie s o f th e pas t an d 
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charged with the covenanted loyalty of a living community A s such, they 
are invaluable , providin g we bea r i n min d thei r metaphorica l character . 

5. I  repudiat e th e notio n tha t Go d "contracted " Hi s Wil l withi n 
the state d precept s o f th e Jewish tradition , i n th e sam e manne r a s H e 
"contracted" Hi s Infinit e Bein g i n orde r t o creat e thi s finit e universe . 
This Kabbalisti c notio n o f tsimtsum  (contraction ) canno t b e understoo d 
literally. I n "contracting " Himself , i t i s He wh o doe s the contracting , a t 
every point . Ther e canno t b e augh t whic h escape s Hi s Power , "Th e 
whole eart h i s full o f His Glory" . Th e descriptio n o f His self-limitatio n 
in allowing room for human freedom i s intended to suggest the existenc e 
of two level s o f reality—as see n b y ma n an d a s seen b y Go d (mitsidenu 
and mitsido).  "Self-contraction" i s meaningfu l onl y i n a  metaphorica l 
sense, a s "when a  father reduce s hi s min d t o th e leve l o f a  small child " 
when h e tell s a  childish fabl e o r plays childish games . The father s min d 
remains incomprehensibl e t o th e child , whil e th e worl d o f th e chil d i s 
make-believe t o the father . 

The doctrin e o f God s "self-contraction" , o r "withdrawal" , o r 
"eclipse", seem s plausibl e whe n i t i s applie d t o th e realit y o f huma n 
freedom. I f human s ar e trul y free , Go d mus t hav e limite d Hi s ow n 
Power. But , I  conten d tha t i t i s precisely i n th e fre e min d o f man tha t 
God i s most manifest . Ther e ar e situations in life, where th e Presence o f 
God i s hidden fro m ou r sight , an d ther e ar e window-lik e areas , whic h 
are transparen t t o Hi s radiance . I n al l cases , we ca n onl y spea k o f God' s 
"absence" a s a  subjectiv e feeling , no t a s a n objectiv e reality . Go d i s 
everywhere, an d H e i s manifes t whereve r th e "thing s o f God " ar e 
realized. 

6. Whe n w e spea k o f "th e Chose n People " i n Judaism , I  tak e th e 
phrase t o refe r t o th e idea l Israel , th e covenante d people , a s i n Isaiah' s 
formulation, "t o b e a  covenanted people , a  light t o th e nations" . We o f 
Israel ar e calle d upo n t o ac t a s a n example  to othe r individual s an d 
nations, not a s an exception.  Mor e i s expected from thos e to whom mor e 
was given i n history, throug h n o meri t o f their own . At any one time , a 
particular perso n o r people ma y have a  treasure o f spiritual gift s t o shar e 
with others . But, n o individua l o r people i s permanently an d in al l ways 
separated from o r uplifted abov e the res t of mankind. 

I conside r tha t th e Golde n Rul e applie s t o communitie s a s well a s to 
individuals—no communit y shoul d clai m exclusiv e right s o r privilege s 
or a unique cosmic status. We should learn to "understand in love" other 
faiths a s we expect other s to understand u s in love. 
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