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PR EFACE
Steven T. Katz

The present anthology, culled from the voluminous writings of Rabbi
Jacob B. Agus, is intended to make available in one easily accessible
work a sampling of Rabbi Agus’ large and important corpus of pub-
lished and unpublished material. In addition, it serves as a compilation
of primary materials that complements and runs parallel to a new set of
original essays on the thought of Rabbi Agus published by New York
University Press in 1996 under the title American Rabbi: The Life and
Thought of Jacob B. Agus and edited by Steven T. Katz.

The selections of Agusana reprinted here were made by the distin-
guished contributors to the parallel volume of original papers. In each
case the selector chose material that he felt would illuminate the partic-
ular subject matter of his contribution to American Rabbi. Thus the two
publications are closely interconnected and readers will benefit from
consulting both, though each stands on its own resources. A full table
of contents for the second collection can be found at the end of this
Preface.

AMERICAN RABBI: THE LIFE AND THOUGHT OF JACOB B. AGUS

Preface vii
Contributor ix

I. Jacob B. Agus: An Introductory Overview 1
Steven 'I. Katz
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JACOB B. AGUS—AN

INTRODUCTORY OVERVIEW
Steven T. Katz

LIFE

JACOB AGUS (Agushewitz) was born into a distinguished rabbinical
family in the month of Heshvan §671—corresponding to November 2,
1911—in the shtetl of Sislevitch (Swislocz), situated in the Grodno
Dubornik region of Poland. Descended through both parents from
distinguished rabbinical lines (his mother being a member of the Katz-
nellenbogen family), the young Agus, one of a family of seven chil-
dren—four boys and three girls—early on showed signs of intellectual
and religious precocity. After receiving tutoring at home and in the
local heder, he joined his older brothers, Irving and Haim, as a student
at the Mizrachi-linked Tachnemoni yeshiva in Bialystock. Here he
continued his intensive talmudic and classical studies, winning high
praise as an illui (a genius) from the faculty of the yeshiva, and also began
to be exposed to the wide variety of Jewish lifestyles and intellectual
positions—ranging from secularist and bundist to Hasidic—that existed
among Eastern European Jews. Raised in an almost totally Jewish envi-
ronment, he knew little Polish and had limited relations with the non-
Jewish world.

In the mid-1920s, as economic and political conditions worsened in
Poland, many members of the Jewish community of Sislevitch emi-
grated to Palestine. This migratory wave also included the Agushew-
itzes, who arrived in Palestine in 1925. Unfortunately, the economic
conditions and the religious life of the Yishuy the emerging Jewish
community in the land of Israel, were not favorable, and the Agushewitz

I



2
Steven T. Katz

family, including Jacob, now sixteen, moved again in 1927. This time
they traveled to America, where Jacob’s father, R. Yehuda Leib, had
relocated one year earlier to fill the position of rabbi in an East Side
New York synagogue. R. Yehuda Leib later became a schochet (ritual
slaughterer).

The family settled in Boro Park (Brooklyn), and Jacob, who already
was able to read and write in English at a high school level, attended
the high school connected with Yeshiva University. This marked a
turning point in his personal life, for in this American yeshiva not only
did students pursue a talmudic curriculum but—on the ideological
presumption that all true human knowledge, the whole of creation,
reflected God’s wondrous ways—they were also exposed to a wide
variety of secular and scientific subjects. For the remainder of his life,
Jacob Agus would adhere to this religious-philosophical model.

After completing high school, Jacob attended the recently established
Yeshiva University, where he continued both his rabbinical and secular
studies, distinguishing himself in the secular realm in the areas of mathe-
matics and science. He was so good at chemistry that he was encouraged
to attend courses in this subject at Columbia University, which he did.
He even briefly flirted with the idea of graduate work in chemistry.
However, his deepest, commitment was to Jewish studies and to the
Jewish people, and he therefore chose a rabbinical career. A favorite of
the founder and president of Yeshiva University, R. Bernard Revel, and
the outstanding student of R. Moshe Soloveitchik, the head of the
rabbinical school, Agus received his rabbinical ordination (smicha) in
1933. After two further years of intensive rabbinical study, Agus received
the traditional ““Yadin Yadin” smicha in 1935, an ordination intended to
place Agus on the same level as those rabbinical students who graduated
from the European yeshivas and to enable him to act as a Poseik (halakic,
or legal, decision maker).

While still at Yeshiva University, Agus also served as an assistant to
R. Leo Jung, a distinguished member of the American Orthodox
rabbinate. In this role, at R. Jung’s request, he researched the basis for
requiring a mechitza (a partition between men and women) in the
synagogue and concluded that there was no firm biblical or rabbinical
basis for this halakic requirement—an early sign of important decisions
to come.

After graduation from Yeshiva University in 1935, Agus took his first
full-time rabbinical position in Norfolk, Virginia. Here he began to
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learn the trade of an active pulpit rabbi while continuing his Jewish
education. Foremost among his educational pursuits at this time was an
intensive study of midrash (the rabbinic commentaries on the Bible),
guided, via the mail, by Professor Louis Ginsberg of the (Conservative)
Jewish Theological Seminary of America, the great authority on mid-
rash.

Having satisfied himself that with this control of the vast midrashic
material, along with his talmudic erudition, he had reached a suffi-
ciently well-rounded knowledge of classical Jewish materials, Agus be-
gan to pursue further secular studies in a serious and concentrated
way. Convinced that these pursuits required a more intensive academic
environment, he left Norfolk in 1936 for Harvard University, where he
enrolled in the graduate program in philosophy. At Harvard his two
main teachers were Professor Harry A. Wolfson, a master student of
the history of Jewish philosophy, and Professor Ernest Hocking, a
metaphysician of distinction.

While in the Boston area, Agus paid his way by taking on a rabbinical
position in Cambridge and continued his rabbinical learning with
R. Joseph Soloveitchik, the son of his Yeshiva University mentor, with
whom he quickly formed a close friendship. For several years, Agus and
the younger Soloveitchik met weekly to study Maimonides’ philosophi-
cal and rabbinical works, as well as to discuss a host of more contempo-
rary theological and halakic issues.

It was also in Boston that Agus met his future wife, Miriam Shore,
the daughter of Bernard Shore, a Lithuanian Jew who had immigrated
to America and become a Boston businessman. The Aguses married in
1940, with R. Joseph Soloveitchik officiating.

Harvard, however, was not all joy. In this great center of learning
Agus for the first time in his life encountered serious, even intense,
criticism of traditional Judaism. In response, he decided to devote a
good deal of his energy for the remainder of his life to explicating,
disseminating, and defending the ethical and humanistic values embod-
ied in the Jewish tradition, particularly as these values were interpreted
by its intellectual and philosophical elites, beginning with the Prophets
and running through Philo, Saadya, Maimonides; and such modern
intellectual giants as Hermann Cohen and R. Abraham Isaac Kook.
Agus’ first step on this path was his doctoral dissertation, published in
1940 under the title Modern Philosophies of Judaism, which critically
examined the thought of the influential German triumvirate of Her-
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mann Cohen, Franz Rosenzweig, and Martin Buber, as well as the
work of Mordecai Kaplan, who in 1934 had published the classic
Judaism as a Civilization that established his reputation as the leading
American Jewish thinker.

After receiving his doctorate from Harvard, and with the encourage-
ment of R. Revel, who wished to strengthen the foundations of mod-
ern Orthodoxy in the Midwest, Agus accepted the post of rabbi at the
Agudas Achim Congregation in Chicago. Though the congregation
permitted mixed seating, it was still considered an Orthodox synagogue.
In this freer midwestern environment, removed from the yeshiva world
of his student days, the orthodoxy of Yeshiva University, and the inten-
sity of Jewish Boston, Agus began to have doubts about the intellectual
claims and dogmatic premises of Orthodox Judaism. In particular, he
began to redefine the meaning of halakah and its relationship to reason
and independent ethical norms. Encouraged in this direction by Chica-
go’s leading Conservative rabbi, Solomon Goldman, and by the radical
reconstructionism of Mordecai Kaplan, Agus had initiated the process
of philosophical and theological reconceptualization that would define
his increasingly revisionist and non-Orthodox thought.

In 1943, disenchanted with his Chicago pulpit, Agus accepted a call
to Dayton, Ohio, where three small synagogues merged to form a
liberal Orthodox congregation that became a Conservative congrega-
tion during his tenure. Given the proximity of Dayton to Cincinnati,
he began an ongoing and cordial dialogue with the faculty and students
of the Reform movement’s Hebrew Union College (HUC). In particu-
lar, Agus became a colleague of R. Abraham Joshua Heschel, who had
fled war-torn Europe and taken up a position at HUC. Like Agus,
Heschel was the heir of a great rabbinical family and a master of all
branches of classical Jewish and rabbinical learning, with a special affin-
ity for the thought of Maimonides. Alienated from the “tone” of
classical Reform, which still dominated HUC, Heschel became a regu-
lar visitor at the Agus home on Sabbaths and holidays, and Agus and
Heschel formed a lifelong intellectual and personal collaboration that
later manifested itself in joint efforts to alter the curriculum and charac-
ter of the Jewish Theological Seminary, whose faculty Heschel joined
in 1945, and in common undertakings on behalf of Jewish—Christian
dialogue and various political causes.

Because of this intensive rethinking of modern Jewish thought—and
perhaps also as a consequence of his engagement with Heschel —Agus
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turned his attention to the thought of R. Abraham Isaac Kook, the
remarkable mystical personality who had served as the first chief rabbi
of modern Palestine after World War I. (Kook died in 1935.) The result
was Agus’ Banner of Jerusalem, published in 1946, which sought to
explore Kook’s neocabalistic, panentheistic notion of holiness (kedusha),
that is, the doctrine that God’s presence was suffused throughout cre-
ation and incarnated most concretely in the Jewish people, the land of
Israel, and the Torah. Deeply impressed by Kook’s intense spirituality
and authentic mystical vision, Agus yearned to invigorate American
Orthodoxy with something of the same visionary passion. Yet at the
same time, his deep engagement with Kook’s traditional cabalistic Welt-
anschauung persuaded Agus that this essentially medieval worldview was
one he did not, and could not, share. Modern Judaism had need of
much that Kook had to teach, but it required that Kook’s lessons be
made available through a different vehicle, in a form more suitable to
the modern temperament.

At this point Agus still hoped he could achieve his goal of effecting
meaningful religious and structural change within the parameters of the
Orthodox community. Like Mordecai Kaplan, he now advocated the
creation of a reconstituted, metadenominational Sanhedrin (supreme
Jewish religious legislative body) that would possess the power to alter—
to modernize—Jewish religious life and practice. Though several im-
portant members of the Orthodox rabbinate, including R. Leo Jung
and R. Joseph Lookstein, apparently were sympathetic to this call in
private, none, including R. Joseph Soloveitchik, would support it
openly. This lack of support, as well as Agus’ own increasingly expansive
and universalist spiritual and intellectual odyssey—one that was ever
more appreciative of Western, non-Jewish culture and ever more critical
of what Agus took to be certain forms of Jewish parochialism and
chauvinism—Ied him, after his failure to gather support for an agenda
of change and halakic reform at the Orthodox Rabbinical Council of
America (RCA) convention in 1944 and 1945, to break decisively with
the organized Orthodox community and its institutions.

This repercussive decision also reflected his personal experience as a
community rabbi in a relatively small midwestern town like Dayton; for
here Agus faced several new challenges. First, he had to be the force
behind the restructuring of three congregations into one new, cohesive
synagogue. Second, he had to respond to the personal needs of a
religiously diverse group of Jews. Third, in the face of the unfolding
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catastrophe that engulfed the Jews of Europe, he had to offer Jews of
limited learning who were attracted by the seductive options of assimi-
lated life in America a Judaism that was intellectually and spiritually
meaningful. Moreover, to his surprise he had discovered that he derived
great satisfaction from his duties as a congregational rabbi. He enjoyed
presenting sermons and lectures to his congregants—tasks at which he
became very proficient, having hired a voice teacher to help him refine
his oral delivery—meeting their pastoral needs, and even being active
in the day-to-day affairs of the synagogue management; for example, he
was very involved in the architectural design of the new sanctuary.

Disaffected from the Orthodox rabbinical community, Agus officially
broke with the RCA in 1946-1947 and joined the Conservative move-
ment’s Rabbinical Assembly. In this new context, by virtue of his
rabbinical erudition, his Orthodox smicha, and the force of his personal-
ity, he became a powerful presence and an agent of change. Over against
the conservative force exerted by Chancellor Louis Finkelstein and the
great Talmudist Saul Leiberman, who between them controlled the
faculty of the Jewish Theological Seminary, which in turn dominated
the procedural processes of the Conservative movement, Agus, in con-
sort with like-minded Conservative rabbis such as Solomon Goldman,
Robert Gordis, Morris Adler, Milton Steinberg, Ben Zion Bokser, and
Theodore Friedman, argued for a more open and dynamic halakic
process within the movement.

As a first major step in this direction, Agus proposed that the Law
Committee of the Conservative movement be restructured into the
Committee on Jewish Law and Standards (CJLS)—a change in more
than name, the rationale for which is explained in his essays in Guide-
posts in Modern Judaism. He was, in turn, appointed to this committee
(and to others) and remained a member of it for nearly forty years, until
his death.

One of the earliest and best examples of his view on how the halakah
should be interpreted is reflected in the important “Responsum on the
Sabbath” that was issued by the Committee on Jewish Law and Stan-
dards in 1950. This responsum stated that the use of electricity was
permitted on the Sabbath and that riding to and from the synagogue on
the Sabbath was also permitted. The first decision was arrived at by use
of the traditional halakic process, with one major exception, and the
second was justified as a takkanah (a rabbinic enactment) responding to
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the “needs of the hour.” Both instantiated Agus’ view that a reverent
and reasoned approach to change and the admission of where the
halakah was lacking were required to revitalize Judaism in the contem-
porary world.

It should also be remembered that these decisions were embedded in
a lengthy report that placed central emphasis on a proposed program to
“revitalize sabbath observance”; this was not merely a call for radical
change and a capitulation to modernity. The program was to consist of
standards to be promulgated for all United Synagogue member syna-
gogues to lift the levels of observance. In the late 1940s and early 1950s
observance by laypeople was extremely lax—few attended services,
many worked, few had Friday-evening dinners, and many Jewish com-
munal organizations held events that violated the Sabbath and at which
nonkosher food was served.

R. Agus, impelled by a drive for honesty and integrity, held it wrong
to encourage people to attend the synagogue on the Sabbath, with the
knowledge that many individuals would have to drive there, and then
to insist that driving was an averah (a sin). In general, he thought that in
keeping with modern sensibilities and the intellectual levels of congre-
gants, the primary emphasis should be placed on encouraging mitzvot
and not on alleging averot. The doing of each mitzvah was a good in
itself and would lead to the doing of other mitzvot. This positive
view, stressing the appropriate performance of mitzvot, is expressed in
Guideposts and was an underlying principle of Agus’ halakic decisions.

As a recognized halakist, Agus was also asked by the United Syna-
gogue to defend the principle of mixed seating in two secular court
cases—one in New Orleans and one in Cincinnati—both of which
occurred in the early 1950s. In both cases a deceased person had left
funds in his will to his synagogue on condition that the synagogue
remain “traditional.” At the time of the deaths, both synagogues had
separate seating for men and women, but they did not have a halakically
acceptable mechitza. In fact, by 1950 both congregations wanted to
introduce mixed seating, a move that prompted a minority group of
congregants to sue for the retention of separate seating on the grounds
that mixed seating was a violation of the tradition.

In response, Agus pointed out that neither synagogue had a mechitza
and yet each had been considered traditional in the eyes of the now-
deceased donor. Therefore, one could argue that mixed seating was no
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less traditional than separate seating. He also explained the lack of any
clear halakic basis for separate seating and the nature of change within
the tradition.

To the Orthodox members of the Agudas ha-Rabbonim, the organi-
zation of European-trained rabbis, this was wholly unacceptable. They
were engaged at the time in an effort to force all Orthodox synagogues
to maintain a mechitza as a way of drawing a distinction between
Orthodox and Conservative synagogues. In the early 1950s, under the
aegis of R. Joseph Soloveitchik’s Halachah Committee, the Rabbinical
Council of America issued a statement that mechitzas were required.

The Agudas ha-Rabbonim went further and issued a ruling that
prayer within a synagogue without a kosher mechitza was not permitted
and would not fulfill a person’s religious obligations. In the same ruling,
they placed R. Agus in herem (excommunication) for teaching false
ideas. Intermarriage with R. Agus and his immediate family was pro-
hibited. It should be noted, however, that two of the gedolai ha-dor
(recognized halakic authorities), R. Aharon Kitler and R. Moshe
Feinstein, who were friends of R. Yehuda Leib A. Agushewitz, denied
knowledge of and repudiated this action. Three other rabbis—
Eisenstein, Groubard, and Greenfield—were also specifically placed in
herem. However, several years later the leaders of the Agudas repudiated
this document and claimed that it had never been properly executed.

In 1950, R. Agus accepted the position of rabbi at the newly formed
Conservative congregation Beth El in Baltimore. A small congregation
of some fifty families when he arrived, it grew over his three decades as
its rabbi into a major congregation—so popular, in fact, that it had
to restrict new memberships—and one of the premier Conservative
synagogues in the United States.

In his role as community rabbi, Agus attended the daily morning
minyan (prayer quorum), taught Mishnah or Talmud for ten to fifteen
minutes to those who came, and always returned for the evening daily
service as well. He visited the sick weekly, paid shivah (week-of-mourn-
ing) calls, attended committee meetings in the evenings, and met con-
gregants at all hours. He gave serious forty-minute lectures to the men’s
club each week, and hundreds of men attended on a regular basis. He
did oral book reviews for the sisterhood. Agus also started adult educa-
tion institutes for the whole community, attended by thousands. He
planned the curriculum for the Beth El schools and taught the post-bar
mitzvah class. He produced a siddur (prayer book) for everyday use that
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allowed services to be of a moderate length. He also changed the
content of the services for late Friday night, Saturday morning, and
holidays in ways that retained the traditional core of the liturgy but
made the services more aesthetically pleasing, intellectually challenging,
and time-efficient. His approach to services included intellectual ser-
mons and beautiful congregational singing—all in a two-hour package.
Congregants came on time and participated.

As a consequence of all this effort, Beth El moved to new suburban
surroundings in 1960, reopened its membership rolls, and grew to a
congregation of more than fifteen hundred families. It was typical of
Agus that in the construction of the new building he worked closely
with the architects and designers to ensure that it would be both
aesthetic and Jewishly pleasing.

Here a word needs to be said about Agus’ view on the role of women
in the synagogue. Consistent with his more general theological position,
he felt that artificial barriers to the full participation of women should
be eliminated. However, he cautioned that societal change must occur
at a pace and in a manner that allowed people’s sensibilities to evolve
and new means of order and value-teaching to develop. He was very
concerned that the family be strengthened, not weakened, and feared
that a radical transformation rather than measured progress on the role
of women would disrupt the family and social order. In line with this
understanding, he established a bas mitzvah ceremony on Friday nights
because the issue of a woman’s receiving an aliyah (call to the Torah)
had not yet been addressed by the Rabbinical Assembly. Once it was,
and once the assembly’s CJLS approved aliyot for women—with Agus’
active support as a member of the committee—he instituted the prac-
tice at Beth El. Likewise, when the counting of women in the minyan
was approved by the CJLS with Agus’ endorsement, Beth El followed
suit.

The issue of female rabbis proved more complex. Agus felt that the
CJLS should address the subissues of women as judges, witnesses, and
shlichit tzibbur (leaders of public prayer) before that of rabbi. For political
reasons, the Jewish Theological Seminary addressed the issue by setting
up a commission, whose report attempted to skirt these halakic issues.
R. Agus was upset at the process—he thought the report was deliber-
ately disingenuous in not addressing the other issues of status, since
everyone knew that once ordained, female rabbis would perform all of
the functions not addressed. Though he agreed with the result, he
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disagreed with the process. Therefore, in a move that surprised both the
left and the right, he led a group of Rabbinical Assembly members in
rejecting the report’s recommendation.

During the 1950s, despite his congregational responsibilities, Agus
continued his scholarly work. He was a regular contributor to a variety
of Jewish periodicals, such as the Menorah Journal, Judaism, Midstream,
and The Reconstructionist, and he served on several of their editorial
boards. He also published on occasion in Hebrew journals. At the same
time, he began to teach at Johns Hopkins University in an adjunct
capacity, lecture at Bnai Brith institutes, and speak at colleges and
seminaries around the country. In 1959 he published his well-known
study The Evolution of Jewish Thought, an outgrowth of his lectures.

During this period, Agus also took an active interest in national and
international affairs. A firm supporter of Franklin D. Roosevelt during
the 1930s and 1940s and a supporter of the creation of the United
Nations, he distrusted socialism and hated communism. However, he
believed in the necessity of moderate dialogue with the Soviet Union
and supported public figures such as Adlai Stevenson who advocated a
less belligerent relationship with the USSR. He was a significant oppo-
nent of Senator Joseph McCarthy and openly fought McCarthyism,
testifying on behalf of individuals who were under suspicion, and he
invited Professor Owen Lattimore of Johns Hopkins University to lec-
ture at Beth El. Agus fought for the limitation of nuclear weapons, even
for nuclear disarmament. He even disregarded a federal requirement
that Beth El build a nuclear shelter, arguing that such an action legiti-
mated the idea of nuclear war. He supported the Civil Rights move-
ment and efforts to desegregate Baltimore, though he opposed affirma-
tive action programs as unfair and had a visceral fear of black inner-city
violence, which threatened many Jewish shopkeepers. He was an early
and consistent opponent of the Vietnam War and supported the antiwar
political positions of Senators Eugene McCarthy and George McGov-
ern. In the 1970s, Agus was an active participant in an interfaith group
started by Sargent Shriver to discuss the intersection of religion and
politics.

Beginning in 1968, Agus, while continuing his rabbinical duties
in Baltimore, accepted a joint appointment as professor of Rabbinic
Civilization at the new Reconstructionist Rabbinical College (RRC)
in Philadelphia and at Temple University. Though not a reconstruction-
ist, Agus had a long-standing relationship with Mordecai Kaplan, the
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founder of the reconstructionist movement, and he respected what
promised to be a serious and innovative rabbinical training program.
Agus taught in this capacity until the end of the academic year in 1970,
when he resigned from the RRC in a dispute over the curriculum and
the amount of Talmud students should be required to learn. The faculty
wanted to reduce the hours devoted to talmudic study, while Agus
wanted to increase them. However, he retained his professorship at
Temple University and continued to teach graduate courses at that
institution until 1980, when he resigned and accepted an adjunct ap-
pointment at Dropsie College in Philadelphia. He held this position
until 1985, when his health would no longer permit the heavy schedule
of travel that professorship entailed. Agus also had served as visiting
professor in 1966 at the Rabbinical Seminary in Buenos Aires, affiliated
with the Jewish Theological Seminary of America.

In addition to formal teaching, R. Agus taught the members of the
local rabbinate on numerous occasions over the years. When he first
came to Baltimore, he assisted local Conservative and R eform rabbis on
an informal basis. In later years he gave seminars to rabbis in the
Baltimore-Washington area on a bimonthly basis. Agus came to be
known as the “rabbi of the rabbis” in the Baltimore-Washington area,
because rabbis from all denominations of Judaism came to him not only
to learn but also for advice on both personal and halakic issues. While
his teaching was well known, the personal contacts were in confidence.
The rabbis did invite him to speak before their congregations on a
regular basis; for example, for a number of years he was invited to give
a series of four lectures a year as part of the Sunday Scholar Series at
Washington (Reform) Hebrew Congregation. Also, over the years stu-
dents at the Ner Israel ultra-Orthodox yeshiva in Baltimore would
come to see Agus at his house late at night to study Talmud. This study
was kept secret because if it had become known, it would have resulted
in the students’ expulsion from Ner Israel.

Another environment in which Agus taught was Christian seminar-
ies. He lectured at Woodstock (Jesuit), Union Theological in New
York City, and St. Mary’s Seminary in Baltimore. St. Mary’s is the
largest school for Catholic priests in the United States and is under the
direct supervision of the Vatican. R. Agus was the first nonpriest,
let alone Jew, officially authorized by the Vatican to teach Catholic
seminarians. He lectured on the Jewish background and content of the
Gospels for over ten years on a regular basis.
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During the 1960s and 1970s, Agus was also active in projects that cut
across the lines of Jewish organizational life. For example, he became
involved in the recently founded organization of Jewish academic schol-
ars and helped to establish a Jewish Philosophical Society. He worked
with the American Jewish Committee at both the local and the national
level on various communal issues, with the Synagogue Council of
America on Jewish-Christian issues, and with a host of Jewish commu-
nal agencies.

In 1979—1980, Agus became part of a group of fifteen rabbis—five
Orthodox, five Conservative, and five Reform—that was put together
by the leaders of the Rabbinical Council of America (Orthodox), the
Rabbinical Assembly (Conservative), and the Central Committee of
American Rabbis (Reform) and that met in secret for a number of years
to explore issues of theology and practice. Much of the early work of
this group was based on papers prepared by Agus. He was very inter-
ested in and excited by this undertaking, as it brought him back into
contact with people from Yeshiva University, including R. Joseph
Lookstein, an old mentor. He found significant areas of commonality
among the movements and even harbored some optimism that his quest
to create a viable, religiously based Judaism for America would begin to
move forward. Unfortunately, his illnesses and other factors aborted this
effort.

From the 1950s, Agus likewise was active in the Jewish-Christian
dialogue, in the hope of reducing anti-Semitism and helping to restruc-
ture the Christian understanding of Jews and Judaism. He worked
closely with the American Jewish Committee in developing interfaith
programs and was directly involved in relationships with Cardinal Bea
that bore fruit in Vatican II. He worked with the National Council of
Christians and Jews and actively participated in interfaith conversations,
programs, and education at the local and state levels.

R. Agus became rabbi emeritus at Beth El in 1980. From 1980 to
1986, despite poor health, he continued his academic work, publishing
his last book, The Jewish Quest, in 1983. He died on the twenty-third
day of Elul, September 26, 1986.

THOUGHT

Despite all his rabbinical teaching and public roles, Jacob Agus is best
known as an important Jewish thinker and student of Jewish thought.
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This scholarly activity, which spanned nearly half a century—beginning
with his Harvard doctoral dissertation, which became his first book,
Modern Philosophies of Judaism (1941)—covers an enormous historical
and conceptual range, stretching from the biblical to the modern era.
Nothing Jewish was alien to Agus, and his research and reflections
involved talmudic, philosophical, and cabalistic sources, though quite
clearly the philosophical material had pride of place.

In Modern Philosophies of Judaism, Agus undertook the task of explicat-
ing and criticizing the work of the great German Jewish thinkers
Hermann Cohen, Franz Rosenzweig, and Martin Buber— Cohen and
Rosenzweig being little known in America at the time—as well as the
radical theology of Mordecai Kaplan. Among this group of seminal
thinkers, Agus was attracted most especially to the work of Franz
Rosenzweig: “The spirit which permeates his work perforce escapes
analysis. And that spirit is great and bright, glowing with the fire of
God” (209). In particular, Agus was drawn to Rosenzweig’s nonliteral,
nonpropositional theory of revelation, which, he argued, “will be found
to accord with an enlightened view of tradition and with the ways of
thinking of the earnestly critical modern mind” (350). Cohen he found
too abstract, his conception of God too distant from “the pattern of
religious emotion” (126). Buber, whom Agus saw as a mystic, according
to the criteria of mystical experience set out by William James,' is
criticized for his subjectivism— “Devotion uncontrolled by reason is a
greater danger to society than selfishness, history proves abundantly. We
find this truth scrawled all over the story of mankind, in letters of fire
and blood” (276)—and for his rejection of rational, objective criteria in
religious and ethical matters:

Those of us, however, who are constrained to judge the value of these
“inner calls” by external standards, may well feel uneasy at the total
absence of the rational element in the decision advocated by Buber. If
only we were certain that the call came from God! But, what if Satan
should intervene instead! How are we to tell the voice of the “Eternal
Thou” from that of the “demonic Thou?” (Is not Hitler, too, a mystic?)

Alternatively, Kaplan, though described as a rationalist and a pragmatist,
is found wanting because of internal contradictions within the structure
of his thought, the inability “to develop [his] own conception of God
to the point where it could serve as the basis of a life of religion” (315),
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and an excessive nationalism that, if not carefully counterpoised by “a
deep conviction in the reality of the universal value of ethics” (322),
could lead to disastrous consequences.

But interestingly, beyond the systematic differences among his four
subjects and his individual criticisms of their work, Agus found a com-
mon core in all of them. As distinctively Jewish thinkers, all were said
to recognize that

the moral law appears in consciousness as an absolute command, spurn-
ing all selfish and unworthy motives. It can only be understood on its
own face value, as an objective law of action, deriving from the structure
of reality. An essential part of ethical experience is the feeling that there
is an outside source to our judgments of right and wrong, that the stamp
of validity attaches to our apprehensions of the rightness and wrongness
of things.

This conviction is not only common to the philosophers discussed
in this book; it constitutes the main vantage point of their respective
philosophies. While they express this fluid intuition in radically different
ways, they agree in founding their systems of thought upon it. (330)

This conviction was also Agus:

The intuition of the objective validity of ethical values must be taken
into consideration. In moments of intense moral fervor, we feel that
rightness and wrongness are eternally fixed in the scheme of things; that
it is not our own personal dictates and impulses that are the source of
ethical feeling; that the sense of authority attaching to our ethical judg-
ment is not derived either from the opinions of other men or from the
unconscious influence of society; that the things we call “good” and
“bad” are similarly designated by the Eternal One, Who stands outside
of us and yet dwells within us, speaking through our mouths in moments
of great, ethical exaltation.

This intuition is the basis of my philosophy and religion. I believe it,
not only because on many occasions it has come to me with dazzling
clarity, but, far more because this insight has been shared by the great
thinkers of humanity, in particular, by the religious geniuses of Israel.

(340—41)

All his later philosophical reflections are predicated on this religio-
ethical premise.
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Agus’ second book, Banner of Jerusalem: The Life, Times and Thought
of Abraham Isaac Kuk (1946), intended as a complement to Modern
Philosophies of Judaism, on its face dealt with a surprising subject for
Agus, given his modernizing sympathies, his reservations about nation-
alism—including certain formulations of Zionism—and his often se-
vere criticisms of cabala; for Rav Kook (Kuk) (b. 1865; d. 1935), the
first Ashkenazi chief rabbi of modern Palestine (1919—1935), was, vis-a-
vis halakah, a traditional rabbinical figure, an ardent religious Zionist,
and the most original and creative cabalist of the twentieth century. Yet
Agus, who shared much in the way of biography with R. Kook, was
drawn to Kook’s profound spirituality, his intense religious passion, his
concern for all Jews, his support of the rebirth of all types of Jewish life
in the renewed land of Israel, his unwaveringly religious Zionism, his
mystical embrace of all things as part of the divine life, his respect for
the religious potential of all men. Kook, for example, had written that

it was indeed proper that the whole content of holiness should have
reference to humanity in general, for the perception of holiness is univer-
sal and the content of holiness, the bond between man and God, is
independent of any nationality. This universal content would, in that
event, have appeared for Jews in a special Jewish garment, but the wave
of moral perversion that set in later in world history caused the elements
of holiness to be forgotten among all men. And a new creation was made
in Israel. . . . Nevertheless, there are still titans of the spirit who find the
cosmic element in the root of Adam’s soul, which still throbs in the heart
of mankind generally.

Agus also was drawn to Kook’ intense effort “to meet the manifold
challenges of modernism thru [sic/ the deepening of piety and the
inclusion therein of the new and aggressive values” (Banner, 20) and to
what Agus described in the “Preface to the Second Edition” of Banner
of Jerusalem (retitled High Priest of Rebirth) as Kook’s “generous, outgoing
humanism” (High Priest, ix):

The ritual of Judaism is designed to replenish the mystical springs of
idealism in human society. Loyalty to Israel, [Kook] taught, was wholly
in accord with unalloyed faithfulness to humanism, since Israel was “the
ideal essence of humanity” With all his intense nationalism, he never
allowed himself to forget that the ultimate justification of nationalism
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consisted in the good that it might bring to the whole race of mankind.
(High Priest, 240)

It is also most probable that Agus was drawn to R. Kook because he
saw in various of R. Kook’s halakic enactments a prototype for his own
halakic reforms. Thus, for example, one feels the passion in Agus’
reprise of Kook’s creative stand on the question of the observance of
sh’mittah (the biblical law that in the seventh year the land should not
be cultivated or worked) in the fledgling agricultural settlements of the
renewed Jewish community in Palestine. R. Kook, developing an earlier
ruling, allowed for sale of the land to a gentile as a way of circumventing
the strict rule that agricultural work cease during the “sabbatical year of
the land.” Despite intense opposition from many in the Orthodox
community, Kook held firm, and his ruling was adopted by most of the
religious agricultural settlements. Here is R. Agus’ description of
R. Kook’s moral courage during and after this religious crisis:

Aware of the undeserved abuse heaped upon him by many who sought
to make partisan, political capital out of the affair, but, certain of the
rightness of his position, he did not permit even a drop of rancor to
enter his mind. As soon as the storm of controversy subsided, the Jewish
world in Palestine and abroad recognized in him, not only a great
Talmudic scholar, but one of the gentle saints in Israel. Almost despite
himself, he became a central figure in world Jewry, the symbol of
brave and adventurous leadership in Orthodox Judaism and the hero for
thousands of young yeshivah students in every part of the globe. Those
who maintained that Orthodox Judaism was not rigid and petrified,
hopelessly caught in the paralyzing grip of ancient law and doctrine,
were able to point to the rabbi of Jaffa as proof of the pliancy, adaptability
and courage of genuine Orthodox leadership. (High Priest, 83)

For Agus, this type of religious leadership was required more generally
within the Orthodox world; and in certain real ways he worked to
effect, as he saw it, similar halakic transformations within the orbit of
American Jewry. What Agus said of R. Kook might also be taken as the
theme of Agus’ own life’s work:

He transformed Orthodoxy by reviving the components of humanism
and secular culture in the Jewish tradition. And he appealed to the
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secularists to appreciate and reverence the depths of mystery, out of
which spring man’s genuine values. He lived “on the boundary” between
the sacred and the secular, between the mystique of particularism and
the outreach of universalism. And it is to this boundary that we must
find our way in every generation. (High Priest, xiii)

In 1954, R. Agus continued his significant publishing activity with a
collection of essays titled Guideposts in Modern Judaism. In the opening
essay, “The Impact of American Culture,” Agus expressed his admira-
tion for American liberalism, his strong (correct) belief that Zionism
cannot be a substitute religion for American Jews—though critical of
this vicarious Zionism and various political forms of Zionism, he was a
Zionist and defended the basic concept of a Jewish state in the land of
Israel—his (correct) view that anti-Semitism is receding as an important
issue in forming Jewish identity in America, his (correct) view that
ethnicity is declining as a factor in Jewish identity in America, and his
judgment that religion in America is distinctively pragmatic in tone and
value. The second, quite provocative essay is an extended review and
critique of various trends in the modern branches of Judaism. Agus is,
not surprisingly, a keen critic of all the various conceptual efforts that
have been advanced to explain, justify, or alter Judaism in the modern
period. His critical comments on the philosophy of halakah of his
former close friend, Rav Joseph Soloveitchik, are notable (37—44), while
his own sympathy for the Conservative movement is clear in his analysis
of that movement’s handling of halakic matters (133—37).

The third essay in Guideposts, “The Jewish Community,” revolves
around the seminal issue of nationalism, that is, how and in what sense
Judaism is Zionism. In particular, the essay is critical of Ahad Ha’Am’s
and Mordecai Kaplan’s cultural form of Zionism and of the classical
Zionist doctrine, espoused by David Ben-Gurion, among others, of
“the negation of the diaspora” (shelilat ha-golah). (Agus was critical of all
purely secular forms of Zionism, all forms of Zionism that called for the
“normalization” of the Jewish people, and all efforts to deny the legiti-
macy of the golah—Jewish life outside the land of Israel.) In America,
Judaism must dominate the Jewish agenda as religion, not nationalism.
The fourth essay, “Ends and Means of Jewish Life in America,” origi-
nally published in the Menorah Journal in 1949, argues the same point
but advances the argument by introducing an idea that henceforth
would be central to Agus’ general position on Jewish matters: what he
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calls the “meta-myth” and defines as “that indeterminate but all-too-
real plus in the consciousness of Jewish difference, as it is reflected in the
minds of both Jews and Gentiles” (Guideposts, 181). For non-Jews, this
meta-myth manifests itself in the belief that

the Jew is different in some mysterious manner. In the imagination of
the untutored he may appear to be now partaking of divine qualities,
now bordering on the diabolical, now superhuman in his tenacity, now
subhuman in his spiteful determination to survive; but always, in some
dim sense, the traditional stereotype of the Jew held by the Gentiles
includes the apprehension of deep cosmic distinction from the rest of
humanity.

This feeling has been reflected in the mythological substructure of
antisemitism from its very origins. (Guideposts, 181)

Both positive and negative aspects of Jewish-Gentile relationships over
time—and here Agus includes both anti-Semitism and Zionism—have
been directed, affected, and shaped by this belief. But Agus opposes this
myth in all its forms. Instead, he again argues for optimism about the
status of the Jew in America and for the centrality of the religious
dimension in American Jewish life. Agus’ moral idealism, his unceasing
universalism, never wavers:

The true Jewish way is to rise above the hatred by recognizing it as a
universal evil, found in ourselves as well as in others, and to labor for its
cure both within ourselves and in the total society of which we are a
part.

By cleaving to the spiritual interpretation of Jewish experience we
provide a means for the non-religious among us to progress in the realm
of the spirit through their Jewish identification. To be sure, we have now
shown how the gulf in many men’s minds between adherence to spiritual
values and the convictions of religion may be bridged. There is in fact a
plus of conviction in religious faith, with regard to the roots in eternity
of spiritual values, which cannot be obtained by the cultivation of a
humanist attitude alone. Spiritually minded people will still find congre-
gational life the best means of continuing their own spiritual progress,
through self-identification with Jewish experience in the religious inter-
pretation, and by promoting its values in the social grouping of which
they are a part. (Guideposts, 201)
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This cardinal theme is further developed in “Building Our Future in
America.” While continuing to criticize the notion of a Jewish “mis-
sion,” Agus here advocates what he calls “the concept of a ‘creative
minority, ” by which he means that the American Jewish community
should emphasize “autonomy, on creativeness, [which] will cherish and
foster whatever cultural and spiritual values are generated by every
individual interpretation, every aspiration, within the community”

(Guideposts, 213). That is to say:

A “creative minority” is, first, a minority that senses its underlying and
essential unity with the general population, even as it is conscious of its
own distinguishing attributes. We are not as a lonely island, battered by
the endless waves of the encircling ocean, but one of a chain of islands
which form a solid continuous range beneath the raging, restless surface.
Distinctive as our history and tradition are, they yet constitute a vital part
of the realm of ideas and experience upon which American civilization
is based. Thus we are part of Christian culture, though apart from it;
and, even as we cherish and cultivate our own specific heritage, we must
not ignore the massive historical reality, the “Judeo-Christian tradition,”
which forms the spiritual substratum of Western civilization.

Secondly, a “creative minority” evolves new values for the general
community, of which it is a part, out of the peculiar circumstances which
set it apart. While not officiously seeking to lead or teach or preach, it
expands the cultural horizons of the whole community by developing
the implications of its unique position. In this sense the Jewish commu-
nity, by faithfully tracing out the inner logic of its traditions and devel-
oping the implicit truths of its peculiar status, might unfold fresh insights
for the guidance of the entire American nation.

Thirdly, a “creative minority” is value-centered and oriented to the
future. Neither exhausted by the elemental struggle for bare survival nor
overcome by the great glory of the past, its face is turned toward the
sunlight of spiritual growth. It refuses either to chafe vainly against the
boundaries that enclose it or to look above them with Olympian detach-
ment as if they did not exist. (Guideposts, 214—15)

The Jewish community will and should remain in America and can
flourish here, if it works to maintain and enhance its religio-spiritual
identity.

The remaining essays in Guideposts are more directly theological in
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nature, beginning with a two-part essay titled “A Reasoned Faith” and
subtitled “The Idea of God.” The first half of this essay tries, with
considerable success, to establish the conceptual basis for a knowledge
of God; the second half deals with God as known through our experi-
ence. Here Agus argues for the intuitionist position: “When we are face
to face with a striking truth, an act of triumphant goodness or an event
of surpassing beauty, we recognize the quality of time-transcending
reality, as an immediate, direct experience, and we thrill to it as a fact,
not merely a reasoned argument” (Guideposts, 257). The most important
theological claim advanced in this essay, however, is that God is to be
conceived of in personal rather than impersonal terms:

Shall we think of Him in physical-philosophical terms such as Principle,
Power, Absolute, Form or Cause, or shall we employ the personalistic-
biblical terms of Father, the Merciful One, the Living God? Manifestly,
the only concept which, in our experience constitutes the polar opposite
to the concept of mechanical causation. Yet, God is not the Self or Soul
of the universe, but, as the Kabbalists correctly pointed out, He is the
Soul of the Soul, etc. of the universe. And we have no way of knowing
how many links there be found in the spiritual chain of being. (Guide-
posts, 268)

The second theological paper deals with the absolutely essential and
Jewishly unavoidable issue of “Torah Mi-Sinai,” that is, the nature and
claims of revelation. Rejecting the rejection of faith while affirming the
authenticity of revelation, yet aware of the philosophical problems that
the traditional, literalist notion of revelation has engendered in the
modern world, Agus attempts to steer a middle ground that argues for
the reality of nonpropositional revelation. God speaks to us in our
ethical intuition, in our religious feeling (piety), and in moments of
inspiration—our ethical intuitions being the most “objective” category
(Guideposts, 288) —rather than in the literal legal and historical formula-
tions of the Bible:

Since revelation occurs between man and God, it is obviously unscien-
tific and therefore untruthful to assume that the human or particular
element is not felt in the content of revelation. Inevitably, the “Torah
speaks the language of men,” in all its finiteness, limitation and particular-
ity. Thus, objectively, God’s speech is not verbal expression; God’s com-
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mand is not a specific precept; God’s behest is not the fire, clamor and
whirlwind of dogmatic rivalries. (Guideposts, 291—92)

What makes Judaism distinctive—what makes Judaism, Judaism—is
that it translates this encounter with God into legal categories— “the
command of God,” (296), the halakah:

Halachah is for us the way in which God’s word is progressively being
shaped into ways of life. This view is in perfect harmony with our
historical knowledge of the evolution of Halachah. The laws of Halachah
were not only consciously ordained for the purpose of fostering the
“normative” consciousness; they were also in part subconsciously
evolved out of the inner religious drive, to translate “feeling” into “law.”
In this way, the regimen of Halachah made the observant Jew feel that
the whole world was encompassed by the sway of Divine Law. (Guide-

posts, 297)

However, the halakah is, like all products of revelation, an admixture of
human and divine elements:

We must make it clear from the objective viewpoint that the revealed
character of Jewish legislation refers to the general subconscious spritual
drive which underlies the whole body of Halachah, not to the details of
the Law. The vital fluid of the Torah-tree derives from the numinous soil
of the Divine, but the actual contours of the branches and the leaves are
the product of a variety of climatic and accidental causes. It is of the very
essence of the reasoning process to recognize that the particular is acci-
dental and contingent. . . . All that we can and do affirm is the Divine
character of the principle of Halachah. From the viewpoint of history,
we know that the Shulchan Aruch did not spring fullblown from the
mind of Moses. It is the product of gradual evolution, in which diverse
social and economic factors were conjoined with those of a purely
religious character. (Guideposts, 2908—99)

And the outcome of this complex, evolutionary, historical process,
according to Agus’ criteria, allows for change, modification, and inno-
vation in the halakah—Dbut not for the rejection of the Law itself, that
is, a full denial of the category of halakah per se.

Agus then applies this understanding of the halakah in the next three
essays, which are devoted, respectively, to (1) “Law in Conservative
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Judaism”; (2) “Laws as Standards”; and (3) “Pluralism in Law.”” He
rightly recognizes the fundamental difference between his understand-
ing of halakah (also that of the Conservative movement) and that of the
Orthodox tradition. With honesty he acknowledges, “Manifestly, then,
the Conservative movement cannot be described as falling within the
limits of ‘Halachah’—true Judaism. On the other hand, it does not
reject ‘Halachah’ in the slightest in theory and it does not accept
Halachah very largely in practice” (Guideposts, 310—11). Alternatively,
he contends that, for the Conservative movement, “the present is more
determinative than the past” (312); and therefore the movement must
depend on the legitimacy of its own considered takkanot (rabbinical
enactments), in order to modernize the halakah as it deems necessary.
To aid in this process, Agus supported the creation of a modern Sanhe-
drin, empowered to make halakic change as necessary:

I would therefore suggest the creation of a Synhedrin-Academy to
consist of Jewish scholars and leaders in every field of culture and
achievement, chosen from among the world-wide community of Israel.
Meeting annually, this convocation of the best representatives of the spirit
of Judaism would deal with the moral and spiritual problems of the land
of Israel, of the Jewish people, and of humanity. Its discussions and
decisions would, of course, not be binding upon the government of
Israel, though it would no doubt take up for review and critical appraisal
the moral issues involved in the debates and proceedings of the Kenesset.

The discussions of the Synhedrin-Academy, constituting as they would
a running commentary upon the varied problems of the Jew in particular
and of man in general, would in time perhaps come to form a new
Talmud, expressive of the best thought of our time. World Jewry, through
its leading representatives, would be given the opportunity to think
together, and to unfold the implications of Jewish tradition for the
understanding of the crises of our own day and age. (Guideposts, 376—77)

Guideposts’ collection of essays ends with two critical book reviews:
the first of Mordecai Kaplan’s The Future of the American_Jew (New York,
1948), the second of The Theology of Paul Tillich, volume 1 in the
Library of Living Theology (New York, 1953).

R. Agus’ fourth major publication was Ewvolution of Jewish Thought
(1959). Growing out of a variety of teaching contexts, this study sets
out to provide an educated review of the main historical stages of Jewish
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thought. It opens with chapters on the Bible and the Rabbinic period—
including, interestingly, a chapter on “The Secession of Christianity”
(chapter 4)—and then moves through “The Rise of Jewish Rational-
ism” (chapter 6), “The Decline of Rationalism” (chapter 7), cabala
(chapter 9), Hasidism (chapter 10), and “The Age of Reason.” This last
chapter analyzes the work of Baruch Spinoza and Moses Mendelssohn
and the repercussive intellectual and political issues that arose from the
debate over Jewish emancipation after the French Revolution. The
specific character and the academic strengths and weaknesses of individ-
ual aspects of this long and fascinating history, as retold by Agus, are
treated at length in several of the original essays in the companion
volume to the present anthology. For my part, I would call attention
not only to Agus’ wide erudition and mastery of the entire range of
rabbinical philosophical, and cabalistic materials but, more importantly,
to his methodological insight:

In this volume, we propose to show that Judaism in nearly every age
resembled an Oriental tapestry in the plenitude of colors and shades it
embraced and unified. The comparative unity of law and custom con-
cealed the great diversity of thought and sentiment. Within the authentic
field of Jewish consciousness we recognize an unending struggle between
the self-exaltation of romantic nationalism and the self-dedication of
prophetism; between the austere appeal of ruthless rationality and the
beguiling seduction of self-flattering sentiments; between the gentle
charm of moralistic and pietistic devotions and the popular preference
for routinized rites and doubt-proof dogmas. The mighty tensions within
the soul of contemporary Western man were reflected faithfully and
clearly in the currents and cross-currents of the historic stream of Juda-
ism. (Evolution, 6)

In contradistinction to older, monolithic renderings of the Jewish past,
Agus here expresses the most important insight generated by the best
modern Jewish scholarship, namely, that Judaism is a “rich spectrum of
colors ranging from the twilight moods of mysticism to the stark clarity
of rationalism, from the lofty heights of universal idealism to the dark
depths of collective ‘sacred egoism’ ” (400).

Yet despite this diversity, this absence of a central authority, this
tolerance of various intellectual approaches and understandings, there
was an abiding “unity of the Jewish tradition.” This lay
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in the text, the context and the emphasis of all schools in Judaism. The
unity of a river consists of the bedrock and banks of the channels through
which it flows, the intermingling of the tributaries in the course of its
flow and the impetus of direction shared by its waters. In Judaism, the
unity of source is the chain of sacred literature, the unity of source is the
chain of sacred literature, the unity of bedrock is the social structure of
Jewish life and the unity of impetus is the quest for the realization of the
Godlike qualities of the human personality. The text is the series of
sacred documents, the Pentateuch, Bible and Talmud, and all the varied
books of the classical tradition. All interpreters of Judaism, as far as their
ideas may range, return for inspiration and guidance to the same sacred
books. There exists also the unifying code of conduct regulating worship,
home ritual and everyday life. (Evolution, 413)

Despite Agus’ desire to “modernize” central aspects of classical Judaism,
he was too rooted in the rabbinical tradition to fail to understand (and
to want that) some residue of vital meaning and authority remain in the
canonical texts of the tradition and in the ongoing Jewish community.
However, with regard to the Jewish people, Judaism, and the Jewish
community, Agus is quick to add—sensitive to the criticism regularly
directed at Jews and Judaism, that they are “narrow-minded” and paro-
chial in their interests and concerns—that Jews and Judaism need be
neither of these things. In particular, he reinterprets the doctrine of
Israel’s chosenness, of the Jews as the “chosen people,” in this way:

Is it the intention of this concept that the people ought to be dedicated
to the ideals of God, or does it mean that the life of the people is
supremely important because the ideals of God are attached to it? The
two alternatives do not appear to be mutually exclusive. Yet there is a
real choice between the two attitudes in every concrete situation. In the
one case the community acts as a “prophet-people,” gauging its policies
by means of universal, ethical principles and sacrificing its own temporal
welfare for the sake of its ideals. In the other case the welfare of the
nation itself is ranked as the supreme value and embraced with the
wholeheartedness and totality of devotion that is characteristic of genuine
piety. In effect the second alternative turns nationalism itself into a
zealous religion and all universal ideals are accorded only secondary
significance. The posture of a “prophet-people” is still assumed, but the
ideals of prophecy are no longer the goal of the nation’s existence and
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the measuring rod of its actions, only so much guise and disguise.
(Evolution, 419—20)

Ever sensitive to the universal ethical implications of religious dogmas,
Agus here once again deciphers the tradition in broad, humanistic, and
nonexclusivist terms.

Agus’ next major publication was his two-volume The Meaning of
Jewish History (1963). This can fairly be described as an ideological
history of the Jewish people from biblical times to the present. The
concern of the narrative is to show the breadth and diversity of Jewish
historical experience, its plural spiritual and political forms, while de-
mythologizing its essential character. In the course of his exposition,
Agus continually throws light on the dialectic between ethnic and
universal loyalties in this history, arguing against the ethnic, mystical,
romantic, and chauvinistic and for the ecumenical, rational, philosophi-
cal, and broadly humane elements within the tradition. The latter values
and principles are to be our model and guide into the Jewish future.

Two historical cases discussed at some length are especially notable.
The first, “The Jewish-Christian Schism,” is of unusual interest because
of Agus’ long and profound involvement in Jewish-Christian dialogue.
According to Agus, the missionizing success of Christianity was the
result of two phenomena. One was the specific Christian resolution of
the tension within Judaism between the Jewish people and others:

First, the tension between the Jewish people and humanity. It is not true
that the Christians were more universalist than the Jews, opening up the
boon of salvation to all men, while the Jews sought to keep the Promise
all to themselves. But it is true that Christianity was less nation-centered
than Judaism. The fact is that within Pharisaic Judaism there was a
powerful, liberal trend that aimed to disseminate the faith among the
nations and that taught “the pious of the nations have a share in the
world to come.” There was also a tendency to take account of the
monotheistic currents of piety, flowing beneath the surface trends of
paganism. On the other hand, in the first two centuries, Christian
thought was distinctly illiberal, discountenancing the belief that God
reveals Himself in different ways to different peoples. Did not the Fathers
consign the vast majority of mankind to perdition and open the gates of
paradise only to those who accepted their dogmas?
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Yet the Christian community was far better disposed for the winning
of converts than the Jewish people, precisely because it was a church, not
a historical-sociological group. The essential difference lay in the fact
that the Christian community consisted of individuals, who gained or lost
their own title to salvation. Anyone could enter and anyone could leave
this “Israel of the spirit.” The promise of salvation and the warning of
damnation were directed to the individual. In Judaism, the individual
could dissipate or enlarge his heritage, but the faith was still his heritage,
as a member of “the people.”

In Christianity, the balance between the individual and the historic
community was shattered by the rejection of “the people” as the focus
of Divine concern. Any number of individual Jews could enter the
Christian community, but “the people” as such was repudiated. (Meaning,
1:167—68)

The other phenomenon was the way in which the Church shattered
the tension, inherent in Judaism, between prophecy and priesthood:

The evolution of events was paradoxical. For in the beginning, it was the
renewal of the mystical-ecstatic phase of prophecy that served as a substi-
tute for the priestly concern with ritual. To become a Christian was to
be baptized by the “Holy Spirit.” (Meaning, 1:168)

The second case concerns the development of the Talmud. As a true
talmid chacham, Agus knew his Talmud, and therefore his reflections on
its creation, organization, and meaning—in light of his liberal philoso-
phy of halakah—are full of theological interest. He does not disguise
the narrow aspects of talmudic teaching—for example, regarding the
difference between Israel and the nations—but he is at pains to indicate
that the opposite tendencies are to be found in the Talmud as well. And
he leaves no doubt as to where his preferences lie:

Within the Talmud, the tension between humanism and ethnicism was
continuous and unresolved. It was possible for Talmud-trained people to
effect their own resolution of these conflicting trends, some magnifying
the one aspect of the tradition and some emphasizing the other aspect.
As we have noted previously, the masses of the people probably inclined
toward the pole of ethnic pride and prejudice, while the saintly few
thought in universal and humanistic terms. (Meaning, 1:222)
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In the second volume of The Meaning of Jewish History, Agus takes his
narrative forward into the medieval and modern eras. Of the two
chapters on the medieval period, the first is a rather long essay on
what might be called Jewish social history. It intelligently, and with
considerable historical learning, seeks to explore the perplexing issue of
Jewish survival in this hostile epoch. Agus rightly stresses that Jews
were subjects, as well as objects, who took responsibility for their
circumstances and acted to defend their interests and assure their collec-
tive survival. And Agus pays special attention to the role of messianism
in this historical context (Meaning, 2:269—80). The second essay deals
critically with what Agus calls “The Triumph of Subjectivism: Qabba-
lah.” Agus is fundamentally unsympathetic to this tradition of esoteric
speculation, which he describes in this way:

While philosophy seeks to explain life in terms of the categories of
spirit—Ilogic, ethics, and esthetic harmony— Qabbalah aims to take ac-
count of man’s existence, especially the destiny of the Jew, in terms of
the categories of lift—the rhythms of the Divine Being and the various
emanations deriving from it. To the philosopher, all human history is
ultimately reducible to mechanical forces and mathematical formulae. To
the Qabbalist, all explanations are ultimately the narration of a series of
events in the Divine Pleroma (the Emanations and Sefiroth), which stands
between God and man. Yet Qabbalah is not altogether a reversion to
pagan mythology, since the impetus of monotheism is still contained
within it. The Qabbalist strains with all the powers of personality toward
the dark, comforting shadows of insulated piety, but there is a desperate
tension in his soul for he has been driven from the paradise of naivete by
the subtle serpent of speculation.

It is important to take a good look at the bizarre pattern of Qabbalistic
speculations, for Qabbalah was not merely a temporary aberration of
Medieval Jews. As a matter of fact, Qabbalah captured the Jewish mind
at the end of the fifteenth century, at the very time when the diverse
movements of Renaissance, Reformation, and Counter-R eformation
were struggling for supremacy. Steadily through the sixteenth and eigh-
teenth centuries, it dominated the minds of Jewish thinkers. (Meaning,
2:287—88)

Agus attributes the power and attraction of cabalistic thought to the
oppressive situation in which Jews found themselves in the late medieval
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and early modern eras. Amid the brutality and persecution, cabala
provided a “pious fantasy” that consoled the Jewish people while they
waited “supinely for the Messiah” (2:289). Agus’ understanding of
cabala is not flattering, and there is more to be said about the nature of
cabalistic teachings than Agus says, but he is certainly correct in his
historical judgment that

Qabbalah . .. aided the Jew in his struggle for survival under adverse
conditions, but it also separated him from any intellectual-ethical com-
munion with the emerging society of mankind. It provided an exciting
mythology, elevating every Jewish custom and every nuance of the
liturgy to the rank of a world-saving enterprise. At the same time,
the speculative notions and the debris of ancient philosophical systems
contained within its volumes offered substitute satisfactions to the insis-
tent quest of the intellectuals. But these services of Qabbalah were
purchased at the high price of deepening the isolation of the Jew. The
ritual barriers were raised higher. Even more important, the division
between Jew and Gentile was now univerally assumed to be one of
metaphysical substance and origin. It was no longer a matter of belief
that separated the Jew from “the nations,” but the fact that the Jewish
souls were derived from the Divine Being, while the souls of the nations
were sparks from the satanic Pleroma of shells, the so called “other side”
(Sitra Ahra). On this basis, there could not possibly be any kind of
intellectual contact between Jews and Gentiles. (Meaning, 2:295)

In his treatment of the modern period, Agus begins by tracing the
influence of cabala in Sabbatianism (seventeenth century) and Hasidism
(eighteenth century). He then turns to the process of emancipation in
Western Europe and retells the familiar tale of Spinoza; Mendelssohn;
the Haskalah; the “Jewish Question” before, during, and after the
French Revolution; early Zionism; bundism; Napoleon; romanticism;
Reform Judaism; Dubnow’s “autonomism”; and the rise of modern
anti-Semitism. Agus has read widely on all these matters, makes sober
judgments (whether or not one agrees with all of them), and is, in
general, a reliable guide to this complex historical development. What
make the exercise interesting are Agus “opinionated” views on nearly
every subject reviewed. He knows who the “good guys” and the “bad
guys” are—and he has thought through the merits of the various
ideological positions reported on.
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In the “Epilogue,” Agus discusses the rebirth of the State of Israel and
the state of Jewish life in America. One must remark that the thirty-
odd years since the publication of the The Meaning of Jewish History have
shown Agus to be about half right in his view for the future of Arab—
Israeli relations and of American Jewry—half right on the former
because, while his insistence that peace was achievable has been proven
true in the peace with Egypt, Jordan, and the accord with the Palestine
Liberation Organization, his idealism that caused him to counsel:

At this writing, we cannot foretell the course of Israel’s development,
nor can we outline a specific policy for immediate implementation. But
this can be said with certainty, the moral health and the very life of Israel
depend upon its finding ways to win over the Arabs. The task is not one
of concluding pacts with the neighboring governments, but of achieving
true bonds of fraternity with the Arab people. To this end, the Arabs within
Israel’s borders and those encamped on its periphery must be converted
into a bridge of friendship between the two ancient peoples. By working
for them and with them, smoldering hates can be transmuted into a new
blaze of amity and unity. (Meaning, 2:466)

still seems out of touch with the harsh mass situation on the ground.

Likewise, Agus’ optimism vis-a-vis America was largely correct. The
United States has proven to be a “golden land” of unlimited opportuni-
ties for Jews, especially in the last thirty years. Yet the corresponding
erosion in commitment to the identity and precepts of Judaism—indi-
cated most clearly by the rate of intermarriage—within the American
Jewish community is unprecedented and threatens the very shape and
enduring vitality of the community.

In 1966, Agus published his mature views on Jewish ethics in The
Vision and the Way. Polarity again dominates his thought. Ethics is
born of two sources, the intellect and feeling. Jewish ethics is notable,
commendable, by virtue of the fact that it manages to hold these two
“pillars” in creative tension. In consequence, the transrational vision
which asserts that God is the source of all goodness and beyond human
judgment is balanced by “the Way of ‘justice and righteousness, ” that
is, a rational, universal ethic which requires that ethical norms be subject
to human investigation and judgment: “To believe in God, Who is
beyond Nature and unlike all things, and, at the same time, to insist that
the moral-rational Way, as it is manifest in the light of reason, is a
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revelation of His Will—this dual conviction establishes the central
polarity in biblical religion” (Vision and Way, 33).

Agus traces this fruitful polarity through the main ethical categories
of Jewish thought and life. He draws a rich picture of Jewish ethics from
the talmudic texts that provide an image of an “Ideal Society” —with
its concern for social justice, the poor, and the oppressed; its “massive
philanthropic enterprises” (Vision and Way, 63); and its hope for messi-
anic perfection, brought on by human deeds, at which time evil will be
finally eradicated and the good vindicated—and an “Ideal Personality”
(chapter 4) in which the moral “hero is the incarnation of the ideal(s)”
(73), an heir of the prophets, a person who blends priestliness and the
virtues of the “Disciple of the Wise” (78):

Unlike the saint, he never forgets the claims of humanity—of family, of
work, of innocent delights. He is aware of the “Evil Desire” and of the
many ways in which it corrupts man’s best intentions, but like the
philosopher, he reveres the regenerative and intellectual qualities of hu-
man nature. (Vision and Way, 79)

In addition, Agus deciphers “The Virtue of Obedience,” “The Infi-
nite Dimension of Purity,” “The Ethics of Self-R ealization,” and “Free-
dom and Determinism.” For each topic, he presents the tradition in its
variety, its strengths and limits. In sum, the book is, through his exten-
sive quotation of primary materials, mainly an anthology of rabbinical
doctrines on the good life, compiled by a master anthologizer.

In regard to the contemporary situation in comparative historical
perspective, Agus makes the important observation that

looking at the total spectrum of Jewish ethics, one sees that the popular
notion, that the Law governs every question in Judaism, is a fallacy. As
has been pointed out, there were indeed times when nearly all creative
principles were locked into the rigid categories of an all-embracing law
that was presumed to be God-given. But pan-halachism is more character-
istic of extremist Orthodoxy in the modern period than of the pre-
modern tradition. In the Talmud the cast-iron logic of legalism was
balanced by several factors—the projection of an ethical domain “be-
yond the law” (lifnim mishurat hadin), the recognition of the validity of
the mores and morals of civilized humanity (derech eretz), and by the
mystical or philosophical notions that were cultivated in esoteric circles.
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As late as the sixteenth century, when the Shulhan Aruch was codified,
the realm of Perfection beyond the Law was cultivated in pietistic and
mystical literature. (Vision and Way, 321)

He goes on to argue:

An analysis of the inner dynamics of Jewish ethics does not reveal a
monolithic philosophy of life. It is possible to resolve the tension between
the Vision and the Way by choosing any one of many positions within
the ethical-religious polarity. Tolerance of differences is a marked charac-
teristic of rabbinic discussions— “these and these are the words of the
Living God.” A broad consensus on any one issue may emerge at any
one time, but we can hardly dignify any one synthesis as being the
Jewish, or the “normative” one. (Vision and Way, 324)

Once again, Agus calls for a rational, nonracial, non-“in-group” ethic.
Such an inclusive ethic includes a concern for the world order, the
search for international justice, disarmament, the end of nuclear weap-
ons, and support for the United Nations so as to mitigate conflict and
prevent new crimes against humanity.

Tradition and Dialogue, published in 1971, continued Agus’ reflections
on a variety of contemporary issues. Here the essays concern the Jew-
ish—Christian dialogue; Agus’ ongoing dialogue with Arnold Toynbee
over the continuing vitality of Judaism (for Toynbee’s change of opinion
regarding Judaism, due to Agus’ influence, see volume 12 of Toynbee’s
A Study of History: Reconsiderations, which includes two essays by Agus
published as an appendix); his response to the “God is Dead” move-
ment, in two sympathetic but critical essays collected under the heading
“Dialogue with the New Atheists”; a variety of issues identified as
“Dialogue with Secular Ideologies”; and last, ten essays on internal
Jewish matters ranging from “The Prophet in Modern Hebrew Litera-
ture” to “The Concept of Israel” and “Assimilation, Integration, Segre-
gation: The Road to the Future.”

What strikes one in reading these diverse pieces is the breadth of
Agus’ Jewish learning. Not only are biblical, talmudic, medieval, and
modern sources critically evaluated, but Hebrew poets such as Hayim
Nahum Bialik and the modern Hebrew authors Saul Tchernichovsky,
J. H. Brenner, and Uri Zvi Greenberg are engaged in a serious and
informed way.
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In 1978, Agus published his next to last book, Jewish Identity in an
Age of Ideologies. This is a sustained effort both to situate the Jew and
Judaism vis-3-vis the most important European ideologies of the past
two hundred years and to view these ideologies from a Jewish perspec-
tive. He begins with Mendelssohn and the issue of Jewish-Christian
relations in the age of Enlightenment. He then reviews Immanuel
Kant’s hostility toward Judaism and the efforts by Jewish Kantians such
as Moritz Lazarus, Hermann Cohen, and Leo Baeck to bring about
some rapprochement between Kantianism and Judaism. He considers
the attitude of the German romantics toward religion, Judaism, and
religious reform, including a critique of Jewish “romantics,” that is,
those who deprecate the role of reason in the religious life, such as
Samuel David Luzzatto (1800-1865) and, in Agus’ controversial view,
Samson Raphael Hirsch (1808—1888). In chapter 4, titled “Are the Jews
‘Ahistorical’?” Agus takes up a critical dialogue with G.W.E Hegel’s
historicism and three Jewish responses thereto by, respectively, Samuel
Hirsch (1815-1889), Solomon Formstecher (1808-1889), and Nahman
Krochmal (1785-1840). Hirsch and Formstecher tried to meet Hegel’s
criticism of Judaism by calling for the internal reform of Judaism.
Krochmal, a far deeper thinker, tried to respond to Hegel by denying
the applicability of the Hegelian system to Judaism; that is, he argued,
in contradistinction to Hegel’s systemic claims, that Judaism is not sub-
ject to the normal laws of national development and decay that govern
other nations. Other schools and movements dealt with by Agus are
nationalism; socialism in its various forms, namely, bundism and Marx-
ism; Zionism; racism in its myriad forms; Bergsonian vitalism; Jewish
existentialism (Buber and Rosenzweig); biblical criticism; Barthianism
(Karl Barth [1886—1968]); and Toynbeeism (Arnold Toynbee). In every
instance Agus is a serious and respectful critic; in every dialogue he
makes the case for a liberal, humanistic, nonromantic Judaism, shorn of
the meta-myth of Jewish being. Though one can differ with Agus’
various judgments, one can never ignore or dismiss them. In the end,
he has accomplished what he set out to achieve in this work: to view
Judaism from both within and without as it struggles with modernity.

Agus’ last work, a collection of theological essays, was published in
1983 under the title The Jewish Quest. “The Jewish Quest,” he tells us,
“is to make oneself and the world fit for the indwelling of the Divine
Presence; theologically speaking, it is a yearning for the ‘kingdom of
heaven’ ” (vii). Here familiar themes are taken up, clarified, and deep-
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ened: America and the Jewish people, Jewish self-definition, classicism
and romanticism, the meta-myth, Zionism, holism, nonliteral revela~
tion, Jewish ethics, Judaism and the world community, Maimonides’
philosophical rationalism, the defense of Conservative Judaism, the
foundations for a modern revision of the halakah anti-Semitism, and
various aspects of the Jewish-Christian dialogue. To the end Agus was
sober, cautious, yet hopeful; opposed to fanaticism of all sorts; an enemy
of Jewish “self~mythification,” of “biblical claims of singularity and
uniqueness,” of “the seductive fantasies of self-glorification” ( Jewish
Quest, 10); suspicious of messianic and self-serving metaphysical claims;
and intensely committed to a demanding ethical vision that united all
peoples.

Agus’ philosophical and theological corpus can, in summation, be
seen as extensive, consequential, and provocative. Perhaps best charac-
terized as a neo-Maimonidean, Agus belongs to the long chain of
Jewish rationalists that includes Philo, Saadya, Maimonides, and Men-
delssohn, and which has been more recently represented so brilliantly
by Hermann Cohen. Like Cohen, of whom he wrote admiringly, Agus
held firm to the conviction that Judaism was explicable and defensible in
universal rational and ethical terms. Possessing their own deep spiritual
integrity, the classical sources of Judaism embodied a profoundly hu-
mane moral vision that was both philosophically compelling and meta-
physically attractive. Those who, out of religious frustration or a failure
of philosophical nerve, seek to turn away from rational analysis and
criteria in their deconstruction of Judaism and its God do a serious
disservice to the intellectual and spiritual tradition they seek to excavate
and defend. Here is the ground of Agus’ sharp disagreement with
Buber’s dialogical philosophy and his reservations about the work of
Abraham Joshua Heschel and other contemporary religious existential-
ists. Agus admired their religious intentions but faulted their method
and logic.

Agus was not a stranger to religious feelings or deep traditional
religious commitments; but he held that these necessary aspects of the
religious life must be regulated by constraints that only reason could
supply. Thus, for example, though a longtime colleague of Mordecai
Kaplan, he was critical of Kaplan’s reconstructionist views, not only
because they lacked grounding in the traditional halakic and intellectual
sources of Judaism but also because Kaplan’s systematic revision of
Judaism along functionalist anthropological and sociological lines was
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spiritually impoverished and impoverishing. God, for Agus, had to be
more than “the power that makes for salvation”; Jewish behavior had to
be more than sociologically defined “sancta,” and the obligations of
Torah and halakah more than pragmatic initiatives and psychological
panaceas. Indeed, it was this tension, this firmly held belief in the
necessity of holding onto a more traditional spirituality, that led Agus to
admire the genuine mystical personality of Rav Kook, even though he
was profoundly critical of the cabalistic Weltanschauung that defined
Kook’s entire thought world. Kook’s spirituality, his sense of the pres-
ence of the Living God, attracted Agus—not least because he shared
the same openness to the numinous.

Agus’ rationalism also separated him from all forms of romanticism,
the most important modern Jewish manifestations of this inclination
being found in certain versions of Zionism. While he defined himself
as a supporter and defender of the Jewish right to a national state,
Agus’ outspoken criticism of aspects of American Zionism—that is,
nationalism as a substitute for authentic religious commitment—made
him many enemies. In arguing for this position, he manifested an
attitude close to the intellectual-spiritual stance that had been struck by
Franz Rosenzweig, though Rosenzweig was writing in the 1920s, be-
fore the Shoah and the creation of the modern State of Israel. Like
Rosenzweig, and unlike Buber, Agus was suspicious of all forms of
nationalism, including Jewish nationalism. I believe his stance vis-a-vis
the State of Israel was too critical and that he was too optimistic with
regard to both the future of Jewish life in the diaspora, especially in
America, and Israeli-Arab relations, but he was certainly right to warn
of the pseudomessianic temptations that the creation of a renewed
Jewish state, and especially Jewish victory in 1967, has spawned. The
State of Israel need not be the messianic state for it to be Jewishly
necessary, legitimate, and worthy of our unwavering, though not un-
critical, support.

If Agus had serious reservations about the systematic work of other
nineteenth- or twentieth-century Jewish thinkers and movements, he
shared, in a broad sense, their call for halakic revision. This he did on
ethical and rational grounds—and here especially he becomes a “mod-
ern” thinker among the pantheon of modern thinkers, stretching from
the early reformers to certain contemporary feminists. However, even
in this area of fundamental concern, his approach was distinctive. As a
true talmid chacham, he demanded that the halakic changes he supported
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be undertaken in a way consistent with the spirit of the halakic process
as he understood it. In consequence, he was considered too conservative
and traditional for many of his Conservative rabbinical (and other)
contemporaries, while for the Orthodox (and certain members of the
Jewish Theological Seminary hierarchy) he was too radical.

Agus was also distinctively modern in his openness to interreligious
dialogue. Almost all major Jewish thinkers of the twentieth century—
for example, Baeck, Rosenzweig, Buber, and Heschel—have signifi-
cantly involved themselves in reevaluating the relationship of Judaism
and Christianity. Jacob Agus did likewise. Given his universal ethical
norms and broad humanistic concerns, this is in no way surprising.
Agus assumed that all people shared certain basic values, which were
then individually expressed in the world’s differing religious traditions.
It was this dialectic between the universal and the particular that lay at
the base of his deep, personal engagement in this area and that energized
his theological conversation with such dialogue partners as Arnold
Toynbee, Cardinal Bea, and Baltimore’s Catholic hierarchy. Then too,
like many Jewish thinkers before him—Philo, Maimonides, Mendels-
sohn, Cohen, and Rosenzweig—his participation in ecumenical dia-
logue was not free of apologetic concerns; that is, he sought to defend
Judaism against its detractors and to share its spiritual and intellectual
resources with others on the assumption that non-Jews could benefit
from its distinctive wisdom.

Taken altogether, Agus pursued his own unique, quite American
modernizing vision, which ardently sought to remain in touch with the
wellsprings of the rabbinical tradition while being open to the intellec-
tual and moral currents of his own time.

CONCLUSION

The selections from R. Agus’ writings in this volume and the selectors’
original essays in the new companion volume titled American Rabbi: The
Life and Thought of Jacob B. Agus (New York, 1996) consider the main
aspects of Agus’ life and work in more detail. They flesh out the
broad and repercussive themes adumbrated in a schematic way in this
Introduction. And taken as a whole, they present a broad and substantial
picture of a remarkable American rabbi and scholar. One does not have
to agree with all of Agus’ views—I, for one, disagree with aspects of
his writings on Zionism, nonpropositional revelation, the Torah, the
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vitality and future of Conservative Judaism, and the basis for revising (or
not revising) the halakah in our time—but one has to admire his
commitment to the Jewish people everywhere, his profound and unwa-
vering spirituality, his continual reminders of the very real dangers of
pseudomessianism and misplaced romantic zeal, his devotion to “Tal-
mud Torah” in all of its guises, his personal piety, his willingness to take
politically and religiously unpopular stands, his defense of such men as
Owen Lattimore and Arnold Toynbee, his consistent faith in reason, his
erudition in Western philosophy, and his tenacious ethical humanism,
which knew no ethnic or racial boundaries. In sum, much of the best
of Jewish and Western tradition was incarnated in a yeshiva bocher from
Sislevitch. May his memory be for a blessing.

NOTES

1. William 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 as High Priest. This book is the retitled second edition of Banner of
Jerusalem.
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THE FOLLOWING SELECTIONS have been chosen by Steven T.
Katz and are taken from The Vision and the Way (New York, 1966), 73—
03 and 321-60; and from The Jewish Quest (New York, 1983), 171—94.
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2
THE IDEAL PERSONALITY

THE ELAN of a religious culture is frequently symbolized in the one
or more hero-images that it produces. The hero is the incarnation of
the ideal. Greater than life-size, he represents in perfect measure that
which others must try to emulate in whole or in part. The saint and
the knight are the two chief hero-images of medieval Europe, as the
philosopher and the warrior were of the Greco-Roman age, the monk
and the missionary of early Christendom, the many-sided artist of the
Renaissance, the gentleman of Victorian England, and the captain of
industry of the rapidly expanding American republic.

In Holy Scriptures, we recognize a deliberate design to avoid the
exclusive adoration of one hero-image. Moses is by far the outstanding
personality, but, we are told, he was ineffective by himself. He needed
the help of Aaron and the support of the seventy-two elders. “Man of
God” though he was, he was still liable to sin and to punishment. None
of the beloved patriarchs, prophets, kings, or priests was either sinless or
infallible, though they were “chosen” by the Lord as His elect. Actually,
God alone is the hero, and all that man can achieve is to attempt “to
walk in His ways.” But, God cannot serve as a hero-image, for man is
not allowed to imitate Him in all ways; man may not be “jealous,” for
instance, though the Lord is jealous, for in Him this quality derives from
His uniqueness and His absoluteness. And only the Lord is Absolute.

Several hero-images reflect the diverse ideals of the Bible. To the end
of the biblical period the priest remains a most revered authority.

39
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Abraham offers tithes to Melchizedek, “the priest of God Most High.”!
And Malachi, the last of the prophets, describes the priest in these
glowing terms:

The Torah of truth was in his mouth, and no wrong was found on his
lips. He walked with me in peace and uprightness, and he turned many
from iniquity. For the lips of a priest should guard knowledge, and men
should seek instruction from his mouth, for he is the messenger of the
Lord of hosts.?

A priest is universally the guardian of the tradition. He performs the
ritual in the ancient, wonted ways, without question and without
deviation. His life is hedged about with special ordinances, which keep
him undefiled. In Israel, only those born in priestly families, possessing
authenticated pedigrees, could officiate. The priests formed a caste of
their own, with secrets that were jealously kept from the eyes of the
general public. In terms of religious needs, the priest responds to the
emotional-mystical phases of piety. To the worshipper, the priest is the
surrogate of the Deity. The ritual is mysteriously, magically effective—
but only when the priest performs it. The more archaic and irrational
the ritual is, the more it symbolizes and dramatizes the mystery of life
itself. The priest ministers to the feelings of religion—anxiety, guilt, the
need for lustration, the desire to express gratitude and to seek forgive-
ness. To priests, worshippers come, seeking solace and comfort, the
blessing of sharing in the redemptive Grace that flows from above. And
if they seek instruction, it is the hallowed precepts of tradition they look
for, not original words of wisdom.

The priestly hero-image was included in the Bible, but it was also
transcended. Moses announces his intention of founding a “Kingdom
of priests and holy nation.”® Every Jew is to share in the glory of
priesthood, shunning “the unclean” and periodically cleansing himself
from “all their defilements.” While the priestly prophet Ezekiel seems
to say that the priest alone must not eat unclean and improperly slaugh-
tered meat (nevelah uterefah),* the Torah ordains this law for all Jews.

The prophet is probably the most distinctive hero-image of the
biblical period. While all religious cultures have priests of one kind or
another, we do not know of exact parallels to the classical prophets.
The institution of prophecy was, of course, common in the Near East.
But while the Canaanite prophets, like the Hebrew “prophetizers,”



41
The Ideal Personality

were primarily ecstatics, the Hebrew prophets were philosophers as well
as rhapsodists, statesmen as well as enthusiasts, religious innovators rather
than temple functionaries. The prophet’s source of authority is not the
tradition, but the living Word, which is like a “burning fire” in his
bones. He articulates a personal inspiration, which, he feels, ought to be
convincing to others as it is convincing to him.

The prophet is a mediator between the voice of reason and con-
science, on the one hand, and the feelings of mystical reverence, on the
other.®> He revitalizes the tradition precisely because it is transformed in
his consciousness, by the white fire of religious ecstasy. The prophet
sees the heavenly Vision of Perfection, as if it were concrete reality here
on earth, but he interprets its meaning in the rational terms of everyday
life—the Way of Wisdom.

A renowned biblical scholar pointed to the tension between prophet
and priest, as forming the perennial source of self-renewal in the West:

The Judeo-Christian religious continuum is historically a synthesis of
two main factors. First, we have a developing pattern of Covenants
between God and early Israel, governing faith, ethics and cult. Second,
we see the interaction of two distinct elements in periodic tension; an
institutionalized hierarchy of religious functionaries and an upsurge of
charismatic spiritual leaders. Because of this ever-renewed tension be-
tween hierarchy and charisma, the Judeo-Christian continuum has always
been capable of periodic self-criticism—a process to which Western
conscience owes its persistent revivals of sensitivity.®

The Sage is the third hero-image of the Bible. He is the teacher of
practical wisdom, which is concerned with the attainment of success
and happiness here on earth. The precepts of wisdom were more or less
international in character. Such books as Job, Proverbs, and Ecclesiastes
deal with human problems in a context that is not specifically Jewish.
Since the biblical canon includes the writings of the Sages as well as
those of the priests and prophets, it tempers the fiery lava of prophetic
revelation with the cool stream of gnomic wisdom that is both practical
and universal. The Sage appeals to reason, human experience, or the
common mind of man. The tripartite structure of the Hebrew Bible
suggests that the wisdom of the Sages derives from God, as much as the
prophet’s revelation and the priest’s tradition. Wisdom asserts, “The
Lord created me at the beginning of His work, the first of His acts of
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old”’” Thus wisdom antedated the Torah in the mind of God. The
prophet Jeremiah was inclined to equate the three components of the
sacred tradition: “For there shall not be lost the Torah of the priest, the
word of the prophet, and the counsel of the Sage.”® Following is Philo’s
description of the stature of Moses as prophet, priest, and philosopher:

We have now fully treated of two sides of the life of Moses, the royal and
the legislative. We must proceed to give account of the third, which
concerns his priesthood.’

... The chief and most essential quality required by a priest is piety,
and this he practiced in a very high degree, and at the same time made
use of his great natural gifts. In these, philosophy found a good soil,
which she improved still further by the admirable truths which she
brought before his eyes, nor did she cease until the fruits of virtue shown
in word and deed were brought to perfection. Thus he came to love
God and be loved by Him, as have been few others. A heaven-sent
rapture inspired him, so markedly did he honor the Ruler of the All and
was honored in return by Him. . . .

But first he had to be clean, as in soul so also in body, to have no
dealings with any passion, purifying himself from all the calls of mortal
nature, food and drink and intercourse with women. This last he had
disdained for many a day, almost from the time when, possessed by the
spirit, he entered on his work as a prophet, since he held it fitting to
hold himself always in readiness to receive the oracular messages. As for
eating and drinking, he had no thought of them for forty successive days,
doubtless because he had the better food of contemplation. . . .1°

... Afterwards the time came when he had to make his pilgrimage
from earth to heaven, and leave this mortal life for immortality, sum-
moned thither by the Father Who resolved his twofold nature of soul
and body into a single unity, transforming his whole being into mind,
pure as the sunlight.!!

In the post-biblical period, the three biblical hero-images were
blended into a new heroic image, that of the Disciple of the Wise
(talmid hacham). This popular ideal emerged slowly, after a number of
experiments. The early pietists (hassidim horishonim) of the second cen-
tury, before the common era, formed probably the basic society of
spiritual athletes, out of which there diverged in later years the Essenes,
the Theraputae of Philo, the sectarians of the recently found Dead Sea
Scrolls, and the Pharisees. In their turn, the Pharisees were pulled apart
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by the tensions between a militant activism and a submissive quietism,
between zealous exclusiveness and a missionary universalism, between
the passion for individual excellence and the ideal of serving the entire
community, between the puritanical ambition to control every aspect of
life and a human recognition of the virtues of diversity.

After the destruction of the Temple, the ideal of the talmid hacham
began to preempt the collective energies of the people. The Sages of
the Mishnah and the Talmud were called hachamim, Wise Men, by the
people, but they referred to themselves by the less pretentious designa-
tion, Disciples of the Wise. This hero-image, the talmid hacham, was
modified in subtle and diverse ways in the various lands of the Diaspora.
Yet, its basic lineaments may be discerned in life and literature down to
our own day.

The Disciple of the Wise is a blend of priest, prophet, and sage. Like
the priest, his life is hedged about with numerous rituals, from the
moment he awakens to the reading of the Shema in bed. He eats “his
secular food in accordance with the priestly requirements of purity.” '?
The law envelops his life as an Oriental woman is wrapped in garments,
from head to toe. He delights in obedience, shunning the very thought
of deviation. Rabbi Akiva, incarcerated in jail, was given only a small
cup of water, which he could use either to wash his hands, in keeping
with the injunction of the rabbis, or drink. He preferred to wash his
hands, saying, “I'd rather die than transgress the words of my col-
leagues.” 3

Yet, the Disciple of the Wise is a prophet, as well as a priest. In
matters of thought, he is restless. Disdaining to force his mind into the
rutted grooves of a hallowed tradition, he questions and assays the
ancient answers. He seeks to understand “the reasons of the Command-
ments”; he confronts the realities of the market place and battles for the
amelioration of the ills of society; he is cognizant of the ethical dimen-
sion, beyond the line of the Law; as an athlete of the spirit, he endeavors
to reach beyond the goals of moral perfection to that mystical consum-
mation of Ruah hakodesh, when the Spirit of Holiness lends a Divine
resonance to every utterance. His piety is activist, even if not militant,
full-bodied and community-minded, even when it plumbs the depths
of the soul and aims at the salvation of the individual. In addition, he is
also an heir of the Sages, willing “to learn from all men,” keeping his
mind open to the varied challenges of the environment, and continuing
the tradition of coining brief, memorable precepts for instruction in the
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ways of the good life. He is a lifelong student, refusing to decide an
issue “in the presence of his master,” but he is also a dedicated teacher,
who offers instruction freely to all who will listen, even as God confers
wisdom freely upon all who listen with heart and soul.

Like the philosopher, the Disciple of the Wise ranks the pleasure of
learning as his chiefest delight. His vision of heaven is a gathering of
“saints sitting with their crowns upon their heads, enjoying the radiance
of the Shechinah.”!* But, in this world, the Disciple of the Wise
must resist the temptation to withdraw from the community and to
contemplate Divine truths in splendid isolation. For, like Moses, he is a
“servant of the Lord,” entrusted with His work. It is his task to build up
the philanthropic and educational institutions of the community and to
supervise their operation. Wherever he settles, “the problems of the city
become his problems.” !> Like the prophet, he knows that his task is in
this world, here and now. “More beautiful is one hour of Torah and
good deeds in this world than all the delights of the world to come.” ¢
But like the pietist, he conceives of Perfection as subsisting beyond the
boundaries of “this world”: “Better is one hour in the World to Come
than all the glories of this world.”'” Like the philosopher, the Disciple
of the Wise seeks to achieve a harmony and an equilibrium in which
no endeavor is carried to excess. But, like the saint, he dares to scale the
heights and storm the heavens, seeking the “nearness of the Lord,” with
all his heart, all his soul, and all his might. Yet, he knows that to love
God is “to be occupied in the upbuilding of the world,” not to nurture
in serene isolation a glowing ember in the soul, but to labor in the
community so that the Name shall be beloved by all.'®

Unlike the saint, he never forgets the claims of humanity—of family,
of work, of innocent delights. He is aware of the “Evil Desire” and of
the many ways in which it corrupts man’s best intentions, but, like the
philosopher, he reveres the regenerative and intellectual qualities of
human nature. “I have created the Evil Desire, but man need not be
enslaved by it, if he will be guided by Torah.”!® The good life is
possible, virtue is attainable, “the Lord created man straight” and “the
soul which Thou hast given me is pure”;?° “a person commits a sin
only when the spirit of folly enters in to him.”?' The varied pleasures
in life are not evil in themselves, but only when they are abused.
Happiness is not only possible, it is mandatory: “And thou shalt rejoice
before the Lord thy God in all that thou puttest thy hand unto.”?? The



45
The Ideal Personality

Shechinah rests upon a man only when he is joyous, and a person will
have to render an account for the pleasures that came his way, and he
did not enjoy.*?

The ideal, we recall, is not of an intellectual elite, but of all the people:
“Every person should try to imitate the ways of a Disciple of the
Wise.”2* In practice, only a few will qualify for this distinction: “Who
is a Disciple of the Wise?—He who is worthy of being nominated as a
leader of the community.” %>

Aristotle speaks of the high-minded man “who is first of all a good
citizen,” and “who can rule and be ruled.” The Romans enlarged the
virtue of citizenship into the ideal of patriotism. Cicero wrote: “But,
when with a rational spirit you have surveyed the whole field, there is
no social relation among them all more close, none more dear than that
which links each one of us with our country. Parents are dear; dear are
children, relatives, friends; but one native land embraces all our loves.”%°

Since the Sages did not belong to the governing elite of an indepen-
dent state, the ideal of citizenship or patriotism assumed among them a
different aspect—that of voluntary leadership in behalf of communal
needs. They acknowledged the validity of the laws of the imperial
government—at least, the later Babylonian rabbis did—“the Law of
the government is Law.”?’ But they shied away from any close associa-
tion with the political and military authorities.?® Their patriotism took
the form of organizing philanthropic organizations, primarily for the
Jews, but by extension also to the entire community.

We are to feed the Gentile poor along with the Jewish poor, to visit the
Gentiles who are sick along with the Jewish sick, to bury their dead
together with the dead Israelites—in order to multiply the ways of

peace.?’

As an heir of the prophets, the true disciple is likely to be the storm-
center of society. With the vision of Perfection glowing in his mind, he
will not be content to submit tamely to entrenched evils: “A Disciple
of the Wise who is liked by all the people of the community—it can
only be because he does not rebuke them in respect of their duties
toward heaven.”

While humility is the highest virtue, the leader must be proud of his
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work and aware of the high worth of his task; hence, in a way, also
proud. “A Disciple of the Wise must have one-eighth of one-eighth of
pride.”3!

The Disciples of the Wise supported themselves by their own labors, in
order to be independent and unbiased: “Rabban Gamaliel, the son of
Rabbi Judah the Prince, used to say: ‘It is good to combine the learning
of Torah with the acquisition of worldly skills, for sin is overcome when
one labors in both directions. Torah without a craft leads to frustration
and sin’ ”?* They were to combine the refinement of feeling, the
training of the intellect, and the rigors of practical leadership.

Rabbi Hanina, the son of Dosa, used to say: “He whose fear of sin is
prior to his wisdom, his wisdom will endure. But if his wisdom is prior
to his fear of sin, his wisdom will not endure. _
“If his deeds are more than his wisdom, his 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; if one
is disliked by his fellow men, he is disliked by the All-Present.”3?

Following are some of the guidelines of the ideal disciple.

Ben Zoma used to say:

“Who is the Wise Man?—He who learns from all ... Who is the
wealthy man?—He who rejoices with his portion ... Who is the
mighty man?—He who conquers his own desire . .. Who is the truly
honored man?—He who honors his fellow men. . . >34

Rabbi Zadok used to say:

“Do not separate yourself from the community and do not make
yourself into a pleader of private causes, and do not make your learning
a crown in which to glory or an axe with which to dig.” So too Hillel
would say, “He who utilizes the garment of a scholar for private purposes
is doomed.” Hence, you learn that he who makes personal profit from
the words of Torah takes his life from the world.?®

Yehudah ben Tema used to say:
“Be fierce as a tiger, light as an eagle, swift as a deer and heroic like a
lion to do the will of your father in heaven.
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Those who are bold-faced will go to hell, those who are shamefaced
will go to heaven.”*®

This is the way of Torah—eat bread with salt and drink water by
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.*’

This is the way of a Disciple of the Wise:

“He is humble and lowly of spirit, alert and world-wise, beloved by
people and not domineering toward the people of his own household.
While he is ever critical of himself [fearing sin], he judges other people
according to their deeds. He says—‘all the things of this world, I do not
really care for” He willingly covers himself with dust by sitting at the feet
of the wise. No man can see evil in him. He presents his questions
logically, and he replies correctly.

“Be as an open vessel, which does not shut out fresh air, and as a
deeply plowed field which keeps its waters, like a waxed can which keeps
its wine, but also as a sponge which absorbs all things.

“Do not be as a large opening which makes the room drafty, but also
not as a tiny opening, in order to avoid staleness and stagnation. . . .

“Let all your ways be for the sake of heaven. Love heaven, but also
fear it. Tremble over the Commandments, but also rejoice in them.”38

A Disciple of the Wise must be modest in the way he eats, drinks, washes
and oils himself, dresses and carries himself, in his manners and in his
deeds. . . . He does not speak in the presence of one greater than he,
does not interrupt the words of a colleague; he thinks before he replies;
he orders his words, and if he does not know, he admits the fact; he
always consents to the truth.

He is in perpetual pursuit of truth, as against falsehood, of faithfulness
as against robbery, of modesty as against vulgarity, of peace as against war,
of the counsels of elders as against those of youth, of courage as against
lust.>®

At times the Sages described the path of the Disciple as an endless
upward climb, consisting of the mastery of level after level of virtue.

Greater is Torah than priesthood or royalty, for royalty is acquired by
thirty rungs, priesthood by twenty-four and Torah by forty-eight—
namely:
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Learning, training one’s ear, disciplining one’s lips, the understanding
of the heart; by awe and reverence, by humility, joy and purity; by
serving the wise, clinging to friends, by discussion, reflection on Scrip-
ture and Mishnah; by lessening one’s preoccupation with business, the
ways of the world, pleasure, sleep, conversation and laughter; by patience,
a good heart, trusting the wise and accepting anguish cheerfully; by
recognizing one’s place, rejoicing in one’s lot, hedging his words and
avoiding self-righteousness; by being beloved, loving the All-Present,
loving people, loving justice, good deeds and rebuke; by shunning hon-
ors, pride and authority; by sharing the burden of colleagues; helping
them toward the scale of merit and leading them toward truth and peace;
reflecting on his learning, adding to what he has learned by the dialectic
of questions and answers; learning for the sake of teaching and doing;
sharpening the wisdom of his teacher and giving right direction to the
tradition that he has heard. . . .4

This is how a Disciple of the Wise takes care of his health and his
appearance:

Hillel the Elder used to walk part of the way with his pupils, after they
left the House of Study. Said his pupils to him—

“Our teacher, where do you go?” Said he, “To do a mizvah.” “And
what is that mizvah?” said they. He replied, “To wash in the bath-house.”
Said they, “What kind of mizvah is this?”

He explained, “The pictures and statues of Kings are washed and
cleaned by men who are especially designated for this task. It is 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.” *!

A Disciple of the Wise is deserving of death, if a blemish is found on his
garment.*?

THE MODESTY OF THE HILLELITES

For three years, the houses of Shammai and Hillel debated—each faction
maintaining that the law was in accord with its position. Then a Divine
echo announced— “These views and these views are the words of the
Living God, but the law is in accord with the words of the House of
Hillel.” But if both opinions are the words of the Living God, why is the
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law according to the words of the Hillelites?—Because they were modest
and well-mannered. They teach the doctrines of the Shammaites as well
as their own; furthermore, they state their opponent’s position first, and
only then do they give their own opinion.

Hence, we learn that whoever humbles himself, the Holy One uplifts
him, and whoever exalts himself, the Holy One humbles him.*3

THE DIALECTIC OF TORAH-STUDY

When Rav Kahana came up to the land of Israel [from Babylonia, at the
beginning of the third century], Rav advised him, “Don’t question the
decisions of Rabbi Yohanan for seven years.”

He found Resh Lakish, repeating the daily lesson to the pupils. Rav
Kahana inquired, “Where is Resh Lakish?” And they said, “Why do you
ask?” He answered— “One may pose ever so many questions [in regard
to the lesson] and give so many answers.” Then Resh Lakish came to
Rabbi Yohanan and said, “A lion came up out of Babylonia.”

On the following day, Rav Kahana was placed in the first row in front
of Rabbi Yohanan. The latter stated one law. Rav Kahana did not
question it; then, a second law was proposed; still, Rav Kahana did not
question. He was then demoted seven rows, till he came to the last row.
Said Rabbi Yohanan to Resh Lakish, “The lion you spoke of turned out
to be a fox.”

Said Rav Kahana, “May these seven rows count for the seven years
that Rav asked me to abstain.” He stood on his feet and asked Rabbi
Yohanan to repeat the lesson from the beginning. When Rabbi Yohanan
stated the first law, Rav Kahana confronted him with one question, then
another, so that he was returned to the first row.

Rabbi Yohanan was sitting on seven pillows, and he would remove
one pillow for every question that he could not answer. In the end, all
the pillows were removed and he sat on the ground.**

Rabbi Yohanan was deeply grieved [over the death of Resh Lakish]. Said
the Sages, “Who will undertake to comfort him?”—Let Rabbi Elazar
Ben Padat go, for his lessons are very keen. He came and sat before
Rabbi Yohanan. Whatever Rabbi Yohanan would say, Rabbi Elazar
would support with additional evidence.

Then Rabbi Yohanan cried out, “Are you like Resh Lakish?” When-
ever I would state a law, he would put to me twenty-four objections,
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then from the questions and answers, the matter would be clarified. But
you only say—“let me show you how right you are.” “Do I need you to
tell me I am right?”

He then stood up and tore his clothes, crying, “Where are you Resh
Lakish? Where are you Resh Lakish?”*®

THE MYSTICAL POWER OF TORAH-LEARNING

The Disciples of the Wise were heirs of the prophets. “From the day
when the Temple was destroyed, prophecy was taken from the prophets
and given to the wise.”*

The ideal Disciple of the Wise was, therefore, somewhat of a mystic.
His learning was more than an accumulation of knowledge —it was also
the attainment of a high degree of holiness. The Divine Presence
(Shechinah) was in attendance whenever the Disciples debated the Law.

“From the day when the Holy Temple was destroyed, the Holy One,
blessed be He, possesses in His world only the four ells of Halacha.”*’
In the Talmudic period, the Disciples of the Wise were believed to
experience mystical visions and to possess miraculous powers. While
this phase of their personality was not always elaborated by way of tales
of wonder, mystical potency forms part of the ideal. The Disciple of the
Wise is more than a scholar; he is a pneumatic personality, a spiritual
athlete, forever striving to approach the Divine Presence and, on ex-
treme occasions, disposing of superhuman powers.

VICARIOUS ATONEMENT

Said Rabbi Yose, son of Abin: “All these years that Rabbi Judah the
Prince suffered from toothaches, there was not one miscarriage in the
land of Israel and no woman suffered the agonies of childbirth.”*®

Many legends circulated about the friendly relations between Rabbi
Judah the Prince and a Roman Emperor. In one of them, the Emperor
exclaims: “I know that even the least one of your disciples is capable of
reviving the dead.”*°

On the day when Rabbi Judah the Prince died, a Divine Echo (bath-kol)
came out from heaven and announced: “Whoever was present at the
time when he died is invited to the life of the world to come.”
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“Ever since he died, there was no longer humility and the fear of

sin.” %0

THE GIFT OF THE HOLY SPIRIT

When Haggai, Zechariah and Malachi, the last of the prophets died, the
Holy Spirit was removed from Israel. Nevertheless, they were able to
make use of the Divine Echo (bath-kol). One day, the disciples were
sitting in the garret of Guriah at Jericho, when they heard a heavenly
Divine Echo announce:

“There is one here who is worthy of the Shechinah resting upon him
even as it descended on Moses our teacher, but his generation is not
worthy of this honor!”

Then the Sages directed their eyes to Hillel the Elder, and when he
died, they said of him—“Oh, the saint, oh, the humble man, a disciple
of Ezra.”3!

They said of Rabbi Jonathan, son of Uziel,—At the time when he
would sit down to learn Torah, every bird that flew above him would
immediately be burned.>

The story is told of Rabbi Yohanan ben Zakkai [died c. 80 c.E.] that he
was riding upon a donkey, with his disciple Rabbi Elazar ben Arach
holding the reins. Said Elazar, “My Master, teach me a chapter concern-
ing the Divine Chariot.”

Said the Rabbi, “Did I not tell you that one may not teach about the
Divine Chariot save to one person at a time—and he must be one who
understands by himself?”

“May I then present to you some teaching that I derived from you?”
asked Elazar, and Rabbi Yohanan consented. He descended from his
donkey, wrapped his coat around him and sat under an olive tree. “Why
did you get off the donkey?” asked Elazar, and his teacher replied:

“Can it be that you will speak of the Divine Chariot, and the Shechi-
nah is with us, and the ministering angels follow after us, and I shall be
riding upon a donkey?”

Then Rabbi Elazar, son of Arach, began to preach of the intricacies of
the Divine Chariot, and a fire came down from heaven and irradiated
the trees of the field, which began to sing their praises to God . .. And
an angel cried out of the fire—‘“This, surely, is the right account of the
Divine Chariot.”>?
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MIRACLES AND MARTYRDOM

Said Rav Papa to Abaye [early fourth-century Babylonian scholars]:
“Why were miracles performed for the early scholars, but none seem to
happen to us? Is it on account of Torah? In the days of Rav Yehuda, they
would learn only the Order of Torts, while we learn all six Orders. Yet,
the moment Rav Yehuda would remove his shoe [to begin a fast-day]
the rains would come down, while we cry and torment ourselves—vyet
no one minds us?”

Rav Papa replied:

“The early scholars used to give their lives for the holiness of the
Name, but we no longer give our lives for the sanctification of His

Name.” >

CHARITY AND COMPASSION FOR ALL

The Disciples of the Wise were to beware of an excess of piety and zeal.
Elijah the Prophet was punished for “demanding honor for the Father,
but ignoring the honor of the son (Israel or mankind).” They were
expected to concern themselves with the institution of charity and to
be charitable to all.

Rabbi Shimeon and his son, Rabbi Eliezar [second-century rabbis], lived
twelve years in a cave. Then Elijah came, and standing at the entrance,
called out, “Who will tell Rabbi Shimeon that the Emperor had died
and that his decree is nullified?” [Rabbi Shimeon was suspected of
sympathy with Jewish rebels.]

Then, they came out of the cave and saw people going about their
work, plowing and sowing. They cried out, “What? These people ne-
glect the life of eternity and concern themselves with the life of the
hour?” Wherever they focused their vision, that place would immedi-
ately burn down. Then a Divine Echo (bath-kol) was heard to say:

“Did you come out to destroy my world?—Return to your cave.” >

Rabbi Judah the Prince opened his granaries in a year of famine and
said,

“You are welcome to enter, if you have mastered the Pentateuch or
the Mishnah or the Talmud, or the Law, or the legends—but those who
are totally ignorant may not enter.”
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Then, Jonathan, son of Amram [a disciple] pushed himself to the front
of the line, crying, “Rabbi, feed me.”

Said he, “Did you learn Torah?” and Jonathan replied, “No.”

“Did you learn Mishnah?”

—“No.”

— “By what merit should I feed you?”

— “Feed me, as one feeds a dog and raven.”

He was given a portion of grain. When he came out, Rabbi Judah
was aggrieved— “Woe is me, I gave my bread to an ignoramus.”

Said his disciples, “Perhaps, it was Jonathan who refused to derive an
advantage from his knowledge of Torah.”

Then, Rabbi Judah realized his mistake. Thereafter, he would say:
“Let all enter to be fed.”>®

Whoever shuts his eyes to the needs of charity, it is as if he worshipped
idols.>’

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

The Disciple of the Wise remained the central hero-image of Jewish
life down to the present day, but different aspects of this ideal were
emphasized in the different periods of Jewish life and among the several
schools of thought within Judaism.

The rationalists would stress the philosophical ideal of universality
and harmony— Ha-adam hasholem, the complete or perfect man, who
is at home in all the domains of wisdom. He studies philosophy, follows
the progress of science, reads poetry, even as he faithfully pursues the
ways of Jewish piety in prayer, Torah-study and communal responsibil-
ity. His guidelines are reasonableness and moderation.

The romanticists would stress the superiority of Jewish over secular
studies, and of faith and tradition over reason and the general consensus
of mankind. They would minimize the importance of a sense of balance
and harmony, while they would rhapsodize over the wonder and mys-
tery of the transrational treasure in Judaism and the transnatural vision
of the world to come. They would glorify all that is specifically Jewish,
and restrict their philanthropic enterprises to their own people. They
would still study “external categories of wisdom,” but largely for the
purpose of recognizing the “vanity” of non-Jewish learning and of all
worldly goods. In the minds of the romanticists, the Vision of eternal



54
The Ideal Personality

life and the World to come triumphed over the concerns of this world
and the life of reason.

The great legalists of the Orthodox tradition were frequently neither
rationalists nor romanticists, in the philosophic sense. They considered
all speculation to be a danger-filled area, bordering on the forbidden.
The Law encompassed the whole of life, and meditation upon its
intricacies was the noblest task of the Jew. The Disciple of the Wise of
this school was a legalist and a pragmatist, satisfying his romantic-
mystical interests in private prayer, public worship, and the most scrupu-
lous observance of the rituals.

But, even the dry legalistic Torah-scholar was not a stranger to the
occult nuances of mysticism. It was essential to his own self-image. Here
are excerpts from a recent book by the master of a Lithuanian, non-
Hassidic Yeshiva:

. and in pursuing the dialectic of the law you feel how you are
uplifted. Your soul unites itself with the spiritual currents, holy and pure,
that flow from above, and you exult in sacred delight. You begin to feel
the sacred and exalted joy for which there is no comparison in all the
pleasures of this world . .. You then begin to feel the motivations and
arguments of the Law in all the parts of your soul, and the right thought
comes to you by itself, and this is a kind of holy inspiration (meain Ruah
Haokodesh), like the Holy Spirit. . . .

He used to say that he would hear and feel a kind of ring above,
whenever he would render a difficult decision in matters of law, a ring,
which he was certain confirmed and endorsed the truth.>®

The mystics and the Qabbalists concentrated on the single goal of
achieving direct immediate contact with the Divine. They would, as a
rule, spend the first half of their life in mystical studies and exercises,
returning to public activity after they had attained certain “levels of
holiness.” They would then be honored as “holy men,” whose prayers
could work wonders. The Zaddikim of the Hassidic movement in the
eighteenth century belonged to this school.
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CONTEMPORARY ISSUES

LOOKING at the total spectrum of Jewish ethics, one sees that the
popular notion, that the Law governs every question in Judaism, is a
fallacy. There were indeed times when nearly all creative principles
were locked into the rigid categories of an all-embracing law that was
presumed to be God-given. But pan-halachism is more characteristic of
extremist Orthodoxy in the modern period than of the premodern
tradition. In the Talmud the cast-iron logic of legalism was balanced by
several factors—the projection of an ethical domain “beyond the law”
(lifnim mishurat hadin), the recognition of the validity of the mores
and morals of civilized humanity (derech eretz), and by the mystical or
philosophical notions that were cultivated in esoteric circles. As late as
the sixteenth century, when the Shulhan Aruch was codified, the realm
of Perfection beyond the Law was cultivated in pietistic and mystical
literature.

Throughout the medieval period, the inner tensions within the Jew-
ish community did not disrupt the fagade of unity. There were recurrent
struggles in the thirteenth century between those who favored the
rationalism of Maimonides and those who insisted on unquestioning
faith. Later, the Qabbalah impressed its theosophic and mystery-mon-
gering seal upon the piety of some localities, while other regions
rejected it in part, if not entirely. However, prior to the upsurge of
Hassidism, the popular mystical movement of the eighteenth century,
these disputes did not split the communal organization. After the first
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two generations, even the Hassidic-rationalist controversy was largely
resolved.

The centripetal force that prevented the fragmentation of the scat-
tered community was the authority of the Talmudic law, which re-
mained unchallenged until the nineteenth century. The Qaraite rebel-
lion against the Talmud and against the Gaonic-Exilarchate hierarchy
hardly touched the Jews of Christian Europe, and in the Near East it
declined steadily. The law of the Talmud was loose-jointed, allowing
for considerable flexibility and adjustment to local conditions. In West-
ern and Central Europe, there was no concrete social focus to attract
the rebellious, since there was no self-perpetuating hierarchy. And the
rabbinate was not so closely allied with political power as to be cor-
rupted by it. In addition, the persistent pressure of a hostile environment
served to cement the beleaguered community and to restrain the divi-
sive forces within it.

With the dawn of the emancipation, Jewish people plunged avidly
into the streams of secular thought. In a short time, the incisive criticism
of modern philosophy and the scientific approach to the study of
religions made their impact upon the Jewish community. Today the
Reform Jews no longer regard the Law as divinely revealed and eter-
nally valid. They accept the dynamic moral-religious impetus behind
the fagade of the Law—not the details of its prescriptions. The Conser-
vatives accept some ritual laws and negate others, on the ground that
the living community must be the judge as well as the custodian of the
heritage from the past. Even those sections of the Law that they accept,
the Conservatives regard as divinely inspired in essence, not in detail.
The entire tradition bears the contingent marks of its human, historical
formulations. For the Conservatives, the legal pattern of rituals is a
series of regulations, which the historic “congregation of Israel” ac-
cepted, as if it were ordained by God. This pious rhetoric reflects a
twofold truth: first, all that is done “for the sake of His Name in love”
is “revealed,” or “inspired,” since our love derives from Him and leads
to Him; second, the dedicated community of Israel is a vehicle of the
Divine Presence (Shechinah), and its authorized spokesmen reflect the
unity of God, Israel, and Torah. Rabbinic ordinances and interpretations
were therefore considered to be authoritative only when the people
accepted them.

For the Orthodox today then, Jewish ethics tends to merge into the
accepted code of laws (Shulhan Arukh). However, Orthodoxy too can-
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not be of one mind, since the Law is part of a more complex tradition.
The various parties within Orthodoxy derive their inspiration from the
diverse streams within that tradition.

The ultra-Orthodox, led by the Grand Rabbi Joel Taitelbaum, are
most uncompromising. They regard the State of Israel as the product of
a sinful rebellion against the injunction to wait for the Messiah.! Less
intransigent but still uncompromising are the pietists of the Agudat
Yisroel, who conduct an independent school system in the State of
Israel. The Mizrachi in Israel and the “modern Orthodox” in America
seek to effect a “synthesis” between the modern realm of ideas and the
Talmudic ways of thought. Naturally, they too are in agreement only
on basic issues.

In view of the wide divergence of basic beliefs among Jews, the
fagade of unity that communal organizations present from time to time
is utterly misleading. For example, there are basic differences about such
issues as the saying of nondenominational prayers in public schools, the
question of federal support for Church-related educational institutions,
the morality of artificial birth-control methods, etc. The semblance of
unity on these social questions is imposed by “interdenominational”
councils within the Jewish community; these organizations were, as a
rule, set up originally in order to combat anti-Semitism. In regard to
the question of nondenominational prayers in public schools, Rabbi
Shnaiurson, head of the Liubavich Hassidic dynasty, was more “liberal”
than the “nondenominational” public-relations experts, who are fre-
quently Jewish only in a marginal, ethnic sense. He based his position
favoring prayer-assemblies in the school upon the ancient principle of
the “Seven Noachide Commandments,” which makes the acknowl-
edgement of a Supreme Being mandatory for people of all creeds.

An analysis of the inner dynamics of Jewish ethics does not reveal a
monolithic philosophy of life. It is possible to resolve the tension be-
tween the Vision and the Way by choosing any one of many positions
within the ethical-religious polarity. Tolerance of differences is a marked
characteristic of rabbinic discussions— “these and these are the words
of the Living God.”? A broad consensus on any one issue may emerge
at any one time, but we can hardly dignify any one synthesis as being
the Jewish, or the “normative” one.

However, some sort of equilibrium between the Vision and the Way
is inescapable; the moment the tension is broken altogether, and moral
energy is drained into one of the two polarities, then the characteristic
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dynamics of Judaism cease to be operative. Thus, the portrayal of
Orthodoxy as sheer dry legalism, or as unrestrained mysticism, would
be a caricature. There is no law in Judaism, either in the relation of man
to man or in the relation of man to God, that is not complemented by
the surge of creative love, for man as well as for God. By the same
token, there is no constructive and enduring love that is not restrained
by the laws that emerge out of the structuring of society, and out of
earlier crystallizations of Divine Word. Apart from the context of reli-
gious tradition, the moral tension is between empathy, or love, and an
objective view of the good society; philosophically, the polarity is
between the subjective quest of Utopia and the rational laws of right
and wrong; socially, there must be tension at any one time between the
existing pattern of the community and the Vision of Perfection. And
truth is in the tension, or rather in the process whereby personal and
social growth is maintained.

BEYOND IDEOLOGIES

In the perspective of Jewish ethics, we develop an immunity to ideolo-
gies. Soon after the peoples of Western culture stopped butchering one
another on account of their different theologies, they started to use
ideologies as fig leaves with which to conceal their collective aggres-
sions. The term “ideology” implies an attempt to focus all the values of
life upon one idea or ideal. Manifestly, that one ideal is elevated so
high that all other human concerns appear to be inconsequential. The
Absolute is transferred from metaphysics and religion to social life and
politics; the fragmentary light of one ideal is substituted for the life of
the All. This absolutization of politics is essentially a contemporary
phenomenom. While liberalism and romantic nationalism competed for
the loyalty of European men throughout the nineteenth century, it was
only toward the end of that century that the competing ideologies
became impassioned and all-embracing. In the twentieth century, this
trend was continued with socialism turning into Bolshevism, national-
ism into totalitarian fascism, or into nihilistic Nazism, and the ethics of
self-realization into individualism, cynicism, or “Social Darwinism.”
For each, the goal was to “transvalue all values,” to restructure the
whole of society in terms of a scale of values that is self-contained,
hence, absolutely right. In the communist mentality, there is a solid
logical structure that begins with a few axioms, explains all history,



61
Contemporary Issues

accounts for all deviations, and leads to the one party line. Its categories
are part of a closed system of discourse that is impervious to the facts
and arguments of the outside world. In the case of fascism and Nazism,
the primitive values of “blood and soil,” power and glory, hierarchy and
order, are foisted upon the natural feelings of ethnic kinship. The result
is an attempt to imbue the technocratic Utopia of the engineer with
the savage pathos of a primitive war of conquest. Modernistic science is
placed at the service of an ethic that barely rises above the level of
primitive times, when barbarian hordes burst out of the steppe to
enslave or to exterminate a native population and to usurp its land.
Social Darwinism, glorifying the free individual in his “struggle for
existence,” is the secret ideology of most people in the democracies,
though it is rarely espoused on public occasions.

Both communism and fascism arose out of the miasma of disillusion-
ment and despair. Philosophy, or man’s search for truth, was to the
communists, as to the fascists, an unreal self-delusion, because to the
former there were only class-truths, and to the latter, there were only
the myths of the “collective unconscious.” Similarly, religion, man’s
quest for reality, holiness, and true values, was for the ideologists of
both camps a panoply of propaganda, to fool the naive. The Way of
Reason had turned into a shambles and the light of Religious Vision
had failed. This was the sad experience of millions in the aftermath of
the First World War. “God is dead,” Nietzsche announced. Spengler
declared that the West was dying, and that only in the blind worship of
force can the foundation be laid for the civilization of the future. To
G. Sorel, the teacher of Mussolini, violence was the secret of creativity.
Camus summed it all up when he spoke of the “cult of the absurd.” In
our post-Christian world, Pilate’s question “What is truth?” is on the
lips of millions.

Yet, the two ideologies contain a mock-image of the religious philos-
ophy of the West. They substitute an immanent law of history for
Providence, a predestination that operates with inexorable force, regard-
less of “good and evil,” in place of the free individual, and a Utopia in
place of the “Kingdom of God” as the goal of all history. They assume
that the course of history is driven by a transrational force, which can be
sensed truly only by those who have been “converted,” or by those
who were ‘“chosen” for salvation. Between the “elect” and the
“damned” there is an unbridgeable abyss. People are either absolutely
right or absolutely wrong. They recognize only one satanic force,
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capitalism, or non-Aryanism, or individualism. This “monosatanism” is
a caricature of the Judeo-Christian monotheism against which they
rebel.

The communist-fascist ideologies may be considered as “heresies” in
terms of the faith of Western man. The rebellion they incite is directed
against the dignity of the individual, in both his historical facets, the
Hellenic and the Hebraic. In the Hellenic world, the individual asserted
himself as a philosopher, a man of reason, and, in the Hebraic world,
man was given his charter of worth as the “image of God.” The
dehumanization of man, which seems to be the inevitable by-product
of the ideologies of the twentieth century, may be traced to the ongoing
scientific revolution of our time. Yet, science in itself is neutral, and the
humanity of man, his unique worth in the scheme of things, is basically
a matter of faith. One aspect of that faith is philosophy, in its original
and essential meaning, the quest of wisdom for its own sake. And the
other aspect is the assertion of a sense of kinship between man, the
Seeker, and God, the Creator.

Does one climb out of the abyss of nihilism by the ladder of reason
or with the aid of religion? Both procedures are commonly followed as
if they were independent of one another. Actually, there can be no
vibrant humanism without the ardor of faith in the unique values of the
human personality. Nor can a reassertion of faith be meaningful and
relevant in our world today, if it does not accord validity to the rational,
ethical, and esthetic ideals of man. We maintain that faith and reason
are two phases of the rhythmic beat of life. For all meaning is in essence
circular, the relation of a part to the whole and the whole to a part.
The core-experience of religion is at once the search for and the
assurance of meaning for the individual. It is therefore truth and trust
blended together.

In our analysis, philosophy and religion are not antagonistic disci~
plines, but the two aspects of one endeavor. Religious experience is
essentially paradoxical in that it is at one and the same time a feeling of
possession and of privation. In relating ourselves to God, we sense our
unreality, our unworthiness, our frailty, our nothingness. But, as this
feeling deepens, we begin to sense our belonging to a high, overarching
realm of meaning; we find that we are embraced by a structure of value
and truth; it is in Him, the Absolute, that we live and move and have
our being.

Thus, religion can only affirm the supreme worth of man’s spirit—
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the quest of truth, goodness, reality, and harmony, but it cannot articu-
late its insight without succumbing to human limitations and errors,
failings which reflect the pressures, privations, and prejudices of the
particular place or time. “The Torah spoke in the language of man.”?
Our living faith can only assert that God exists, not what He is; that His
Will is akin to man’s, when man is most loving and self-giving, but it
cannot give detailed specifications; that man is potentially Divine, not
what he can do to attain this end. We have to recognize the distinction
between the psychological kind of faith and its social manifestations.

Unfortunately, the spokesmen of religion have frequently arrogated
to their rites and doctrines the seal of absolute certainty. They have
elaborated the aspect of self-assurance into intricate theologies and
ignored the corrective feelings of privation, at least insofar as the collec-
tive tradition was concerned. Hence, the bifurcation between Faith and
Reason in the nineteenth century. The quest for truth was left to the
philosophers, while the religionists contented themselves with religious
feelings and the rhetoric of symbolism. Philosophers became profes-
sional “no-sayers,” to the riddles of existence, and religionists, “yes-
sayers”; while the disaffected and the disillusioned reverted to the crass
idolatries of primitive man.

In three ways, the creative tension in the human soul rebels against
the modern idolatry of ideologies. First, it removes the Absolute from
the realm of mundane affairs. Only God is Absolute, and all our human
plans, designs, and programs are of relative worth and adulterated truth.
Hence, it might serve to prevent the ideological mass stampede that is
the perpetual danger in a society dominated by the agencies of mass
communication. The conservative role of religion is probably more
needed in our restless, revolutionary age than the dynamic role, just as
on a crowded highway, good brakes are more important than good
accelerators. Second, this dynamic equilibrium returns us to the source
of all creative activity, the individual, for the image of God is revealed
in him, not in the state or in any social class, nor in any institution.
Third, it calls upon us to recognize the inner unity of religious faith and
the rational quest. In substance it points to the dynamic progressive
character of all that is human. We must never be content to stand still,
as if perfection were already here. At any one time, the human advance
is a slow and pedestrian affair, a walking along a way, while the Vision
of Perfection lures man onward. “Seek Me, and live, saith the Lord.”*

Essentially, the ethic of religious humanism is a blend of two forces,
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the one symbolized by Socrates, the other by Amos. Both were path-
breakers. They were alike, in a profound sense, though the father of
classical philosophy represented the voice of reason, while the founder
of literary prophecy spoke in the name of faith. Both Titans of the spirit
conveyed to their contemporaries the psychic syndrome of doubt, a
higher faith, and a continuous quest.

Socrates questioned the certainties of the teachers of his day—the
dogmas of the traditionalists and the nihilism of the Sophists. Yet he
“knew” that the quest of truth and goodness was not an illusion. He
defended the faith that somehow goodness, truth, and beauty belong to
the structure of reality. And he gave his life to prove the supreme worth
of the quest of truth, for, as Plato put it, “The unexamined life is not
worth living.”

Amos too exemplified a similar, threefold approach—doubt in the
efficacy of the priestly ritual, faith in the justice of God, and the
ineluctable duty to “seek” God, in order to live. To be sure, the pathos
of prophecy is at the opposite pole from the serenity of the philosopher.
So, to the prophet, the voice of God was as the terrifying roar of a lion,
while to Socrates, the intimation of Divine guidance was conveyed by a
“daemon,” the faint echo of a distant call.

A PERSONAL PHILOSOPHY OF LIFE

In the development of a philosophy of life for the individual, the tension
between the Vision and the Way provides the general perspective. The
Way for us today in the Western World is to be found in the accumu-
lated wisdom in our common heritage. While our philosophy and
literature have become infinitely more complex than those of the Greek
world, the essential outlines of human wisdom have not been greatly
altered. The counsels of the ancient Sages are still valid—the avoidance
of extremes, the “golden mean,” the sense of balance, the endeavor to
“give all men their due,” to be a good citizen, and to know ourselves.
Above all, it is to order one’s personality and one’s work so as to permit
the serene joy of contemplation.

We might describe this classical view as the attempt to see life in its
wholeness, and to order all things accordingly.

Within our own personality, the sense of the whole guards us against
the medieval nightmare of dualism and the modern disease of alienation.
In the ages of faith, the body and all its impulses were assumed to be
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evil, corrupted by “original sin” and subject to the wiles of Satan.
Accordingly, man was to be forever embroiled in a battle against his
lower nature. While Judaism did not surrender to the spell of this dismal
doctrine as completely as medieval Christianity, it did feel the effects of
this philosophy, and its lingering after-effects are recognizable even
today.

The sense of the whole leads us to accord to every impulse its due
place. Man is urged to cultivate all the facets of his personality, to
esteem beauty as much as truth, the health of the body as well as the
soundness of the mind, the competition in the arena as much as the
dialogues in the forum. The goal is to become Headam Hashalem, the
Perfect or the Complete Man.

This ideal appears to be self-centered in an age of mass-conformity.
Is it not sinful to lavish one’s energy on one’s own self? But if we do
not concern ourselves with the improvement of our understanding and
the refinement of our sensibilities—old-fashioned as these goals may
appear—we shall not acquire a firm base for our social ideals. The river
cannot rise above its source. So, there cannot be in the mass that which
is not in the individuals composing it. To love one’s neighbor as oneself
makes sense only when one does love oneself—intelligently. Without a
reasoned self-love, social idealism is certain to deteriorate into some
kind of technocratic Utopia, where the wheels of society as a whole
hum most efficiently, but where the individual is no more than a bolt
or a nut.

The sense of alienation that our literary artists have been describing
for half a century is essentially the inhospitality of our society to the life
of the soul. Those who strive to polish the mirror of their soul, the
better to reflect the Divine, are bound to feel alien among people who
are content to be mirror-images of one another. In the “lonely crowd”
of “other-centered” people, the mass is all and the individual is nothing.
There is then no unforgivable sin, save that of straying too far from the
Gallup-poll. But, if the faceless mob should become aware of its power
and shake off the reins of restraint, it will gallop to destruction. Hence,
the need of keeping alive the classical ideal of wisdom—the man who
is as well-governed and motivated as the ideal republic. Said Plato in
The Laws: “If you ask what is the good in general of education,
the answer is easy; education produces good men and good men act
nobly. . . ”

For the Greeks, the individual was incomplete apart from the state.
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Man is by nature a political being, Aristotle insisted; hence, he is
complete only when he fulfills his role as a citizen: “In addition to the
full development of his personality, a person should train himself to
serve the state. . . .” The citizen should be molded to suit the form of
government under which he lives.

In Judaism, man is made complete, not so much by loyalty to the
state, as by the love of God. The Divine mystery is within the individ-
ual, as well as between him and his neighbor. Man is fully himself only
when he detaches himself from the mass so as to reflect in his being
“the image of God.” “Complete ye shall be,” says the Torah, “with the
Lord your God.”® The polarity that Judaism established is between man
and God, with the love of neighbor as a corollary of the love of God.
“Thou shalt love him as thyself, I am the Lord thy God.””

The love of God presents to man the vision of an infinite task. To
love God is not to wallow in sentimentality, but “to make His Name
beloved in the world.”® It is, therefore, to be loyal to an ideal kingdom
that can never be fully realized in this mundane world. This loyalty
serves as a check upon the web of political loyalties, in which we are
involved.

In this view, the state is ideally not an all-consuming Leviathan; nor
1s it simply the supreme focus of loyalties; rather it is the social context
within which we are to fulfill our obligations to our neighbors and to
the Kingdom of God. Thus, religious humanism rejects all concepts of
the state, which are based either upon the analogy of a biological
organism or that of a machine. The ideal is to have a minimum of
force and maximum of persuasion—a society of individuals responding
voluntarily to calls of duty and compassion. The individual is the
enduring focus of all values, while the community of which he is a part
continues to change. At one time, it was the clan, then the tribe, then
the nation.

To the Greeks of old, the Polis was the center and circumference of
all laws and all duties. It is difficult for us today to realize that states and
nations too are transitory phenomena, like the Polis in the classical
world. An Atlantic community may arise in our day, superseding the
nation-states. The ideal society is always in the future. We must recog-
nize the tension between the empirical state, within which we belong
and by the laws of which we are bound, and that vision of humanity
which looms as a potential reality on the horizon.
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NATURAL LAW AND THE LIFE OF THE FAMILY

What role does the Law of the Torah play today in the life of the non-
Orthodox Jew? It no longer controls his daily life, and the rituals which
it prescribes are observed spottily and sporadically by most people. In
the absence of universally recognized synods and councils, a tacit con-
sensus allows some sections of the Law to become inoperative and
obsolete, except for the ultra-Orthodox. Yet, even today the Law,
insofar as it is studied or followed, serves as a symbolic reminder of the
duty of obedience to the positive law of the community and of rever-
ence for the moral-spiritual Law of God. In Judaism, the law of the
land is sacred, if it is enacted on the basis of equality for all citizens—
“The law of the government is law.”® At the same time, we are called
upon to be more than law-abiding and to go “beyond the line of the
law;,” in the quest of that “which is good and right in the eyes of the
Lord.” The Absolute Law of right and mercy is not merely a distant
ideal; it is a living reality, as firmly fixed in the nature of things as are
the physical laws of the universe.

Do we then reaffirm the ancient doctrine of “natural law”?— Yes
and no. Yes, insofar as the nature of the spirit in itself is concerned; no,
insofar as our total comprehension of these laws is concerned. It is
significant that the “Seven Precepts of Noah,” reflecting the universal
imperatives of God, were never spelled out in detail.

All the expressions of the human spirit are structured in terms of
laws—descriptive and narrative. These are most exact in the domain of
knowledge, especially of inanimate matter. Our categories become less
accurate in the sciences of life. In the realm of esthetics, we cannot
speak of rigid laws, only of norms of design and harmony. There is also
a general consensus, if not universal agreement, in some areas of ethical
conduct.

Yet, these norms and categories do not encompass the depths of the
human situation, which is constantly changing. Even in the case of
physical matter, we encounter fresh riddles the moment one or another
mystery is solved. The laws that summarize our knowledge are being
steadily and subtly transformed by the growth of our understanding. We
know that the essence of reality eludes our grasp, even while we employ
methods of research which presuppose the iron inexorability of the laws
of nature.
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We think of God as the source of personality as well as the creator of
the cosmos. The affirmation of Divine unity in the “Shema” affirms
precisely this mysterious identity of Person and Law in the Divine
Being. Every person is a blend of character and freedom, a reliable
structure of patterns of feelings, coupled with an unpredictable sponta-
neity. In the Supreme Being, that we encounter in the glow of love as
in the regularities of our existence, spontaneity and invariant law coexist
in a mysterious unity.

So, the Will of God is revealed for us in the texture of moral-spiritual
laws, as well as in the free and creative flow of empathy, the love of God
and man. The two forms of revelation, love and law, must be balanced
against each other, with love losing some of its infinite freedom, and
the law advancing in its slow and shambling manner toward the new
perspectives opened up by the eyes of love.

In the domain of sex and love, we recognize the mystery of Divine
creation. We affirm the validity of the command not to abuse God’s
greatest gift to us. Our fundamental conviction is that sex belongs
preeminently to the whole of our personality; hence, without love and
the fullness of self-giving implied in love, it is a travesty and a mockery
of our own inmost being. In love, we accord supreme value to the
mysterious essence of the person who is the object of our affection. But
love is also free and unpredictable; proverbially “blind,” it can be easily
abused and delusive. Hence, sex must be fitted within a context defined
by law, which safeguards its mystique, its sanctity, fostering the feelings
of mutual reverence in the two persons concerned. Also, since the
community is affected by the consequence of sex, no two people can do
what they please without affecting society as a whole. The discoveries of
modern psychoanalysis have brought fresh evidence to support the
belief that the sexual instinct affects the whole of our mental makeup.
So, sex cannot be left to the momentary impulse of the individuals
concerned, as exponents of the “new morality” may assert. Too much
of the individual and too much of society are involved for any feelings
of the moment to be decisive.

But, while the regulation of love belongs within the moral law of
God as well as the positive law of the community, the exact specifica~
tions of such laws cannot be fixed with finality for all time. Allowance
must be made for the changing patterns of social life as well as for the
ebb and flow of human sentiments. We find in Scripture a deep aware-
ness of the horror of sexual sins and deviations, but we cannot maintain
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that the penalties for adultery and sodomy, prescribed in the Bible, are
valid today. Yet these are certainly sins; so too, are all extramarital
relations—they furtively taint man’s highest expressions with fraud and
self-deceit.

In the case of birth-control, we do not concur that “natural law”
prohibits the use of contraceptive devices. Here is an example of the
failure of man’s imagination to keep pace with the growing complexities
of our global problems. We repudiate the notion that the sole function
of the sexual act is to produce children. As we interpret the account of
man’s creation, the woman was designed to be man’s companion. While
it is a Divine injunction “to be fruitful and to multiply,” this command
is properly fulfilled, according to the Talmud, when a family possesses
two children, according to some, and four children, according to others.

In the Talmud and the Codes, birth-control practices are limited to
only a few special cases, those in which the life of the mother might be
endangered by pregnancy, or when a community suffers from famine.
However, Conservative and Reform Jews have held that a supreme
reverence for human life dictates the proper spacing of children. It
requires that emphasis be placed on the quality of the mother’s life
and on the right atmosphere for the rearing of children. The mere
multiplication of human beings is not an end in itself. Society, then, has
a positive obligation to further the promotion of birth-control knowl-
edge and the dissemination of whatever aids are available.”

As to abortion, both Philo and Josephus express the sense of horror
felt by Jews at such a flagrant attempt “to destroy God’s structure and
His Work.”’'! On the other hand, the unborn foetus is regarded as
simply a part of the mother’s body, until it has emerged out of the
birth-canal. Therapeutic abortion was generally allowed, with the life
of the mother taking precedence over that of the unborn child.!?

With our present knowledge of the slow growth of the embryo, we
do not esteem the unborn foetus, especially in the early stages, to be a
human being. Hence, there is room for the positive law of the commu-
nity to determine the cases when abortion be permitted. Since the
foetus is part of the mother, she and her husband should have the right
to determine whether an abortion should be performed. But, the
moment a child is born, it acquires the status and dignity of a human
being. For many centuries Judaism protested against the pagan practice
of abandoning or killing unwanted children.
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PRINCIPLES OF SOCIAL ETHICS

In the domain of social and economic life, we recall that the Jewish
religion was born in a recoil of the soul from the horror of enslavement.
In the first of the Ten Commandments, the Lord is identified as the
author of freedom. The Sabbath is ordained for two reasons—one to
emphasize man’s kinship with the Supreme Being, Who contemplates
serenely the work of His hands; the other, to afford all servants and even
animals the opportunity to rest one day a week. Man was designed to
be free, to be like God, in His creative labor and His calm reflection.

At the same time, the leaders of society were urged to ordain laws
that would mitigate the hardships resulting from human inequality and
the caprices of fortune. The Jubilee year, the returning of fields to
their original owners and the liberating of the slaves, is an example of
Pentateuchal legislation in this area. So, too, is the cancellation of debts
in the seventh year and the prohibition of usury.

However, even in ancient times, these laws were insufficient to con-
trol the blight of poverty. Hence, the injunction to establish charitable
enterprises in behalf of the poor. “The Holy One, blessed be He, loves
the poor.” 12

In Talmudic law, artisans were permitted to band into guilds in order
to establish standards for their trade and to fix prices. Merchants were
allowed to use various gimmicks to attract customers to their stores. But
there were also certain definite limits upon these rights. The resident
scholar and the representative heads of the community had to approve
the regulations of the guilds. The merchants were not allowed to charge
more than the right price, even when the demand far exceeded the
supply. Workers could band together to strike against an employer. Even
a single worker had the right to discontinue working at any time, “even
in the middle of the day.”!'* However, a strike was justified only if its
purpose was to compel the employer to submit to arbitration in accor-
dance with the Torah (din Torah).

What are the basic, inalienable rights of man? They are the circum-
stances that are needed for the realization of his humanity, the “image
of God” within him. In the course of history, different “rights” and
“freedoms” become essential, if men are not to be “dehumanized.”
Stalin in his constitution for the U.S.S.R., and Pope John XXIII in the
encyclical “Pacem in Terris,” have written of the “right to work.”
Certainly, governments are obligated to provide a minimum subsistence
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for all who, for one reason or another, cannot fit into the normal spaces
of the economic system. Already, the Book of Deuteronomy makes the
elders of a city responsible for the life of all who enter its boundaries. !>

Justice Brandeis maintained that every person should have the right
to choose between staying in his own native land and emigrating to
another country. Pope John XXIII expressed a similar view. In Judaism,
this right appears to be fundamental, for we belong to God first and
only secondarily to a particular nation or state. Thus, the first Divine
command to Abraham was to go forth from his native land. And the
first of the Ten Commandments introduces the Lord as the One “who
took thee out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of bondage.” The
ceremony of pidy on haben, the redemption of the firstborn, in the
course of which the father “buys” his son from a priest, dramatizes the
principle that a child belongs to God, not to the state, nor the tribe,
nor even the family.

In general, Judaism does not insist on one or another economic
system, but it asserts the inadequacy of all systems. In a society where
free enterprise is the rule, Judaism asserts the constant need to combat
poverty and to safeguard the freedom and dignity of the individual. In a
socialistic society, it would stress the sanctity of the human person and
the inviolability of his basic rights. Whatever the existing structure of
society, the Vision of Perfection looms above it, as a goal and as a
standard of judgment.

The Messianic ardor of Judaism is directed toward the building of a
just, even a perfect society, here on earth. But this massive force is
balanced by the built-in caution against the belief that any concrete plan
or any visible structure is indeed Messianic. Jewish history is as dramatic
a warning against pseudo-Messianism, as Jewish idealism is a persistent
source of Messianic longing. In the non-Orthodox realm of discourse,
the Messiah is a symbol of the attainment of perfection, in the life of
the individual as in society generally. But, so paradoxical is human
nature, that actual perfection is almost a contradiction in terms. The
Messianic ideal can only loom on the horizon as a many-splendored
vision, urging mankind to advance along the diverse pathways of the
spiritual life, but it cannot be fully realized. If the Messiah claims to
exist here and now, he is a false Messiah.

The dominating motif of Jewish social ethics is therefore melioristic,
rather than Messianic—that is, we are bidden to improve our society,
not to impose a perfect plan upon it. The Talmud asserts that we are
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not permitted to force the coming of the Messiah, only to hasten his
arrival by deeds of charity and repentance.!® We are therefore enjoined
to be active builders of the “Kingdom of God,” but also to know
that our efforts cannot but be fragmentary and more often than not
contradictory. As we noted earlier, the religious spirit is at once conser-
vative and reforming.

THE VIRTUE OF WISDOM

Perhaps the most significant insight of Jewish ethics is its stress on the
supreme value of learning and thought. Our entire literature bears the
impress of this ideal. The prophets reproached the people for their lack
of “the knowledge of God.”'” In the Ethics of the Fathers, the pillar of
Torah is put before those of worship and deeds of charity.'® Hillel went
so far as to assert “that he who does not learn is deserving of death.” !
The “houses” of Hillel and Shammai debated for several years as to
whether learning is more important than good deeds.?° They concluded
that learning is indeed more important, for, in addition to its own
worth, it ultimately leads to all kinds of good deeds.

In rabbinic literature, learning was not simply the totality of human
wisdom, but the specific lore of Judaism—Torah, Talmud, and Com-
mentaries. However, as a basic ideal, the pursuit of truth was implicit in
the ardor of Torah-learning. The Torah was to be studied “for its own
sake.” In the activity of the intellect we enter the company of the
Divine, as it were.

Can we recapture this insight in behalf of our own age?

We seem to be living in an age of exploding education. The colleges
are bursting with eager students, and the Federal Government is prepar-
ing to enter this field on an unprecedented scale. Still, the emphasis is
utilitarian. Education is essential to prepare people for good jobs and to
make it possible for them to learn new skills when their old jobs are
no longer available. It is also a prerequisite for a healthy democracy.
Accordingly, the emphasis is now placed on mass education and, in the
universities, on the sciences.

But we need to realize that religion itself is expressed in part through
the quest of truth and the acquisition of wisdom for its own sake.
Learning must be understood as a high purpose of life, not merely as a
way to improve one’s earning power. As Rabbi Zadok put it, we must
not turn wisdom into “a spade with which to dig.”?!
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This emphasis would, in the course of time, change the prevailing
spirit in our academic campuses. Students would not be driven to
equate learning with grades, and professors would not be pressed to
“publish or perish.” Learning would be esteemed as a way of life, noble
in its own right. Whatever professions we may choose, we need to
acquire the zest for wisdom as the supreme value of the good life.

The new age of automation is likely to provide many people with
leisure hours that they could well utilize in a continuous program
of self-education. But education requires emotional, hence religious
motivation: “the beginning of wisdom is the fear of the Lord.” %2

In the Western World, the marks of a religious life have been identi-
fied almost exclusively with the virtues of faith, hope, and charity.
Noble as these qualities are, they can be easily suborned and put to the
service of fanatics and benighted crusaders. Does not history afford a
thousand illustrations of this melancholy fact? Indeed, the virtue of self-
criticism is as essential to faith, personal or collective, as a steering wheel
is to a car. The task of aggiornamento is a divine imperative for every
generation and for every faith. It is the Word of God in action—“The
soul of man is a candle of the Lord, searching his inmost parts.” %>

The practice of self-criticism is our only safeguard against the tyranny
of the mob, which, as Plato warned us, is the peculiar disease of
democracy. Mass education made possible the kind of totalitarian
thought-control that even the medieval world did not know. The soft
virtues of faith, hope, and charity are of little help in resisting totalitar-
ian idolatry. Propagandists do not dispute the maxim “love your neigh-
bor”; they merely distort the image of the neighbor into that of a
monstrous fiend. And distortions of this type exert a peculiar appeal to
the “pooled pride” of the people. Bloody crusades are far more likely
to be initiated by calls addresed to man’s noblest instincts than by appeals
to his selfishness. This is particularly true in our day, when nuclear war
could only result in the total impoverishment, if not the annihilation, of
mankind.

It would seem that only madness could drive the world to a nuclear
holocaust. Yet, such madness will surely wear the mask of the Messiah—
it will inaugurate the “Reich of a thousand years,” it will establish the
“classless” society, it will “make the world safe for democracy.” Only
the readiness of people to accept the scalpel of criticism as the cutting
edge of faith is likely to protect us against a resurgence of the seductive
delusions of pseudo-Messianism.
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THE ETHICS OF RACE AND GROUP RELATIONS

It is now generally accepted that national boundaries do not constitute
the limits of our ethical obligation. So, the Torah begins the teaching of
Judaism with the narrative telling of the creation of mankind.

In addition to our duties as American citizens, we owe certain
obligations to those who share our faith and our historic heritage; we
possess a certain kinship with those who share our culture and our
freedoms; we are obligated to serve the entire society of mankind.
There is no neat way in which these duties can be meshed together. In
the perspective of the Way and Vision polarity, we recognize that a
dynamic transition from one social pattern of loyalties to another is the
rule rather than the exception.

First, within the boundaries of America. As a “nation of nations,”
creating one community out of diverse ethnic strains and religious
traditions, America cannot but strive for a unity of sentiment and
fellowship as well as of multifarious strands of law. While we begin with
the law affording equal justice to all, without any distinctions of race or
creed, we cannot be content with the bare bones of legal justice, but
must supplement it with the sentiments and aspirations of a common
fellowship. If the French nation, emerging suddenly into the air of
freedom, found it necessary to aim at fraternity, as well as liberty and
equality, we cannot set a lesser goal for America. The inner logic of
patriotism does not permit us to stop short of this consummation.
Hence, the need of supplementing the legal structure of the nation by
positive acts of philanthropy and concern, interethnic and all-American
in scope, that will have the effect of creating a true American brother-
hood, not merely a congeries of competing groups.

It follows that we need to combat the divisive spirit of racism,
whether it arises among “white supremacists” or “black nationalists.”
Upon all of us, there rests the duty to help those who for historical
reasons were late in enjoying the benefits of American society. We have
to complete the laws of equality by charitable concern for those who
stand in the doorway of our society, partly in and partly out, either in a
social, or in an economic, or in a cultural sense.

However, in our drive for national unity, we must not ignore either
the claims of individuals or the values that are inherent in the subcul-
tures of our society. It was the specious siren call for unity that in our
time served the fascist dictators so well. The Vision of Unity that we
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seek must not be a doctrinaire mold, imposed from without, but an
organic reality growing out of the American Way; integrating its values,
not crushing them into the monolithic gray of conformity. The image
of the “melting pot” suggests the ultimate homogenization of society,
its turning into a viscous soup, without any lumps. In the realm of ideals
and sentiments, the abstractionism of radicals may be as vicious as the
prejudice of reactionaries; with due attention to the existing patterns as
well as the looming vision, we can only aim at the growth of fellowship
and mutual regard, not the obliteration of differences.

In the integration of the Negro, the Mexican, and other races,
our guiding policy must be to guard the rights of the individual and
to administer even-handed justice to all. Our governing principle is
equality of opportunity, rather than egalitarianism, the attempt to im-
pose an artificial level of equality upon all groups. We know from the
sad annals of our history that such attempts create discord and stifle
the creative talents of those who have most to give to society. In
the interests of the nation as a whole, we cannot allow the organiza-
tion of ethnic groups on a quasi-political basis, groups that would fight
each other for the spoils of the national economy. The bitter rivalry
of racist pressure-groups is a corrosive poison that our society can ill
afford.

An economy that is open to all individuals on the basis of merit will
be supplemented by a cultural atmosphere that is receptive to all ideas
and values, allowing the diverse ethnic subcultures and religious faiths
to make their respective contributions to American culture. While it is
true that some Americans have no subculture or religious faith to enrich
their lives, we must insist that only an inverted sense of justice would
require that all social-cultural enclaves be erased in order to make all
“equal.”

TENSIONS BETWEEN NATIONAL AND
TRANSNATIONAL VALUES

To what extent should ethnic and religious subgroups maintain their
bonds of unity with their coreligionists or their respective national
homelands? On the one hand, the subgroups should recognize the
rightfulness of the overriding loyalties of the American nation. This is
the context into which, as individuals, we assume our rights and obliga-
tions. On the other hand, all cultural values, feelings of kinships, and
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sentiments of philanthropy are worth-while in themselves; hence, their
claim upon us is that of moral values, which, if possible, ought to be
incorporated into our life.

In the event of a conflict between these parochial values and the
interests or ideals of the American nation, the latter take precedence.
Such is the implication of the moral-legal context of our day.

The emphasis on the sanctity of the individual in our tradition
implies that it is for the individual to resolve such matters of cultural
conflict as do not concern the nation as a whole. In turn, the choice by
the individual is to be made on the basis of his moral obligation to
sustain as many as possible of the positive values impinging upon his
personality. On the one hand, he should familiarize himself with the
constellation of values in his heritage, so that his choice will not be
determined by ignorance; on the other, he should recognize that all
historic clusters of ideas and sentiments are creations of contingent
circumstances. Born in time past, inevitably they must change or be
changed with the passage of time. The only enduring sources of value
are living individuals and universal ideals.

As a general rule, we may distinguish between the political legal
context, in which there cannot be room for “nations within nations,”
and the spiritual domain, containing religious values, historical associa-
tions, and philanthropic activities, where diversity of loyalties is creative
rather than competitive. The more a man learns of other cultures, the
more is he conditioned to appreciate his own; the more a person
concerns himself with the needs of his own ethnic group, the more he
is likely to be sensitive to the needs of his fellow citizens. Yet, these
generalizations must be tested in practice, for we know only too well
that ethnic loyalties can become constrictive and self-centered.

In this area, the world-wide experience of the Jewish people demon-
strates the dangers as well as the potentialities of ethnic enclaves within
a nation. On the whole, we can say that modern Jews have learned to
effect a viable synthesis between their loyalties to the Jewish people as a
whole and their bonds of unity with the respective nations among
whom they have lived. They have confined their Jewish loyalties to the
areas of religion, antidefamation, and philanthropy, while they have
reserved their national loyalties for their respective states. This solution
has been upset only in periods of extreme turbulence.

Now that the State of Israel is ready and willing to accept those who
wish to be part of the Jewish national homeland, those who opt to
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remain in their native lands can return in good conscience to the
normative pattern of adjustment in the Diaspora. To be sure, a twilight
area of uncertainty remains—the host-nation might become narrowly
zealous, succumbing to the “know-nothing” mentality which takes
offense at the slightest resistance to full homogenization. Also, the
Jewish group might so interpret its religious-ethnic heritage as to pre-
empt the whole spectrum of national feelings, leaving only the outer
shell of the overall legal-political context. Cultural subgroups might
become so exclusively concerned with their own specific ethnic inter-
ests as to introduce the sword of ethnocentric warfare into the vitals of
the nation. Needless to say, an ethnic group so minded and so consti-
tuted can hardly contribute to the promotion of those feelings of
fraternity that every nation strives to attain.

If Jewish history teaches us anything at all, it is the need of actively
cultivating feelings of fraternity with the host-nations, and the dire
disasters that are sure to follow the failure to attain this consummation.
This failure may derive from a narrowing of the vision of the host-
nation, and it may also be due to the rigidity of the ethnic minorities.
In any case, the ethical problem of an ethnic minority is affirmatively to
develop its philanthropic activities in such a manner as to embrace the
entire nation, thereby contributing to the creation of a fraternal society.
As the Talmud teaches, “We are obligated to feed the poor of other
nations along with the poor of Israel, in order to improve the ways of
peace.”?* On the other hand, the host-nation must raise the sights of
national unity to the plane of cultural-moral values, so that its resident
minorities may be embraced by its cultural and social dimensions, as
well as by its political boundaries. Both groups must recognize that they
are in a transitional context, between the existing pattern and the vision
of the future.

Within the Jewish community, the debate on this issue is still being
formulated in terms of the choice between survivalism and assimilation.
The proponents of both alternatives seek to impose a vision of their
own upon the protean reality. In the actual situation, the living commu-
nity at any one time can hardly do more than take a few steps in either
direction. It cannot envision all contingencies and it cannot pretend to
“guarantee” the end that it seeks. Inevitably the debate degenerates into
a contest between competing pseudo-Messianic frenzies.

In the perspective of our analysis, the actual issue is on the plane of
the contemporary Way, rather than on the futuristic plane of the Vision.
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Naturally, the cherished Vision, either of the perpetual endurance of
the Jewish identity or of its total dissipation, exerts its proper pull upon
the complex of values in the present. But we must not presume to play
the part of God, who alone knows the End. In the contemporary
situation, we face the issue of incorporating as many creative values as
possible in our life and in the lives of our children. We focus attention
on the living individuals, here and now; it is their happiness and their
moral growth that should determine our decision. There will be no
unanimity on this score either, but then the alternatives are clear and
concrete. As to the future, it will grow out of our actions and the
actions of our successors; hence we are called upon to act so as to hasten
the Messiah’s advent, but not “to force the end.” Thus, the Midrash
comments on the verse, “Don’t touch my messiahs—these are the
children of our schools.” %

The Golden Rule applies to social groupings as to individuals. While
every group is entitled to preserve its own integrity, it must keep itself
“open” to the ideals, values, and individuals that impinge upon it. A
“closed” society, barring its gates either against the coursing currents of
doctrine or against people who might want to become part of it, is in
standing violation of the elementary principles of good manners. “Good
fences make good neighbors,” is an old adage; yet, as Robert Frost
pointed out, the barriers must not be raised too high, and only where
they are absolutely necessary.

PEACE AND THE INTERNATIONAL ORDER

The Hebrew prophets projected the vision of a united society of man-
kind, in which all “the families of the earth” will join together to
eliminate the scourges of war, injustice, and poverty. Yet, in the Jewish
tradition, pacifism finds little support, for we must not imagine at any
one time that the millennium is already here. We are called upon to
strive for the realization of the dream of human perfection—as if it
could be achieved tomorrow. But we must begin with the existing
patterns of international relations and work from there, taking a step at
a time.

Nevertheless, individual Jews may incline to one edge of the spec-
trum and become “conscientious objectors.”” They may draw their
convictions from the mystical stream in the Jewish heritage, which
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asserts that all is in the hands of God. All that man can do is to refrain
from evil. Or they may come to feel that, as Jews, they stand outside
history; they have been assigned a unique task and consigned to the
realm of eternity. Hence, they must not immerse themselves in the
power struggles of the nations. While in our judgment such views may
seem “extremist,” we have to recognize that in the dynamic polarity of
Judaism, some small groups will cling to either one of the two poles.
Such people should be allowed to serve the nation in ways that accord
with their religious convictions.

With our emphasis on justice as well as on love, we can advance
toward the Ideal Society in two ways: by helping to build an interna-
tional network of institutions of justice, and by engaging in various
international projects of benevolence. The first task is largely a govern-
mental effort. A reign of law among nations may be established by
degrees, through the extension of international law and the promotion
of international institutions. The United Nations organization should
be encouraged to build up an international civil service and a panel of
judicial administrators who, perhaps, would be required to give up their
individual citizenships and become world citizens, an affiliation that
would entitle them to live anywhere and to be protected by a special
covenant. From such a panel, the men and women who administer the
various U.N. projects could well be drawn. Ultimately, this panel might
include renowned judges, who would be selected to arbitrate any and
all international disputes. We cannot expect that an order of law will be
established overnight, but neither can we delay indefinitely the begin-
ning of such an order.

The second task is largely personal, the extension of a helping hand
to those in need, regardless of existing barriers. The Peace Corps project
of President Kennedy and the vast Foreign Aid Program are particular
expressions of this activity. In this field, there is ample room for the
initiative of private individuals.

The Jewish people, recalling the evils of national zealotry, are likely
to bring to this effort the impetus of their historic tradition. Also, the
wide dispersal of Jews throughout the globe makes them aware of the
need of stretching the bonds of fellowship across national boundaries. A
residue of the sense of alienation, however weak and muted, remains in
the minds of Jewish people, and this feeling serves to immunize them
against the temptation to lay down rigid lines either for the character of
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the nation or for its destiny. Jews are the natural “protestants” against
national idolatries and the outcroppings of chauvinism in all ethnic
groups.

The young State of Israel has already launched a far-flung foreign
aid program, with the object of extending technical assistance to the
underdeveloped nations. This program is still in its infancy; yet, already
it serves more than fifty nations.

WAR IN THE NUCLEAR AGE

The invention of the A and H bombs poses the question whether there
are any contingencies in which a nuclear catastrophe may be ethically
justified. It is now fairly certain that nuclear weapons have not been put
by the major powers in the category of poison gases, that by common
consent were not to be used in the event of war, save possibly in isolated
cases. Atomic weapons are now so thoroughly integrated into the
armament of the regular forces that a major war, in which both sides
would refrain from using atomic weapons, is now scarcely conceivable.

Diplomacy is in part at least the art of using the threat of war as a
way of preventing it. For nuclear weapons to serve as a “deterrent,”
their employment under certain conditions must be “credible.” If we
assume that a full-scale war would result in the obliteration of all human
life on earth, can we still conceive a contingency when a nation might
be justified in launching that ultimate catastrophe?

The logic of our entire analysis negates any attempt to introduce the
Absolute into the ethical equation. No alternative can be so utterly evil
as to justify the total destruction of humanity. Suppose Hitler had
obtained complete control of the entire globe, and suppose he had
proceeded to annihilate the Jews, to decimate other races, and to set up
a universal slave system. Even then, he would have died one day, and
his followers would have regained by degrees their human sanity and
dignity. No evil can be so total or so eternal as to justify the total
annihilation of civilized mankind.

Long ago, the rabbis laid it down as a governing principle, “All sins a
person may commit if the alternative is the loss of his life, excepting
these three—idolatry, sexual immorality, and murder”’?® In other
words, a person does not have the right to cause the death of an
innocent individual in order to save his own life. By way of explanation,
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the Talmud adds, “Why should you think that your blood is redder than
that of another?”

In the case of nuclear warfare, the victims would be millions of
innocent bystanders. Thus, even if we could feel that our own life
would be saved, we have no right to take the lives of noncombatants.
Moreover, the Talmud recognizes the rights of generations yet unborn.
A witness was urged to reflect that his testimony, if false, would bring
upon him the guilt of “the blood of the innocent man’s unborn children
and descendants to the end of all generations.”?’

In the case of atomic warfare, the genetic damage to future genera-
tions is itself sufficient cause to bar use of the bomb to “protect” any
interest of the nation whatever, not excepting its independence.

As we have pointed out, national independence and even the survival
of a nation’s collective identity are not absolute values. Only God is
Absolute, and His image in man is the source and focus of all values.

An ethical principle, such as reverence for the lives of the innocent,
should rank higher in our scale of values than our own lives. So the
Talmud declared, “If a group of people is told—give us one from
among you, and we shall kill him; if not, we shall kill you’—Ilet them
all be killed, but they should not yield a person for execution. However,
if that one person is specified, like Sheva ben Bichri,?® then they should
surrender him, that they might not all be killed. Said Resh Lakish—
‘Only when that person is deserving of death, like Sheva ben Bichri!
Rabbi Yohanan said— ‘even if he is not deserving of death. ” %’

Occasions may arise when a nation might have to swallow its pride
and surrender its independence in order to save the lives of its people
and preserve their ideals. Jeremiah counseled the people of Jerusalem to
lay down their arms and to go into exile in Babylonia, to guard the
purity of their faith while bowing to the yoke of national slavery. The
reason that resistance to idolatry was ranked so high in rabbinic ethics
as to require martyrdom is the perennial tendency of men to deify their
collective image. In the Roman Empire, the emperors and the geniuses
of Rome were worshipped as if they were Divine. We today are too
sophisticated to make use of the old naive terms, but the spirit of
national apotheosis is more rampant than in any previous age. In fact,
the greatest service religion can render in our day is to keep peoples
from absolutizing their temporary selves. The Vision is always ahead of
us—not here, not now, not within our grasp.
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From a strictly ethical viewpoint, we cannot escape the logic of
Absolute Nuclear Pacifism—that is, the non-use of the Bomb, even as
retaliation for a direct attack. However, the existing patterns of society
would make such a policy illusory and self-defeating. It would be
impossible to secure an enforceable and verifiable ban on the production
and the possession of nuclear weapons. In the present circumstances,
“the balance of terror,” deriving from the possession of such weapons
by both sides in the world struggle, is serving more effectively than the
balance of power in the past.

In Judaism, we are cautioned to examine ethical questions in the light
of their consequences, not merely in terms of their inherent ethical
quality. Living in this mundane world, we must not assume that we can
suddenly plunge into the perfect world of the future, or act as if we
were there already. In the present context of international affairs, the
cause of peace would not be served by a unilateral renunciation of all
nuclear weapons on the part of the United States or the NATO powers.
On the other hand, to live in awareness of the tension between the
Vision and the Way, means to refuse to stand still, but to be ever-
straining toward the ideal. Whatever the necessities of the moment may
be, we dare not accept them as the unyielding verdicts of history, but
we must move toward the vision of our hearts, a few steps at a time,
even if no comparable concessions from our opponents are immediately
forthcoming. We must accept the principle of nuclear retaliation for
nuclear attacks, refraining from escalating the struggle as much as possi-
ble. At the same time, we must inaugurate a race for peace, by seeking
out diverse ways in which we can act to reduce the heat of the struggle
and provide a fitting example for our opponents.

But the greatest contribution that religious groups can make toward
the building of a permanent peace is to remove the aura of the Absolute
from the social-political issues of the day. No war is likely to break out
in our day, without a prior explosion of the apocalyptic frenzy, which
sees the ultimate struggle as the battle between the Children of Light
and the Children of Darkness. In the light of the glowing embers of our
faith, we should recognize our own shortcomings and the transitory
nature of our economic and social patterns. We, too, live under Divine
Judgment, and it is not for us to play the role of God, all over the
world.

At the same time, our faith should keep us from the sin of distorting
the image of our opponents. It is so natural and so seductively easy to
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portray the opponent in lurid colors, that it might be well for religious
groups to concentrate their moral forces on the front of public informa-
tion. The communists, by their controlled press and their bars against
migration, have been the chief offenders on this score. But, on our side,
too, there have been failures at communication. We bar our correspon-
dents from visiting China. And the pseudo-patriotism of our editors
leads them voluntarily to distort the image of our opponents, as com-
munist editors are persuaded to do, by fear of censorship.

The religious groups in our free society should lavish their resources
on the cultivation of the vision of humanity, in the full knowledge that
the interests of the state will be fully taken care of by its secular agencies.
In this endeavor, our major task will be to maintain a counterbalancing
endeavor against the perversion of our nation’s image and the distortion
of our antagonist’s image resulting from the natural feelings of ethno-
centric arrogance and “collective thought.”

MONOSATANISM, SUBVERSION, AND INTERVENTION

In the world view of monotheism, the creative forces in the universe
are believed to derive from one source. God is Truth and Love and
Peace. But, the diverse evils of human life are due to many unrelated
factors. There is not in opposition to God, an Ahriman, an all-encom-
passing Principle of Evil that rivals Him in unity of purpose and con-
centration of power. Satan in the Bible is also an obedient servant.
Mastema of the Book of Jubilees and Ashmedai, the prince of the devils,
belong to popular religion. For the populace finds it easier to believe in
the unity of satanic forces than in the unity of the Divine. Monosatan-
ism is more common than monotheism.

The assumption that all the unrest in our world is due to communism
corresponds to the equally fatuous dogma of the communists that all
the evil in the world is due to capitalism. Both axioms are examples of
contemporary monosatanism in the secular domain, the one area of life
which modern man takes seriously. Actually, social unrest is more often
the rule, in human affairs, than the exception. Thucydides tells us that
the Greek cities of his day were divided, each in two cities. The battles
between the popular and the aristocratic factions were interrupted only
occasionally by the rise of a ruthless tyrant. And each faction sought aid
from the super-powers of the day— Athens or Sparta, Persia, Macedo-
nia, or Rome.
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If the United States and Russia were simply super-powers in a
shrunken globe, the various factions in the infantile and adolescent areas
of the world would still have aligned themselves with one or the other.
They would have invented ideologies to justify their pleas for help, if
such ideologies had not already existed.

However, in many areas of the world we have acted as if there were
only one common enemy, as if we were confronted not by an ideology
but by the conspiracy of a few masterminds to control the entire
human race. Living in a country where the social struggles of the
underprivileged never reached the boiling point of revolution, we find
it difficult to imagine that in many areas of the world a genuine
democracy is impossible. And it is precisely in those areas that commu-
nist subversion is going on. The choice there is not between democracy
and dictatorship, but between the maintenance of one ruling group as
against another.

We cannot maintain that it is right for us to intervene in an interne-
cine struggle, such as is going on in South Vietnam or such as is likely
to arise in Africa or Latin America, if the legal government invites us.
For we know only too well that such governments have no real roots
among the people. Should we transfer to all ruling cliques the ancient
illusion of the Divine Right of Kings or Hegel’s abstract idealization of
the state? Such notions have done incalculable harm in the past.

By the same token, the communists have no right to help the so-
called “liberation” movements. These struggles are actually latter-day
imperial wars, led by governments that disavow imperialism and derive
no selfish benefit from their enterprises. Yet those governments are
equally guilty of imperialism, in the sense of extension of influence,
hidden under the guise of an ideological crusade—freedom, in our
case, “anticolonialism,” in the case of the communists.

Crusades are perversions of religious idealism. If the moralistic fig
leaf were torn away, these struggles, exposed in their naked brutality,
would soon simmer down. In the hybrid union of idealism and national
interests, the real interests of the nation are distorted by the pious patina
of propaganda. On any basis of enlightened selfishness, crusading wars
do not make sense. They are secularized versions of the medieval
crusades, deriving from the distortions of the political faiths of the
Western World.

A crusade is morally wrong, first, because it is likely to be based on
false premises either initially or as it continues; second, because it is
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based on the ineradicable sin of hubris, the endeavor to play the part of
God. To doubt our own wisdom or strength is the first implication of
humility. We cannot attempt to run the affairs of the whole world and
to arbitrate every dispute, because we must not assume that we alone
are worthy of the trust of all mankind. If the skepticism of the Age of
Reason ended the frenzy of the religious wars, a similar skepticism in
the domain of politics is likely to dampen the fervor of the embattled
secular ideologies. Religious skepticism was made possible by faith in
man; a healthy skepticism in regard to all global crusades derives from
faith in God.

Furthermore, in view of the world-wide competition between the
Free World and the communists, we have to assume that our opponents
will seek to counter every one of our moves to combat communism by
equal and opposite moves of their own. And we have to allow the moral
equivalence of their efforts, in many parts of the world, since the status
quo governments in former colonial areas were instituted in the first
place by their former masters.

Should we, then, do nothing to counter the deliberate attempt by
aggressive communist nations to destroy neighboring governments? Not
by ourselves, but we should assist the United Nations and its agencies
to stand guard over the legitimate rights of all peoples.

RELIGIONS IN A PLURALISTIC, SECULAR SOCIETY

The role of the historical religions in the pluralistic society of our day
cannot be delimited by a hard-and-fast rule—such as by the separation
of religion and government. The beginning of wisdom is to recognize
the interpenetration of all elements of culture and the restless dynamism
of society. As there is a democracy of people, so there is a corresponding
democracy of ideas, a certain range of freedom for ideas within an
existing context. At any one time, the prevailing pattern is a patchwork
of compromises, the product of historic contingencies. As situations
change, the compromises of the past need to be reviewed.

The Jewish attitude to the relations between the government and
religion consists of two antithetical principles—the one deriving from
the Bible and Talmud, the other emerging out of the recent centuries
of Jewish history. In the ancient tradition of Judaism, there was no
division between religion and public life whatever. As we have seen,
Moses Mendelssohn, living at the dawn of the Emancipation, con-
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tended that the Mosaic unity of religion and state referred to a unique
period; hence it was not normative for the future. In the reconstituted
State of Israel in our day, there is still a firm integration of the Syna-
gogue and the state. But, many of the non-Orthodox groups would like
to separate the Synagogue and the rabbinate from the agencies of
government.

In the past two centuries, Jewish people were impelled to associate
themselves with the Liberal thesis that government on all levels must be
free from any entanglement with religious bodies. The Jews drifted into
the various Liberal camps, since their rights and their rootedness in the
lands of the Diaspora depended entirely on the acceptance of the Liberal
thesis. The Conservative parties and the clerical lobbies could not but
resist the breakdown of the walls of the ghettos.

Armed with two mutually contradictory axioms, Jewish leaders can-
not be unanimous on the issues of religion and government. The
Orthodox groups, deriving their guidance from the sacred tradition
rather than from the configurations of modern history, will be prone to
build parochial schools and to seek government support for them. The
non-Orthodox, particularly the secularists, may go so far as to demand
a doctrinaire, total separation of all the institutions of faith from all the
agencies of government. A synthesis of the opposing theses of Jewish
faith and Jewish history is still a desideratum.

In our analysis, Judaism is a pattern of institutions and symbols plus
an outreaching of ideals, sentiments, and hopes. A similar situation
obtains not only in the other faiths of America, but in secular society as
well. For the term “secular” does not necessarily imply a total divorce
from the ideal content of religion. American society is secular in an
institutional, not in an ideal sense. It still assumes that a certain philoso-
phy of life, containing the ideals and values of the Judeo-Christian
tradition, will be conveyed to its citizens, directly or indirectly. Every
society must provide for the moral and psychological undergirding of
its social-legal texture. A communist society has its commissars, a fascist
its uniformed squads. In a democratic society, people are not “told,”
or “trained,” but they must still be taught, guided, stimulated, and
motivated.

It is in the ideal dimension of secular society that we have to find
room for the ethical core of the religions of the Judeo-Christian tradi-
tion. This does not mean that we assume the existence of a unitary,
easily defined and identified core of ethical principles. In each tradition,
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there is likely to be a spectrum of interpretations of its ethical substance.
But every religious community possesses an obligation to contribute to
the moral-spiritual elan of the nation as a whole, as well as to mold the
character of its citizens.

The attempt of the New York Board of Regents to formulate a
prayer, expressing the common core of American religions, was declared
unconstitutional by the United States Supreme Court. It is not for the
agencies of government to fix the outlines of the common core. Its
meaning may be conveyed only indirectly, by teaching about the reli-
gions of the community, for instance. There is need in this area for
experimentation and for the spirit of accommodation, since the alterna-
tive of a total “wall of separation” is unthinkable. It would drive both
the Church and the Synagogue to the catacombs.

The religions of the Judeo-Christian tradition nurture a common
vision of perfection for the individual and for society, but they articulate
this vision in diverse ways. Within the context of a democratic society,
they have a twofold obligation: to maintain the distinctiveness of their
own heritage and to sensitize their people to the appreciation of other
traditions. The first obligation has been generally recognized in our
contemporary society. It is axiomatic for every religious community to
seek to perpetuate its heritage in its own way. But the second duty is
equally important. We have to teach our young to understand and to
revere the religious ideas and the symbolic panoply of the faiths of our
neighbors. In the past, we have acted as if diverse religions were antago-
nistic to each other as a matter of course. The differences are of course
real, and they must not be blurred. But, there is also the common
heritage of the Judeo-Christian tradition, the Holy Scriptures, and the
grand evolution of the culture of the West. There is also the common
task to combat the universal evils of “extremism” in spiritual life—
fanaticism at one end, nihilism at the other.

Through our instruments of religious education we have now begun
to guard against the building up of “negative stereotypes” of other
faiths. A sincere effort is being made to refrain from identifying Jews as
“deicides,” to keep from stigmatizing Catholics as idolators, to guard
against the misrepresentation of diverse Protestant groups. While this
effort is only in its initial stages, we should look ahead to the positive
task of teaching our followers to appreciate the depth and grandeur of
other faiths. Does one religious group have the right, or even the duty,
to seek converts from other groups? From the standpoint of Judaism,
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every religious community can find salvation by nurturing the core of
religious idealism, “the Seven Commands of Noah.” There is no need
for conversion, except in the case of intermarriage. We recall the words
of Micah, “Let each people walk in the name of its God, and we shall
walk in the Name of the Lord, our God.”*°

Missionary propaganda can be offensive, even though it be motivated
by a self-sacrificing idealism. We must revere the people of other faiths
and admit the finitude of our own knowledge about the Infinite. In a
democratic society, all religious groups should maintain an attitude of
openness to each other. They can only profit by learning from one
another and by laboring together for the needs of the community. It is
only the “men of little faith” who can have any reason to fear any
untoward consequences resulting from the interreligious dialogues that
are becoming a permanent fixture in our society.

COMPARISON OF JEWISH AND CHRISTIAN ETHICS

It is extremely difficult to establish a fair basis for the comparison of
Jewish and Christian philosophies of ethics. On the one hand, when
the two traditions are taken as historic wholes, it is easy to see that the
colors which are bright and strong in one faith are mixed and muted in
the other. On the other hand, both traditions were deeply transmuted
by the modern spirit. The patina of modernism overlies the two faiths,
obscuring the differences of shade and nuance. Furthermore, the Jewish
as well as the Christian traditions are now so deeply divided, in doctrine
and in practice, that a philosophy of life purporting to be Jewish or
Christian is more likely to reflect the personal opinion of the author
and the temper of his time, than it is to represent the historical tradition.

Be it noted that the realm of ethics was not a battleground in the
ancient and medieval disputations between Jews and Christians. The
issue was the Messiahship of Jesus, the nature of the Promise in the
Bible and the character of God—all else was incidental. Those Jews
who accepted the Christian interpretation of the Messianic verses in the
Bible had no difficulty in accepting the ethical injunctions of Jesus; the
self-sacrificing pietists, Essenic, Pharisaic, or Hellenistic, who actually
lived by the ethical precepts of Jesus, remained part of the Jewish
community if they did not accept the dogma of his being an incarnation
of God’s Word.

To abstract an ethical issue out of the eschatological context of the
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first century is hardly instructive, though both Jewish and Christian
authors have done so with gusto. On the Christian side, writers have
asserted that Jewish ethics were at worst legalistic, at best a rigid insis-
tence on the principle of justice, while Christian ethics were based on
love. In this juxtaposition, the specific atmosphere of Jesus’ life and
teaching was forgotten. As Albert Schweitzer pointed out, the ethics of
primitive Christianity was “interim-ethik,” the thought and action of a
community that expects daily the end of the world. Hence, their proto-
communism, their total unconcern with the normal tasks of society.
With the records of the Qumran sect available to us, we see how a
similarly minded community, living in anticipation of Messianic re-
demption, retreated from the world and gave itself up completely to the
service of the Lord.

We need hardly add that the Jewish tradition fostered the virtues of
love, compassion, and faith as well as those of obedience to law, justice,
and reasonableness. Jewish ethics have been presented as the field of
tension between the Way and the Vision; the philosophic counsels of
balance, fitness, and harmony, constituting the pattern of the Law at
one pole, and the religious passion for supreme self-giving at the other.
Leo Baeck, writing from the Jewish viewpoint, described the Christian
ethic as romantic, the Jewish as classical. This distinction is justified only
if we narrowly restrict our view of Christianity to certain specified
periods. Thus, in the time of Jesus and in the Apostolic period, we see
a “threshold-mentality,” the mood of a people living on the verge of
the End, giving all for love. Such moods were recreated at various
times—by the “Montanists” in the second century, the Franciscan
spiritualists, the Anabaptists at the time of the Reformation, the English
Radicals of the seventeenth century. In terms of our analysis, we should
say that in those periods the tension between the Way and the Vision
was broken, with the Vision of the End becoming all in all.

But the Christians did not normally emulate the Montanists, who, we
are told, would crowd into the Roman governor’s chamber, pleading to
be allowed to die. Paul’s rejection of the Law and Jesus’ injunction,
“Judge not that ye be not judged,” did not prevent the pious Emperor
Justinian from promulgating his code.

Actually, Christianity reestablished the tension between the Way and
the Vision when it set out to embrace the philosophic heritage of the
Greeks and the legal principles of Roman Law. Only at rare intervals
did the consuming fire of romanticism burst asunder the restraints of
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reason and law. To be sure, in Catholic Christianity, it would appear
that two ethical codes are offered—one for the “religious,” the other
for secular society. Yet, Catholics would maintain that there is no break
between the two classes, only a state of mutual challenge. For monks
and nuns retreat from the world only in order to serve it better.

The idealization of celibacy is far more prevalent in Christianity than
in Judaism. But it would be wrong in our day to impute to Christians,
Catholic or Protestant, the view of St. Paul, that “it is better to marry
than to burn.” Marriage is a holy state of life; sanctity embraces the
whole of man, not merely his soul.

In general, Christians and Jews come together closest in the realm of
ethics. The rigidities of law and dogma in both camps yield progres-
sively to the softening effects of the historic perspective that is common
to both of them. The differences in the nuance of each ideal within the
two traditions are fruitful and enriching for both. If love in the Christian
tradition evokes the images of self-giving and self-denial, and if in
Judaism it evokes primarily devotion to the building of the community,
the two traditions gain in depth as they welcome each other’s insights.
In the infinite quest for perfection, people can only follow one pathway
at a time, but by imaginative empathy they can feel the zest and
grandeur of their confreres climbing by other paths toward the same
broad summit.
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NEO-MAIMONISM
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THE TERM “Neo-Maimonism” is coined in the same manner and for
the same reason as the well-known designations—Neo-Aristotelianism,
Neo-Platonism, Neo-Thomism, Neo-Kantism and Neo-Hegelianism.
Strictly speaking, we should speak of Neo-Maimonideanism, but we
prefer the shorter form, for the sake of convenience.

There are only so many basic positions that a thinker can assume vis
a vis the riddle of existence. And all serious scholars are aware of the
historical roots of their thoughts. So, the ends of logical clarity and
historical perspective are both advanced when a contemporary move-
ment is described as a version of a well-known historical position.

In the case of Neo-Maimonism, this policy is all the more to be
commended because the “Guide of the Perplexed” served as a touch-
stone of philosophic speculation ever since it appeared. To the religious
liberals, it was the pillar of light, blazing a bold pathway through the
arid wilderness of contending passions and superstitions. To the naive
and the literalists, the philosophy of Maimonides was a snare and a
delusion, even when they admitted that his Code was a most precious
part of the sacred tradition. In a sense, the Maimonidean controversy
continued unabated into our own time. While in the thirteenth century,
the question for the literalists in regard to the “Guide” was “to burn, or
not to burn,” the subsequent centuries rephrased the alternatives, but
they continued the debate. The rise of Kabbalah and its triumph, after
the expulsion from Spain, did not succeed in suppressing completely
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the influence of Jewish rationalism. And every new wave of enlighten-
ment was powerfully assisted by the momentum of the Maimonidean
philosophy. If Hassidism generally scorned the “Guide,” the Maskilim
felt that it propelled them directly into the intellectual world of the end
of the eighteenth century. Moses Mendessohn found that Maimonides
prepared him to understand Spinoza, Descartes and Leibnitz. Solomon
Maimon went directly from Maimonides to Kant. Several decades later,
Nahman Krochmal and Samuel David Luzzatto defended opposing
positions in regard to the place of Maimonides within authentic Juda-
ism. In the past century and a half, when Jewish intellectuals were
beguiled by the spirit of the times to move in different directions, drawn
now to the nationalist-romanticist pole, now to the humanist-rationalist
pole, it was the adequacy of the Maimonidean synthesis that they
debated.

Our generation is called upon to undertake a basic reexamination of
our convictions and goals. We are no longer driven by desperation to
fight for sheer survival. In Israel and in the free world, we are suffi-
ciently secure to face the ultimate questions and to take seriously
Maimonides’ admonition to let our ideas grow out of the facts rather
than to tailor our convictions to suit our peculiar situation.

On the other hand, we cannot gainsay the obsoleteness of Maimon-
ides’ picture of the cosmos, with its basic categories of Matter and
Form, its four earthly elements and the ethereal substance of the heav-
enly bodies, its many “spheres” and “intelligences,” and its deference to
Aristotle’s authority in regard to all matters “below the moon.” Also his
knowledge of comparative religion and of history was inevitably minute
by our standards, though he pioneered the exploration of these themes
for the understanding of the mizvot. Again, we cannot assent to his
aristocratic disdain for the common people. Yet, if we transpose the
living core of his thought into the structure of nature and history, as
they appear to us, we arrive at a philosophy of life that is balanced and
harmonious. Neo-Maimonism also harks back to Maimonides in terms
of the approaches he rejected—the personalistic voluntarism of Ibn
Gabirol, the ethnic romanticism of Judah Halevi, the “reductionism” of
those who confined all thought within “the four ells of Halachah,” the
imaginative exuberance of proto-Kabbalists and even the mild, superfi-
cial rationalism of Saadia. Each one of the rejected viewpoints has
its counterpart in our time. Neo-Maimonism, therefore, is definable
negatively, as well as affirmatively.
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TENSION AT THE HEART OF REALITY

We begin with the pathways that Maimonides disdained to follow. He
conceived his task to be the resolution of the perplexities troubling the
educated Jew. On the one hand, such a person could not conceive of
life without the guidance of Torah and the assurance of redemption
contained in it. On the other hand, he was made uneasy by the literal
meaning of many verses in the Torah, which described the actions of
God in crass anthropomorphic terms. M.* prefaces his mighty effort
with the confession that the contradictions in Torah cannot be under-
stood with full clarity. The wisest can only get occasional, lightning-
like flashes of the truth. (“More Nebuhim,” Petiha; Pines’ translation,
The Guide of the Perplexed [Chicago, 1963], p. 7.) Only Moses can be
said to have perceived the mysteries of creation and providence in the
full light of day. But, Moses is more a dogmatic than a historical figure,
with the beliefs concerning him falling into the category of “necessary
truths,” to be discussed presently.

At this point, we call attention to the modernity of Ms position. The
modern age in philosophy was opened by Descartes, who proceeded to
subject all experiences to the acid-test of total doubt. When we face the
ultimate mystery of existence, we sense the tension between the polar
opposites of being within ourselves. The rational points beyond the
rational; the immanent feelings of holiness intimate His transcendence;
the traditional accounts of God speaking to His Chosen People are
somehow right, yet also far too narrow, too particularistic; since God
addresses Himself to all men. In rare moments of inspiration, God
speaks to those who are properly qualified, but excepting Moses, His
“speech” is filtered through the thick strands of imagination. We are
torn between our awareness of creaturely dependence on Him, without
whose “everlasting arms” we should instantly disappear, and our rational
conviction that we cannot say of Him aught that is meaningful and
affirmative. Nor can we ever outgrow this state of tension. All our
attempts at a synthesis are but so many words strung together, waiting
to be fused into flecting lights of meaning by bolts of lightning from
above.

Is not this recognition of our human condition essentially compatible

*In this essay, we shall refer to Maimonides as M.
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with the vision of reality in our time?— We no longer think of the flux
of existence in terms of tiny billiard-balls in motion. Atoms, we know
now, consist of many tiny particles, which can be described both as
electromagnetic waves and as bits of matter. Modern physics operates in
terms of fields of force, which are condensed into relatively stable
structures of congealed energy. Every thing is in reality an event, a series
of tremors, fixed in space, yet infinite in outreach. Should not, then,
the human soul in its confrontation with the Infinite Whole of the
cosmos be similarly caught in a ceaseless tension?

On a more popular plane, we recall Pascal’s famous remark— “reason
which is small enough for the mind is too small for the heart; if it is big
enough for the heart, it is too big for the mind.” Here, then, in simple
language, is that cluster of contradictions, which we can resolve only in
those moments when heart and mind join to lift us temporarily above
ourselves. Yet, it is not knowledge that we glimpse in those moments,
but the assurance that our inner quest for wholeness and consistency is
right, in direction, if not in content. We must try again and again to
understand in love and to love with understanding, for only the whole
man can approach the Creator of the Whole. We are launched on an
infinite road.

“SOVEREIGNTY OF REASON”

M. maintained that his “Guide” was the first effort to deal with the
mysteries of Creation and Providence (maasai bereshit and maasai mer-
kava). (Moreh, Petiha; Pines, p. 16.) He scorned the works of Saadia
and Halevi, as being either superficial or fallacious. To him, a “philoso-
pher” was an Aristotelian who recognized the sway of the unvarying
laws of nature. Saadia associated himself with the Moslem school of
Mutazila, and Halevi reflected al Ghazzalis critique of “the philoso-
phers.” (Moreh, 1, 71; Pines, p. 176.)

In a larger sense, Saadia and Halevi represented the “short but long
road” that popular theologians prefer in all generations. Saadia’s way is
that of superficial rationalism. He rejected the coarse anthropomor-
phism of literalists. In MJs view, Mutazilites thought they removed
materialization from their notion of God, but, they did not really, since
they ascribed to Him, emotional and psychological factors. (Moreh, I,
53; Pines, p. 119.) All the references in the Torah and the Bible to
physical appearances of God apply to His temporary theophanies, not
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to His own Being. So, there is a “created light” or divine effulgence,
which the Lord employs as a manifestation of His Presence. This lumi-
nous body called Kavod or Shechinah was seen by Isaiah and Ezekiel, by
“the elders of Israel,” and by some of the Sages. Similarly, the Creator
formed a “created voice,” which spoke in so many words to the proph-
ets and to Moses. In this way, Saadia managed to retain the literal
significance of the anthropomorphic passages in Scripture and Talmud,
without ascribing to God Himself any material qualities. But, this
method is, after all, an invention of the imagination. If the “lights” and
“voices” are not themselves divine, why should we assume that they
attest to the truth of prophecy? What is to prevent us from rejecting
them as merely visual and auditory hallucinations?—If they are not
temporary and detached events but integral manifestations of the Su-
preme Being, His emanations or His “Garments,” then we fall back
into the trap of idolatry, where all kinds of images might be said to be
His representations and “incarnations.” Furthermore, truth can only be
self-authenticating, an extrapolation of man’s outreach, but not an alien
intrusion from another realm—a communication which man can only
accept in blind faith. As a matter of fact, the “created light” and the
“created voice” of Saadia became the basis of the neo-anthropomorphic
school of the Ashkenazi Hassidim. They conceived of the Divine mani-
festations as permanent “forms” of the Deity, allowing the fevered
imagination of mystics to rhapsodize on their visions of the various
parts of the Divine anatomy.

M. did not altogether reject the doctrine of “created lights.” He
granted that it was helpful to those whose minds were too unsophisti-
cated to grasp the concept of an immaterial Deity. At least, this doctrine
kept them from ascribing materiality to God Himself. Also, it is ex-
tremely difficult to interpret the Pentateuchal description of the gather-
ing at Sinai, without those “lights” and “sounds.’! Yet, M. aimed to
raise his readers to a higher philosophical level, which demands inner
coherence and rejects the possibility of self-contained islands of truth,
breaking into man’s consciousness.

In Ms view, the sustained quest of man for truth, as seen for example
in the works of Aristotle, is itself the product of revelation. When a
person’s rational faculties attain a pitch of perfection, while his intuitive
and imaginative powers are not equally perfected, he becomes a specula-
tive philosopher. The school of Saadia was, according to M., remiss in
that they accepted uncritically the premises of the Moslem Mutazilites.
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As a child of his age, M. believed that classical Greek philosophy was an
integral part of the esoteric tradition of the biblical prophets and sages
of the Mishnah.? M historical knowledge was faulty, but not his
reverence for the sovereignty, indeed the holiness of reason. To him,
systematic and objective reasoning is the highway to truth, and God
disdains those who forsake the manifest principles of truth for the sake
of pleasing Him.? The anti-intellectualist mentality of a St. Paul, a
Tertullian, a Luther, a Kierkegaard, with their subjective, or “existen-
tial” “truths” was to him an abomination.

Neo-Maimonism, too, asserts that rationality is of the essence of
humanity. There is more to humanity than reason can comprehend, but
the irrational and the subjective cannot serve as clues to the Image of
God in man. To love God is to seek to know Him, and the greater our
knowledge of Him, the greater our love of Him and of all who are
created in His image.* And God’s love of us is manifested in our love of
Him and His Kingdom on earth.

REJECTION OF ETHNIC MYSTICISM

M. scorned the Halevian axiom that Jews and Jews alone are endowed
with a special capacity for the “divine manifestation.” To Halevi, Jewish
people occupy an exalted level in the hierarchy of being, somewhere
between the angels and the rest of mankind. All Jews inherit this unique
intuition, which was given to them for the sake of humanity as a whole.
As God has chosen the biblical prophets for the purpose of bringing
His admonitions to the Jewish people, so too He has chosen the Jews
from among the nations and endowed them with a unique capacity for
things divine, and assigned to them the task of functioning as “the
heart” of mankind. This “heart” will regain its vigor in the land of
Israel, and then all mankind will be “saved” through Israel. However,
even in the messianic future, ethnic Jews alone will serve as the channels
of communication between God and mankind, for only ethnic Jews can
function as prophets.

The Halevian approach has not lost its popularity even in our own
day. Its plausibility derives, not alone from its seductive appeal to the
hurt pride of a persecuted people, but also from the uniqueness of
Jewish history. Here is a people that has been reduced to “dry bones,”
yet all the nations of the western world were brought to the service of
God through its prophets. And the western world appeared to Europe-
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ans until recently to be synonymous with civilized humanity. If, then,
in the past, Israel served as “a prophet unto the nations,” why not in the
future?—The fact that this self-image entailed the anguish of martyr-
dom and the aura of dedication to the service of all men kept this
doctrine from turning narrowly chauvinistic and narcissistic. Further-
more, with the rise of romantic nationalism in the modern world, the
Halevian approach was rendered the flattery of imitation by such popu-
lar “prophets” as Fichte, Mazzini, Mickiewicz, Danilevski and Dostoev-
ski. Ethnic mysticism proved to be fantastically contagious.

Even the builders of classical Reform and cultural Zionism suc-
cumbed to the seduction of Halevian racism. Geiger, with all his ratio-
nalism, based his Jewish theology, especially his concept of Israel’s “mis-
sion,” on the axiom of an innate Jewish “genius” for religion. A’had
Ha’am believed that “the national ethnic” and “the national soul” were
all but atrophied when the people of Israel was uprooted and driven
into exile and that with the return of Jews to their native land Israel’s
ancient genius would be revived and revitalized. Echoes of mystical
racism abound in the works of Buber and Rosenzweig. As Christian
theologians are perpetually tempted to transfer the mystery of the
Divine Being to “the secular city,” so Jewish theologians are equally
prone to transfer the mystery of Divine oneness and uniqueness from
God to the people of Israel, or to the land of Israel, or to both.
“Sanctified egotism” is the demonic underside and shadow of tradi-
tional Judaism.

M. refused to indulge in collective self-sanctification. The quest of
truth is not a national monopoly. It is man qua man that is the subject
of all speculations about God. To limit “the divine manifestation” to
Jews living in the land of Israel is as unworthy of Jews as it is destructive
of the principle of human equality, which is affirmed in the Mishna. To
be sure, in his letter to the Jews of Yemen, M. found it necessary to
descend to the level of popular mythology and to argue that those who
are descended from the men and women that stood at Sinai cannot
possibly disbelieve in the promises of the Torah. However, in his
“Guide,” he does not restrict prophecy either to the land of Israel or to
the people of Israel. The reason prophecy is not attained in the lands of
exile is due to the wretchedness of life in those countries. (I, 36.) And
in a famous chapter (III, s1) he ranks the philosophical saints of all
nations ahead of “Talmudists” and mizvah-observers. Also, in the well
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known letter to R. Hisdai concerning people of other faiths, he avers,
“God seeks the heart. . . "3

Neo-Maimonism, too, disdains the mystique of racism and ethnic
narcissism along with the assorted brands of anti-intellectualism. All
who base their faith upon their existential identification with the histor-
ical career of the Jewish people, affirming that such existence is unique
and sui generis, simply beg the question. The task of reflection is to
analyze, to discover relationships, to demonstrate the universal compo-
nents in all particular events. All individuals, all historic peoples, are
unique. And the conviction of being chosen by a supreme deity for
high ends is by no means unique, either in ancient or in modern times.
To insist on the uniqueness of the Jewish people as an irreducible
phenomenon, that can be understood only by reference to the meta-
historical, the meta-philosophical and the metaphysical is as irrational in
principle as it is vicious in actual, historical consequences. For a people
that is lifted out of the common run of humanity and enveloped in the
ghostly haze of mythology is far more likely to be demeaned by oppo-
nents as subhuman than to be exalted as superhuman. If the holocaust
demonstrates anything at all, it is the vulnerability of Jewish people
to the mystique of racism. Jews should be in the forefront of the
fight against this social disease, not promote it. Haven’t we been deci-
mated by its ravages?— Yet, so strangely seductive is the temptation to
mythicize our own being that the Jewish “meta-myth” is still a potent
force in our midst and, owing to the mirror-image effect, among
Christians.

THE QUEST OF SELF-TRANSCENDENCE

M. was a rationalist, but not in the flat sense of this term. Speculative
reason, directed toward the ultimate mysteries of life, is far more than
the sheer process of intellection. In fact, one must guard against the
temptation to plunge prematurely into reflection on God and creation,
before one has properly prepared himself for this arduous and perilous
task. The preparatory disciplines are not only logic and mathematics,
but ethics and esthetics. Also, one must be endowed from birth with a
balanced disposition, which shuns all tendencies to excess and exaggera-
tion. The prophet must be gifted in all the disciplines that are needed
for the perfection and balance of the human personality. His imaginative
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and intuitive talents must be as excellently attuned to the reception of
the Divine Influence as his intellectual faculties. The prophet shares in
the talents of the statesman, whose spiritual antennae relate him to the
needs of the community as a whole, so that he senses “the general will”
of the nation, to use a Rousseauist phrase. The prophet is also a gifted
poet, creating myths and metaphors that reverberate with powerful
resonance all through the ages. So, while the man of intellect can only
gain from the Divine Influence some philosophical reflections, and the
man of intuition and imagination can only be inspired by the same
divine source to devise some ordinances and works of literary art, the
one who is gifted in all faculties of outreach can hope to attain moments
of prophetic inspiration, that lead him to channel divine energy into
the community of Israel and the society of mankind.®

It follows that man’s pathway to God consists in the attainment of
balanced perfection, or to put it differently, the quest of God is depen-
dent on the attainment of wholeness and harmony, since God is the
builder of wholes. This emphasis might be termed classical. It resists any
endeavor to fragmentize the human personality and to set the ideals of
the spirit over against the hungers of the flesh. To be sure, M. tended to
downgrade sex as a “shameful” activity. (II, 36.) He described the
Hebrew language as “holy,” because it contained no words for the
genital organs and employed “pure” euphemisms for the sexual act. In
this respect, he was probably influenced as much by the feverish over-
indulgence of the Moslem princes as he was by the teaching of Aris-
totle. But, his essential teaching was in keeping with the aims of the
classicist. He regarded the health of the soul as paralleling the health of
the body, rejecting the Augustinian claim that the love of self opposes
and contradicts the love of God.”

Neo-Maimonist ethics is also a blend of the quest for balance of the
classicist and the lyrical temper of the religionist. Along with M., we
affirm the ancient principle of the Golden Mean. All virtues are happy
syntheses of opposing tendencies. But, man’s perennial quest for whole-
ness leads him again and again toward the brink of self-transcendence.
M. supplements the classical ideal by the principle of imitatio dei, though
in his view this principle could be asserted only in a metaphorical sense.
To us, the urge for self-transcendence is a fact of human nature, for we
cannot attain self-fulfillment without surrendering to a high ideal. The
consequences of this hunger to be part of a greater whole are not always
salutary. People are driven on occasion to serve idols and to reject the
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tensions of freedom. Here, again, is an illustration of the dangers inher-
ent in the polar tension within the human soul. Self-surrender to a
partial good may be socially destructive as much as the anarchical drive
for self-assertion. In the childhood of the human race, the limited
whole which becomes the surrogate of God, is the clan, the tribe or the
city-state. It is rare individuals, philosophers, statesmen and above all
prophets, who have opened up wider horizons for the psychic need of
self-transcendence. Plato, Aristotle and Xenophon shattered the naive
idolatry of the Greeks. Isocrates expanded the meaning of the term,
“Hellene,” to embrace those who acquire the culture of the Greeks.
And, it was the long line of Hebrew prophets that most effectively
contrasted the adoration of the One God with the sterile folly of
worshipping any and all idols. The pathos of the prophets set its seal
upon the deepest layers of the Jewish heritage. “Leave the Israelites
alone—if they are not prophets, they are surely the sons of prophets.”
(Pesahim 66a.)

The rejection of idolatry is an ethical as well as a theological princi-
ple. It means that no ideal is more than a fragment of our total goal,
more than a way-station on the road to personal and universal perfec-
tion. In every generation, the classical procedure of harmonizing con-
flicting interests and ideals issues in a consensus of what is reasonable
and morally obligatory—a Way, which is then structured into laws and
ordinances (halachah). But, along with this legal pattern, there is also the
beckoning ideal of greater perfection—a Vision of the sublime, which
is only dimly reflected in articulate ideals. Beyond these ideals is the
Nameless One, to whom alone our worship is directed. The concrete
ideals of the age are all too readily transformed into idols, and the
resounding No of prophetic monotheism, impels humanity to go be-
yond the “idols of the market-place” in quest of the receding horizon
of perfection. “Without vision, a people is undone.”

The religious Liberal, by virtue of his dynamic Vision, will be keenly
conscious of the failures of the age and the limits of the regnant ideals.
To him, the worship of the One God will result in an awareness of our
human sinfulness. We ask forgiveness, not alone for the sins we have
committed, but even more so for permitting some ideals to preempt
our total loyalty, shutting all else from our view. Sin is the failure to
heed the call of the whole—the whole of our self, the whole of society,
the whole of the spectrum of ideals, that is the light of God.

There is an old pietistic comment on the claim of the Sages that in
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time to come, God will slaughter Satan. Why should Satan be punished?
it is asked. Was it not his duty to mislead and seduce people?—The
answer is— Satan will be punished for the mizvot he urged, not for the
sins that he commended. How beautiful!—The perfect world will be
attained only when the demonic is totally separated from the divine—a
consummation which can hardly be reached in our mundane existence.

THE MEANING OF GOD

Ms conception of God is the most misunderstood part of his system. It
is taken to be “The Unmoved Mover,” Who can only be described in
negations. He is not this and not that. While we may think of Him as
being One, Living, Almighty, All-knowing, we have to bear in mind
that His unity is unlike that of all other forms of unity, that His Life,
His Power and His Wisdom are totally unique, in no way comparable
to the meaning that those adjectives normally convey. We seem to be
left with a vacuous Naught. Since M. takes pains to hammer home the
principle that “the end of our knowledge of God is to know that we
don’t know” (I, 59), many scholars in medieval and modern times have
concluded that his God-idea was really devoid of religious content. At
least one contemporary scholar even went so far as to infer that logically
M. was a naturalist.

Actually, when the “Guide” is seen as a whole, the positive aspects of
M!s conception become clear. Existentially, M. confronted the Divine
Being in times of meditation as the Ground of all being, the Purpose of
all existence, the ultimate object of man’s total devotion and affection.
Intellectually, M. identifies the Divine with the marvelous wisdom
that is apparent in living things, reserving the term, “nature,” for the
mechanical laws that prevail in the inanimate world. (I, 69; III, 19; III,
23.) In the designs of plants and animals, the reality of purposiveness is
apparent. The whole is far more than the sum of its parts—one spirit
dominates and controls the functioning of myriad components. Fur-
thermore, certain species depend for their existence on other forms of
living beings. A Wise, All-powerful Will is at work, over and above the
unvarying mechanism of nature.®

This blend of Wisdom and Will is manifested on a still higher level
in the creation of humanity. Even in its most primitive stages, mankind
received inflows of Divine Power and Wisdom from God. (II, 40.)
These upward thrusts led to the development of skills needed for
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survival and of social customs that provided a modicum of order and
justice. Among the Greeks and other cultured peoples, there have
arisen statesmen, scientists, inventors and poets, who have contributed
mightily to the formation of a civilized society. Yet, the laws of the
Greeks (nomoi) did not meet the spiritual needs of their people. The
only perfect law is the Torah, which addresses itself to the ethical and
religious concerns of the individual as well as the economic and political
interests of society. “So, the Torah, which is not a natural product is led
up to by natural developments.” (Ibid.) The Torah was given to the
Israelites, but in the course of time the “Torah of Truth” will govern
the lives of all men and women. (Code, “Hilchot Melochim,” end.)
“For all of existence is like one living individual.” (I, 72; Pines, p. 117.)
The thrusts of God, manifested in the biblical prophets and less perfectly
in statesmen, poets and philosophers will ultimately redeem all man-
kind.

Here, then, is a holistic and evolutionary conception of God’s work
in history. The vistas of the contemporary theory of evolution were of
course not open to M. But, he conceived of God as being actively at
work, creating the ideal human society of the future. Having postulated
the doctrine of creatio ex nihilo, M. insisted that the Divine Flow from
the sphere of Active Reason amounted to a series of additional creative
acts, which transpired in the domain of history. While the material laws
of nature have been fixed at creation, the spiritual horizons of mankind
remained open, and the help of God is extended to the diverse builders
of the ideal society of the future—to scientists, investors, statesmen,
poets, but above all to those who prepare themselves in mind and heart
for prophecy. The perfect God must have designed “the best of all
possible worlds,” but only as a potentiality, revealed to prophets. And
He is working in the dimension of time along with the elite of Israel
and the nations in order to achieve this goal.’

The revival of prophecy is an indispensable step on the road to
messianic perfection. The Messiah of the House of David will inaugu-
rate the glorious era, but it will continue to grow in perfection for a
long time, as the Messiah and his successors proceed to convert all of
mankind “to the religion of truth.” The laws of physical nature will
remain unchanged, but man’s productivity and prosperity will increase
marvelously, so that people will be able to devote most of their time to
Torah and religious meditation. (M.s Code, “Hilchot Melochim.” Ch.
XIL.) In Ms view, then, progress is many-sided, economic as well as



104
Neo-Maimonism

spiritual, secular as well as religious. And the ultimate source of this
ceaseless advance toward perfection in time is the Supreme Being, Who
is also the Purpose of all purposiveness in nature and in history, and the
Ground of all that exists.

The important thing to remember is that M. combined a rationalistic
version of the biblical philosophy of history with his philosophic system.
Thereby, he resolved the contradiction between the Perfect God, Who
is the Cause of an imperfect but steadily improving world. To be sure,
M. considered that goodness far outweighed all forms of evil in human
life. The residual evil is due to the resistance of matter, and in the
course of time, this resistance will be gradually overcome.

What is the contemporary religious import of this concept of God?—
It does not allow us to think of God either as a loving Father or as a
stern King, Who is placated by sacrifices, rituals and prayers. (III, 28.) It
does not console us with the assurance that we can win His magical
intervention, whereby the laws of nature will be changed in our behalf.
Neither repentance, in the popular meaning of the word, nor the
recitation of prescribed prayers, nor the distribution of our possessions
for charity will change the course of events.!® We can speak of God as
Compassionate only in the sense that He ordered the world in such a
way as to provide for the needs of every living species.!' But the
concerns of the majority of mankind are, after all, self-centered. The
truly religious personality will love God, without presuming that God
must love him in return, as Spinoza later put it. Furthermore, our
awareness of the Divine Being generates supreme joy within our souls.'2
The more we learn of His majesty, the more we yearn in love for His
Presence, and this love is itself joy unalloyed. Indeed, God’s love and
concern is directed toward us, to the extent to which we prepare
ourselves to receive His overflowing, creative energy. Providence is
proportional to the readiness of our personality to serve as His vessel in
behalf of the uplift of mankind.'?

In M’ philosophy, the only true miracles are those of the human
spirit, when it is touched by the Divine Power.!* The miracles of
Scripture were built into the structure of natural law at creation. (II,
29.) Thereafter, we can look forward to the inflow of fresh freedom-
generating creative power into the minds and hearts of creative men
and women. All inventions, all the mighty achievements of the human
spirit in every field of endeavor are the products of divine inspiration.
(I, 45.) Man is not a passive victim of blind fate. On the contrary, God
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permeates the world only through the cooperation of great men and
cooperative societies. (II, 40.) He achieves human progress not by
suddenly interrupting the chains of causality but by inspiring men to
utilize the opportunities available to them. And the goal of this divine-
human cooperation is certain to be the ever more perfect society of the
future.

This concept of God is thoroughly in harmony with the modern
spirit. We know the tremendous potential of the human spirit for the
improvement of the living condition of mankind, where M. could only
hope and trust. The parallels between M.Js philosophy, stripped of its
medieval picture of the cosmos, and the views of such modernists as
Bergson, Alexander and Whitehead are obvious. God is the unifying,
integrating, perfecting Pole of the di-polar universe, but matter, the
source of perpetual resistance and negation, is also His creation. The
ultimate triumph of Freedom and Purpose is asserted in the doctrine of
creatio ex nihilo.

Ms philosophy could be described as panentheistic, in that God
includes the world, but the world does not include God. While He is
eternal, He works within time. God is both personal and non-personal,
for personality is a blend of freedom with purposiveness, and God is at
once the Purpose of all purposes in the cosmos and the Free Creator,
“who renews the world daily by His goodness.” He is immanent in the
noblest momentary outreaches of the human spirit, but also transcen-
dent, for we can affirm of Him only by negative attributes.

In sum, God is not only static perfection, but also a dynamic force,
acting within history. Charles Hartshorne wrote, “Modern philosophy
differs from most previous philosophy by the strength of its conviction
that becoming in the more inclusive category [than, being].” (Ch.
Hartshorne in “Philosophers speak about God,” U. of Chicago Press,
1953, p- 9.) Also, reflecting the Kabbalistic tradition, A. J. Kook wrote
of the two forms of perfection, attributable to God, though he hesitated
to apply any potentiality to God in Himself.

“We say that Absolute Perfection is necessarily existent and there is
nothing potential in it. The Absolute is all actual. But there is a kind of
perfection which consists in the process of being perfected; this type of
perfection cannot be applied to the Deity, since Infinite, Absolute
Perfection leaves no room for any additional increments of perfection.
In order that Being shall not be devoid of growth in perfection, there
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must be a Becoming, a process beginning from the lowest depths, the
levels of absolute privation, and rising therefrom steadily toward the
Absolute Height. Thus existence was so constituted that it could never
cease from progressing upward. This is its infinite dynamics.” (“Orot
Hakodesh,” (Jerusalem, 1938), p. s49; “Banner of Jerusalem,” by J. B.
Agus, p. 172.)

The Kabbalistic solution is to distinguish the Pure Being of God, as
En Sof, from His Becoming in the Pleroma of Sefirot. Modern philoso-
phers feel no such compulsion—“there is no law of logic against
attributing contrasting predicates to the same individual, provided they
apply to diverse aspects of this individual.” (Hartshorne, op. cit., p. 15.)

MEANING OF FAITH

Can we prove the existence of God? M. demonstrates the existence of
God by a variant of the cosmological proof—for every existent effect
there is a cause; hence, an ultimate Cause, an Unmoved Mover. But
when the issue of creation vs. eternity of the cosmos is raised, M. takes
refuge in a theory of faith. The issue cannot be decided by the argu-
ments of logic alone. An extra-logical factor must be brought into the
equation. If the cosmos is created, “then the Torah is possible.” Since
the scales of logic are evenly balanced, we are free to put our weight on
the scale of creation and Torah.

M.s resort to the Jamesian “Will to believe” must not be understood
in superficial, tactical terms. M. made clear that his choice was not
dictated by the literal teaching of the first chapters of Genesis. “The
gates of interpretation are not closed to us.” (II, 25.) Nor did he opt for
creation simply because of the possibility of including the miracles of
Scripture in the primary act of creation. His argument moves on a
deeper plane, so that it remains convincing in our contemporary uni-
verse of discourse. God does act in the world by relating Himself now
to one person, now to another and by choosing a whole people as his
instrument. (Ibid.)

Torah, in the sense of the harmonious unity of the supreme values of
life, is itself a form of cognition. To love is to seek understanding, as M.
put it.

Speculative reason is intimately one with the imperatives of ethics
and the intuitive perceptions of “the imagination.” It is our personality
as a whole that confronts the mystery of the universe, and when the
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judgment of logic is neutralized, the associated forms of outreach within
us impel us to choose that view of the world which is consonant with
the ultimate reality of spiritual values. In a created world, where the
free spirit of God is sovereign, the human spirit finds its validation.

It follows that faith is not an alien element to the quest of truth, or a
separate faculty detached from or even opposed to reason. On the
contrary, faith is an extension of the adventure of speculative reason.
Faith is the total posture of man, as “in fear and love,” he confronts the
awesome majesty of the Supreme Being. God is “the soul of the soul”
of the universe, the Ultimate Whole, Whose Wisdom proceeds from
the whole to the parts, rather than the other way around. Hence, in our
quest of His “nearness,” we have to integrate the whole of our being—
our imagination and intuition, our balanced ethical virtues and our
quest of God, our hunger for aloneness with God in the ecstasy of
meditation (I, s1), and our eagerness to redeem the world by deeds of
justice and compassion. (III, 52—54.)

M.s teaching in regard to the meaning of faith and its decisive role in
the trans-logical realm is applied in Neo-Maimonism to the issue of
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