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Shanah Tovah

God known
not alone

but in relationship.
Not revealed through lonely power
but through our kinship, friendship
healing, binding, raising up of each other.

—Rabbi Harold M Schulweis

Dear Friends,

I was in the synagogue the night Rabbi Schulweis first spoke at 
VBS in 1970. I was a teenager and sat well back in the crowd with 
a circle of friends. Even way back there, we sensed the electricity in 
the room. No rabbi I’d ever heard spoke like that — bringing such 
erudition, insight, compassion and sheer intellectual power to bear 
on the issues of life. No one ever opened Torah with such creativity 
nor spoke with more courage and honesty about the world.  For 43 
years, we have cherished the opportunity to hear his voice and share 
his vision on these holidays.
This year, the Rabbi’s doctors advised him to relinquish the pulpit. 
It is advice we must abide by. So I asked Rabbi Schulweis to prepare 
some words we might read and reflect upon during the holidays. 
In this booklet, you will find four selections from his writing — his 
thoughts on the state of our culture, on the Jewish people, and on 
our common search for spiritual truth. I hope you will read these 
essays carefully and share them with your circle of family and 
friends. In every line, you will hear that remarkable voice.
I am grateful to Rabbi Schulweis for sharing his thoughts, and to 
Rabbi Farkas and Janet Djalilmand for preparing them for this 
booklet. Together, we offer prayers for our Rabbi’s health and 
strength. Together, we pray that his vision of a Jewish people 
renewed and a world repaired might become real. Shanah Tovah. 
May the new year bring blessings to us and to the world.

B’vracha,

Rabbi Ed Feinstein 
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My Dear Chaverim,

I lost my voice. Just before Rosh Hashanah,   my pulmonologist, 
after examining me, heard in my quavering resonance a 
mixture of Harpo Marx and Andy Devine, and persuaded me 
that during these Days of Awe I ought  to forgo preaching 
vocally and instead write out my sermons as soliloquies.

This follows the arc of Jewish history in which the Written Law 
was followed by the memorized Oral Law.

The Written Law will save my voice and your patience.  As the 
sages counseled, “Do not confuse immortality with eternity.” 

The shorter the sermon, the longer its impact.

Shanah Tovah

	 — Rabbi Harold M. Schulweis
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R eb Nachman of Bratslav told of a king who received a disturbing 
report about the new harvest.  Whoever ate of the new crop 

would be driven mad.  He gathered his counselors and told them: 
“Since no other food is available, we must eat in order to live.  
There is nothing else that we can do.  But at least let a few of us 
keep in mind that we are mad.”  There is madness in us. 

It is not among the few that addiction has taken hold.  Addiction is 
not restricted to the poor or the uneducated or the young or the 
disenfranchised.  It is found as well among the affluent and the 
influential among both women and men.  It is not isolated to the 
ghetto or barrio.  Less than 3 percent of the addicted are found on 
Skid Row.  Marijuana, cocaine, heroin, lysergic acid diethylamide, 
PCP and Angel Dust are all equal-opportunity substances.  

The steady drumbeat of the statistics grows louder and more 
persistent each day. By the 12th grade, half of adolescents will 
have used illicit drugs.  In the last decade the average age of users 
has dropped from between eighteen and twenty-five to eleven 
and twelve.  

Addiction is ecumenical.  One out of ten Americans is addicted 
to some substance or other.  The same figure applies to Jews.  
Professor Ben Zion Twerski of the Forbes Metropolitan Health 
Center in Pittsburgh writes, “Not only do Jewish alcoholics exist, 
they may have a greater susceptibility to cross-addiction,” i.e., 
simultaneous abuse of alcohol and other drugs.  Years ago a major 
study by Dr.  Samuel Pearlman already indicated that Jewish 
collegians were overrepresented in the drug culture: “Almost 
regardless of the drug considered, Jews are heavier users than 
Catholic and Protestant students.” 

Addiction is nondenominational.  Mitchel Wallick, the executive 
director of Jewish Alcoholics and Chemically Dependent Persons, 
headquartered in New York, observes that of the 160 people 
participating in the last sponsored retreat, 40 percent were 
practicing Orthodox and ultra-Orthodox Jews.  Tallit and tefillin are 
not talismans warding off addictive behavior.   

Addiction in its multiple guises, the compulsions to gamble, drink, 
smoke, take drugs, overeat, are overwhelming.  

What kind of people are we? What kind of culture do we breathe 
into the nostrils of our children and our children’s children? Why 
do they hurt themselves, oblivious to the consequences? Why do 
they drink themselves blind, bludgeon their consciousness, rip 
up their flesh with needles and ingest poisons into their systems? 

COCAINE OF THE SOUL 
LIVING IN AN ADDICTIVE CULTURE
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Why, when denied access to the substances, do they rob, steal and 
kill to support their habits? 

My grandmother, no mean psychologist, would explain: nisht fun 
kein naches (“not from joy”).  These men, women, and children are 
in pain.  They feel poor, and no trust or will or bank deposit can 
overcome their sense of impoverishment.  They feel bored, and 
no cruise or vacation can overcome the nausea.  They feel empty, 
and no amount of food can fill the vacuum.  They feel worthless, 
and no number of titles or awards can raise their stature.  They feel 
anxious, awkward, nervous, and no amount of liquor or drugs will 
overcome their self-doubts.  

Why so many, why so easily hurt, so readily bored with living? 
They are raised in a rising hedonistic culture that churns the soil 
for addiction.  It is a mass culture rooted in an unstated theology, 
a popular system of belief more pervasive and more influential 
among more people than any of the established religions.  And 
like every religion, it is a belief system that teaches what is real 
and what is phony, what gives meaning and what turns us off to 
life.  Its presuppositions are summed up in its two imperatives:  
(1) Pursue pleasure.  (2) Avoid pain.  

Hedonism is a meaning system not boldly and publicly articulated 
but nonetheless widely and privately held.  Whereas conventional 
preachments may call for sacrifice, commitment, pain, and 
the struggle to achieve salvation, popular hedonism is neither 
moralistic nor hypocritical.  The naked truth of hedonism tells it 
straightforwardly: what we really want is pleasure here and now, 
what we desire is pleasure and the avoidance of all pain, here, 
now, quickly. Hedonism rules the airwaves.  It is the culture of our 
commercials.

Hedonistic wisdom promises liberation from the world of 
imperatives, duties, obligations.  Flow with natural desires.  Put 
aside your Bibles and your prayer books.  Live your life without 
sadness or sorrow or martyrdom or disappointment or defeat.  
Admit to your innermost private thoughts that hedonism is the 
compulsive desire and the end of salvation.  Live for profit. 

As Gordon Gekko in the movie “Wall Street” reiterates:  “Greed, 
for lack of a better word, is good.  Greed is right.  Greed works.  
Greed captures the essence of the evolutionary spirit.” It is Darwin 
on the hedonistic scale.  The alliteration of Gordon Gekko is 
overwhelming:  Get. Grab. Gorge. Grind. Grope. Gain. Gold.  

The fuel that feeds success is greed. Success is the measure of all 
things. Who doesn’t want the pleasure of success? And who would 
not avoid the failure of pain? The moral pleasures of altruistic love 
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and family and friendship cannot compare with the hedonism that 
cuts to the bone of reality and trims aside the persiflage of popular 
moralism.  

Success costs.  But hedonism is seductively misleading.  Hedonism 
is the stuff that drives the addictive personality.  

What in our lives can be gained without suffering? Do we all not 
want to love and be loved?  And without pain?  He came to me, this 
man before proposing marriage, and asked in all seriousness, “How 
do I know if I love her?” I answer, “Are you willing to sacrifice for her 
sake, to suffer with her? If you answer yes, it is a sign of love, but if 
you answer no, it means there is yet no love here.”  To love and be 
loved requires compatibility and compassion, two etymologically 
related terms derived from the Latin “com + pati,” — “to bear, to 
suffer together.” Whoever loves a spouse, a child, a parent, a friend 
invariably opens himself up to wounds.  Vulnerability is the price 
love pays for its exaltation.  To love and be loved by a child — is 
there ever a moment that we stop worrying about our children as 
long as we live — to love and be loved by parents, whose names 
we call out in the black night when we are feverish and alone, 
parents whose names we call out during nightmares that call for 
their responsiveness, suffering, and reciprocity?  No one can hurt 
us more than those we love.  

And so with friendship.  Can we have a friend or be a friend without 
offering some sacrifice of self? Where is friendship more truly 
tested than when deprivation and sacrifice are called for.  Friends 
who will hear the confession of our errors and not condemn; who 
will contain our fears, and transfuse us with their blood into ours? 

And so with creativity.  Can we write an essay, compose a song, 
paint a picture, play an instrument, run a race without pain? 

Hedonism misrepresents real living.  Against the illusion of 
hedonism, Judaism presents us with an unflinching reality principle.  

Cast out of the Garden of Eden into the real world, God addresses 
Eve, “Chavah,” the principle of life: “With pain and travail shalt thou 
bring forth children.” No birth without sacrifice.  In your blood, Eve, 
you give life to the world.  And to Adam, God spoke reality, “In 
the sweat of thy face shalt thou eat bread till thou return into the 
ground, for out of the earth wast thou taken; for dust art thou and 
unto dust shalt thou return.” 

The myth of the Garden of Eden opens the eyes of Adam and Eve 
to the real world, east of Eden.  Pain is the companion of birth.  
Pain is the companion of growth.  The whole of life is nothing 
but the process of giving birth to oneself.  To live and to love, to 
create and to work, one must be willing to suffer.  One must be 
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willing to rip thorns and thistles from the obdurate soul and wrestle 
with God’s angels and after the divine-human wrestle walk away 
limping lame.  To give birth to another or to give birth to your own 
self is to endure anguish.  Life is filled with births and deaths, with 
attachments and separations.  

Judaic wisdom knows that spiritual, cultural, aesthetic, creative 
pleasures cannot be achieved without pain.  Hedonistic shrewdness 
has another course.  Relax, play it cool, don’t let things bug you.  
Take the shortcut, grab hold of easy, quick, immediate sensations.  
Eat and drink, suck the juices of easy joy.  Feed the body.  There is 
pleasure enough in good food, good wine, good sex.  I am stomach, 
I am erotic zone, I am sensations. The hedonistic boundaries of my 
self need only be as broad as the elasticity of my skin.  There is no 
stretching for the stars, only for beer and pretzels.  

Not so terrible, peanuts and television.  Except, of course, for the 
boredom the life game of trivial pursuits yields; except for the 
nausea in self-indulgence; except for the prison of emptiness into 
which the escape has led.  Fearful of getting hurt, our pain threshold 
is increasingly lowered.  The smallest irritation, a traffic jam, long 
lines at the theater, unreserved seats are intolerable.  We grow 
anxious before every challenge, we fear any disappointment, any 
defeat.  From infancy we are raised to instantly stop the headache.  
And we have found the cure, the technological panacea.  Open 
up the sacred chest.  Open the medicine cabinet, the aron kodesh 
of our homes and behold a pharmacopoeia of potions and pills 
promising salvation.  Over twenty billion dollars a year spent on 
sleeping pills, reflux drugs, headache tablets, analgesics. Heroin, 
cocaine, Ecstasy, Vicodin, Methamphetamine, Xanax, and the easy 
access to “medical marijuana”:  “Cause us, O Lord, to lie down in 
peace, and raise us up again unto life. Thy miracles are daily with 
us evening, morn and noon.” 

Karl Marx claimed that religion is the opiate of the people.  I argue 
that the inverse is more accurate.  Opiate is the religion of the 
people.  

We live in a hedonistic culture that prepares the way for chemical 
holidays, that vests its hopes in the mechanical magic of technology.  
Salvation is but a swallow away.  We pressure our physicians for the 
prescriptions of instant relief.  Ingestion, intravenous incorporation 
is quicker than meditation or philosophy or psychology or religion.  
One pill, one shot, one snort can anesthetize the spirit, bludgeon 
awareness, turn the miserable monster in us mellow, indifferent 
to evils and sufferings, ours and theirs, at home and abroad.  
Quick, now and before it wears off, more.  “Every delay appears 
to be a deceit, every wait an experience of impotence, every 
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hope a danger, every plan a catastrophe” (Erik Erikson).  As we 
pressure the pharmacist for soporifics, we pressure our religious 
institutions and leaders to write quick prescriptions, easy answers, 
ritual routines that will help us escape from the pains of life.  
Prescriptions and proscriptions faithfully followed by rote will 
avoid the exertions of thinking, the wrestlings of conscience, the 
struggles to wrest convictions out of ambiguities.  

We envy hedonic stupefaction.  The drugged are mellow.  In 
his Doors of Perception, Aldous Huxley, the philosophic mystic, 
celebrates the holy indifference of the one under the influence of 
mescaline.  Here, too, hedonism is a vaunted paralysis of the will.  
“The mescalin taker sees no reason for doing anything in particular 
and finds most of the causes for which, at ordinary times, he was 
prepared to act and suffer, profoundly uninteresting.  He can’t be 
bothered with them, for the good reason that he has better things 
to think about.” 

The addict comes in many forms.  In the gambler, compulsive 
overeater, alcoholic, sexaholic, drugaholic, workaholic, cultaholic 
there is an underlying desire to escape reality, to escape its 
ambiguities, conflicts and cruelties.  By pouring oneself into one 
activity or one obsession we hope to block out the discontent of 
civilization. 

A word about the workaholic, the most acceptable addict in our 
culture.  The surgeon general doesn’t dare place a warning label 
on the obsessive work ethic, “Dangerous to your mental, moral, 
physical, and spiritual health and to your family.” Still, the person 
who has this addiction to something vaguely called “career” who is 
drawn by some endless compulsion called “upward mobility” is no 
less an escapist than the substance abuser.  He is as compulsively 
dependent as the others, drunk with mirthless sobriety.  He is 
intoxicated with the cold efficiency of the computer.  If only his 
employees could be so efficient and impersonal.  He seeks escape 
from the affective world of personal relationships.  He mocks at 
community service, at everything that cannot be summed up 
with the bottom line.  He has not time nor room for poetry nor 
philosophy nor religion nor family nor friends.  The workaholic 
has no time and no interest in the commitments of causes, the 
struggle for ideals or idealism or personal service.  He will pay 
someone else to meditate for him, to parent for him, or to engage 
the world for him.  Annoyed, he will cheerlessly write out a check 
to avoid the pain of involvement.  Only let him alone to feed his 
disengagement.  

Hedonism is the religion of our mass culture.  Hedonism is an 
idolatry.  The addict is an idolater who is finding his small gods 
has blocked out the larger God.  He has chosen his compulsions 
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and denied his freedom.  Frightened of life, he has unconsciously 
decided not to live.  Afraid of pain, he has deadened his sensibilities.  
Fearful of the independence, responsibilities and pains it entails, 
he has become dependent on something or someone other than 
his self.  

Hedonism lies to us.  It insists that all we want out of life is the 
presence of pleasure and the absence of pain.  But it is untrue.  
Who would allow a frontal lobotomy to be performed on himself 
even though an incision severing the nerve fibers to the brain 
would deaden all pains, all fears, all concerns? Who of us would 
allow the implantation of electrodes connected to the pleasure 
centers of the brains, bombarding us with ceaseless pleasures, 
requiring from us no struggle, a life of immediate and constant 
gratification until we die by exhaustion?   

 We would not choose to be chained to a pleasure machine devoid 
of pain because a life without aspiration, ideals, or purpose is 
euthanasia.  To live is to know that you are mandated, that there 
is something significant that you must do, something purposive 
that offers meaning to life, something deserving of your suffering.  
To be alive is to know that you are a child of imperatives.  Micah 
summed it up, “It hath been told thee, O man, what is good and 
what is required of you: to do justice, to love mercy, and to walk 
humbly with thy God.” None of these imperatives can be realized 
without struggle, pain, and sacrifice.  Therein lies human dignity, 
self-respect, and meaning.  No one chooses suffering for its own 
sake.  We choose life and love, peace and justice.  But no one 
can truthfully choose these ennobling ideals without embracing 
struggle.  Therefore wisdom counsels, “See to it that what you live 
for is worthy of your sacrifice.  Only the dead have no imperatives, 
no mitzvot.” As the Talmud puts it, “When a person dies, he is 
freed from Torah and mitzvot, from study and deeds of kindness” 
(Shabbat 30a).  Only the dead are beyond pain and beyond life.  

We Jews do not seek pain.  There is no masochism in our tradition.  
But we know that to feel no pain is to court disaster.  There are 
children born with familial dysautonomia, the inability to feel 
pain.  Such children will burn themselves, break bones, contract 
fevers, destroy themselves.  Not to feel pain is far more dangerous 
than to feel pain.  “Only a brain that is functioning pathologically 
is characterized by the attempt to avoid tension unconditionally,” 
Kurt Goldstein wrote.  Spiritual anesthesia is the loss of moral 
sensibility which Wilhelm Stekel characterized as “the cocaine of 
the soul.”

Hedonism declares, “Choose pleasure.” Judaism calls on us to 
“choose life.” The two are not synonymous.  We must not deprive 
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ourselves or our children of the right to struggle, the capacity to 
suffer, the courage to endure pain, the mandate to grow our souls.  

To be Jewish is to be prepared to struggle, to combat those who 
step on the throats of the innocent, to free the prisoners behind 
the cages, to love and care for each other.  To be Jewish is to 
bear with dignity the scars and blemishes that give meaning to 
our lives.  Hedonism has nothing to live for, only a life to avoid.  
In heroin heroism is denied.  The addict lives with the fantasy of 
substance magic and the superstitions that avoid engaging life.  
“Whether or not it is bad luck to meet a black cat depends on 
whether you are man or mouse.” To choose life entails courage 
and hope.  Hedonism, the mother of addiction, spawns cynicism, 
nihilism, the despair of “no meaning.” There is more lasting joy in 
Jacob wrestling with the angel than in the “happy hour,” guzzling 
another round and ordering, “Make mine light.” The addictive 
culture is a preparation for a living death.  The Judaic culture is a 
preparation for living life.  

The addicts will not say no to drugs without going back on their 
word until they learn to say yes to life.  And to say yes to life is to 
say yes to pain and struggle and sacrifice, without which no ideal 
can be touched.  God is called “the life of the universe.”  A live God 
does not sit above the clouds in holy indifference.  A live God too 
feels and suffers and is afflicted in our afflictions.  “For a long time I 
have kept silence, I have kept still and restrained Myself; now I will 
cry out like a woman in travail, I will gasp and pain” (Isaiah 42:14).  
As God lives, we are alive.  As God lives and struggles, so must we 
who would live.  

“He who learns must suffer.  And even in our sleep, pain that 
cannot forget falls drop by drop upon the heart, and in our own 
despair, against our will, comes wisdom to us by the awful grace 
of God” (Aeschylus).

YB
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W e have benedictions for all occasions — on seeing the ocean, 
a rainbow, the blossoming of trees, an electrical storm.  And 

on beholding a Jewish audience, the Talmud prescribes a special 
benediction: “Blessed is He who discerns secrets, for the mind of 
each is different from the other, as is the face of each different from 
the other.”  It is a blessing in praise of God, who creates diversity 
in our world, and rejoices in our different minds, perceptions, 
judgments, visages.  It is a blessing over Jewish pluralism.

The benediction is easier said than lived.  It is one thing to acknowledge 
the pluralism among us, it is another to acknowledge it as a blessing.  
It is one thing to love Jews because we share a common fate, it is 
another to love Jews who hold different theologies, different modes 
of ritual and religious practice, different politics.  Religious and 
ethnic parties crept on the brink of sectarianism, denominationalism, 
schismatic movements.  The signs of aggravating incivility abound.  
A small Jewish world is made smaller yet by factionalism with 
impenetrable mechitzot (partitions).

The opposition to pluralism mounts.  People look about and see 
older horizons erased, absolute values shrunken, the “earth loosened 
from the sun.”  Frightened and confused, many are impatient 
with complex answers.  Their lives are complex enough.  They 
are intolerant of qualifications, conditional truths, the cautions of 
historians, philosophers, educators who know the subtle twists and 
turns of a people and its ideologies which defy simple definitions.  
They seek gurus, true believers armed with apodictic truths; posekim 
who can decide our lives and relieve us from the vertigo of multiple 
choices and the wrestling with what is right or wise or good.  They 
demand the definite articles of faith: “the” truth, “the” essence, 
“the” authentic.  They call for more rigid definitions that exclude the 
“un-Jewish” and “inauthentic.”

They wonder what is wrong with you pluralists in the fourth 
millennium of Jewish existence still arguing “Who is a Jew?” Is 
your openness to ideologies a tacit admission of polytheism?  Are 
you open to all in general because you are committed to none 
in particular?  Are you mimicking the celebrated rabbi who says 
to the plaintiff, “You are right,” and to the defendant, “You are 
right,” and then, when criticized by the rebbetzin, who points out 
the contradictions of his judgments, replies, “You too are right”?  I 
confess to knowing the rabbi.

THE PLURALISTIC SELF

The deeper challenge of pluralism is not external, how to maintain 
housekeeping in an ark filled with lions and lambs, hawks and doves, 
Orthodox and non-Orthodox, religious and secular.  The challenge is 

THE PENDULUM OF JEWISH PLURALISM
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internal, within the pluralistic self.  Ein bi-chelal ela mah she-bifrat — 
there is nothing in the general that is not in the particular.  If I can 
attain the goal of unity in diversity within, it may serve as a clue to 
appreciate the blessing of a pluralistic society without.

I know myself to be a person of many moods and dispositions.  I 
am alternately optimistic and pessimistic, liberal and conservative, 
hawkish and dovish.  I am moved by J.B. Soloveitchik and Mordecai 
M. Kaplan, by Hermann Cohen and Martin Buber.  Moreover, I 
admit to finding no small joy in holding on with both hands to the 
multiple strands which pull against each other.

This delight in contrariety enjoys distinguished company.  I think 
of Reb Naftali of Ropschitz, who in a vision described how before 
his birth, angels presented him with a double column of counsel.  
On one side there appeared a statement from Ta’anit: “A scholar 
should live like a flaming fire of wrath” (4a); on the other side 
appeared a sentence from Sanhedrin: “A scholar should be meek, 
humble, and forgiving” (88b).  On one side of the column a 
declaration from Eruvin:  “A man cannot know Torah without 
sacrificing his concern for his family” (22a); on the other side from 
Chullin: “A man of Torah must have more regard for his family than 
for himself” (11a and 24b).  On one side admonition to be satisfied 
with a minimum, and from the same tractate, Ta’anit, on the other 
side, “He who pledges himself not to drink wine and afflicts the 
body is called sinner.”  The columns of contradictory statements 
are endless.  While Reb Naftali pondered over the list, his birth was 
announced.  He resolved to live his life following the counsel of 
both columns, to hold both sides in one loving embrace.  It is the 
challenge of the pluralistic self to choose the dialectic tension of 
both/and over the hard disjunctive of either/or.  It calls for wisdom 
and courage and a spirit of inclusiveness whose roots lie in the 
soil of monotheism.  Sectarianism breathes the spirit of exclusive 
either/or choice.  Polarities are turned into polarization, distinctions 
into irreconcilable antagonism.

In the Havdalah ceremony, the wisdom of Jewish monotheism 
differentiates between Sabbath and weekday, between the holy 
and the neutral, between light and darkness, between Israel and 
other peoples.  “Between” is not “against.”  The differentiation points 
our distinctiveness, not opposition.  Dualities and complementary 
energies need each other for the sake of wholeness.  Havdalah is no 
ceremony celebrating the primordial wars of Manichaean dualism 
but the organic unity which rejects uniformity along with anarchy.

DENOMINATIONALISM AND IDOLATRY

“Polarity,” Abraham Joshua Heschel wrote, “lies at the heart of 
Judaism.”  Absolute antithesis is alien to the Hebraic mind.  The 
genius of monotheism lies in its avoidance of both monistic and 
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polytheistic idolatries.  Idolatry is not in the worship of many gods 
nor of evil forces, but in the adoration of a part as if it were the 
whole.  Consider the dialogue recorded in Mishnah Avodah Zarah 
4:7.  The sages, while in Rome, were asked why, if God opposes 
idolatry, the objects of worship of the pagans were not destroyed 
by the Almighty.  They answered, “Were the idolized objects not 
needed by the world, He would make an end of them.  But idolators 
worship the sun and the moon and the stars and the planets.  Shall 
God destroy His world because of fools?”

The energies and causes of denominational ideologies are far from 
evil.  They are good and necessary for the world.  Only when their 
partial insights are deified, when they are held as the one and 
exclusive interpretation of God’s will, do they court the seductions 
of idolatry.  The Zohar warns, “Woe to the man who identifies God 
with any attribute.”  Menachem Mendel of Kotsk added his caution.  
“Even a mitzvah can become idol worship if it becomes a principle 
of principles.”   During the “seder na-anuim” (the shaking of the 
lulav) of the Sukkot festival, the lulav is directed above and below, 
north, east, west, and south.  But at the mention of the name of God, 
all pointing ceases, the palm is held motionless.  When theologies 
think to seize hold of God’s collar and declare, “This is God,” they 
point to their own conceit.

THE ETHIC AND WISDOM OF PLURALISM

Do pluralists go about like Will Rogers, insisting that they never 
met a theology or ideology they didn’t like?  Do pluralists ever say 
no?  Pluralism is not the surrender of debate or the bleaching of 
passionate conviction.  The House of Hillel argued, debated, and 
disagreed with the House of Shammai on major issues, but they 
held on to their religious modesty.  Because they were humble, 
because they studied not only their decisions but those of their 
adversaries, because they even recorded the ruling of the House of 
Shammai before their own, their view of Hillel mostly prevailed (T. 
Eruvin 13b).  Pluralism calls forth an ethic of openness, a disposition 
towards inclusiveness.  And beyond its ethic of respectful tolerance, 
pluralism holds fast pragmatic wisdom.

Rashi, commenting on the rabbinic judgment concerning the 
controversies between the Houses of Shammai and Hillel —”Both 
speak the words of the living God” — explains that there are times 
when one reason is valid and other times when another reason is 
valid.  “For reasons change in the wake of even small changes in the 
situation.”  How is it possible that what one sage permits another 
sage prohibits?  The Jewish sages of France in the thirteenth 
century understood the variety of interpretations and rulings, 
sometimes conflicting, as a blessing.  When Moses ascended to 
receive the Torah, he was shown in every case forty-nine possibilities 
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to “forbid” and forty-nine possibilities to “permit.”  The intention was 
that “all these possibilities of interpretations should be entrusted to 
the sages of Israel of each generation and that the decision be in 
accordance with their resolution” (cited by Eliezer Berkovits in his 
But Not in Heaven).

There is no contradiction in the disagreement of authorities.  Situations 
change, and what once was permitted may now be prohibited, what 
was once proscribed may later be allowed.  Why was it necessary for 
the Talmud to record opinions of the schools of Shammai and Hillel 
that do not prevail in the tradition?  “To teach the generations that 
come after that none should persist in his opinion, for ‘the fathers of 
the world’ did not persist in their opinion” (M. Eduyot 1 :4).

THE PENDULUM

Against the denominational image of Judaism as a single stone 
cast down from above to which each claims solitary possession, I 
propose another image for the pluralistic outlook, that of Judaism 
as a swinging pendulum whose arc describes its breadth and 
rhythm.  As an ideal construct, the pendulum is defined as a material 
particle suspended by a weightless cord, vibrating without friction.  
To understand the scope of Judaism and its patterns is to follow 
its swings, which touch the outer edges of its polarities: mysticism 
and rationalism, naturalism and supernaturalism, humanism and 
theism, particularism and universalism, ethnicity and religiosity.

To stop that pendulum, to still its motion, to hold it at one point in 
order to capture its “essence,” is to tamper with the vitality and sweep 
of our religious civilization.  Such fixation is idolatrous.  One must be 
open to the swing of the pendulum.  We cannot know beforehand 
how far the pendulum will travel nor what it will include.  “There is 
no way of knowing a priori.”  Gerson Scholem wrote, “What beliefs 
are possible or impossible within the framework of Judaism.”  It is not 
so simple to call this or that un-Jewish.  Who better than Scholem 
himself can testify to the attempts of others to fixate the pendulum, 
to dismiss Kabbalah, Hasidism, Jewish mysticism as aberrations of 
normative Judaism.  Who knows a priori what new traditions may be 
sanctified and what old traditions may be recovered?

The real pendulum of Judaism, unlike its ideal construct, is neither 
weightless nor frictionless.  There is no guarantee that it will of itself 
swing freely forward and backward.  We cannot therefore hop a 
ride on the pendulum, confident that it will not become locked in 
arresting dogmas.  Beyond the development of our own particular 
theologies, there is a corrective theology to be practiced in order to 
keep its dialectic integrity.  To keep the pendulum free from fixation 
is a heritage of the rabbinic counterpoint: Ifcha mistabera – just the 
opposite; aderaba – to the contrary; me-idach gisa – on the other 
hand.  No two swings of the pendulum are identical.  The arc of the 
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pendulum does not describe the pagan circle of eternal recurrence.  
Because the pendulum swings from one pole to another it is, on 
its return, altered.  Because of the contact with the opposite pole, 
tomorrow’s Jewish liberalism and universalism are not likely to 
be the same as yesterday’s.  The same holds for yesterday’s and 
tomorrow’s Jewish conservatism and particularism.

We need each other’s trope and dialect, for they enrich and refine 
our own.  Was Judaism enriched by the excommunication of 
Maimonides, Spinoza, the Baal Shem Tov, Mordecai M. Kaplan?  
Are we enriched by the exclusion of Jewish mysticism or Yiddish 
secularism?  The homily which points to the name of Adonai in its 
most concentrated form as spelled with two yuds informs us that if 
the one yud stands above the other, or if is too removed from the 
other, the two letters do not spell the name of God.  We witness daily 
the increasing distancing of Jews.  Students in rabbinic, cantorial, 
Jewish educational schools have no contact with the faculties of other 
schools of thought.  The laity in our various synagogue communities 
are segregated from each other.  Jewish young people are kept apart 
from each other on denominational lines.  Hebrew schools, religious 
schools, day schools, youth groups, summer camps — sponsored 
by Jewish religious movements — are denominationally apartheid.  
The threat of schism and the internal segregation of our young 
people are real.  “In time to come your children might speak unto our 
children, saying, ‘what have ye to do with the Lord God of Israel? ... ye 
have no part in the Lord’” (Joshua 22:24).

We who owe our fidelity to our own institutions, movements, ideologies 
are doubly covenanted.  We owe loyalty to our alma mater and to our 
own school of thought. But we own a higher fidelity to the One who 
embraces the multiplicity of views of our people.  Our minimal task 
ought to provide vehicles to keep the pendulum swinging, to keep 
the polarities from polarization, to keep opposite views in contact 
with each other.  We need joint retreats so that Jews from different 
institutional backgrounds and schools of thought may celebrate 
their Jewishness together, learn to pray together, to study together, 
to argue together.  We need networks of lay and professional Jewish 
statesmen to seek out and deepen the commonalities between us.  
Sectarianism is a perilous danger and an idolatrous blasphemy in the 
lives of the people we are ordained to serve.

On the entering portals of our homes a mezuzah containing two 
biblical passages from the Book of Deuteronomy is affixed.  The 
great commentator Rashi affirmed that the proper position of the 
mezuzah on the doorpost is vertical.  Does it not declare “when 
you rise up”?  His grandson, Rabbenu Tam, argued that the proper 
position is horizontal.  Is it not written, “when you lie down”?  The 
rabbinic resolution was to place the mezuzah  slanted, with the upper 
end pointed inward.  It is a resolution typical of the Jewish genius to 
respect and incorporate conflicting judgments.  The mezuzah  is a 
stationary image of the dynamic pendulum of Judaism.  “Blessed is 
He who discerns secrets, for the mind of each is different from the 
other, as is the face different from the other.”
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HIDE AND SEEK
CONCEALMENTS AND REVELATIONS

S eeing their nakedness, Adam and Eve fled from before the 
presence of the Lord.  

When Jonah heard the voice telling him to go forth and to prophesy to 
the people of Nineveh, he hid himself in the gray womb of the whale.  

The Rizhiner Rebbe, when he came home one day, noted the fact that 
his little boy was crying.  He asked his son why, and the boy answered, 
“Because I have been playing hide-and-seek.” “But that’s no reason 
to cry,” said the Rebbe.  “It is, Papa.  I was hiding, but nobody was 
seeking.” So it is, said the Rizhiner, with the soul of man, that it hides, 
and nobody seeks.  Not even one’s self.   

A midrash: When the angels heard that God was going to create the 
image of His own being, and breathe the breath of His life into human 
beings, they conspired with each other to hide the image of divinity.  
One angel proposed to put it on the top of a mountain.  A second 
proposed to hide it at the bottom of the sea.  But the wiliest angel of 
all said, “Let us hide it by putting the Divine image in man and woman, 
because that is the last place they will look for it.” 

Our tradition talks a great deal about the fact that human beings are 
hiders, grave-diggers and concealers.  We seem always looking for 
getaways, whether through work or leisure, in health or in sickness.  
There are appointments to be kept, and there are patients, clients, 
customers, investments to be made;  there’s jogging and dieting 
and bleaching and dyeing to be scheduled.  There are mountains, 
seashores, cathedrals, museums to view.  And committees to attend.  
All these are ways for us to hide from the very first question posed in 
the Bible:  “Ayeka?”  Where are you? 

The ultimate question — the question of identity, the question of 
where we are, or who we are — gets drowned in small talk, petty 
quarrels, or down the hatch.  The question is hidden behind the 
common complaint: “I am bored.”  People tell me that they are bored 
and when I ask them how they can be bored, seeing that they have so 
much to do, they answer, nevertheless, they are still bored.  The ennui 
prevails.

Once in a while, in a crisis situation, when one has to face the gray 
walls of a hospital or a mortuary or a divorce court, the boredom ends, 
the strategies of evasion crumble, and the “who am I” question comes 
out in the form of a scream: “Where is the life I have lost while living?”

“Mi ani: Mah ani? Le-mi ani ‘amel? Mah yeshu’ati? Mah gevur ati? Mah 
kochi?”  Who am I?  What am I?  What do I stand for?  What shall I say 
before myself?  What does life demand of me — or is there absolutely 
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nothing demanded of me? 

These are spiritual, metaphysical, philosophical, theological questions.   Such 
questions make us particularly uncomfortable in a robotish technological 
universe.  Technocrats do not ask, “What for?”  They ask, “How much?”  They 
boast, “I will get you there faster but once you get there, I have nothing to 
say to you.  That’s not my job.” 

Ours is a society that is concerned with means, not with ends.  Ends petrify 
us.  It makes us terribly uncomfortable to be asked, “What for?” 

We live out Kafka’s parable of the messenger, who traverses long distances 
until finally, exhausted, he arrives at the palace of the king – and has 
forgotten the message.  

Now comes Rosh Hashanah.  Rosh Hashanah can be treated as we treat any 
other holiday, or it can be respected for its radical uniqueness.  On every 
other festival we can hide behind the skirts of the community.  We can hide 
behind historical events, we can have our own lives swept up by history: 
On Pesach we were redeemed, on Sukkot we wandered in the desert, on 
Shavuot we received the Revelation.  

But Rosh Hashanah has less to do with community and history.  On the 
High Holidays the focus is not on “we,” but on the first-person singular, the 
“I” that lurks beneath the “we.”  The mantra for each of us during these days 
is Mi-besarcha lo titalem — ”You shall not hide from your own flesh.” 

Strip aside the small questions, and have the courage to ask the interior 
questions that suit these Days of Awe.  Let us set aside, for a time, Judaism 
as a system of means or of ceremonies, and even the Judaism that is going 
to redeem the world in some future date.  Is there anything that I can do 
with myself in confronting the ultimate that will enable me to live out my 
life be-chol levavi u-ve-chol nafshi u-ve-chol me’odi — with all my heart and 
with all my soul and with all my might.  What of me after the sermon, after 
Adon Olam, after the Kiddush? 

What does Judaism tell me about the way that I am supposed to live my 
own life? 

STUDY

When we look at the texts or listen to the preachers, the answer seems 
plain enough.  Study, learn, attend a school, become a master of the text.  
Which other people holds that the House of Study is holier than the House 
of Prayer? A church is called a church, a mosque is called a mosque, but we 
call a synagogue a “shul” which comes from the world schola and means 
“school.”  We believe in the power of learning.  That is why 85 percent of 
our youngsters who are eligible are in college, four hundred thousand in 
all; that is why 10 percent of the college faculty members in this country, 
and 20 percent in the elite institutions, are Jews.  

Still, that is not what the rabbis had in mind by study.  The great rabbis 
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also asked, tachlit?  (“what for?”).  And they answered, “The function 
of wisdom is to do repentance and to do good deeds, so that a man 
should not study Torah and Mishnah and Gemara and then kick his 
father and his mother and his teacher.” Beware, you who are given to 
cerebral conceits, beware of the boasting of the yiddishe kopf, because 
the yiddishe kopf — a Jewish brain — may kill the yiddishe hartz  — the 
Jewish heart.  The rabbis concluded, “He who studies Torah, only Torah, 
and has no other considerations is considered as if he does not believe 
in God.” They taught, “If somebody studies not for the purpose of doing 
something, it would be better if he had not been born.” Adam’s sin is 
that he eats of the tree of knowledge, but ignores the fruit of the tree of 
life.  If Adam is punished for eating of the tree of knowledge, it means 
that knowledge alone is not the desired end.  

 When we put the Torah back into the Ark of Holiness, we don’t sing, 
etz da’ at hi la- machazikim bah — “it is a tree of knowledge to them that 
cling fast to her.”  We declare, etz chayyim chai  — “it is a tree of life.”  
While we revere the Torah and recite blessings over it, Jewish law rules 
that if you need money to redeem hostages, you sell the Torah.  If you 
know of a poor orphan girl who needs money for her dowry, you may 
sell the Torah.  The function of the Torah is not to be owned or to be 
quoted, but to be used, to be lived as a tree brand of life.  

To be the truth is more important than to know the truth.  When the 
yeshiva bocher came to his rebbe and boasted that he had gone 
through the Talmud five times, the rebbe asked him, “And how many 
times has the Talmud gone through you, my son?” 

No, the intellect alone does not answer the “What for?” question of purpose.  

PRAYER 

What for?  Perhaps the answer lies in prayer.  

Is the purpose of prayer to pray? The purpose of prayer is to pray into 
your hands.  Prayer begins with the trembling of the lips, but its intent 
is the movement of the legs.  Twenty-eight centuries ago, the prophet 
Isaiah, in the time of the First Temple, the time of sacrifices and priests, 
proclaimed: “In the name of God, when you spread out your palms, I, 
God, will close My eyes to you; even though you utter many prayers, I 
will not listen.  Wash yourselves clean; remove your evil acts from my 
sight; cease to do evil; seek justice; aid the oppressed; uphold the right 
of the orphan; defend the cause of the widow.”

 The unique character of Judaism’s teaching is that holiness has to do 
with morality.  Israel Salanter, the founder of the Musar movement, 
a movement of ethical revival, was a man of vast ethical concern,  
fastidiously observant.  Yet Salanter was suspicious of public swaying, 
the shokling of davening, of intense prayer.  “Even when you are in 
intense movement, and you are praying with such avidity, make sure 
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that you do not trample the foot of your neighbor.  Or that when you put 
on your tallit, you don’t slap the face of your neighbor with its fringes.” 

No, it’s not prayer that is the end sought.  Nor is it in study.  So what is it 
that’s left? 

KASHRUT 

How about kashrut and ritual observance in general?  A striking midrash 
on Genesis from the sixth century of the common era asks bluntly: “What 
difference does it make to God whether you kill the animal by the throat 
or by the nape of the neck?  Is God helped by the one way or frustrated 
by the other?  Rather, the function of the mitzvot is to sensitize the 
character of the human being.”  Ritual is a vital means.  To make a means 
into an end is the road to idolatry.

Israel Salanter, citing the law that prohibits eating an egg in which you 
find a speck of blood, said, “The law applies to more than eggs.  If you 
take money on which the blood of exploitation is stained, is that money 
kosher?”  “It is prohibited to swallow an insect alive.  And if you eat up 
another human being alive with your eyes, in envy, jealousy, corruption, 
is that not tref?”  He was suspicious of people so overly scrupulous in 
their observance.  Before the motzi, the tradition is to take a glass of 
water and pour it over your hands up to the wrists.  But Israel Salanter 
would take a few drops of water and put them on the tips of his fingers.  
When he was asked the meaning of his way, he answered, “Did you see 
that maidservant over there? She carries the water from the well, two 
large buckets with a yoke on her back.  Fingers are enough.  I don’t want 
to earn my mitzvot on her shoulders.” 

CHARACTER 

So what is the end, the “what for” of Judaism? What is the goal of the 
Jewish mitzvah?

The mitzvah is the cultivation of a yiddishe neshama, a character of 
rachmanut, erlichkeit; sensitivity, dignity, care, compassion.  Otherwise 
sancta of mitzvah turns into broken branches, dead wood.  What good 
is kindling the Sabbath lights if we extinguish them with the breath 
of quarrelsomeness? When we shout at each other, we make dark 
our home.  Children speak to us of their pain and their sadness when 
enveloped by such darkness.  What meaning has the sweetness of the 
Kiddush wine? It sours at a table that is laden with accusation and fault-
finding.  What good is the soft challah when dialogue has become so 
hard and judgmental?  What good is the grace after meals when we are 
graceless during our meals? 

From Proverbs: “Better a dry morsel, and quiet therewith, than a house 
that is full of meat and sacrifices — with strife.” What good is fasting, 
whose purpose is to soften our heart, when the home is full of labeling 
and stigmatizing? 
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From Isaiah: “You fast in strife, fast in contention and smite each other 
with the fist of wickedness.”  If there is no kindness to family and friends, 
the house may be labeled kosher, but it tastes tref.  

Does this mean that it is not important to observe the ritual or to 
go to shul?  But that too is a way of hiding, evading the question.  
The question is not whether you believe in morality or in ritual.  The 
question is whether you understand the thrust behind behavior and 
thought.  If you do, you will daven, but differently; you will keep kosher, 
but differently; you will come to the synagogue, but differently; you will 
recite the blessings, but differently: “Blessed art Thou, O Lord our God, 
who has commanded us by Thy commandments and sanctified us.” I 
am a sanctifying power, a hallowing power.  There is holiness in me.  I 
can be moved to tears, I can be stirred into action when I see bitterness, 
helplessness in others.  Kashruth salts the meat and sweetens the 
sourness of the bread. 

Ultimate questions cannot be answered with money orders for tzedakah.  

They are answered through behavior called gemilut chasadim, acts of love 
performed without money — not only for the poor, not only for the living.  
Gemilut chasadim means comforting the bereaved, making records for the 
blind, settling the stranger in our midst.  Gemilut chasadim  heals not only 
the recipient but the donor.  The giver, who pledges not his money but his 
soul, is important.  In gemilut chasadim the donor transforms not only the 
external situation but his inner character.  

There is no blessing for gemilut chasadim.  There are blessings for apples 
and pears, for cucumbers and lightning bolts, but no blessing for acts of 
gemilut chasadim.  Perhaps because the acts are blessings themselves 
that nothing should interrupt their recitation.

For you or me to act for others is a beginning.  But it is only with a 
beginning that God creates the universe.  Bereshit bara Elohim.  
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S ometime toward the middle of our heated encounter, he 
threw his arms around me, protesting his love for my Yiddisher 

neshamah, my Jewish soul whose root is traced to Father Abraham.  
With a firm armlock around my shoulders, he insisted that theology 
and observances aside, we were, through a spiritual genealogy, 
connected.  I felt caught.  To free myself from his grip would appear 
a rude rejection — who can spurn another’s declaration of love? To 
return his embrace with my own would be false.  I felt neither love nor 
scorn for this intense, bearded rabbi, ten or fifteen years my junior, 
whom I had never seen before the lecture.  

Resigned to accept his unyielding grip, I sensed within me an 
ambivalence not unlike that of Jacob’s when meeting with Esau 
after having wrestled with the anonymous man beside the Jabbok 
tributary.  When the two brothers met they embraced, one fell 
upon the other’s neck and kissed him.  Commentators on the text, 
noting the peculiar set of dots over the word “kissed” (Genesis 33:4), 
suggested that the spelling was ambiguous.  Was it a brotherly “kiss” 
or a long-repressed “bite”? 

And this man who sat beside me, this warm, effusive rabbi offering 
me gratuitous forgiveness for my heresies — did he mean to raise 
me up or hold me down? The conversation roamed, but the rabbi’s 
bear hug remained my dominant memory.  That gesture, that body 
language took on the character of a metaphor for relations of this 
sort.  Love and suffocation, care and intimidation entwined in one 
pair of ambiguous arms.  

“Understand, Rabbi,” he said, “between us, I mean between all Jews, 
whatever their beliefs or lack of beliefs, there is a kinship.  We met 
at Sinai, you and I.  My Rebbe feels that way.  All his judgments 
are rooted in ahavat yisrael (love of Israel).  There is nothing that I 
wouldn’t do for a fellow Jew.  That’s why I spend most of my time and 
energy at hospitals.  And I don’t ask whether they are Orthodox or 
not.  They are Jews.  That’s all I need to know.”  It went on this way for 
quite a while.  Though he could not accept my understanding of the 
evolution of Judaism and the values of Jewishness, he unsolicitedly 
forgave me and reassured me that my Jewish soul was loved.  

At one point I grew impatient, turned to him, and said, “You say you 
love my Jewish soul, and I am moved by that.  But you have no respect 
for my Jewish mind, my way of seeing things, my interpretation of 
Jewish life and law, nor for those of my Jewish mentors.  You speak 
only of your Rebbe and his opinions, wisdoms, and judgments.  I 
understand your trust and faith in him, but what of my teachers, who 
speak to my heart and mind? You love my Jewish soul but credit 
it with no integrity.  Then you dismiss my choices and motivations 

A HUG IS NOT A WRESTLING HOLD
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as ulterior, regarding them either as ‘convenient’ or as ‘alien’ or 
‘inauthentic.’”  

He sighed, held my gesturing hand still, and said, “It’s not with me 
or the Rebbe that you have to quarrel.  It’s with the Lord, with the 
tradition.  Go argue with the Rambam.”  He continued in this vein, 
and I fell into his sing-song style.  

“Not so,” I answered.  “The Rambam would not support you.  
Certainly not the Rambam of the Sefer Mada or the Guide of the 
Perplexed, which you don’t teach.  Your interpretations are not 
confirmed by the opinions of a Menachem Meiri, the Malbim, or 
Rabbi Mecklenberg.  Moreover, Rabbi, mein neshama iz nisht kein 
rozhenke (“my mind is not a raisin”).  I have a fine Jewish training, 
a Jewish upbringing, and a mind of my own.” 

He interrupted me, “Rabbi.  You can’t compare yourself to the 
Rebbe.  No one can, absolutely no one. “  

“It’s not a matter of comparison.  It’s a matter of my Jewish 
understanding, my conscience, convictions, and those who 
influence me, without coercion or threat.” 

“But there is only one tradition, one law, one way, one guide.” 

I answered, “Would you admit that the Rebbe could be wrong? 
Can you conceive that he may in some things be in error? After all, 
we are all mortal, fallible beings.  Would you follow him no matter 
what?” 

He smiled and in a serious, hushed tone confessed, “I’ll tell you the 
truth.  I’d rather follow my Rebbe when he is wrong than follow 
you when you are right.” 

It was not spoken in anger.  It sort of slipped out and sensing the 
possible insult in his remarks, he added quickly, “Chos v’sholum, I 
didn’t mean to put you down, but with us it is a matter of emunah, 
of faith.” 

“But I don’t mean for you or anyone to follow me on faith.  In fact, 
I always felt that unlike other traditions, Judaism is free of such 
personality cults, free from the deification of its leaders.  I would 
be disappointed if people followed me because of my word.  My 
challenge is to persuade, not to pronounce a verdict or a Jewish 
Fatwah.” 

He answers, “And where would our people be today if they did 
not have faith in Moses and had to be persuaded?  ‘Va-yairu ba’ 
adonai u-ve- mosheh avdo’ — They believed in God and in Moses, 
His servant.”
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“Yes, yet but first they believed in God, and then in Moses,” I respond.  
We traded biblical and rabbinic quotations, scraps of evidence 
bolstering our respective positions.  The hour growing late, we parted, 
and once again he hugged me and even kissed me on my cheek.  

I thought about our conversation and about my reaction to his 
loving approach.  I love to be loved — who doesn’t? But not for my 
metaphysical neshamah, not for my floating soul, a form without 
content, one I inherited without choice from some distant past.  My 
soul is informed by my mind, choices, moral sensibilities, and by real 
content.  I suspect it is easier for him to love my abstract soul, but 
true love includes respect for the Jewish concreteness of experiences 
and decisions — not love of condescension or domination, but of 
respect for the integrity of another’s motivation and mind.  Ahavat 
Yisrael is easier to express toward a metaphysical soul than an 
embodied self.  True love is not an acknowledgment of the mystique 
of their souls’ origination but respect for the diginity of their souls’ 
otherness.  Better the preservation of space in our togetherness than 
a smothering intimacy.  

We parted company and I sat up that night wondering about my 
ambivalent feelings.  What had I expected of this man with his God-
sanctioned convictions?  What could be expected of any absolutist 
convinced of his revealed truths?  For him, not to share his beliefs is to 
join the rank of the heretics.  Is this not the nature of the true believer? 
Can the faith of the true believer entertain the smallest possibility of 
doubt? Faith must be open or shut, no middle ways.

Yet perhaps my characterization of the true believer was false.  

I had, after all, been raised in Orthodox circles where such dismissals 
of other judgments were not so cavalierly brandished.  I recall the 
precious story told to me when I was younger by a firm believer.  

This apikoros, the village atheist, boasted that he would soon confront 
the Rebbe with incontrovertible proofs and demonstrations that God 
does not exist.  The villagers loyal to the Rebbe warned him of the 
planned onslaught.  And as sure as the sun stood still at Gibeon, the 
apikoros at midday entered the Rebbe’s home with anticipatory glee.  
The Rebbe welcomed him, and held him off with one word: “efshar”  
(“perhaps”).  “Perhaps,” the Rebbe repeated.  With this, the apikoros 
broke into tears and the two of them embraced.  

What kind of an answer was “perhaps” (efshar) and especially from 
a man of faith? It is an expression rarely used these days, especially 
by those who are blessed with apodictic certainty.  Absolutists, from 
the left or right, fideists or atheists, find “perhaps” a stammering 
admission of weakness.  To know that God is or God is not, to know 
that this is the only way for all people to believe and to practice, must, 
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for them, be attended with inflexible sureness.  To them “maybe” 
betrays the sound of vulnerable openness or hidden pusillanimity.  
True believers or unbelievers prefer sweeping terms like “everybody” 
or “nobody,” or “always” or “never.” Terms like “some” or “sometimes” 
or “it depends” or “maybe” are buried beneath the crushing rhethoric 
of absolutism. No compromise with faith. 

But once in a while, “perhaps” may penetrate the interstices of 
invincible ignorance and cause one to think again.  What did the 
atheist make of the Rebbe’s “efshar,” and the believer in the Rebbe’s 
dogmatic faith?  Perhaps there is more doubt in belief and more 
belief in doubt than either fully suspected.  Perhaps the time has 
come to remove the heavy armor of infallible personalities and open 
oneself to listen to another, even to one’s inner self.  

Maybe “perhaps” opens the door to respect.  Respicere, the Latin root 
of “respect,” means to “look again.” 

Respect means to look again at another’s argument and to see what 
lies beneath it.  Once, it was told in the name of Menachem Mendel 
of Kotzk, a believer came to confess to the Rebbe that he could no 
longer believe.  The Rebbe did not throw him out.  Instead, he asked 
him, “Why, my son, can’t you believe?” 

“Because I doubt that the world has any rhyme or reason.  The 
righteous suffer, the wicked prosper.” 

“So — why does that concern you?” 

“What do you mean, why does that concern me? If there is 
no justice in the world, I doubt there is a God governing the 
world.” 

“So — what do you care if there is no God in the world?”  

“Rebbe, if there is no God in the world, my life has no sense, 
no meaning at all.” 

“Do you care so much about the world and His existence?” 

“With all my heart and soul, Rebbe.” 

“If you care so much, are pained so much, and doubt so much, 
you believe.” 

There is a modesty in belief, a skepticism in faith – a “perhaps” which 
leads to God more surely than the arrogance which finds no room 
for doubt.  So it is told that when some of the disciples of a certain 
Rebbe had to leave the village, they asked the Rebbe for advice 
about how to find another Rebbe as authentic as he.  Their Rebbe 
counseled, “When you find one, ask whether he ever doubted or 
ever had strange thoughts in his prayers.  If he answers that he has 
never doubted and never entertained strange thoughts, know that 
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he is not to be followed.” Faith is a peculiar gift, not the last word nor the 
first.  Faith is a process which grows with experience and reflection.  It is 
no enemy of doubt but welcomes it as an ally for deeper understanding.  

Faith is a window 

to be opened and shut.  

Stuck shut, it keeps out fresh air, 

Stuck open, it invites the blustery wind.  

Stuck shut. it shields the inhabitants but stagnates the air.  

Stuck open, it invites congealment.  

Faith is a sliding window 

       to be opened and shut 

           with courage and wisdom.  

We are not born pluralists any more than we are born monotheists.  
Pluralism has to be taught and experienced from within our institutions 
and denominational fidelities.  Pluralism has to be taught to others and 
cultivated within oneself.  

Particularly in these angry days it is an imperative of high moral order to 
learn how to apply the dictum of “assessing the other according to his/
her merits” (le-chaf zechut) to the other’s ideological and institutional 
attachments.  It is important to learn how to value not only the juridical 
fact of one’s born Jewishness (“A Jew is a Jew even if he transgresses”) 
but his chosen form of Jewishness according to its noblest intent.  
Such appreciation does not entail our agreement, endorsement, or 
financial support of our fellow Jew’s commitment.  Santayana wrote 
that “agreement is the sincerest form of friendship.” I would qualify 
his adjective.  Agreement is merely the easiest form of friendship.  
Appreciation of the other does not mean agreement, but it does require 
respect for his decision, and respect means the effort to understand 
the fears and hopes which surround his beliefs and practices, especially 
his fears, for fears reveal the vulnerability of others.  Fears enable 
more empathic access to a fellow Jew’s formally stated positions.  
Understanding fears humanizes the theory and practice that frequently 
appear as hardened obduracy.  There is a kinship in fear even when the 
proposed antidotes set us apart.  What do they fear, those “extremists,” 
those “middle-roaders,” those “fanatics,” those “unbelievers”? 

Some fear anomie, the rootlessness of not belonging, and find solace 
in structure, in rigid adherence to authority and law.  Others fear the 
heavy hand of authoritarianism, the weight that grinds conscience to 
the dust and are wary of spokesmen who mandate belief and practice 
in God’s name.  

Some fear the reduction of Judaism to a metalanguage, a way of 
speaking and consequently the avoidance of practiced observances.  
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Others fear more the ritual behaviorism that ignores reason and feeling 
and turns religious sensibility into mechanical practice.  

Some fear the dizzying heights of universalism clutching the air of 
abstraction, losing their footing on particular soil.  Others fear the 
suffocation of parochialism that transforms a world people into 
corporate narcissists.  

Some fear the obsession with “relevance” that turns eternal truths into 
the putty of fads.  Others fear the veneration of habit, the confusion of 
antiquity with authenticity.  

Some fear the distillation of Judaism into ethical culture alone, while 
others fear the muteness of the prophetic voice.  

Some fear the unmoored idealism which encourages us to live with our 
heads in heaven, betraying the realistic ground of a people’s security, 
while others worry that the territorial imperative has desensitized our 
moral sense.  

Identifying and understanding the fears which tacitly inform all our 
theories and practices may help us develop a warmer and more natural 
pluralistic outlook.  

Pluralism celebrates no piety of polytheism.  In pluralism, I sense the 
transcendent unity in Judaism, a confirmation of Chesterson’s insight 
that “heresies are sacred splinters of the whole.” 

In pluralism, the depth of Judaism is revealed and the unity of the search 
for the entwined oneness of the fringes are held in one hand.  The last 
line of the Neilah reaches the crescendo of the seven congregational 
reiterations:  “Adonai hu ha-elohim”  — The Lord is one. 

—Rabbi Harold M. Schulweis
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