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This book is dedicated to the memory of my grandfather and teacher, Mendel Leib Levine, rabbi in Minsk, New York, and Tel Aviv. His lifetime of ninety-four years stretched from the last days of Abraham Lincoln to the first years of the nuclear era. He served as a Jewish jurist and minister under czarism and communism, in the freedom of America, and in the reborn land of Israel, where his bones lie.


The book with all its earnings belongs to a fund for charity and education established by my wife and myself in 1954, in memory of our first-born son, Abe.


Nobody can be more aware of the deep lacks in This Is My God than I am. The theme needs a prophet. The subject needs monumental scholarship. I offer the book, relying on the maxim of Rabbi Tarfon in Ethics of the Fathers:


“The work is not yours to finish; but neither are you free to take no part in it.”


HERMAN WOUK



Preface to the New Standard Edition


IN 1959, when This Is My God first appeared, the new Jewish State was in its eleventh year of independence. Most Jews in other lands regarded it with sympathy, lent it charitable support, and kept their distance; a few Diaspora Zionists crusaded in vain for a mass return to the homeland; a few anti-Zionists loudly proclaimed that Israel had no claim whatever on their resources or loyalties. Such were the conditions in which this work was composed.


The twenty-second chapter of this book, entitled “Israel,” was accurate enough in 1959. Today it mainly shows, dated as it is, how amazingly the country has advanced in three decades. We live in a new Jewish era now. After the Six-Day War, I wrote a postscript to this book, “The Ashes and the Gold,” which recorded the way my own ideas were changing under the impact of Israel's struggles and triumphs. For this edition, I have further updated my picture of the Jewish State with an added essay, “Israel at Forty: The Land and the Faith.”


On rereading This Is My God, I find little else that I would alter. I have become more interested in Hasidism, but I remain essentially an admirer, rather than a participant, of that mystical sect. My knowledge of Yiddish literature has grown, and I am less pessimistic now about its survival. Modern Hebrew literature, too, interests me more. All in all, if I were to write it afresh now, the book would have a more intensely Jewish tone. In 1959 I was preoccupied with proving that an educated Westerner could live a traditional Jewish existence, not only without any intellectual sacrifices, but much to his enrichment. Today I take that for granted.


But This Is My God is written already. Its portrayal of what is timeless in the Jewish religion remains as accurate as I could make it. I am glad that I have received, in a large volume of mail from readers in many countries, no substantial correction necessary to the text. I am grateful to my publishers, Little, Brown, for bringing out the work in this handsome new durable format.


The success of This Is My God has been a satisfying reward for a labor of love. I planned the work for fellow Jews, perhaps a few thousand of them, who had an impulse to learn about the faith but lacked the time or the Hebraic grasp to study the sources. Instead, the book has found a place as an informal popular guide and reference work, for Jew and Gentile alike. Therefore, I have added a subtitle, The Jewish Way of Life.


There are many Jewish ways of life in this day and age. I know that well. In my book I describe them. But the departure point of all of them was and remains our ancient and living faith. The very name for the Mosaic Law in tradition is Halakha—the Way.


For those who are looking for that Way, and for those who are merely curious about it; for anyone who wants to know something clear and true about our eternal people, I wrote this plain book.


Herman Wouk


Palm Springs


15 March 1987


Purim 5747



Part 1


THE REMARKABLE SURVIVAL OF THE JEWS



Prologue


A Jewish friend of mine, a skeptic far removed from practice of Judaism or belief in it—I must add, an admirable man with a keen mind—one chill evening in November said to me rather shyly and casually, “This may surprise you, but can you recommend to me any good reading matter on Hanuka? I think my son should know a bit more about his Jewish background than he does.” With a sidelong glance of wry humor he added, “Purely for culture, you understand, not for religion!”


It is not often that anyone, even a prolix fellow like a novelist, sits down and writes a book in answer to an offhand question, but I’m afraid that is what I have done here. Obviously the book was waiting to be put on paper; my friend's inquiry only precipitated it. I have wanted for some years to write an account of the Jewish faith.


Judaism has always been a strong interest of mine. It is part of my life and of my family's life. My two sons speak Hebrew, and are familiar with the Scriptures and with rabbinic literature. That is the way we live. With this background, I may be able to sketch the faith so as to give the interested reader information and pleasure, using what writing skill I have learned to keep from boring him with detail, or with my own not very relevant theories.


There are many Jews who do not observe the religion, who yet would like to know a lot more about it. There are non-Jews, too, who now and then grow curious about the old Hebrew faith. But the literature is so vast, it is usually so scholarly in tone, and so much of it is not in English, that such readers are often at a stand, not knowing where to begin. I offer this volume as a beginning.


Of course, one man's minimum information is another man's choke of detail. I have tried to steer a middle course. If scholars choose to glance at this book I hope they will not conclude, seeing all that I have left out, that my ignorance is equal to the omissions. Cutting has been much of my labor. I have had to write a short book about a subject that spans nearly all history, that fills whole libraries, that ranges across the classic problems of human life, and that causes turbulent many-sided controversy to this hour. The undertaking forced appalling compression.


God


There is no use in talking about religion with anybody who is sure that God does not exist. My book will irritate such a person and give him no light. I cannot change his mind, and I am not attempting it. But I suggest that agnosticism, when it becomes an ear-stopping dogma, may be as bad a mental handicap as superstition. There has never been any decisive proof either way about God's existence. Ours would be a decidedly queer world if the Creator of it were as visible as, say, a playwright at his opening night. Here is the universe, a dazzle of orderly wonders, which seems to imply a Maker. Here is human life, full of sadness and disaster and futility, ending always in black death; and it seems to many people to refute any notion that a God could exist. To assert anything about God—that he is there or that he is not, that we can know him or that we cannot—is to jump off into the dark, either way.


Religious people tend to encounter, among those who are not, a cemented certainty that belief in God is a crutch for the weak and the fearful. It would be just as silly to assert that disbelief in God is a crutch for the immoral and the ill-read. I am hard put to it not to smile when a man who has obviously read nothing in the field beyond, say, a pleasing agnostic summary like Man and His Gods tells me generously—and as though he were inventing the notion—that it is fine for people to be religious if they get solace out of it.


Now the belief in God may turn out at the last trump to be a mistake. Meantime, let us be quite clear, it is not merely the comfort of the simple—though it is that too, much to its glory—it is a formidable intellectual position with which most of the first-class minds of the human race, century in and century out, have concurred, each in his own way. We live in a time when non-belief is in fashion; it has been for about a hundred years. Hence the regular pulsing of rationalist books from popular book clubs and paperback publishers. But this popularity of one point of view should be enough to make any serious man suspicious. Sheep are sheep, whether they are all leaping over the fence or all huddling in the fold.


Kierkegaard, who dug his heels in a century ago, stands now in the van of new thought. His deeply religious books, neglected for a hundred years, have not changed. The vanguard is changing direction, that is all. It is becoming all too clear that—speaking of crutches—Freud can be a crutch, Marx can be a crutch, rationalism can be a crutch, and atheism can be two canes and a pair of iron braces. We none of us have all the answers, nor are we likely to have. But in the country of the halt, the man who is surest he has no limp may be the worst-crippled.


It will fall on me to tell the views of God in Judaism as well as I can. In a diagrammed kind of book, such a chapter would perhaps come first. I have to hope that the Hebrew idea of the Creator will rise from the whole picture drawn here. I know I can describe the life of our religion, but I suppose my hand will falter when I get into theology. Nevertheless I will do my best. I record at the outset my awareness that questions about God haunt every page of this book. I write for people who have at least an open mind on God, and who would like to know something about the Jewish way to him.


A book on Judaism is almost bound to make out some case. The subject defies impartiality. To write anything at all about it is to take a stand. The reader will soon see that I believe the survival of the Jewish people looks like the hand of Providence in history; and that I also believe in the law of Moses as the key to our survival. Many Jews who feel strongly about their Jewishness will differ from the viewpoint I am taking. If the book attracts attention, there will be controversy. My aim is to waken interest in Judaism. Those who dispute my work will be serving the same cause by their best lights.


There are people—and they are not few, and not stupid—who honestly think that the absorption of the Jews into mankind at large is the only sensible end to the Jewish problem, and one that is long overdue. This book stands at the other pole. I believe it is our lot to live and to serve in our old identity, until the promised day when the Lord will be one and his name one in all the earth. I think the extinction of Jewish learning and Jewish faith would be a measureless tragedy.


Purpose


In the United States today, Jews live as free and equal citizens, a status they have seldom known elsewhere during their long saga. In Israel, they walk their holy soil as free men, a visible miracle that still staggers the thoughtful mind. Behind the iron curtain, they have a formal socialist equality, the price of which is the loss of their culture. Everywhere, because of the huge changes of the past century, there has been an attrition of Jewish learning, with a sharp drop in knowledge.


This kind of thing has happened before, during eras of wide change. The books of Ezra and Nehemiah, rising from the Babylonian exile, describe a Jewish community much closer to ignorance and extinction than ours is. Happily the revival through study is today well under way, in the lands where we are free. My hope is that, in this study, my book will be of some use as an elementary tool.


The reader will find me dwelling on those things in Jewry and Judaism that are attractive and impressive. I think they are the chief things. In every generation the faults of the Jews—and we are as full of faults as other men—have been publicized with exaggerations and lies. The Nazis spent millions to portray us to the world as subhuman, in a prologue to the attempt to destroy our people, man, woman, and child. In this book I intend to speak of my faith and my people as well as I can, and I will tell the truth.


One note on style: if I sometimes write here with a light hand, it is not because I am the less serious in what I say. It is no service to the reader to load him with technical jargon to convince him that my words have weight. I have risked being as clear and pleasant as I could, and I have worked very hard for clarity.



Chapter 1


Who Are We?


THE Jewish people is over three thousand years old. Archaeology has long since verified this startling tradition which our grandfathers took on faith. Many thinkers have tried, and are still trying, to account for this survival of a folk, a religion, and a culture through three millennia of nearly impossible historical conditions. The fact itself is as unique in history as the velocity of light is in physics. It needs explaining.


The Bible, our ancestors’ source book of history, says the Jews descend from a Mesopotamian nomad named Abraham, who came with his flocks and his tents in the shadowy dawn of history to Canaan, the place we now call Israel. The line traces through his son Isaac to his grandson Jacob, who migrated to Egypt with his large household to escape a famine. Jacob's family prospered and multiplied in the cattle-raising northern province of Goshen.


Egypt was then the glory of Mediterranean civilization, the Rome or America of its day, brilliant in arts and sciences, formidable in war. Its architecture and sculpture have in some respects never been surpassed. Its government was an unchanging tyranny of Pharaohs, bureaus, and priests. Its religion, like all religion of the day, was a foul tangle of idolatry. The rites were obscene, the myths childish, the gods weird half-human, half-bestial monsters. An obsession with death and magic ruled the land.


Instead of becoming Egyptian cattle barons, the prolific family descended from Jacob retained its separate identity, growing into a sort of nation within the nation. What set these people apart from Egypt was their religion. Abraham had passed to his descendants, the Bible says, a vision of a great invisible Spirit, the Creator of the universe, who had promised them an eventual life in the land of Israel, and a historic destiny as teachers of mankind. The Bible goes on to say that Egypt in time made slaves of the strange folk within its borders. An emancipator arose among them, Moses the Lawgiver, who in a spectacular, in some respects supernatural, triumph freed the slaves and led them through the desert to the border of the promised land. His greatest feat, however, was not this deliverance.


At a mountain in the desert called Horeb or Sinai he experienced—and his people to some extent experienced with him—a mystic occurrence which changed the history of the world. What exactly happened in the revelation at Sinai we are not likely ever to know. The Bible speaks of prodigies of nature that recall a volcano in eruption. No other volcanic eruption has ever resulted in a body of statutes that became the law of civilization. When the Israelites left Horeb to resume their trek to the promised land they were no longer a tribe held together by faith, but a nation living under a statutory law, or Torah, given at the hand of Moses as the word of the Creator.


This Torah contained folk history as well as law; and it concluded with an accurate prophecy of the future of the Jews. The prediction was that after a brilliant period of monarchy in the Holy Land they would become calloused by prosperity, would lose their hold on the advanced religion that had made them a nation, and would slide into the idolatry of their Semitic neighbors, with resulting political collapse, military defeat, and national destruction. The Torah prophesied that a remnant of the people would survive in a long agony of exile, undergoing ordeals of wandering and persecution; that they would never die out; and that in the far after time they would return to Israel to live by the law of Moses, and to be a light to the nations.


Of this vast drama, most of the acts have long since passed from prophecy into history. Some Christians indeed hold that the curtain went down on the whole story forever two thousand years ago. We Jews believe—it is cardinal to our faith—that the last acts are still to come.


How True Is All This?


At the low ebb of respect for the Bible in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, when the world's best minds were still laboring to cast off the straitjacket of the dark ages, the view became popular that the Bible's history was a mass of old wives’ tales, that Moses was an invention like Apollo, and that neither the Exodus from Egypt nor any of its related events ever occurred. Then the science of archaeology arose. As its discoveries multiplied, respect for the Bible as a source book of ancient events revived. This process is still going on. The extent to which the Hebrew Scriptures stand confirmed by external evidence is not quite general knowledge. Fashionable writers tend to echo the commonplaces of the nineteenth century; such tides reverse themselves slowly, with long slack water. Archaeologists have known for some time that the history of eastern Mediterranean civilization in the Bible is accurate; that we have in hand substantial corroboration of the main points of the Jewish national narrative; that in fact—setting aside the miraculous details which the scientific mind in principle demurs from—it all happened.


The writers of the Bible were of course not cool historians but passionate prophets. They did not select, organize, and judge facts the way a modern university professor does. Professors bear this in mind when they read the Bible. But they cannot dispense with this all-encompassing document of ancient days. That Moses lived and legislated, that the descendants of Abraham conquered Canaan, that the Hebrew monarchy rose and fell—no serious thinker questions these things anymore.


When we reach the records of Greece and Rome, which in large measure needed no digging out because they have been the continuous possession of learned men, we are—from the Jewish viewpoint—practically in the vicinity of yesterday's newspaper. Greece and Rome knew the Jews and the Mosaic law very well, and reported about them at length. There are chaotic times after the fall of Rome when the Jewish narrative becomes for a while much harder to reconstruct than in the imperial eras. But we know that during those times the Jews went on living and observing their law.


To sum up, then, we are Israelites, descended from the small nation which came out of the Sinai desert into Canaan three thousand years ago, with a tradition of liberation from Egypt, under a lawgiver and deliverer named Moses. We are called Jews, and our heritage Judaism, because in the political decline and fall of our nation the tribe which held out longest and became the surviving remnant in exile predicted by the Torah was named Judah.


Almost all living Jews stem, at a remove of no more than four or five generations at the most, from observant Jews. Historically, Israelites who have discontinued the practice of the law of Moses have faded into the environment and lost their identity within a century or two. The attrition over the centuries has of course been enormous. The Jews who are left are mainly the sons and grandsons of those who have kept the faith, preserving the chain unbroken through time, from the twentieth century back to the sunrise of the human intelligence.


Before examining this faith, we can surely acknowledge two things: first, that as a feat of gallantry of the spirit of man, the preservation of Judaism ranks high; second, that if ancient lineage be a source of legitimate pride, the Jews have a right to be a proud people.


Proud?


How odd


Of God


To choose


The Jews


runs the old doggerel:* to which many Christians, and not a few Jews, incline to say under their breath “Amen,” despite the pressure in our land today against criticism of minorities.


Get two non-Jews confiding in each other, after cautiously finding that they have enough common ground not to mistake each other for the kind of mental defective called an anti-Semite, and they are likely to agree that notwithstanding all this liberal talk Jews tend to be brash, pushing, sharp in business, vulgar in manners, loud in public, and so clannish that they band in a knot against the Christian world. They will also agree that they know Jews who are different, and that they number such Jews among their valued friends. There are, of course, many Christians who will take no part in such an exchange. But the reader will recognize the commonplaces.


There are Jews who think even less of themselves and their background than critical Christians do. They are not so ready to confide these impressions to each other; it is too easy to give offense.


But let us take a well-to-do and fairly cultivated Jew of this mind. To give him a character we will make him a successful minor executive, or perhaps an accountant or a lawyer. He is a graduate of a good eastern college. He lives in a pleasant suburban home. He likes to read serious books, classic and modern, and has almost all of Trollope on his shelves. His state-of-the-art stereo system is rather his pride, and he has a genuine love for Brahms. His golf and tennis are good, and sailing is his chief pleasure. His grandparents were fairly religious, his parents much less so, and he is wholly indifferent. He barbecues pork chops or steaks in his barbecue pit with equal pleasure, with not a trace of bother because pork is pork. Of late he may have joined a temple in the neighborhood, because his children seemed at loose ends without any religious ticketing; or he may have made a point, in an argument with his wife, against joining an institution representing a faith that is quite alien to him. He is a warm, good-hearted, charitable, and exceptionally intelligent American.


Now we see him walking down Fifth Avenue after a hard day at his Rockefeller Center office, taking the pleasant evening air instead of hurrying in a taxi to Grand Central. Two men pass him on the street. They are obvious vestigial survivors of some ghetto destroyed by Hitler. The older one wears a beard and a hat trimmed with fur, and gray earlocks curl down his cheeks; he is dressed in a long rusty black coat, though the day is warm. The younger man is pallid and clean-shaven, and he has ordinary American clothes, yet he looks hardly less alien than his companion. His hat is too big, and he wears it at a clumsy angle, far back on his head. His jacket is double-breasted, in a time when no alert man will be caught dead in a double-breasted suit (unless he is an Englishman wearing the really newest thing, cut in London, and subtly different from the old double-breasted, and this fellow is obviously not such a one). His trousers are not well pressed, and they do not taper as they should, so that they seem to flop about his ankles. He has an odd abstracted look around the eyes. The two men are talking in Yiddish, with sweeping hand gestures. As they pass our man, these two unmistakable Jews, he is filled with resentment. He cries out in his heart—it will not do to shout it in the street—“I am not one of you! If you are Jews, I am not a Jew!” His misery is double because he knows that he could actually shout this through a bullhorn to all the world, and it would make no difference. He is one of them.


And yet why is he? What has he in common with these people from a group of which he knows little and wants to know less? He has dim memories of the atmosphere in his grandparents’ home, and these men bring unpleasantly to mind the recollection of the boredom, the peculiarity, the ball-and-chain dragginess of the Judaism he found there. These old people were meshed in a web of taboos which disabled them from living contemporary lives. They went through the motions of bizarre customs without being able to explain them. There was foolishness about not striking matches or turning on lights on holidays; niggling suspicion about the ingredients of packaged foods; obdurate mistrust and disdain, based on no intelligible reasons, for anybody who lived differently or believed differently. He visited the apartment of his grandparents with reluctance, and came into the sunlight of the street with the joy of a man getting out of jail. If there is anything he is sure of in this unstable world, it is that he has not, and never will have, anything in common with this grimy ghost of a dead culture.


These men who pass him on Fifth Avenue offend him not only because they tar him with the brush of the alien; they offend him by being alive today, by keeping up that dead culture and confronting him with it, by insisting with their mere presence in the street that he is burying a part of his background that cannot be buried. They are skeletons out of his closet.


It may be that he has heard of modern individuals who are actually “orthodox”: a doctor, or a lawyer, or a businessman here and there. It may even be that he has met such people and found them oddly like himself, so far as tastes in books, music, and clothes go, but clinging to the nonsense of food pickiness and Sabbaths. He finds them incomprehensible, and has dismissed them as neurotics who have somehow plugged up a bad hole in their psyches with this stuff.


Tell such a man that he should be proud of being a Jew, and he will laugh at you. Tell him that he is a member of a chosen people, and he will be ready to take off his coat and fight you, so deeply do you affront everything he believes. It would be a hopeless task for the most eloquent writer that ever lived, I suppose, to get him to think differently, except for one thing.


It is this. Deep in the heart of both critical Christian and alienated Jew, there is a—I cannot say what, a feeling, not even a feeling, a shadow of a notion, nothing more substantial than the pointless but compelling impulse to knock on wood when one talks of the health of children—something that says there is more to the Jews than meets the eye. There is a mystery about the Jews. This mystery makes the very word “Jew” a sure shocker on the stage. Because of this mystery many readers will come to this book and read it through, disagreeing, it may be, with every line of it, but pressing forward to find some light on the puzzle. And within this mystery lies the reason for the folk pride of the House of Abraham. This pride exists despite the disabilities that come from many centuries of ostracism, including lack of polish and—in the vanishing extreme—earlocks and fur hats, the defiant proud old answer of Jewry to the yellow badge of the ghetto.


The Mystery


Some time ago there was a great stir in the state of Israel over the question, “Who is a Jew?” One would think that after some thirty-five hundred years of continuous history a people would have worked out a fairly handy definition of itself. But the disputants went at it as though nobody had ever thought of the problem before.


It was an urgent discussion because the matter of Israeli citizenship was at stake. The land having been born as a refuge for oppressed Jewry, its founding law held that any Jew could become a citizen at once by declaring he wanted to. This eventually led to the question, Did anyone who would elect to acquire Israeli citizenship by that act declare himself a Jew? Just what was a Jew? The debate died away at last in mutters of hard disagreement, as it always has. I believe the government appointed a commission to look into the matter; the classic political way of dropping a hot potato. Perhaps by the time this book goes to press the commission will have solved the problem to everyone's pleasure. The odds are against it.


In the United States you can start a parlor argument any time on the same question. Various disputants will hold that the Jews are a race, or a nation, or a religion, or a people, or a sect, or a state of mind in non-Jews. Agreement on the topic does not occur (except among the anti-Semites, who know that the Jews are international fiends). I can here describe how Judaism itself defines what a Jew is. But I do so without expecting that my version will settle a question which has so long defied time and wisdom.


Note that our history ascribes several strange things to us that no other people today claims or particularly wants to claim. The first is that we began as a family. A nation of some eleven million souls descends from one man, Abraham, and one tribal house, Israel.


The second thing is that blood is not decisive in this kinship. Faith is. A man or woman who undertakes to worship the God of Abraham, and to follow his law given at the hand of Moses, can become a member of our ancient house. In this way, though we are not a faith that crusades for converts, our numbers have much expanded, and we have gained some of our noted leaders and scholars. Scripture too tells of such adopted kin. By the reverse way, through apostasy, we have lost a great many Jews. So strong, however, is the identifying strain of Hebrew descent, that a Jew who converts to another faith remains in the eyes of the world a converted Jew, no more. Descent, then, or faith, determines who is a Jew. So our tradition holds.


The third thing is that our nation came into existence before it had a land. We received our statutory law from Moses in the desert. Nationhood for other peoples means first of all living together in one place. The Jews are peculiarly a nation in time. They sprang into being not in a certain place, for even their father Abraham was a wanderer, but at a certain time, long before they could call any soil their own. This fact, I believe, lay under their ability to survive so long the loss of their soil. The Holy Land was their historic fulfillment, but not their origin.


The strangest thing of all is the purpose that our tradition ascribes to our history and origin. It is frankly supernatural. Tradition says the Creator gave our folk the task of bearing witness to his moral law on earth. This is what the battered phrase “the chosen people” means. Our history, in the Scriptures and afterward, is in the main a melancholy account of our failure to live up to this high election, and the catastrophes that came from our failure. But the election stands, the mission remains, and we live because these things are so. That is what our faith teaches.


 “The Chosen People”


But this is an idea calculated to make any thinking modern person uneasy. We had better take a good look at it.


There are obvious “chosen people” around us, of course, envied by all. There is the elegant and durable British ruling class. There are the international darlings of money and power who race the blooded horses, fly the chartered planes, sail the private yachts, and squire the beautiful actresses. There are the strong dour men who sit on the boards of our giant corporations, and who prefer never to be photographed. There are the tough privilege-cliques of Communist countries. These people, chosen by birth, events, or luck to be the elite, are noted for the general absence of Jews among them.


There are lesser groups of the chosen in the arts, in industry, in sports, in finance, in the fashionable world. One finds them dwelling in the finest city neighborhoods and suburbs, or playing in the luxury hotels and the upper-crust clubs. Here one may find some Jewish people, but they will be a conspicuous minority.


Where then is the “chosen” aspect of the Jews? Is it solely in their own minds? That would make them no different from the in-groups all over the world, the Babbitts of Zenith, Boston, Moscow, Paris, Buenos Aires, and every smaller community, blissfully sure that theirs is the best way of life, and that they are the best people. It is an old joke that the provincial worships himself for his own provincialism. If “the chosen people” meant no more than that, it would be part of the common folly of men, and not worth discussing.


But it is the Holy Bible that so describes the Jews. The quotations run into the thousands. The theme rules Scripture. Here are verses at random from the book which most of the Western world takes in one sense or another as the oracles of God:


Genesis 12:


…God said to Abram, Go from your country, your birthplace, your father's house, to the land that I will show you. And I will make of you a great nation…and in you shall all families of the earth be blessed….


Exodus 19:


…Now therefore if you will truly obey my voice, and keep my covenant, then you will be a peculiar treasure to me of all the peoples, for all the earth is mine. And you shall be for me a nation of priests, and a holy people….


Isaiah 49:


…And I will give you as a light to the nations, that my salvation may reach to the end of the earth….


Christianity accepts this view of Jewish destiny and rests on it. An important Christian doctrine (as I understand it) is that Jesus broadened this chosen communion to include all those who believed in his divinity and followed his teachings. For this reason an accepted Christian name for the church is “The New Israel.” Christianity added one vital point: those who did not enter the new communion risked, or in some views actually incurred, eternal damnation.


But this idea of salvation limited to one group never had any place in the Jewish faith and has no place in it today. In Judaism right conduct is the path to God. This path lies open to Jews and non-Jews.


The Jewish faith does not even claim that the Jews originated the worship of one God. The Book of Genesis teaches that this worship existed in Abraham's time. It was, and it is, the universal ethical religion of right-thinking men. Our tradition calls it the law of the sons of Noah, resting on seven grand precepts:


The worship of God


The ban on murder


The ban on theft


The ban on incest and sex aberrations


The ban on eating “the limb of the living”—cruelty to animals


The ban on blasphemy


Justice—the establishment of courts, judges, and a system of equity.


Nations and persons that live by these precepts are, in the Talmud's phrase, the righteous of the world. Our faith recognizes that men outside Judaism have risen to heights of Godliness that few mortals can reach. To question their salvation is for us impossible. Our tradition has it that Job, the supreme figure of the man of faith in agony, was of the righteous of the world, and not a Jew.


What then becomes of the choice of Israel? It remains as the Bible puts it, an election of Abraham's family to special disciplines and duties in the service of God. The disciplines are the laws of the Torah, meant to forge Israel into a lasting folk. The duties merge in the task of living by God's law and keeping alight in history, with national dedication, the knowledge and love of the Lord.


Through the generations, beginning with the Exodus, non-Jews have taken on this yoke and become converts; the Bible speaks of the mixed multitude that went up from Egypt with Israel, awed and inspired by Moses. Judaism has never tried to save souls by converting them. It teaches that salvation lies in people's conduct before God, not in their taking on the special commands that bind the House of Abraham. The difficulties of being Jewish are well enough known so that few people in any age seriously seek out this destiny, though any man or woman can.


This then is the mystery of the Jews. Their tradition teaches, and Western religion does too, that they are the remnant of an old great House, with a historic purpose that is from God. Of course convinced rationalists find this impossible to swallow; and they are numerous today, and count many highly intelligent Jews among their ranks. They are left with the problem, How is it that the Jews have lasted so long, and still last?


Because one cannot dismiss the idea of the House by pointing to the very ordinary Jewish people one sees everywhere, and the less than noble ones on display at some resorts. The armed forces of the United States have the mission of preserving the existence of our land, the highest purpose we know. Drunken sailors, embezzling colonels, stuffed-shirt generals, do not alter the high nature of the mission; they are instances of the gap between human nature and human ideals. Jewry's failure to measure up to its mission is the burden of Jeremiah and Isaiah, as well as of country-club chatter.


To those who believe, the Jews are a mystery because such an intervention of God in the tale of mankind cannot be reasonably accounted for. To those who do not believe, the Jews are a mystery because by the ordinary laws of national organisms they should have vanished many centuries ago; yet here they are.


Survival, Yes; Miracle, No


Secular thinkers are far from helpless in the face of this odd fact, which is all they will grant it to be.


Historians and social scientists, speculating on the staying power of our people, all converge on the one element of our life that marks us off from other nations: the Mosaic law. In the religious legislation by which we have lived so long, the modern mind finds an institutional system, a web of habits of thought and conduct, remarkably calculated to enable a small nation, even when fragmentized among other nations, to go on existing against all odds, under all possible adversity, from millennium to millennium.


The traditional view starts at the other end, as it were. It holds that the survival system is the law of God, the law is to be obeyed because it is the will of God, and the eternal people survives by the grace of God. All the lore of our folk, exploring and defining Judaism, begins with this concept, ends with it, and burns steadily with it.


The rational man prefers to construct his theory of Judaism out of the plain visible facts: the strange durability of the Jews, the stature and power of the Bible, the important Hebrew strain in Western culture. He leaves out God as a fact, but is willing to admit him as a work of human imagination, an element in the Jewish problem like other elements. He traces in Hebrew law certain resemblances to ancient Semitic legislation which indicate that the general time and place of its origins are what the tradition says they are. He concedes differences in the Jewish law: its literary grandeur, its charge of moral light, and its striking survival scheme. He concedes no more.


The traditional view has lasted thirty centuries. It has the heaped-up knowledge and natural authority of an old community wisdom. To hear a learned rabbi expound the Torah, and then to read a rationalist appraisal of Judaism, is a little like the descent from hearing a Mozart opera to reading the next day's criticisms. The chief claim of the skeptical view is that it is up-to-date, scientific, nearer the truth. It holds the religious view, for all its accumulated resources and majestic structure, to be naive; a dream, albeit a charming, durable, well-wrought dream. The religious thinker regards this as the lifeless estimate of an uninformed outsider. And there the matter stands.


And there, for the moment, can we let it stand? It is an old stable dilemma; we are not likely to resolve it with more words on one side or the other. Perhaps we can take our lead from the mental heroes of our time, the physicists. They tell us that light acts in some ways that make sense only as a kind of wave action, while other effects prove light is a stream of particles. This could be a paralyzing dilemma. But the physicists, with the cheerful horse sense that distinguishes the modern mind, use combinations of the wave and particle theories to work their experiments as they labor toward a clearer idea of the truth; reserving final judgment, and pursuing their tasks with the best knowledge in hand.


That is what we can do here. I am sketching Judaism for those who want to know about it, whatever the source of their curiosity. We will not part company over our theories about the mystery. The light of this faith has burned longer than any other. It is the oldest living religious light, the source of Western religion, and even of the ethical humanism which proposes to discard religion. This light challenges our study. We can study it together, whether you call it waves or particles—or an odd mixing of both.



Chapter 2


The Prevalence of Symbols


What Symbol Does


WE are going to spend a lot of time on symbols and ceremonies. These comprise the substance—you might say the technical tools—of the survival system that is so striking in Jewish life. Agreed, this system is but a means to an end, the historic mission of Jewry—if one comes to believe in the mission; otherwise it is only an interesting piece of sociology. Either way, a study of Judaism starts with these things. In the end it must penetrate as far as it can into the religious vision of Moses.


Of course the Jews did not invent the idea of symbolic tools. They belong to all cultures. Human life is so brief, so various, so complex, that it would grind to a standstill—it would never have come to exist at all—without the shorthand invented by Adam's unique intelligence when he separated himself from the brutes: symbol and rite. Any activity that concerns human existence, any serious business, is controlled in this shorthand. The transfer of ownership of a New York skyscraper today is a ceremony as long and complex, and as filled with curious props and tokens, as the coronation of a Roman emperor. Such symbolism varies from activity to activity, from land to land, from culture to culture, from age to age; but there is no activity, no land, no culture, no age, without its shorthand.


The rites and symbols of Egyptian religion, of Babylonian finance, of Byzantine jurisprudence, are extinct, though men still study them for curiosity, or for the light they may shed on living practice.


The symbol language of Judaism is alive now, as it was ages ago, still ruling the behavior of millions of people. It is the hieroglyph of the master ideas of the Bible carved on daily life. A Jew can hardly live Judaism without his ancient sacred shorthand any more than a financier can conduct modern finance without its symbols. True symbol is not make-believe or mummery; it is reality distilled.


The Source of Jewish Symbol


The Torah set forth the symbols as well as the civil and criminal law of Judaism. The codes in agriculture, damages, crime, property, were suspended by conquest and exile. The religious code survived, and survives to this day.


There have been times in Jewish history, both in Biblical days and thereafter, when the survival of the religious legislation seemed in doubt. We live in such a period today, though broad masses of Jews still observe the law. Our period resembles that of the Hellenistic anarchy, when Palestine was under Greek rule. For a time the sophisticated and lovely culture of Greece seemed to render Judaism dated, naive, and incapable of further survival. Nearly all the wealthy Jews and many of the most intelligent ones dropped the old symbols. They spoke Greek; they wore Greek clothing, ate like the Greeks, built Greek stadia and ran races naked in them, called Greek philosophy and science the only truth, and in the end worshipped like Greeks. But the masses, remaining true to Judaism, produced new political, financial, and intellectual leaders; and Jesus of Nazareth and his apostles as well. The Hellenizers vanished. They may have led very pleasant existences, surely many of them did, but we have no way of knowing. They left no literature and no tradition, and there is no trace of them.*


The symbols of the Sinai legislation have some parallels in other cultures of ancient Semitic lands. This is what one would expect, of course, given the origin of the Mosaic law in place and time. The people of Israel from the start had to live in given terms. They could no more have undertaken a wholly queer new culture pattern dropped from the sky than they could all suddenly have begun talking English. The Mosaic law took existing elements of Semitic life and organized and ennobled them into a scheme of survival for an eternal people; as the American Revolution took the ideas of Locke and his contemporary philosophers, and some parts of British law, and made of them the bedrock of a new nation.


Here, since we have referred to both Hebrew and American law, a point of importance arises, and we may as well meet it. Those who find use or pleasure in baiting the Jews have asked in every generation, How can they be loyal both to their religious law and to the law of the land in which they live? Which loyalty is overriding?


The answer is that in Jewish doctrine both laws are one law. The loyalty is single. When the Jewish commonwealth fell two thousand years ago and its civil legislation ceased to be a reality, the Talmud sages laid down the rule for Jews in all the ages of exile: dino d'malkuto dino, “the law of the land is our law.” Into the vacuum left by the fall of the state, steps the state which is the home of a Jew, and which gives him a civic identity. Therefore the traditional Jew, beyond his civic sense, is obliged by his religion to be a law abider; a Frenchman, if born in France; an Israeli, if in Israel; an American, if in America. If a state decrees that Jews may not worship their God, they fight such decrees, and they have often died fighting them. That is the one point in which a conflict could exist. It could exist equally, I believe, for Christians or Moslems put under such a decree.


The Force of Symbol


Consider, for a minute, a game of bridge. To pass an evening in a trial of wits, four people agree to pretend that cards have value. They put rewards and punishments of money on the outcome. They groan at the unexpected appearance of an ace, laugh with delight when a finesse works. Then the game ends, and the cards become mere colored paper again. Even in such fleeting symbolism some authority is needed to keep the symbols stably in force. There are rule books, bridge associations, and unwritten laws of etiquette. A man may signal to his partner what cards he holds—in certain approved ways. If he is caught signalling in a way that is frowned upon, he may never play bridge again in this company, and even his reputation in real life may be hurt. He gave his consent to the bridge ceremony; he violates honor by behaving unceremoniously.


The symbols of money are more serious. They are in fact iron-rigid. A bank check is but a piece of paper. It is a simple matter to get such a piece of paper and duplicate the signature of a rich man on it. If you are caught doing so you are called a forger, your good name is gone, and your bodily freedom is forfeit for years. All you were trying to do was to get some money, which is what everybody tries to do all the time. But you did it in an unceremonious way. Your crime was not that you tried to get money by manipulating paper symbols. Financiers grow very rich manipulating paper symbols. Some people will argue that their manipulations are mere sharp shortcuts to money-getting, like your forgery. But at no point in their symbolic manipulation is there a punishable lack of right ceremony. The symbols and rites of finance are backed by the state. The consent of people to take them for what they represent is automatic and universal. The aspect of ceremony quite vanishes from dollar bills, bank checks, stock certificates, and insurance policies. They seem as real, as solid, as true, as trees or children. Indeed they are, while the authority that created them and the consent that sustains them continue to exist.


Now the laws of our religion, though no policeman enforces them, form an organic whole, a living pattern of behavior for a community and for each individual in it. The symbols and rites of the faith are stamped on every important part of life: on food, on clothing, on shelter, on time, on sex, on speech. To a Jew of the old school, these laws and ceremonies were as familiar as American ways are to an American. For him they had acquired the same invisibility, so to speak; had merged with everyday reality, and seemed natural. To eat matzo and avoid leaven during Passover was as real a matter and as much taken for granted as banking or voting (two very curious rites) are for us today. Rationalization and analysis were for a few scholars. A man did these things because he was a cultivated Jew, and this was how Jews behaved themselves.


Such a natural Judaism exists among few Jews today in the United States, or indeed anywhere in the free communities of the Western world. We live tensed between two cultures, that of our faith and that of our environment. In this we resemble the Jewish communities in other periods of comparative freedom: in Babylon, under liberal regimes of Greece and Rome, and during part of the Mohammedan rule of the Mediterranean. The tension may be less comfortable than quiet living under the shelter of the law; but most of the great post-Biblical figures and writings of Judaism have emerged out of these tense periods. The challenge of the environment stimulates and fertilizes the old faith. So it has been; so we have every reason to hope it will be.


Meantime our generation has the heavy task of meeting the challenge of the twentieth-century West. All too many of us must start by finding out what our faith is, where authority lies, and what we are asked to consent to. Our fathers, Jews of the old school, tried to tell us that these strange complex laws and rituals were natural everyday behavior. They were hurt and baffled when we refused to believe them, and communication broke down.


Conformity


Not long ago, in a fashionable suburban home, I fell into a parlor discussion of religion. I try to avoid these because they almost always end with my sitting silent while my interlocutors enthusiastically explain to me what is wrong with Judaism. The usual gist of the explanations is that pork is unhealthy only in hot countries, that religion is a matter of ethics and not of ceremonies, and so forth. This particular argument was pleasanter than most, because the person setting me straight was a pretty seventeen-year-old girl, a college sophomore, and it was no strain to smile at her with good humor as she went about her work.


She had been reading sociology and was full of terms like anomy, other-directedness, acculturation, and similar jawbreakers, which she got off with athletic ease. The burden of her tale was that Judaism meant ritualism, and ritualism meant conformity, which was a great evil. I had been hearing a lot about conformity just then; the girl convinced me that it has at last ousted insecurity as the final hurled curse of parlor talk. I for one am glad of this development. The drift to conformity is a very real evil in American culture, discerned by Tocqueville a century ago, and now far advanced. It is much the greatest threat to the survival of the Jews in the United States. I shall have more to say on that later. Parlor talk seems to me on much more promising ground worrying over conformity than gnawing the bones of Freud.


The interesting thing was that my charming enlightener, while she delivered her philippic against conformity, was dressed in garb as ceremonious as a bishop's, from the correct wrinkles in her sweater sleeves to the prescribed smudge on her saddle shoes. She spoke her piece for autonomy in a vocabulary of the teens as rigid, as circumscribed, as repetitious, as marked in intonation, as a litany. Her gestures, her haircut, her paint, were wholly stylized. Her mother and father, who listened with beaming pride as she spoke, were good-hearted people, both encased beyond release in steel-hard suburban manners and dress, ruled by unbreakable social ritual from sunrise to sunrise.


Is this shooting fish in a barrel? But the case is no different in intellectual circles. I have heard sophisticated litterateurs, men of a sharply critical turn of mind, explain that the conformity of religion made it unacceptable to them. Their dress has been as markedly literary as the girl's was adolescent; their haircuts and their vocabularies have been no less special and predictable. To drink with them, and talk with them, and go to their homes, has been to observe gestures, and hear ideas, and note books on shelves, and hear music played, and see food eaten and wine drunk, as generically uniform as one finds among the Hasidim. To see the really rabid, hidebound, obsessive ritualists of the day, one must go to the young non-conformists of Greenwich Village, whose identical tonsures, and talk, and dress, and convulsive dancing mark them as a sort of secular dervishes.


But this is all inevitable. There is nothing whatever wrong with it. Human life cannot be formless. The only true non-conformists are in the asylums; the only radically free spirits are in the death house awaiting the chair. We live by patterns. We move in comradeships. We cannot move hand or foot without high signs and passwords, no matter what our work or our station may be; and while life lasts, we all wear uniforms. Conformity is evil when it distorts, flattens, and erases fruitful ways, strong ideas, natural identities; it is evil when it is a steamroller. But a man cannot escape being part of a milieu—and a recognizable part—unless he flees naked to a cave, never to return.


The sensible thing is to use hard thinking to find the right way to live and then to live that way, whether many other people do or few do. If a Jew concludes to enter upon his heritage and make it part of his life, he does an obviously reasonable thing. The chances are that—at least today—he will seem a mighty freakish non-conformist in some neighborhoods; but that is changing too, and anyway, what does it matter? What matters is living with dignity, with decency, and without fear, in the way that best honors one's intelligence and one's birth.


Part 2

THE FAITH



Chapter 3


We Cannot Study All of It


THE nearest thing to an encyclopedia of Judaism is the Babylon Talmud, a work in twenty immense tomes touching on almost every human activity. Law codes extracted from the Talmud, like the Mishna Torah of Maimonides and The Ready Table of Caro, run to many huge volumes. Mastery of them is a lifetime job for specialists. We cannot hope, of course, to deal with the subject on such a scale.


But we can sensibly undertake a more limited job. When the commonwealth fell and the Temple was destroyed, many sections of the law became inoperative, including the criminal, agricultural, and priestly codes. This does not mean that Jews stopped studying those sections. You can hear close reasoning today in any yeshiva in the United States or Israel on the rules for proclaiming a new moon at the Temple, or the four classes of damage in Talmud law. The spirit and sense of Judaism are so woven through the entire Talmud that serious students of Judaism try to learn all of it. But most laymen encounter little of this theoretical part of the faith. We can study here the things that affect daily action.


By tradition Judaism has six hundred and thirteen commands. This formidable figure is fairly well known. It is less well known that most of those commands are in the dormant codes of farm, temple, and criminal law. A meticulous pietist can perhaps find a hundred precepts that touch life today. The Jew who holds to a couple of dozen key observances will probably be called orthodox. Quite a drop: twenty-four instead of the frightening six hundred and thirteen. This is the kind of fact that I think one needs in reaching an adult estimate of Judaism.


I am not saying, and let nobody take me as saying, that by keeping up a few formal practices one can meet in full the call of the law of Moses, and for the rest go about a busy modern existence with an easy mind. I say that to have Judaism in one's life the price is not total withdrawal from existing manners, thoughts, and activity; nor is it the taking on of a way so tangled and strange as to be paralyzing; nor is it self-isolation from the common human destiny. These are popular misconceptions.


The Vilna Gaon's Weakness


They tell a story of the Dubno Maggid, the famous preacher of the East European ghettos. Once he was asked by the mighty scholar called the Vilna Gaon to tell him his faults. The maggid at first declined. When the Gaon pressed him, he at last spoke somewhat like this: “Very well. You are the most pious man of our age. You study night and day, retired from the world, surrounded by the rows of your books, the Holy Ark, the faces of devout scholars. You have reached high holiness. How have you achieved it? Go down in the market place, Gaon, with the rest of the Jews. Endure their work, their strains, their distractions. Mingle in the world, hear the skepticism and irreligion they hear, take the blows they take. Submit to the ordinary trials of the ordinary Jew. Let us see then if you will remain the Vilna Gaon!” They say the Gaon broke down and wept.


The clear intent of our law is to enable a man to live in the world and yet hold his faith close to his daily thoughts. The lama and the monk withdraw from society to keep a religious vision bright. Our faith teaches us to stay in the world, but to stamp our hours with seals of commitment. The result is, in a way, a troubled life. It can never be wholly of the moment, wholly fashionable. One's secular pursuits come under the constant review of the Law, in a slant light. The winds of doctrine blow and shift, fads come and go, and one watches all this with a resistant irony, even when one is swept up. But, on the other hand, one's religious ideas face the daily scouring of commerce and of common sense. To survive they must have substance.
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