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Nahum Goldmann Fellowship Online Philosophy Course

With Prof. Michael Rosenak
Lesson Five: 

Living with Ourselves Despite Differences
In our first session we discussed possibilities and prospects of relationship between Jews and the modern world. Now we look at the issue of “being different yet connected” from the internal Jewish aspect. How can Jews who have been changed in diverse ways by their contact with “the world” live with one another and respond to one another? How shall relationships predicated on a supposedly common Jewish identity be cultivated between Jews who disdain religion and those for whom it is the soul and essence of Jewish life? 

Can liberal Jews have respect for Orthodox ones and not denounce their alleged fundamentalism? Can Orthodox Jews who claim that their beliefs and observances are a direct continuation of the historic tradition from its beginnings grant legitimacy to other forms of Judaism?  Can ways be found not only to enable co-existence but also to enlist each Jewish grouping to participate in a search for commonalities and fraternity? 

The idea that there are different ideologies of Jewishness is a relatively new one in the world of post-Talmudic Judaism. In the pre-modern historical situation, the vast majority of Jews were observant of Jewish law and almost all who discarded it did so as “weak sinners” not as ideological innovators. This tiny minority was deemed deserving of all the sanctions, (such as excommunication) that the community was empowered to impose, and sometimes did. This is no longer the case; most Jews, as most moderns, believe that their adherence to religious belief and practice is not subject to state scrutiny. 

But in the light of widespread rejection of halakhic life that became prevalent in the nineteenth century, numerous ideological banners were unfurled. These were generally of a secular orientation.  Also, though less single-minded in principle than sundry ideologies, there arose an interest in “peoplehood” as a concept and form of consciousness that could, perhaps, come to characterize and still unite all Jews.  

“Peoplehood” happily blurred distinctions, made Jews feel responsible for one another despite differences, allowed them to celebrate and mourn and fight back together, as a family. Yet “peoplehood” proved to be problematic. For the Jews of Israel, who were building a new nation, what need had they for it? As for the Jews in democratic western countries (after the Sho'ah, the overwhelming majority), memories of “the people” in Eastern Europe had receded. They, after all, already belonged to peoples, i.e., nations.  Peoplehood was a fine notion for times of trouble, when sticking together was the call of the hour but was hardly a comprehensive or compelling cultural platform!

For twentieth and twenty-first century Jews, both in Israel and the Diaspora, it appeared that the modern world, having “changed” them, had left them with a central question of identity, not only vis-à-vis the world but – with regard to themselves. And this question, for Zionists and non-Zionists, Diaspora Jews and Israeli Jews was: what shall be the modern Jew’s relationship to the tradition of Judaism and who, if anyone, could claim proprietorship of the tradition?  

We have seen how people like Brenner (and we might add many other radical or moderate spokesmen of secular positions) demanded liberation from Orthodoxy. Professor Nathan Rotenstreich, a non-Orthodox Zionist activist and noted philosopher, put this opposition to Orthodoxy into historical perspective. At the already mentioned conference of 1957 to deal with “the problems of Zionism, Jewry and the State of Israel” (source cited in session one), he insisted that – if we wish for a meaningful culture that can nourish us and that may speak to the world as well – “we,” the secular Jews, must negotiate with the Orthodox: Why?  

(SOURCE NO. 1)
… It is not possible to discuss these questions [of the future Judaism and its impact] without saying a word about Orthodox Judaism. The terms of [the] credentials [and]…the status of Orthodox Judaism are so explicit that they require no proof. Even though a historical study of Jewish life should reveal a multiplicity of diverse layers and currents…and factions within Orthodox Judaism itself, this would not shake the authoritative basis of its credentials. For the important thing is not the number of factions or movements but how Orthodox Judaism interprets itself today. And its interpretation is that it is the lawful heir of Judaism…[Yet others cannot accept this as binding them.]


…The question of our generation may perhaps be put thus: is it impossible to have ideological variations of a common Jewish theme? If this is not attempted, Jewish culture will be exceedingly constricted and deprived of its power to be a constructive spiritual factor for future generations….


Orthodox Judaism is asked merely to give all the others “a respite”… during which “we (the non-Orthodox) will conduct the search alone” [for meaningful non-Orthodox Judaism]. 


Only Judaism as a religiously grounded philosophy that has been transformed by modernity can give us a Judaism that is “a living seed” that can maintain us as a people and can allow us to address the world and understand ourselves. Hopefully, he says, the Orthodox will accept this as a solution for the present moment in history even if they don’t take it to their hearts
This approach, which has some similarity to Ahad Ha’am’s, in which the (religious) Torah is translated into culture, is anathema to many Orthodox Jews but no less so to those who demand the prerogative to be totally secular, meaning, also, to be free of secularized translations of tradition. They wish to be accepted as genuine Jews without beliefs they consider outmoded. 

But as Rotenstreich points out, this acceptance is what Orthodox Jews cannot in good conscience give them. Rotenstreich in ready to compromise with them, for the sake of continued cultural existence and a common Jewish identity. Can the Orthodox accept this, however grudgingly? Can the truly secular do so?

That the desire for Jewish commonality and existence also characterizes halakhic thinking among many authorities, is evidenced by a strong desire to “make room” for the non-observant within Judaism, though in principle, just for admitted “sinners”, and not for ideological (i.e., Reform) persons and groups acting without traditional halakhic sanction. I cite two halakhic documents (“responsa”), by two noted rabbinical authorities of the nineteenth and early twentieth century in Germany who realized that the majority of Jews were no longer halakhically observant. 

(SOURCE NO. 2)
From Zvi Yaron, Mishnato Shel HaRav Kook (The Teachings of Rav Kook) (Hebrew), Jerusalem: World Zionist Organization, 5734 p. 326
The issue brought before Rabbi Shmuel Etlinger, mid-nineteenth century rabbi of Altona, Germany, was whether a[n] (observant) Jew might drink from a bottle of wine handled by a Jew who publicly desecrated the Sabbath, that is, the question was whether that Jew falls into the category of idolaters who are suspected of using wine for pagan rites, a principle that was applied also to heretical Jews who might also be suspected of engaging in  pagan wine rituals.

Rabbi Etlinger responds: 

With regard to the transgressors of Israel in our time, I don’t know how to judge them since, because of our manifold sins, the leprosy [of non-observance] has spread so that for most of the unobservant desecrating the Shabbat is considered as though it were something[ permissible, and furthermore, [there are some] among these (Sabbath violators) who recite the Sabbath prayers and say ‘Kiddush’ on the wine and then go out to desecrate the Sabbath …and [keep in mind] that the Sabbath desecrator is called a renegade because [of the Talmudic statement] that one who denies the Sabbath is [thereby] denying the Creation and the Creator, and [yet] this one, [the desecrator, who prays and recites the Kiddush], is affirming (the Creator and the Creation) by virtue of his prayer and his kiddush! And furthermore their children who never knew or heard about the laws of Shabbat are just like Sadducees (an ancient sect that denied the authority of the Oral Law) and they are like children taken into captivity by idolaters [they never learned any better!]…and many of the sinners of Israel are like them. 

Note that Rabbi Etlinger does not give an inch as to what is normative but he places the transgression into a historical framework that speaks for the innocence of the sinners. They are like “captives” to a foreign culture. If he goes further than that, it is in placing the prohibition into a theological context, and giving it a theological rationale, of “denying the Creator and the Creation”.

(SOURCE NO. 3)
ibid, p. 330.

An early twentieth century reponsum by Rabbi David Zvi Hoffman, head of the (Orthodox) Rabbinical Seminary in Berlin, deals with the question whether one may count as “tenth man” to a minyan one who publicly transgresses the Shabbat. He responds: 

In our time there is no reason to distinguish between the one who desecrates in public [from one who does so privately] because most [Jews] do so. Were you to say (i.e., would it be the case) that most Jews are guiltless [of this sin] and only some are impudent and dare to commit this forbidden act then he is [to be considered] a denier of the Torah and [one who] arrogantly commits an abomination and separates himself from the community of Israel. But since, because of our manifold sins, many break down the barriers [of normative Judaism] their very state of disrepair is the factor that repairs them (i.e., they are less blameworthy because “everyone” seems to be doing it]. The individual thinks that this (Sabbath desecration) is not such a great sin and there is no need to commit it in private, and [this person’s] public domain is like his private one. And more than that! The fearers of God [the religious Orthodox] are called separatists (from the community) in our day and those who [really] separate themselves – [from Judaism]… they are the ones who are considered normal people (haholkhim b’derkh kol ha’aretz).

A most systematic theological approach is that of twentieth century Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik, in his essay, “Kol Dodi Dofek”, in English translation: “It is the Voice of My Beloved that Knocks”, in Theological and Halakhic Reflections on the Holocaust (edited by Bernhard H. Rosenberg and Fred Heuman) Hoboken, NJ: Katv Publishing House, 1992, pp. 51-117. 

Here, he distinguishes between two covenants made by God with Israel, the “covenant of fate” and “the covenant of destiny”. Being “covenants”, they are both part of Judaism as a complete vision of the world and parts of its comprehensive narrative. Both have their “stories”; thus, the deliverance from Egypt is part of the covenant of fate while the covenant of destiny is expressed by way of  the “covenant of Sinai”, of the giving and the freely accepting of God’s will. 


(SOURCE No. 4)
The covenant in Egypt was made against the Israelites’ will. God took them unto Himself for a people without consulting them, as the verse states: And I will take you to Me for a people (Exodus 6:7) The covenant of Sinai, in contrast, was first presented to the Israelites before it was made….

…[While the covenant of fate is determined and inescapable,] the covenant of Sinai consists in a special way of life that directs man’s existence towards attaining a single goal, a goal beyond the reach of the man of fate, namely Man’s imitation of his Creator through an act of self transcendence. p. 90.

It is clear that the covenant of fate “organizes” all those features of group (and individual) life that are beyond our control though we are urged to make them most manageable and meaningful; once again, Judaism through symbols and commanded acts, “places” fate and leaves energy available for “destiny,” the life of the free community and of the spirit.

In building this framework, R. Soloveitchik is attempting to create structures for a partially common life for religious (Orthodox) Jews and all the others. All Jews are bound to participate in the life of Jewish fate. All mourn the Holocaust together and all must together work on behalf of Israel. Why? 

Because there is literally no choice. Soloveitchik admits that his family tradition is anti-Zionist; after the Holocaust, God has, as it were, commanded this great enterprise of making our fate livable and Jewish life protected. But the covenant of destiny is understood only from within the framework of the halakhic Judaism. With all the mutuality and respect accorded to the other in the community of fate, membership in the community of destiny remains the domain of those who have chosen it as their own.

This, perhaps, is as far as Orthodoxy can go towards Rotenstreich’s notion that the secular must rethink the tradition (How do they envision a life of freedom within Judaism?) and Orthodoxy must, as long as it is Orthodox, see itself as the legitimate heir of tradition but must also remains bound to the Jewish people as a whole, with whom they share a common, God-authorized fate. 

Is this “fate,” and its inevitable getting together and rubbing shoulders, more than can be demanded of the entire Orthodox community? Is it too much to be demanded of secular Jews that they are merely brothers in fate? Or will they continue to present their own conceptions of destiny as spiritual options, perhaps superior ones?

Being a Jewish person who lives consciously in the modern world, is never dull.   

Questions for discussion:
1. Why do rabbis like Shmuel Etlinger prefer to treat of the individual who has strayed from Judaism rather than with movements like Reform Judaism?

2. Is Professor Rotenstreich correct in desiring a stamp of approval, however qualified, from the Orthodox community? Why do you think he really does it? Note: Think for a moment at the “almost refusal” of many Orthodox soldiers in the I.D.F. to obey the order to evacuate the Gaza Domain in the summer of 2005. because some of their rabbis ruled that they should (not obey)

3. Can R. Soloveitchik’s conception of “fate” be made palatable  to the whole Orthodox community? Note: In principle it means serving in the army!

4. What critique of the two rabbis, Etlinger and Hoffmann, would you expect from a dedicated secular community leader, in Israel or in the Diaspora? 

For additional reading:
1. On different viewpoints regarding Jewish identity against the backdrop of Diaspora and Zionism, read Hillel Halkin, “Ahad Ha’am, Herzl and the End of Diaspora Zionism,” and Aviezer Ravitzky, “Religious and Secular Jews in Israel: A Cultural Way?” In Creating the Jewish Future  (AltaMira Press, 1999) (edited by Michael Brown and Bernard Lightman), pp. 101-111; pp. 80-100.

2. For a different religious view than Soloveitchik’s, read Eliezer Berkovits: “On the Return to National Jewish Life”, “On Jewish Sovereignty”, “Towards a New Rabbinic Leadership” in Eliezer Berkovits, Essential Essays on Judaism (Jerusalem: Shalem Press, 2002), pp. 155-199).

3.  The entire essay, Kol Dodi Dofek by Rabbi Soloveitchik (bibliographical data above), puts our discussion here into philosophical perspective.
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