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Lesson Four: 

Teaching Values in a Permissive World
All those today concerned with living according to values may well have a problem with talk about values, for it often seems to be no more than – talk, a subject for after dinner speeches. Jews living within modernity often have an additional problem; namely that modern views of “value” appear to differ radically from the tradition. 

Traditional Jews, so critics charge it, collapse values into mitzvot, that is, into formal norms.  Contemporary Western “value” discussions on the other hand, are said to ask, “What do we value, and why?”, making “values discourse” more deliberative, fluid and free. Whether this is true is the subject of our study today. 

We begin with a brief encounter with a twentieth century religious personality and educator, anchored in the Haredi “Yeshiva world,” Rabbi Eliyahu E. Dessler. In his collected essays, Strive for Truth (part of his collection of Hebrew essays Michtav Me’eliyahu, rendered into English by Aryeh Carmell) (Jerusalem: Feldheim 1985, pp. 52-53), he deals with various aspects of what we are calling values. One of these aspects, the nature of choice in valued behavior, is the subject of his “discourse on free will.” Here he draws a graphic picture of the battle, and the battlefield, on which good and evil “war” against each other.

(SOURCE NO. 1)
When two armies are locked in battle fighting takes place only at the battlefront. Territory behind the lines of one army is under that army’s control. If one side gains a victory at the front and pushes the enemy back, the position of the battlefield will have changed…The situation is very similar with regard to behirah (choice). Everybody has free choice at the point where truth meets falsehood…Free will is exercised and a valid behirah made only on the borderline between the forces of good and the forces of evil within that person….


…With every good behirah carried out the person rises higher in spiritual level; that is, things that were previously in the line of battle are now in the area controlled by the yetzer ha-tov (the good impulse)…

The picture is clear. Good is a definite and clear reality. This is well understood by those who have already won many battles against evil, a sinister substance that is also clearly delineated. The aim of life: to get ever closer to the good and to fight and “push back” evil. A person imbued with values as a matter of course “asks the rabbi” what is good and what is evil and how to fight against the evil at the point of his or her decision making. No negotiation is required here, only the will to do what is obviously the good, defined by the Torah and explicated by its teachers.


R. Dessler’s approach is not likely to work for people engaged in cognitive negotiation (see Session No. 1) who believe that  important things may be learned from the outside world, which Rabbi Dessler denies. Many modern Jews will also ask: where lies the authority of absolute values? Is it, as R. Dessler believes, self-understood that the Torah, that preceded you in existence, is all that is needed; that you were placed on the battlefield almost at the beginning of your life, and were inducted into the battle? Or is there really choice, including the choice to fight or not to fight on a particular battlefield, that is, to accept as your own a particular valuative framework – or not?


The contemporary secular approaches tend to assume a directly opposite position from R. Dessler’s. People’s values, they often insist, should correspond to what they value, what they consider likely to further goals that are worthwhile, hence valuable, to them. And intelligence plays a role in deciding this. A classic example of choosing on the basis of deliberation, in an awareness that thinking anew is usually preferable to “looking it up” (in a sacred source), is John Dewey’s parable of the traveler. (John Dewey, How We Think (Boston: Heath, 1933, p. 13)


(SOURCE NO. 2)
A man traveling in an unfamiliar region comes to a branching of the road. Having no sure knowledge to fall back on, he is brought to a standstill of hesitation and suspense. Which road is right? And how shall his perplexity be resolved? There are but two alternatives: he must either blindly and arbitrarily take his course, trusting to luck for the outcome, or he must discover grounds for the conclusion that a given road is right. 

It seems that between the voice of tradition and that of contemporary conceptions of “value,” there can be no common agenda or even agreed upon bases for discussion. It looks as though the choice is between Rabbi Dessler’s position in which values are all normative (Do this!), where we know what they are and where there are sure guides available to us who keep us from erring on the way. And there is Dewey’s traveler who is told to “think again,” who realizes that modernity is “an unfamiliar region” and who cannot fall back on tradition to guide him. He must reorganize his view of the world and rethink how to act “valuatively” within it; he will not consult authorities who themselves “do not know the road.” To do so would be “blind.”


Now, I shall take issue with both of them. I agree with R. Dessler that absolute values are absolutely binding for they place the human being in a “world” of significance and commitment. But I also believe that not all values are absolute in the same way. 


To  make myself clear, I suggest we make a chart of values that stand existentially opposite other moral and religious points of view and patterns of behavior which we may call non-values or anti-values. Hence, on the positive (value laden) side of my chart I may write “love of peace” and on the opposite side the (to me) anti-value of “fostering strife.” In like manner, I may juxtapose “service and love of God” and “Idolatry”. Also, on the left side I may note love of the good; on the right, love of power and cruelty. And so on. 

What I now have is a list of values that I shall call absolute, for they clearly define those who are on the side of good “on the battlefield,” and on the other side of them I refer to the fortresses of evil, what I am calling the existential opposites of these values. 

The reader may say, so what? All you have done is to position good and evil as opposites, and to state, quite prosaically, that good is better than bad, as defined in your culture!

Indeed, what I have done is prosaic and even banal. Why so? Because the reader of my chart has not been given any information about the actual content of these terms. I may want to be on the side of the angels, but, not being an angel, I don’t know what they are saying. I may love peace, but how does it translate into specific situations? Does loving truth permit, in given situations, telling white lies? Does the value of human lives preclude the morality of each and every war? 

So, it seems that I need another chart, featuring sets of values that both are truly valuative, that both legitimately cry out for implementation, usually at the expense of the other and both of which I recognize to be values. So here I am asking, not what is good or bad but what is good and what (perhaps!) is better, in a given situation. So, on my second chart, next to love of peace, I proceed to write, love of justice; next to love and service of God, I write “how”? for I can find no valuative opposite for service of God, only the existential one of idolatry. 

Likewise loving truth seems in many situations to impinge on – peace. In this approach, some values, those that have existential opposites (the good and the evil) are indeed imposed, but until they are deliberated upon, they carry no specific meaning or obligation. They simply tell you – and us – to who you belong!


The freedom demanded by modernity seems thereby preserved. There is deliberation and choice after all, and this becomes obvious when one begins to “unpack” absolute values. Yet, it is not that simple. Some absolutely binding values are not exactly a matter of choice; these are humanistic in character, yet proximate to a more than humanistic transcendence, that tells us that some things are simply right and worthy. The question of how to implement them involves moral controversy and debate but it is generally agreed that they must be implemented in some way. A murderer is not let off for declaring that the sanctity of life happens not to be a value he or she has chosen. 

But there are other values that are pointedly focused on transcendence in their demands and in their significance. Some will deny that the Sabbath itself, in its halakhic form, or prayer, or study of Torah are ultimate values. They are not primarily humanistic, and modern persons generally think that non-believers are within their rights in not seeing them as binding. On the other hand these values are absolute for those who accept them and “believe in them” and have chosen them. Yet such absolute values cannot, I suggest, be imposed in modern society. This is because they must be chosen before they make their (absolute) demand. For example, I believe that observing the Sabbath is an absolute value but I cannot agree to impose penalties on these who deny this. It is clearly not the same case as the murderer. 


Rabbi Dessler will demur: he will not make the distinction between humanistic and transcendent. And modern thinkers like Dewey, may assert that words like absolute and transcendent are mystifications, stifling thought, impeding us in our search for solutions to our real problems. However, for a religious Jewish individual, “being a praying person”  represents a value; moreover it has an existential opposite of “not being a praying person.” It also has a valuative opposite: sometimes prayer is inappropriate and action is to be preferred.   

To sum this up: Prayer is an absolute value but it must be chosen as such. Absolute humanistic values do not require choice; they can be, and are, however imperfectly, imposed by lawful societies after a process of deliberation and choice. 

While choice sounds impeccably modern, the Talmud and the moral tradition of Judaism seems close to this approach. There is endless discussion of how to deal with valuative opposites, and we shall cite one. Nehama Leibowitz, in her “Studies in Bereshit” (Nehama Leibowitz, Studies in Bereshit (Genesis), Jerusalem: World Zionist Organization, n.d.) has a study on how “truth gives way to peace,” pp. 563-570.  

(SOURCE NO. 3)
She cites a midrashic work, Pesikta Rabbati, on the verse, “one told Joseph, ‘behold your father is sick’” (Genesis 48.1) to ask the following question: 

Behold, all Joseph’s [praiseworthiness] consisted of the great respect he paid his father, but he did not visit him frequently?! For were it not for the fact that others came to tell him, ‘Father is sick,’ would he not have known?


The purpose of this is however to make known to you his righteousness that he did not want to be alone with his father, that he should not say to him, ‘What did your brothers do to you…?’
Joseph had to decide between two values: keeping peace in the family, by not telling the truth of being sold by his brothers and thereby relinquishing the mitzvah of honoring his parent, or acting in the name of “the truth.” He had to decide; and surely discovered once again that the implementation of values is seldom free of dilemmas.


Finally: what about transcendent values that we no longer impose: Is this permissiveness a deficiency in modern life or a well of renewed meaning?


An important advocate for the renewed meaning of transcendent values for modern people, Abraham, J. Heschel, describes an experience that sheds light on this question. In the passage below, from his book Man’s Quest for God: Studies in Prayer and Symbolism (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1954) pp. 96-97, Heschel relates: 


(SOURCE NO. 4)
In those months in Berlin…I felt very much alone with my own problems and anxieties. I walked along in the evenings through the magnificent streets of Berlin. I admired the solidity of its architecture, the overwhelming drive and power of a dynamic civilization. There were concerts, theatres and lectures by famous scholars about the latest theories and inventions, and I was pondering whether to go to the new Max Reinhardt play or a lecture about the theory of relativity.


Suddenly I noticed that the sun had gone down, evening had arrived. [The words of the Mishnah arose in my mind]… From what time may one recite the Shema in the evening? I had forgotten God – I had forgotten Sinai – I had forgotten that sunset is my business – that my task is to restore the world to the kingship of God. So I began to recite the words of the evening prayer: Blessed art Thou, Lord our God, King of the universe, who by His word brings on the evenings… it is such happiness to belong to an order of the divine will.

Here, then, is one manifestation of “Jewish value” that, perhaps, is enhanced by modernity.

Questions for Discussion: 

1. Would Heschel’s experience have happened without the frame of Berlin and its scholars and its architecture, and playwrights?

2. What does the battlefield imagery of Rabbi Dessler tell us about his view? What does Dewey’s “road” tell us about his?

3. In terms of “existential opposites”, how may we define totalitarian regimes such as Nazi Germany? 

4. If you disagree with Joseph’s decision, does this make him mistaken – or bad? How does one draw the distinction between the two? 
5. A famous midrash related that Aaron the high priest was a person who “loved peace and pursued peace.” When two people were fighting he would reconcile each of them to the other by telling each one separately how distressed the other one was with him/herself, thus ridding them of their anger. In other words, he choose one valuative option, peace rather than truth (since he made up the story of the self-directed remorse of each). Would you say of a person who favored peace over truth, like Aaron, a liar? Can you think of a situation in which you chose peace rather than truth? Truth rather than peace? Are there times when one doesn't have to choose, when the valuative opposites can be reconciled? 

Further Reading:
1. Rabbi Eliyahu E. Dessler, Strive for Truth Part 2, Jerusalem: Feldheim Publishers, 1985, “Service of HaShem” pp. 48-114

2. Michael Rosenak, Tree of Life, Tree of Knowledge (Westview, 2001), Chapter Five, “Learning to Make Decisions” pp. 91-102.

3. Michael Rosenak, Roads to the Palace, Jewish Texts and Teaching, (Bergham Press, 1995) Section IV: “Jewish Values; the Evil Impulse and Beyond,” pp. 147-185.
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