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With Prof. Michael Rosenak
Lesson One: 

Can Jews have their cake and eat it too, remaining loyal to tradition and holding on to a national and religious distinctiveness even as they live modern lives in contemporary environments?
The above question that is at the center of our concerns here has a follow-up of additional questions that help us think more precisely about contemporary Jewish identity: 

· What is the alleged distinctiveness of Jewish existence? 

· What is one to do with Judaism’s alleged “national” distinctiveness in an age in which Jews are loyal citizens of nation-states such as France, the U.S.A. or – Israel? 

· What call does religious distinctiveness make on people living in a secular age that is, however, infused with sundry manifestations of spirituality?

There are a number of principled ways of responding to these questions:  The first is a pristine Orthodox view that argues against “being modern” more than absolutely necessary and sees Jewish salvation in self-segregation, a constant guarding against the influences of what is seen as an alien and threatening world. This view was well expressed by Rabbi S.J. Zevin, a noted Talmudic scholar addressing (by mail) an Ideological Conference convened in the late nineteen fifties by the World Zionist Organization on Jewish identity and commitment (Forum for the Problems of Zionism, World Jewry and the State of Israel; Proceedings of the Jerusalem Ideological Conference, [Jerusalem, World Zionist Organization, Spring 1959], pp. 454.). Rabbi Zevin’s position is clear-cut: 

(SOURCE NO. 1)

Scripture has told us that we are not to go ‘in the way of Egypt and drink the waters of Nahar.’ And even though in our day the Volga and the Mississippi are the equivalents of Sihor and Nahar, would that the people of Israel went its own  way, the way of traditional Judaism.’[As for religious dialogue with others] I… know that it is not for us to take part in it. Our path is very clear: our people is a people because of its Torah. 

A second approach is that of Martin Buber. This dialogical thinker sees in Judaism a particular and unique way of living a life of “encounter,” of engaging in the ongoing “I-Thou” conversation (with God, with people, with the world). For him, it is this conception of dialogue that lies at the root of Jewish life. Unlike the Protestant Christian tradition, this biblical-Jewish view, he says, refuses to distinguish between the historical “national” events in the life of a people and their “religious” significance. This approach is succinctly expressed in the following passage from his essay, “Hebrew Humanism”: Martin M. Buber, Israel and the World: Essays in a time of Crisis, (New York: Schocken Books, 1965), pp. 248-249).

(SOURCE No. 2)

Israel is not a nation like other nations, no matter how much its representatives have wished it in certain eras. Israel is a people like no other, for it is the only people in the world, which, from its earliest beginnings, has been both a nation and a religious community. In the historical hour in which its tribes grew together to form a people, it became the carrier of a revelation. The covenant which the tribes made with one another and through which they became ‘Israel’ takes the form of a common covenant with the God of Israel…Israel was and is a people and a religious community in one… He who severs this bond severs the life of Israel.

A radically different approach is that of Isaac Breuer, an early twentieth century leader of the ultra-Orthodox Agudat Yisrael movement. For him, the distinctiveness of Jews and Judaism is in the acceptance by “the nation” of God’s law as its “national law.” This means that the Torah is the constitution of this nation, largely incomprehensible to other nations and religions, that is, until the coming of the Messianic redemption when God will be “king of all the earth.” The People of Israel thus is a model of what history holds in store for humankind.  Breuer spells out his view in an essay entitled “Religion and Nation” which appears in Isaac Breuer, Concepts of Judaism, Jerusalem: Israel Universities Press, 1974, pp. 29-36 (citation, p. 29).

(SOURCE NO. 3)

The Old Testament, unlike the New, is not the recorded source of a religion but the history of the divine founding of a nation, which is still completely alive in the Jewish national consciousness of the present, set down in a charter that was delivered to this very nation.

In other words, Jews are a nation that looks like a religion to others because the nation of Israel lives is under the sovereignty of God. It bears the mission of being pioneers in establishing God’s kingdom through accepting God as “king” and His Law as theirs. One should therefore, live alongside “the world,” joining in, but not significantly belonging.
Yet a fourth approach sees Jewish life as the life of a civilization, with its own “national” aspirations, which it expresses in its group life, in Israel and the Diaspora. This civilization is a religious one. It strives to impress upon the lives of its members that they can achieve worthwhile and significant lives by way of the norms and folkways of their people, and the bearers of these folkways are also constantly in an ethically guided conversation with present material and spiritual realities.  Judaism is to be “reconstructed” as needed in different epochs and under different human circumstances.  Kaplan discusses the idea of “civilization” in Judaism as a Civilization; Towards a Reconstruction of American Jewish Life, Chapter XIV (New York: Schocken Books, 1967),  pp. 222-23.

(SOURCE NO.4)
The immediate need is for some conception of Judaism broad enough to include in its scope all who want to remain Jews, whatever the reason and motive be… Some basis of creative unity among Jews will have to be found that will not require anyone to surrender his convictions, or do violence to his conscience. Such a basis, it would seem, can be found in the conception of Judaism as a civilization, because that conception allows for diversity of belief and practice, for all forms of socially useful activity and all kinds of group associations, without in any way impairing the organic character of Jewish life.

There are also, of course, approaches that are not concerned with the feasibility of maintaining a Jewish distinctiveness that is based on both national and religious grounds. Thus the “classic” Reform movement endorsed the view, formulated in the Pittsburgh Platform of Reform Judaism (1882) that we are no longer a nation but a religious community (like all others within the American nation). True, this view was superseded by the Columbus Platform of 1937 that stated that “Judaism is the historical religious experience of the Jewish people,” a declaration that marked a significant turn to Zionism in the Reform movement, but the Pittsburgh view is still implicitly upheld within various Jewish movements in various lands. 

On the other hand some secular Zionist insisted that Jews, to cure their galut (exile) induced neuroses, must be a nation like all others. Perhaps the most radical orientation was that of Haim Yosef Brenner, teacher, writer and ideological figure in the “second aliyah” (wave of immigration before World War One). Brenner wished to liberate the Jews of Galut (exile) and its alleged abnormalities:  Here we cite from “ba-haim u’basifrut (In Life and in Literature)” found in Gideon Shimoni, The Zionist Ideology (Brandeis University Press, 1995) pp. 298-99:

(SOURCE NO. 5)
The question of our Jewish life is not a question of religion, of ‘the survival of Judaism’…we say it is a question of finding a productive place to work for ourselves as Jews… Whether or not we fast on Yom Kippur, or whether or not we eat meat with milk…we do not cease to feel that we are Jews. [We] live our Jewish lives and create Jewish modes of working, speak our Jewish language and obtain spiritual sustenance from our literature…We need no rational definitions, no absolute truths and no written obligations… Everything that is dear to us today, everything that has value for us, everything that springs from our own free nature – without any form of compulsion or coercion – this is our ‘Judaism,’ if one insists on using that word.

What all these viewpoints seem to have in common is the ethical character they ascribe to Jewish existence, even Brenner whose hope in the midst of despair is Messianic. Jewish life must be based on the premise that human life can and should be different and that Judaism has a role to play, whether articulately or by bearing (sometimes silent) witness to the belief in the transformation of the world.  The life of dialogue is the goal of all human and national life; the world yearned for is a universal one. Judaism should show the way in reconstructing religious ideas so that they make sense in modern society that itself strives to be ethical; the transformation of the Jews into a religion exposes to clearer view Judaism’s prophet ideals, unencumbered by ritual and nationalism. In the converse view, Jews, as a nation living a regenerated national life in the Land of Israel, whether on the basis on socialism or liberal civic virtues, may play a leading role in placing national aspirations within the arena of ethical visions. 

Each of our sources express a distinct view of what it means, or what it should mean to be a Jew in the modern world that is all around us, and in different ways, within us. Rabbi Zevin counsels us to have as little contact as possible with that world; to be “a nation that dwells alone”; Buber, using Hasidic models of spirituality, believes Judaism is a model of religion and nationhood that can elevate each of them; this is its message to the (modern) world. Breuer believes that the “national life” of Jews is concentrated in its ultra-Orthodox communities which live along-side the other nations in harmony but with clear lines drawn between the inner life (of Judaism) and the civic virtues of “the world.” 

Kaplan posits that we are in and of the modern world but that this should be seen as a new challenge to Jewish civilization that should be one of the two civilizations within which Jews live. In two classically modern views, the religious-liberal one and the secular national one, any Jewish distinctiveness that creates anomalies, of a people that is also a religion, and a religion that is also a people, is viewed with suspicion. Jews must be “a nation like all nations,” in their own land, or conversely, a religion “like all religions.”

Most modern Jews learn from the ideological platforms discussed above but do not live exclusively on only one of them. They seek some measure of integration (e.g., Jewish and American or Jewish and South African together) in some situations and/or, compartmentalization (Jewish in some situations, Americans or South Africans in others). In the words of the American sociologist, Peter L. Berger, in his book, A Rumor of Angels; (Middlesex, England: Penguin Books, 1971) pp. 31-37, they live in a social world in which they engage in what he calls cognitive negotiation. 

The path of cognitive negotiation is difficult but it is the way of most committed Jews. This way involves deciding on numerous occasions and in many contexts when to “go with” the majority and when to remain with the other, the Jewish world. To an extent it becomes a real negotiation: I’ll give you “A,”  (say, looking normal on weekdays at work) if you agree not to laugh at “B,” say, my walking around in strange rubber coats on Saturday when it rains because the use of umbrellas on the Sabbath is prohibited by halakhah, Jewish law.) Each Jew and each community has its own concept of what must be protected; all must remember that, as Berger said, “If you sup with the devil bring a long spoon.” Don’t get too close lest he eat you.

And as to why we do not wish to be eaten, and various reasons given for that, see Section One of this brief outline.

Questions for Thought and Discussion:
1. It may be said that the encounter between national and religious features or faces of Judaism makes it “not exactly a religion” and not exactly a nation. What are some examples and manifestations (e.g., because they are a nation, they are not exactly a religion; because they are a religion they are not exactly a nation)?

2. What are the kinds of “cognitive negotiation” you are often involved in? When do you find yourself on the side of “the normal people”? Is this “surrender” or simply part of living together?

3.  Do you think the ultra-Orthodox “have got it right” or that they are running away from the challenge of “Judaism within modernity?

4. What is your immediate reaction to groups of Jews gathering together at an airport or other public place in order to pray with a minyan, a quorum of ten men? Why?

5. Which writer most appeals to you? Why?

For Further Reading: 


1. A chapter of Judaism as a Civilization by Mordecai Kaplan, (I suggest the Introduction, which well sets the stage)
2. Chapter on  “Hebrew Humanism” in Israel and the World by Martin Buber

3. Introduction by Arthur Hertzberg, to his important reader, The Zionist Idea. 
This introduction is long but very instructive. 

4. Peter Berger’s short masterpiece, A Rumor of Angels, to which we have just referred.
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