
Jacob Neusner

Written from a non-orthodox perspective, the fol-
lowing article by a leading Conservative ideologist

is sure to arouse spirited reaction among our readers.
We believe it is an interesting exercise to follow
Rabbi Neusner's orbit and see where he approaches

our attitudes and where he is furthest removed. Com-
munications from our readers on Rabbi Neusner's

views are invited. Dr. N eusner is Associate Professor
of Religion at Dartmouth College and author of the
three volume History of the Jews in Babylon.

AGENDA FOR RELIGIOUS JE\VRY

I

Religious Jews are those who affrm faith and trust in God
and the Torah. Within that definition one may find room for
adherents to Orthodox, Reform, Conservative, Reconstructionist,
and other interpretations of Jewish religion, as well as many
who affrm the faith without affliating with an institutional ex-
pression of the faith. It is important at the outset to say this,
for many Jews, both Orthodox and secularist, use the word
"religious" as synonymous with "Orthodox." The secularists do
so because they refuse to consider as authentic any interpreta-
tion of Jewish tradition which might meet some of their objec-
tions to Jewish religion. It is far easier to reject Judaism in a
form which seems to the secularist utterly alien to all he holds
true than to take seriously the possibility that Judaism too

might contribute to truth as the secularist understands it. Thus,
for example, in The Future of an Illusion, Sigmund Freud spe-
cifically rejects any form of philosophy of religion. The "illu-
sion" he wants to dispel could never survive the formulation of
the religious philosopher. What could be neater than to define
religion in the most unacceptable form, and then to destroy it?
On the other hand, the Orthodox, particularly in Israel, have
chosen to identify as religious only their particular form of
Jewish tradition. Since Conservative and Reform J udaisms are
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to begin with heretical, the word "religious" comes to apply to
fewer and fewer people, as one moves to the extreme; thus the
Agudah followers regard the Mizrachi as quite as heretical as
the Mizrachi finds the American "modern Orthodox" rabbi. The
adjective, originally neutral, becomes an encomium, an honorary
degree, to be bestowed on one's friends and denied to one's

enemies. One can argue with the secularists about what does,
and does not, constitute religion. One cannot argue with those
who choose to use language capriciously and polemically. Hav-
ing entered a private world of linguistic fantasy, they cannot
be lured forth by mere rational argument.

The diffculty we meet in defining who is a religious Jew to
the satisfaction of both Jewry and commonsense is ominous. It
hints at far deeper divisions within the sector of religious Jewry
than anyone has publicly admitted. If Orthodox Judaism re-
gards itself as the only correct and historically authentic ex-
pression of forty centuries of Jewish religion, and of divine
revelation, so does Conservative Judaism and so does Reform
Judaism. I find nothing wrong, and everything right, with that.
Tolerance for the beliefs of others, for the rights of others to
err, does not prohibit the recognition that others do err. What
promises disaster, however, is the arrogant and intolerant at-
titudes of the several Jewish religious groups toward one an-
other. If Orthodox Jews regard themselves as more "religious,"
as closer to God than Reform or Conservative Jews, the more
liberal interpretations reciprocate. Conservative Jews, though
not Conservative Judaism, regard Orthodox ones as backward,
as "unmodern," and view reform Judaism as "too extreme" or
near-apostasy. Reform Jews look upon Orthodoxy as hopelessly
benighted, as "medievaL." I have heard Reform rabbis describe
Orthodox Judaism as "irrational" and intellectually not-respect-
able, as if the great achievements of modern Orthodox philoso-
phy had happened on the other side of the moon, and as if
Reform Judaism had preempted all the rational and philoso-
phical achievements of historical Judaism. One need not ca-
talogue endlessly the perverse slanders that affct religious-com-

munal relations. The fact that the Jewish Community Center
movement regards itself, perhaps fatuously, as the great unify-
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ing force that must bring together the conflicting "sects" of
modern Judaism is our dreadful and humiliating reward.

II

I th it is about tie, therefore, for religious Jews to declare

a moratorium on the slanders they pass out to one another. I do
not think that any moment in Jewish history could permit us
to feel free to hate one another, but I think that this hour in
particular demands that we respect one another, love one an-
other, honor one another, even whie we disagree profoundly

and with dignity.

The reason is quite obvious: we are too few to fight each
other, when the enemy is at the gates. That enemy is apathy,
indifference, ignorance, lack of commitment to Judaism. It
affcts each of us and all of us. The synagogues stand mostly

empty most of the time. Many people who call themselves
Orthodox or Reform or Conservative in fact reveal no serious
commitment to Orthodoxy, to Reform, to Conservatism. They
do not - if they are Orthodox or Conservative or Reform - ob-
serve the Sabbath as their respective movements teach that it
should be observed. They do not study the Torah in great

numbers. They do not raise their children by the moral and
ethical principles of Judaism, because they themselves know
nothing about these principles. A religious Jew is hard to find.
By way of illustration, I cite two comments made to me re-
cently. One was that of a professor, a good Christian, who

asked me whether Judaism was really a living religion. He
wondered because in all his years he had met only a handful of
Jewish students who believed in God and who tried to maintain
their religious tradition. He had no doubts that the J ewisli
people exists, and even flourishes. But what, he asked me, has
become of Judaism?

A second friend, one of my students, who was born and
brought up a Christian in a Jewish neighborhood in New York
City, wrote a paper called "The Decline in the Number of
Transmitters of Judaism." He begins,
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When I was young, I aways wanted to go to church
every Sunday. This was in marked contrast to all my J ew-
ish friends, who never wanted to go to the synagogue.

Because I was too young to perceive that the religion of
my friends was different from my own, I could not under-
stand why my friends hid from their Bar Mitzvah tu-
tors. . . . Why are there so many Jews and yet so few
transmitters of the religion Judaism? . . . The Jews remain
a very strong ethnic group, but there is little that holds
the Jew to his religion. It is entirely possible that the re-
ligion Judaism may be entirely absorbed by other religions
which will result in the complete destruction of the Jews'

culture. This then is the modern challenge to the Jewish
faith: It may fade away into total oblivion, or it may find
the means to start a whole new era in its development.

These two Christians put their finger on the sorest spot: There
are simply not many Jews who keep their faith. One does not
need to be a sociologist to recognize that most Jews do not.
My argument is that since there are so very few religious Jews,
they should move closer together - not in belief, not in re-

ligious practice, but in their attitudes toward one another. One
cannot forget the insight of the Talmud about the destruction
of Jerusalem. Why was the first Temple destroyed? Because of
idolatry and immorality. Why was the second Temple destroyed?
Idolatry had long been forgotten, and the moral teachings of

the prophets were revered and practiced. Rather, the second

Temple was destroyed because of sinat chinam, causeless hatred.
I hope some future historian will not be able to say of us:
American Judaism destroyed itself, when it could have served
its community. By the evidence we should leave today, however,
he will say, "American religious Jews were so busy slander-
ing one another that they convinced non-religious Jewry that

each was correct - about the other. Since everyone outside

the synagogue agreed that Orthodoxy was the only authentic
way, they could not listen to the teachings of Reform and Con-
servative Jewry. Since everyone was convinced that Conserva-
tive Judaism stood for nothing but an insipid compromise be-
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tween 'something' and 'nothing,' they could not hear what it

was saying. Since everyone agreed that Reform was the road
to assimilation, no one took that road either. And so the people
outside the synagogue never found their way to the doors of

any synagogue."

III

If religious Jews need first of all to love one another and to
see in one another a fellow sincerely and devotedly trying to
come to grips with Jewish tradition in an upright way, they still
will not have done what needs to be done to retrieve our disas-
trous situation. We need to formulate two complementary view-
points, one concerning atheist, secularist, and apathetic Jews,
the other concerning Judaism, the one toward the world, the
other toward the faith.

I think, first of all, that we must cease to apologize for be-
lieving in God. In our conversations with Jewish atheists, we

concentrate too much energy on "proving" that God exists.
We invest too little of ourselves in responding to the presence
of God in the world. Weare hypnotized by the atheists ainong
us, and have become fascinated with the issues they pose to us
so that in the end, they set the grounds for religious discus-
sion. No proof exists for God's existence, and none is needed.
If such a proof existed, then the whole world would share it.
No philosopher of religion has ever claimed to offer a "proof"
for the verities of religious faith. The so-called "proofs for the
existence of God" of Maimonides, Saadya, or even Thomas
Aquinas, presuppose the truth of Scripture, the reality of re-
ligious faith, the existence of the religious community, and
offer not reasons why such things should exist, but rather efforts
to explain reasonably why they do exist. The task of religious
Jews is not now, and never has been, to "prove" that God exists,
for religious Jews are not so presumptuous or arrogant as to
think such a task is necessary or possible. Rather, religious Jews
need to understand more clearly what they mean by religion,
what they understand by the word God, what they are doing
when they pray, what they perceive to be the meaning of Jew-
ish existence. The starting point for religious thought is not
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the question of whether there is a God. The religious Jew does
not become religious after an argument. His religion begis with
birth and is nurtured through life, and, with the help of God,
his religion bears fruit in the mature years in an abiding trust
in God and an enduring submission to His Will. The outsider
must think that there are no great challenges to the mind, or
heart, or soul in such a situation. The religious Jew knows that
the great challenges of faith emerge precisely from the Jewish
situation, and not from outside of it. That situation must be
open to all, but it must find its definition among those who
share it, and not among those who do not.

Religious Jews need, therefore, to turn to other Jews with the
question of faith; If you do not believe in God and in the Torah,
then what do you believe in? What are the values by which
you live life? What does life mean to you? How can you face
death? What is truly right, and truly wrong, outside of Revela-
tion? Why do you not believe in God? Can you offer proofs
for the non-existence of the Creator of the world? What does his-
tory mean, if it is not - as we say it is - under the sovereignty
of God? Are you better able to understand events if you be-
lieve them to be meaningless and accidental? The religious Jew
hears so often that since there is no "proof'~ therefore he relies
upon an act of faith. But what, if not an act of faith, and faith
in the worst possible alternative, is represented by the atheistic
viewpoint? If there is no proof that we are right, then there is
none that the atheist is right. But we cannot find in this blood-
less stalemate a satisfactory situation. We do have proofs that
we are right, proofs which we may find to our satisfaction,
though not to that of our opponents, in the mystery of life,
in the Hebrew Scriptures which God revealed to us and which
have sustained us through life, in the miacles, the awesome

events of the day. What is lacking is not proof that we are right,
but proof that will serve to convince both us and our opponents
equally. The result is that our opponents explain to us - not

always with condescension but mostly so - why we think what
we do. They tell us that we are neurotic, that we are unrealistic,
that we are irrationaL. We too can explain somethig: the un-
belief of our opponents. They have not been blessed, as have we,
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by the capacity to recognize God and his Torah, for Faith is
the very proof of divine grace. If they have, then they have
been guilty, as Isaiah teaches, of arrogance in seeing God but
ignoring Him for lesser gods.

It is time that religious Jews turn toward the Jewish com-
munity with a vivid assertion of conviction, the conviction that
we are right, and, with all due charity and love for the sinner,
the recognition that the atheist is wrong. We must, as I said,
cease to apologize for religion, but demand, rather, to know
how the atheist can live without it. We who rise to affrm the
beneficence of creation and to wonder at the renewal of the
world every day must ask why the atheist does not. How can
he preserve callous indifference to the wonders of creation - as
he does if he does not exclaim, as we do, each day in prayer,
in blessing over the world. We who look forward to the coming
of a Messiah, or a Messianic day, must ask the atheist how he
takes so pessimistic a view of man and yet calls himself a
"humanist." \;Ve who affrm that we live by the Torah, and
thank God for it, must ask the atheist what he lives by and
why. We may discover, even if he does not agree, that we are
not so badly off.

iv

I look for more than mere conversations. I ask that religious
Jews undertake a massive effort to win to the synagogue the
allegiance of the great number of Jews who, with bovine

. serenity, manage without it. We need to convince our fellow
Jews of something more than that they should join a synagogue.
We need to demonstrate to them that they cannot live without
God, without the Torah, without Judaism as a daily and crea-
tive life's discipline. We can do so by our words, by our demand-
ing attention for the things we believe in, but we can succeed
only by our deeds. Religious Jews must themselves explore the

meaning of Judaism, must contiue to deepen their understand-
ing of it through Jewish learning, and must continue to broaden
their experience of it through Jewish actions. Our viewpoint
toward the Jewish faith becomes signifcant. What ought we to
think about our faith?
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We ought to think, and act, so that our faith is with us when
we rise in the morning and when we go to bed at night, when
we sit at the table and when we walk by the way, in our
businesses and in our homes, in our working hours and in our
hours of quiet rest. We need to give ourselves wholly and com-
pletely to our faith, to God. This is, after all, merely the demand
of the Shema. What is needed is radical and complete commit~
ment, instead of a partial one. Alas, most of us give God less
than half.

Conservative and Reform Jews regard with high admira-
tion the devotion of some Orthodox Jews to Judaism, so that
among their rabbis one finds a certain winsome envy for
the achievements of Orthodoxy. These achievements seem to

outsiders to be a more complete observance of the faith, more
profound devotion to the Torah, more serious concern for
Jewish learning, than characterize the other movements. Indeed,
one may not be far from wrong if he concludes that the further
to the "right" one goes, the more religious dedication one dis-

covers. Yet modern Orthodox, Conservative, and Reform Jews
do not agree with the more traditional Orthodox ones on many
points. They do not think one needs to wear different clothing,
for instance, in order to be a good Jew. What we need to
learn from the traditionalists is not how to dress, or what to
believe - because, frankly, I do not think modern Orthodox,

Conservative, or Reform Jews are impressed with the theolo-
gical position of the extreme-right. Rather we need to leam~
and to emulate within our own groups, the how-to-believe, the
sacrifcial dedication of the Orthodox Jew to Judaism. Of this,
we cannot have enough: the willingness to be a Jew, before
God and before man, first, last, and always. This is the secret
of Orthodoxy's prosperity, of the strength of their institutions
and the impressive achievements of their schools.

Such a commitment to Judaism cannot be elicited by Judaism,
however. We Jews have never worshipped idols, even idols that
have tefillin on their arms. Such a commitment can only emerge"
from the faith which all of us share, but which Orthodox Jews
seem to take most to heart, that the Lord, the God of Israel
rules, and that this dominion endures forever. If God rules,
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then we must obey Him. If His dominion endures, then we

must serve Him. Weare commanded by Him, and we must obey
His commandments, whether we find it convenient or not,
whether we find it fashionable or not. The truth is that even
many religious Jews think that religion is a good thing, that it
is a sure cure for ulcers, or that it is a way to mental health.
Religion such as this is an abomination. We did not make God.
He made us. He has commanded us what to do, and what not
to do, and we are obligated to keep His commandments not be-
cause we hope for reward in this world or in the next, but
because these are His commandments, and we, the creatures,
must therefore listen to our Creator. Among Orthodox, Reform,
and Conservative congregations are Jews who live their lives to
serve God, who pray not because they are in the mood, but
because they recognize their duty and cheerfully, eagerly do it,
who act ethically and work for a better city not because

it is good for business or a way of making life more pleasant,
but because God has told us what He requires of us, that we do
justice, love mercy, and walk humbly with Him. These Jews are,
however, too few. Those who live by the word and will of God,
who do the good out of a sense of obligation to Him, who keep
the faith to honor Him, are outnumbered even in our midst by
those who do not. These Jews keep the faith because it is a
pretty custom, come to the synagogue because something in-

teresting might happen 011 a given evening, study the Torah -
when they do - because they have a naive curiosity about
their forebears, and serve the Lord God of Israel never. Such
a religion mankind does not need. Institutions to preserve such
a religion can only stand as indictments of our own blasphemy.
Budgets to implement such a religion will purchase perdition.
And the humble Jews who think that religion is something
that is good for you commit a grievous sin against God, for
they turn the world on its head and assign to themselves the

highest pinnacle.

Yet the meaning of these words, that the Lord of Israel rules,
is not so obvious. What do we mean by "God," or "Israel," or
"rules"? What are we saying when we affrm that "His dominion
endures"? What is "for ever"? When we say these words, our
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fist task is to understand what we mean by them, what we can
mean by them, and this is a theological task in which Reform,
Conservative, and Orthodox thinkers must share. We do not
need to ask what we can accept of our tradition. That is a ques-
tion of importance to non-religious Jews. What religious Jews

need to find out is the meaning of what they do assert. If one
must stand in admiration before the deep commtment of Or-
thodox Judaism, before the happy, healthy results of that
commitment, he must at the same time find praise for the
efforts of Reform,. Conservative, and Orthodox thinkers to
explore and explain the meaning of Jewish existence and the
message of Jewish tradition. Commitment is not enough. One
needs to know for what, to what, he gives himself. I do not
thin.l( Orthodoxy has a monopoly on valid answers to these
questions. I wish only that the answers discovered by the great
varieties of modern Jewish thought would prove capable, as so
far they mostly have not, of eliciting the same kind of commit-
ment to Judaism among those who accept them as does Ortho-
doxy. I find nothing in the answers, iii the ideas, intrinsically
impotent to call forth concern and commitment. There are, after
all, Reform, Conservative, and modern Orthodox Jews who
exemplify the most . impressive kind of dedication to God and
to the Torah as they understand it, and their understanding of

the words "God" and "Torah" and "revelation" differs from
that of the right-wing-orthodox. These Jews are outnumbered
by the Jews who slander themselves and their synagogues by
regarding as less demanding and less serious than it really is,
the sacred commitment represented in the act of "affliation"
with a place on earth where God is served.

v

Religious Jews represent a pitifully small minority within
American Jewry. Recently, some religious Jews have begun to
assert a more vigorous role within the Jewish community. They
have, for example, demanded that all of the varied institu-
tions, that bear the name "Jewish" and turn to Jewry for sup-
port, assume some responsibility toward the meaning of their
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Jewish foundation. For a long time, Jewish communty institu-
tions have ignored the concerns of religious Jews. While the
Catholics and Protestants, for example, have devoted their insti-
tutions to the things they believe in, the Jews have insisted that
theirs be "non -sectarian," not in the sense that others are made
welcome, but in the sense that nothing specifcally Jewish should
characterize them. If a priest speaks for Catholicism and a
minister for Protestantism, Judaism is represented not by a rabbi
( or, for we are not a clerical faith, a religious and informed
Jew) but by a social worker, or institutional executive who
himself may care nothing at all for Judaism. The reason is
only in part that the Jewish community's institutions have been
in the hands of secularists. The other part is that the religious
Jews have too long abdicated their responsibilities, have in-
vested their best energies in fighting among themselves, and
have ignored the central institutions except when called upon
to support them. The time has come when religious Jews must,
like the Zionists in times past, undertake the "conquest of the
communities," not to the exclusion of those who disagree, hut
to the inclusion of an authentically religious viewpoint.

The "conquest of the communities" must not represent a
struggle for power or position. It must not be intended as the re-
placement of one "party" by another, but as the conversion of
all groups to the service of God and the Torah. What needs to
be conquered is not institutions. The positions to be captured
are not those which command budgets - though this too may
be necessary. The struggle is rather for the soul and heart and
mind of Jewry, and at issue is nothing less than the fate of
Judaism, whose truths, if they endure, are truths for the re-
demption of all mankind, and whose teachings, if they win the
attention of our Jewish people, can serve the world. Until now,
religious Jewry has not asserted itself within the community,
though it has been the chief instrument for the preservation of
the community, and though its leaders have served valiantly the
concerns of the community. And now, if religious Jews are seek-
ing a more religious orientation for the community, they need to
retain a very vivid sense of what they want, and what they do not
need. They do not, as I said, need positions of power. They want
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rather to win those who do hold positions of power to the convic-
tion that power and authority are God's alone, and the duty of
man is to serve Him, in every station of life, by carrying out His
will for every situation of life. They want those who hold power
to concern themselves with what it means to serve God through
fulfillment of the Torah. And if those who hold power reply that
they do not believe in God and want to know nothing about the
Torah, then religious Jews must, with charity and love, seek to
win the soul of him who says, "Who is the Lord that I should
hearken to Him?"

We have no choice. If our position within the Jewish com-
munity continues to diminish in importance, then we can expect
in due time to witness the triumph within Jewry of other gods,
instead of the God of Israel, as even now the gods of material-
ism, of social acceptance, of scientism, of psychologism, of

culturism, have won the loyalties of vast numbers of Jewish
people. If that tragic day comes - and I am not sure it is not
here now - then religious Jews will have a terrible decision
to make. They may have to turn their backs upon the masses
of Jewry in order to preserve the faith and ideals to which they
are committed from the corrosive and destructive effects which
the indifferent, materialistic community must exert upon that
faith. This even now is the policy advanced within American Or-
thodoxy from the extreme right, and not without good reason. It
may be that the road ahead leads underground and back to

the catacombs, to the private practice of Judaism among small
groups and outside of the organized community. If we now are
embarrassed to assert our faith in God and in the Torah among
the masses of the Jews, then we religious Jews are even now a
kind of Marrano community, submerged within Jewish society
and surreptitiously practicing our faith among those who per-
secute not malevolently but by benign disdain. The road ahead
need not lead downward, however. We do not stand for be-
nighted beliefs or irrelevant and inconvenient nonsense, but for
truths which have illumined human history, which have sustained
countless suffering generations, which have come from God to
men so that men might learn to imitate the ways of God. These
truths cannot fail to find their place in the minds and hearts of
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our fellow Jews, in time of all mankind, if only we who are
sustained by them will learn, as I do not think we have until
now, to stand by them and vindicate them in our lives.
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