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(N ew Haven and London: Yale, 1998)

Reviewed by

Alan J. Y uter

This volume represents the considered reflection of two modern schol-
ars who portray the early biography of one of 20th century Jewry's reli-
gious renaissance men. Rabbi Samuel Dresner's doctorate was written
under Heschel's mentorship, and Professor Edward Kaplan, with
Dresner, reconstructed Heschel's early years.

This monograph traces Abraham Heschel's spiritual odyssey from
his hasidic youth to the moment of his crossing of the Atlantic Ocean
to escape the Nazis and assume a teaching position at the Hebrew
Union College. From a precocious childhood he matured into an
accomplished Yiddish poet whose poetry dealt with secular as well as
religious themes. The post-hasidic Heschel was "observant", but not
"Orthodox" .

At the University of Berlin, Heschel studied philosophy, Bible, and
art history.

Nazism's advent not only threatened his career vision of a professor-
ship, but his very life. Although he earned only mixed reviews on his final
doctoral exams, his dissertation was ultimately approved. Martin Buber's
opposition kept Schocken from publishing the work. Heschel admired
Martin Buber, even though he discovered that it was Buber who was
responsible for his dissertation publication crisis. In order to be awarded
the Ph.D. in Germany, the thesis not only had to be accepted by the fac-
Uity, but it also had to be accepted for publication. Since Schocken, the
only Jewish publishing house in Germany, would not publish the disserta-
tion, Heschel's academic career could have ended before it began, were
he not granted permission to have the book published in Poland.

Once professionally emancipated from Buber and financially secure,
Heschel did not flnch from challenging Buber, whose prose the poeti-
cally inclined Heschel found to be turgid. But I do not recall Heschel's
challenging Buber's Jewish authenticity, despite the latter's rejection of
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Jewish law and acceptance of intermarriage. Kaplan and Dresner present
Heschel's early life to their readers as it was situated in this crucible of
emotional and intellectual ferment.

The maturing Heschel mastered Judaic literature, literary theory,
philology, sociology and philosophy. He believed that theology should
be a matter of passion. Furthermore, caring and morality are real and
ultimate concerns. Kaplan and Dresner stress the antinomian, or non-
legal, independent, and defiant strain in Heschel's observance. While

Heschel's hasidic culture was very rigorous in its rules, its understand-
ing of custom, tradition and the textual halakhic canon allows for some
"flexibility" in halakhic application on the part of its virtuosi elite, espe-
cially regarding customs that occasionally conflict with a purist reading
of talmudic statute (e.g., the popular but controversial practice of not

eating in the sukka on shemini atseret).
Heschel's loneliness, courage, independence, and strict moral disci-

pline never left him. With all of his insecurities, Heschel remained an
intellectually confident thinker who was both a member and a critic of
the Western world that he entered. While remaining ritually observant,
Hesche! enrolled at the Hochshule (Reform Rabbinical College in
Berlin) and not the Orthodox Berlin Seminary, in spite of his Orthodox
background. At the Hochshule, Heschel was exposed to the theories of
higher Biblical criticism. It is likely that Heschel's own antinomian
impulses were such that he found in the Reform Hochshule a more
congenial spiritual environment than the Orthodox Berlin Seminary. It
must be noted that with the exception of its rejection of Biblical criti-
cism's explicit denial of revelation, the Orthodox Berlin Seminary was
committed to the historical as well as "traditional" study of Jewish
canonical literature. In any case, Heschel remained observant of Jewish
practice throughout his life.

Heschel's world view included halakha. However, he appears to tol-
erate and to an extent, accept "God-ideas" that did not include a com-
mitment to halakhic observance. Apparently, Jewish law commitment
was, for Heschel, a personal existential choice, but not an ultimate com-
mand of a Commander. His choice of the Reform Hochshule for his
training and his teaching at the Reform and Conservative seminaries in
America, as opposed to teaching Jewish and/or general philosophy in a
secular university as an Orthodox Jew, seem to corroborate the proba-
ble Heschelian world view that although one ought to serve God
through the halakha, the halakha is historically conditioned by people
and not necessarily the absolute command of God.
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Unlike most Wissenschaft des Judentums scholars, Heschel looked
for the religious significance of Jewish texts. He believed that historical
scholarship reveals Jewish values that express God's wilL. This reading of
God's wil must be applied in everyday life, for ideas of the past pulsate
in the present. Modern religious learning must transcend antiquarian
curiosity.

This sensibilty is very Buberian because it posits that an inspired
individual's intuitive reading of sacred literature can in fact discover the
wil of God. However, the discipline of "theology" does not resonate in
Jewish canonical literature. Jacob Neusner has correctly argued that the
study of theology reflects a Christian construction of reality. Christians
speculate about love, ethics, revelation, and theodicy, while Orthodox
Jews, committed as they are to the dual (written and oral) Torah, con-
cern themselves with Seeds, Appointed Seasons, Women, Damages,
Sacred Concerns, and Purities. The study of religious texts must, for
Hesche!, move the religious person to sincere religious action. The
authors report that when Heschel challenged Barthian Protestants

regarding the Nazi atrocities, Heschel was horrified by their indiffer-
ence. His Barthian colleagues concluded that Heschel must be an athe-
ist because his was a faith of action rather than dogma.

Heschel's remaining an observant Jew at the Reform seminary
indicates that he had rejected institutional Orthodox Judaism on one
hand, but that he retained his own idiosyncratic sense of religious pro-
priety. Heschel explicitly rejected the "pan halakhic heresy", which is
Heschel's term for the notion that all Jewish values may be reduced to
halakha. For Heschel, the law must be molded by religious intuition.
If, however, Judaism is understood as a covenant, with its own rules,
one recognizes that God does not communicate His normative wil
outside of the law. Neither prophet nor hasidic rebbe may reform Torah
law. It is one thing to protest a given application of a particular law in
context; it is a claim of a very different order that there is indeed a
legal normativity in Judaism that may be divined by the charismatic

means of an inspired intuition.
Heschel's critique of spiritual shallowness is powerful and probing.

Institutional religion of all streams often improperly standardizes pat-
terns of acceptability. This independence on Heschels part was very
likely sensed by American Orthodoxy's moderates who, while respect-
ing Heschel's basic observance and creative ideas, correctly sensed that
Hesche! the former hasid was no longer "one of theirs".

While Heschel did not view himself as Orthodox, his writings must
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be addressed by Orthodoxy, for to be a religious person in the modern
world requires that one be aware of and respond to the spiritual chal-
lenges of modernity's best minds.

While studying and teaching at non-Orthodox rabbinic seminaries,
Heschels thought and practice transcended his academic office. While
he spoke of "Second Isaiah", he never affirmed, although he certainly
was taught, the Documentary Hypothesis regarding the Torah's puta-
tive human authorship. Heschel's unwilingness to wear a kippa for
other than religious events was his declaration of independence from
institutional, communal Orthodoxy. This independence, however, came
with a price. While Heschel belonged to the Jewish people, he did not
belong with the Jewish people. He was, however, far too observant for,
and therefore left, the Hebrew Union College.

When comparing Heschel to Orthodoxy's R. Joseph Soloveitchik,
zt))l, the Reform Professor Eugene B. Borowitz confesses that the two
thinkers believed too much. The Conservative seminary's core ideology,
from Schechter to Kaplan to Gordis, understood God like the German
theologians-as an "idea" or a "concept". For Heschel, these concepts

are invented constructs, ultimately misleading and religiously false.
Unnoticed by the authors is the fact that Heschel's response to the lib-
eral God idea of Christian and Jewish theologians is grounded in
Maimonides's religious epistemology and not in Nahrnanidean intu-
ition. Following Maimonides, Heschel was convinced that any and all
invented religions are idolatry. The scholarly elite of the JTS was not
unaware of Heschels theological judgment of them.

For Heschel, Jewish authenticity is grounded in a commitment to an
active belief in a real God Who commands, cares, and Who must be
addressed even in moral protest. And for Heschel, such a Jew ought to be
an observer of the commandments. For the Heschelian Jewish intellectu-
aI, it is not sufficient to be a professor of Semitic philology or Jewish
thought; one must master and integrate the entire range of Jewish tradi-
tion with the best ideas of the Western intellectual tradition. Very few
Jews are committed to Jewish learning on this urbane, intellectual leveL.

Most Orthodox rabbis serve communities of which they are mem-
bers as well as leaders. Heschel neither created nor participated as a full
member in any living religious community. Judaism does not require
that Jews be philosophers; Judaism does require that one live in com-
munity with other right-living religious Jews.

This intentional dissociation from Orthodox Judaism is reflected in
several ways. The authors report that Heschel was very deferential to
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Martin Buber, even after the philosopher of "I-Thou" ethics almost
prevented the publication ofHeschels dissertation. Unlike Rosensweig,

Buber's "God" is not really real, but serves as an expression of the
"other". Like Buber, Heschel never integrated into any group, but was

on the periphery of many groups. Heschel's God commands "ethics",
but not halakha. At the Hochshule, Heschel sought exposure to higher
Biblical criticism, which so relativizes revelation that the command of
the Commander is muted, if not silenced. Like Buber, Heschel was ulti-
mately an outsider and a subversive. This scion of the Apter Rav would
inaptly appear clean shaven and bareheaded in youthful photographs,
yet don a kippa when marching at Selma. With this strategic exploiting
of the kippa, Heschel demonstrated that he was a rebel from Ortho-
doxy and a rebbe to those outside of Orthodoxy's orbit.

Liberal rabbis are taught "how" to read Jewish texts in the context of
their denominational ideology. Heschel felt that these rabbis often under-
mine their own calling by failing to engage those texts with lifelong learn-
ing. He had no patience for the shallowness and ignorance that he found
among Reform and Conservative rabbis, but he could not accept the
beliefs or the underlying world view of Orthodoxy, either.

Dresner and Kaplan have done the Jewish reading world a service
by portraying the spiritual passion, the intellectual vitality, and the
engaged and engaging religion of Abraham Joshua Heschels version of
the "prophetic witness". The astute Orthodox observer wil, however,
notice that Heschels idiosyncratic, intuitive notion of prophecy, like
Buber's, is not really Biblical, traditional, or revelational, but is a
metaphor for the quest for an intuitive transcendence grounded in exis-
tential rather than covenantal Jewish commitments.

Modern Liberation: A Torah Perspective
on Contemporary Lifestyles
by LEO LEVI (Brooklyn, NY: Hemed Books, 1998), 244 pp.

Reviewed by
Shira Leibowitz Schmidt

Had someone prescribed for me Leo Levi's Modern Liberation two
decades ago during a bad case of feminism I had come down with, I
would not have appreciated the sterling qualities of this book. And that
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is a pity. Levi applies his considerable organizational ability, intellect,
command of Jewish sources and wide reading of contemporary polemics
to one of the most critical issues facing Orthodoxy: the undermining of
the traditional family by modern movements inimical to its foundations.

The unusual title, "Modern Liberation", might be misconstrued as
referring to "liberation from modernity," and this would be misleading,
for Prof. Leo Levi is four-square in the world of modern technology as
founder of the department of electro-optics and past Rector of the
Jerusalem College of Technology. In addition to extensive writing in his
field, he has written a number of works of Torah scholarship and has
co-authored a commentary on the Talmud Yerushalmi. The actual
intention of the title is to serve as a shorthand rubric to discuss three
modern liberation movements (personal, sexual and women's libera-
tion) and their cumulative, deleterious effects on the family unit.

Levi's premise is that marriage and family are based on three ele-
ments: ". . . a certain amount of selflessness, a sexually satisfying rela-
tionship, and a clear understanding, by each partner, of his or her role
in the family. Attitudes toward these concepts have now been revolu-
tionized and overturned by the liberation trends of Western society" (p.
ix). Selflessness is undermined by personal liberation, satisfying relation-
ships are eroded by sexual liberation, and a clear understanding of gen-
der roles is blurred by women's liberation.

Levi systematically devotes a major section of his book to each of
these three liberation trends. In the first, he locates the origins of femi-
nist issues currently facing the Orthodox world in the underlying
assumptions of personal liberation where the "basic driving force in
modern Western society is . . . competition and material self-aggran-
dizement" (p.20). He buttresses this apparently sweeping statement
with examples and analysis, contrasting the ethos of solipsism with a
very different emphasis in Jewish sources, where "loving-kindness is the
alpha and the omega of Torah" (p. 16, based on Sota 14a). Levi himself
raises a possible objection to this statement: "One might ask since
Judaism is essentially God-centered, why should a peaceful, united soci-
ety and love of neighbor be central?" He then cites example after exam-

ple where "Judaism views love of fellowman as 'an offshoot of love of
God'" (pp. 18-19, based on Maharal, Derekh Hayyim) Avot 1:12).

Levi in this section tends to set up old fashioned, or radical "mascu-
lo-feminism" as a straw man, and does not emphasize that today what
can be called "difference feminism" is holding sway. For example, he
writes (p. 96) that the Torah's "approach differs substantially from that
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of most of today's feminists. These have emblazoned total equality, that
is total sameness, on their banner and have thereby taken on a thankless
-and also hopeless-task. . . . Even the modest advances scored . . .

seem to be canceled out by the reduced sense of marital responsibilty
among men that came along with these (feminist) advances." While the
reisha of this statement once characterized feminism, equality/sameness
is no longer their only banner. The seifa of Levi's segment is unfortu-

nately true, and may be a contributing factor in the increase in Ortho-
dox singles and divorces. Feminism has fostered a generation of men
who have been released from accountabilty to women as husbands and
fathers. The feminism he describes is the older masculo-feminism,
which wasn't actually equality, but instead was a push for women to be
like men, inadvertently denigrating women. (The impact of this outdat-
ed feminism stil is evident in the drive among some Orthodox circles
for women to wear tal/it and tefil/in, read from and dance with sifrei
Torah, form their own prayer groups, etc). While he repeats this
description of feminism which stood for equality-through-sameness (p.
109), he does, however, write about the movement in an objective and
respectful tone.

It is in the middle section of the book, where the author discusses
the problems of the sexual revolution and the virtues of marriage, that
he is at his best. The selfishness described in the first section can be

transmuted into se!flessness, and "marriage can serve as a stepping
stone. . . on a 'micro-scale' . . . as a framework for practicing altruism."
Prof. Levi invests traditional statements with new meaning. The verse
which is well-nigh a cliché, "It is not good for man to be alone; I wil
make him a helper opposite him", takes on another dimension as the
author juxtaposes this verse with the fact that "where God punctuated
each act of creation with 'And 10, it was good', we are told that living
alone is definitely 'not good'" (p.2). What Levi is saying in his under-
stated way is that "It is not good for man to be alone" does not simply
describe the Ribbono Shel O/am's preference (in the contemporary
politically correct meaning of one preference competing in the market
place of other supposedly equal preferences). Rather there is a divine
judgment here that marriage between opposites, man and woman, is an
imperative of cosmic significance to ameliorate the existential aloneness
of man. This "teaches that a man's partnership with his wife is central.
. . . Humanity's well-being rests on mutual interdependence."

Prof Levi then devotes five chapters detailng in halaka and aggada,
in commentaries and Jewish philosophy, the role of intimacy in marriage
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in the "re-establishment of original creation" (p.49). One might ask
whether this is not a case of overstating what should be self-evident. Yet
today it cannot be taken for granted that those in the Orthodox world
believe in the eternal and absolutely critical importance of marriage in
Jewish tradition. For example, in a recently published book, Jewish Legal
Writings by Women, motherhood by artificial insemination for unmarried
religious women is advocated by one of the Orthodox women writers.
After a learned analysis that cites the major and minor pesakim in
this area, she ends the chapter with the questionable conclusion that
"according to most opinions there is no actual prohibition . . . at least if
the donor is anon - Jew. Even if 'two heads are better than one' the one
should not be punished by being prevented from having a single-parent
family just because she didn't become two." While compassion is caled
for with respect to the growing numbers of unmarried Orthodox singles,
marriage is much more than "two heads are better than one". That mar-
riage is a sine qua non emerges from Prof. Levi's sensitive and compre-
hensive analysis in the middle section of his book, where he cites an
overwhe!ming number of midrashim, commentaries, and halakhic
insights which flesh out one of the major tenets of his book, that "direct-
ing sexuality toward the establishment and maintenance of a marriage
and family, and to these ends alone, bespeaks holiness."

Leo Levi devotes the lion's share of his book to the third section,
which deals with gender roles in halakha. Here he devotes a chapter to
each of the major areas where the Torah views differences between gen-
ders: aspirations, marriage regulations, financial status, public functions,
religious law and personality traits. In these chapters he defuses the sen-
sitive topic of gender differences. His chapter on women and public
functions exemplifies his pragmatic approach. In his own fe!icitous
phrasing, he writes that "we must differentiate between a public func-
tion, from which women are excluded, and functioning in public, from
which women are not excluded" (p.142). He then describes some par-
ticulars of halakha. Eschewing apologetics, he describes various court
procedures. "For determination of a fact, men and women are equal; a
single reliable witness, male or female, suffices. But validation of a fact
requires at least two unrelated Jewish males . . . There is no implication
here that either of these categories is of greater importance" (p .144).

Reviewing Leo Levi's Modern Liberation has been one of the most
difficult assignments I have had since I was given the task of designing
an engine shroud at Stanford University engineering schooL. The reason

I found it so difficult to review this book, a solid piece of work, was
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similar to my difficulty with the engineering exercise: the avoda zara of
aesthetics. The book is written in the functional English of, well, an
engineer (it takes one to know one). Thus, those brought up on a
heavy diet of polished prose may find Levi's style prosaic. His approach
is not written in the philosophical manner of, for example, R. Mayer
Twersky, who recently captured the essence of the issue of equality in a
pithy discussion of what he termed the "Torah's axiom of dissimilar
equality of the two genders" (Tradition 32:3 J. Dr. Levi expresses this
concept in concrete, practical terms: "The Torah relates that Adam was
created in the image of God, and that, in this context, the term 'Adam'
includes both male and female, implying that both are created in the
image of God (Zohar) Gen. on va-yiven J. This is the basis for the Torah
concept of the equality of man and woman. At the same time, we find
in the Torah extensive differences in rights and obligations of men and
women. As we investigate this paradox in greater depth, we shall find
that the equality is one of value, while the differences in rights and obli-

gations emanate from the different tasks assigned to the genders, differ-
ences that make male and female complementary and lay the founda-
tion for the harmonious society envisioned by the Torah." (pp. 97-98)
Thus Dr. Levi's workmanlike style belies the subtlety and significance of
his explication.

Although he occasionally falls into the platitude trap, writing that
"J udaism comes through with flying colors" (p. 96); "he (who practices
self-restraint) wil attain inner quiet and peace" (p.63); and "(self-
restraint in his life wil be J a source of lasting happiness, a happiness he
never aspired to!" (p.88), his original mind compensates for these lapses
by expressing certain key ideas in striking and perceptive ways. See, for
example, his description of the evil eye as "the harmful influence which
others' awareness of our success has on us" (p.53). Similarly, his discus-
sion of tahara as a state of awareness (p.81), his analysis of homosexual-
ity (p.39), and his section on the Torah as a spice that tames the evil
inclination (chapter 6) are all insightful and originaL.

Orthodoxy today is not insulated. It faces a host of issues brought on
by the inevitable incursions (some threatening, some enriching) of the
world around us. The influence of ideologies inimical to Torah life has
infiltrated all elements of Orthodox Judaism. In fact, the contemporary
sociological and religious problems now confronting us-late marriages,
aging singles, smaller families, higher divorce rates, an Orthodox femi-
nism that occasionally seems more influenced by secular feminism than by
Orthodox values, the inabilty to cope successfully with materialism and
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prosperity-all coupled with a seriously diluted piety, can be directly
traced to Orthodoxy's inabilty to mount persuasive counter-offensives

against the invasion of alien patterns of thought and of living. A mature
and self-confident Orthodox community dare not flnch from facing
these issues head on. Prof. Levi's book (despite its occasional stylistic
problems) is an invigorating, original, and useful sourcebook for under-
standing and responding to some of these contemporary challenges.
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