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ESCALATING THE WARS OF THE LORD

i.

American Orthodoxy is now in a state of silent panic. It is
in panic because of the startling, belated realization that it has
been battling the wrong opponent in the struggle for the faith,
and that it has largely ignored the real and most ominous threat.

Modern Orthodoxy has confronted and, to a moderate degree,
successfully combated the militant deviationist movements and
their numerous departures from the Tradition which they sanc-
tioned in the name of Tradition. It has marshalled its forces
against the atheistic and non-theistic philosophies of "en-

lightened" Jewish thinkers who discarded Orthodoxy as a stub-
born anachronism. It has armed itself with elaborate apologia
aimed at convincing a sophisticated and contumacious youth of
the intellectual integrity of Orthodoxy. It has developed public
relations techniques to persuade convenience-oriented American
Jews of the worthwhileness of performing diffcult religious ob-
servances. It has fought well on zill fronts and, more than main-
tain its own lines, it has established new beachheads and has
won respect for its scholastic prowess and daring.

But all this time it has cast only an over-the-shoulder glance

at its most massive and well-equipped enemy, the forces of thor-
oughgoing secularism, a new front that can well become the
bloodiest battleground, and where spiritual cadavers already lie
in heaps. Before the onslaught of modern secularism, there is
no overt combat, no frontal attack against religion. Its victims
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suffer only a slow withering of faith. The new secularism appears
to be benevolent, but it spawns a creeping indifferentism. Faith,
in this system, is not irrational, it is not an opiate, it is not de-
structive, it is not a mere wish-fulfillment or a father substitute.
It is simply a useless appendage. Religious tradition is not evil,
and it is also not good. It is a skein of charming folkways with
no relevancy to the continual crises that man must endure. All
moral values can be found, or developed in the secular city. What
need of God? All hopes and goals can be realized here and now
in the betterment of the human condition. What need of a Bible
or prayerbook? Religious faith is imposing, but in the contem-
porary milieu it is an artificial construction. Take it or leave it.
It is simply not pertinent.

The modern secularism finds a very hospitable environment in
contemporary thought. Alfred North Whitehead once noted that
"All great ages are unstable." In the sharp phrase of the angel

Gabriel in Marc Connelly's Green Pastures, "Everything nailed
down is coming loose." There can be no doubt that ours is both
a great age and an unstable one. The vision of a society that is
breaking up is a jolting experience. But the fact remains, and
news of it has come only lately to some of our people, that
we are living in a society that has traded the closed boxes of
Descartes and Newton for the open spaces of Einstein and Von
Braun, where conceptual mobility is a way of life, and ideas
regularly collide, combine and fe-form. For better or worse, we
are living in an era of unlimited Athenian parrhesia, a perpetual
public forum which, while it was thought to be the best stimulus
for the democratic process, has led to the popular belief that no
ideal is too sacred to be unbuttoned and its heart exposed to
all viewers. The individuals in this society, especially those young
enough to have been born into it and nurtured by it, do want
a faith indeed, but they want that faith phrased in their own
idiom, in a frame of reference which has immediate and pertinent
significance for their lives. Clearly, if these alert minds and feel-
ing souls are not addressed directly they win be destroyed - not
mutilated by theological combat, but atrophied, withered as a
result of indifference and uselessness.
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II.

This panic on the battlefield of religious belief has struck two
extreme reactions in the Orthodox camp. One reaction is para-
lysis. Some leading and respected Torah scholars, who have not
been notably aggressive in the religious war of ideas, have be-
come immobilized at the staggering upheaval that the rampant
secularism has caused in the public forum and especially on the
campus. As often in the past, they have turned to the secure
little ghettos of the mind. Remarkably, under these adverse
conditions, they have intensified their study of Torah, and have
devoted themselves more to study than to communication. The
way to combat secularism is to become more holy oneself. This
is all but a miraculous instinctive reaction, a spontaneous historic
movement of the Jew, that insures his survival by bringing him
back to his origins and holding him there, firm and strong,
braced against the raging winds of apostasy. They have em-
~raced eternity and havethereby become creatures that transcend.
history, concentrat~g on t!e. ~rilli-antHHaßes of the past and
~triving, in their own beings, for thegolden age of a practicallx
unrealizable future. They must be admired and congratulated.
'Less hardy souls, staring into the smoke of the battlefield, silent-
ly defect. They entrenched.

lJut the effect of their action iE that having embraced eternitx
they have abandoned the present, the whole world and its sick
spiritu.alc()Il~iti():n. One dimensional, they have related vertically,
and have completely ignored the horizontal. No event, regard-
less of its cataclysmic proportions, its possible catastrophic con-
sequences, could hope to distract them. They have become piety
locomotives. As the locomotive roars along its track intent only
on its destination, with complete disregard of the countryside,

so do these men, piously aiming in the right direction, roar
along the track of an unencumbered faith, oblivious of the
"mountains citied to the top" and the gathering squalls. Their
occasional ventures into the field of the community are basically
negative interjections against sitting with deviationists, ecu-

menicists and liberal Orthodox. Their pronouncements and ana-
themas, while undoubtedly well-intentioned, are chimney blasts
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that are sometimes worthy, but often only blacken the sky and

obstruct the view.

The area of religious concern today is the whole world, the
cities and the wilderness, not only the backyard. Backyardism,
the concern only for those who are friendly, punctuated by occa-
sional sneering at outsiders over the fence, is a relic in a world
without fences. Everybody is in the backyard. Backyardism spells
a defect in the proper conception of the Jew in terms of his rela-
tionship with other Jews, the arevut or interpersonal moral re-

sponsibility referred to in the fundamental principle of the Sifra
(Lev. XXVI, 37) and Talmud (San. 27b), kol yisrael arevim
zeh bazeh, all Israelites are guarantors one for another, respon-
sible for each other's sins which they can help avoid.

The term arev, which means guarantor or co-signer, derives
from the same root as ,eirev, meaning to mix or co-mingle, and
erev, evening.! The underlying halakhic concept common to
all three indicates a broadening of borders, a legal expansion of
spheres in the dimensions of space and time, and also of social
and economic liability. Thus, arev, or guarantor, means that A
borrowed from C, on the stipulation that B wil secure the loan
and pay it if A defaults. What actually occurs is that C, the

lender, broadens his source of collection from A and his property
alone, to A + B and their possessions. Legally, B, by becoming

an arev, expanded the borders and limits of A.
So, eirev, which means to mix, in its fundamental significa-

tion, is an enlarging of its borders by mingling with others of
similar nature. This appears to be the purpose of the halakhic
concept of Eiruv - a legal religious device that expands a pre-
viously limited sphere. An eiruv techumin is a legal method for
expanding the techum, or boundary, within which one may walk
on the Sabbath. An eiruv chatzerot is a legal device whereby
those with adjoining properties are enabled to carryon the Sab-
bath from one private domain to another. Here, too, the eiruv
performs the function of enlarging the boundaries by making
many private domains into one. An eiruv tavshilin enlarges the
boundaries of time, so that when the Sabbath occurs immediate-
ly after a festival, one may be permitted that which is ordinarily
prohibited without the eiruv, the right to prepare on the holiday
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for the Sabbath by beginning Sabbath preparations before the
holiday. It interlocks the borders of the festival day with the Sab-
bath by expanding or extending it.

So also the third term, erev, or evening, indicates an expansion
of time. Erev, evening, is different from lailah, night. Lailah is
the technically fixed time that begins the festival or Sabbath as,
according to the Hebrew calendar, it marks the start of the new
day. But erev is an introduction, a corridor, an anticipation
which precedes lailah, extends the holiday into the previous day
and takes on its coloration, even before its technical commence-
ment, as erev Shabbat, or erev yom tov.

\ When the Sifra speaks, then, of kol yisrael arevim zeh bazeh,
that all Jews are arevim, it bespeaks a philosophy of social and
moral liability. Man, as an individual, exists on two planes. On
one he is an individual qua individual; he has clearly defined

limits and boundaries and is responsible only for himself. But
he also lives as an individual within a collectivity of individuals,
and here he is an arev, he expands the limits of his own being to
include all others in his society. Man as fragment of a collective
cannot disclaim involvement in the affairs of society and plead
innocent of its crimes merely because he had no personal par-
ticipation in them. More, arev means that man becomes a co-
maker precisely in the event that a neighbor defaults. It is a
philosophy of expanded responsibility. The very statement that
Jews are arevim is itself the most forceful argument against
backyardism, which appears to build a fence to limit one's
liability. Our era is one in which our people are defaulting in
their obligations to man and God. To turn to the co-makers and
find that they have restricted their sphere of moral liability
instead of expanding it, is to experience a violation of the re-
ligious spirit and a barrier to the further progress of the J ew-

ish people.

III.

'Vhile the panic has immobilized one segment of Jewry, it has
energized another. This second group has maintained that the
perplexities of the time must all, be handled, considered and
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openly discussed without any inhibitions or prejudice. All pro-
positions must be examined, all alternatives must be diagnosed
in a free atmosphere with open minds. These are properly mat-
ters that "stand on the heights of the world," and they may not
be ignored. Eloquent affrmations and calls to commitment ac-
companied by stern denunciations, when unsubstantiated by a
willingness to look into the new and to give honest credence to
modern probing, are mere rhetoric, meaningless verbiage unable
to attract active minds.

Among these activist forces, number one on the agenda of
modern Jewry is relevancy. The must important concern today
is relating Judaism to the world. Only as this is done will Juda-
ism survive modern secularism. The Halakhah is valid in all its
details. Nothing may be changed, not a jot or a tittle erased.
But only as Judaism addresses man in his existential crisis will
Torah be vitaL. Confrontation is the only stance that is valid.
An otherworldliness is out of place in today's world. Jews will
not become or remain observant unless they see that Judaism
is pertinent to their condition. It must actively do battle in the
field of ideas, whether that field be physics or geology, anthro-
pology or psychology, whether it be humanistic ethics or Pro-
testant non-theology. These must be dealt with, analyzed and
evaluated with an open mind.

To those who retort that observant Jews need no elaborate
intellectual defense and have survived for millenia without "so-
phisticated" answers and the analysis of alien theologies, the
reply must be that of Nachmanides on behalf of Maimonides
when he wrote in one of his famous epistles, "sifrei Rambam 10
nikhtevu b' ad ha'rabaim ha'tzarfatim." Maimonides' books of
philosophic defense of Judaism were not intended for the French
rabbis, as they did not require it, being steeped in the study of
the Talmud and untouched by the eroding heresies of the day.

This second reaction, the other extreme of Backyardism, how-
ever, should not pursue the path of unqualified relevancy and

the altogether open mind. The over-emphasis òn relevancy

leaves us open to the obvious pitfall of then considering valid
only that which is relevant. This yardstick was never used in
traditional Judaism, as it was in Reform. Of course, we must
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make our laws and customs relevant, but the trap of over-
emphasis must be avoided, even at the cost of the idea of re-
levancy itself.

Nor is the principle of the "open mind" without its hidden

dangers. Backyardism may be a relic, but a completely unfenced
world is an invitation to roam and may cause disastrous con-
sequences. In the attempt to keep the faithful it does appear
absurd to chance losing them. In addition, the wholly open mind
is often only a vacuous mind, and no one can effectively ap-
proach an idea with no prior commitment, no values of his own.
Judaism must deal with problems raised by scientific discovery,
with the projections of Conservative and Reform, with current
theology, with the gnawing doubts and off-hand value judgments
of the secular city, with the intellectual malaise and spiritual dis-
satisfaction of masses of educated moderns. But this very ap-
proach must be qualified. We must not function with an open
mind, uncommitted on principle, but with a discerning mind,
able to roam the marketplace of ideas, judge the cost of new
concepts and imported goods and novelty items, form a clear
estimate of what it already owns, whether the new is needed
and whether it would harmonize with the traditional decor or
not. It is a matter of considering freely the propositions of others
on the basis of one's own axioms.

IV.

It is this approach which motivated the series of articles that
follow: First, the desirability, nay the necessity, of investigating

contemporary religious problems whatever their source, and sec-
ond, the need to qualify that investigation with any limitation the
Halakhah may impose. So that, for example, one is compelled to
analyze the problem of the place of doubt in a religion which

prides itself in the certainty of its belief as does Norman Lamm,
in his pace-setting article, "Faith and Doubt." But the problem of
the legitimacy of doubt must be evaluated from the standpoint of
the Halakhah even if, in the last analysis, research would show
that religious doubt is absolutely prohibited in Jewish law, a
conclusion which would fly in the face of the modern temper.
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Thus, also, it is proper, perhaps even imperative, that Jewish
thinkers should pronounce on the radical theology of the recent
Protestant scholars. This analysis is clearly desirable in view of
the enormous popularity the radical theology enjoys, and th€
naiveté and total ignorance of the modern layman regarding

theological matters. But this, again, must be approached from
a halakhically valid standpoint and an authentic Jewish

Anschauung. It must be made by the discerning mind, con-
stantly aware of the inherent limitation in such an investiga-

tion. The very slogan of the radical theology is itself a
blasphemy. With the most earnest desire to subject it to an-
alysis, the phrase must remain unutterable. The concept must
be dealt with in intellectual terms, but the Halakhah stipulates
that the term must not be mentioned, and only alluded to in
symbolic terms. Thus the Mishna, (San. 56a) records the opinion
of Rabbis Joshua ben Karcha to the effect that at a trial of a
blasphemer (megadef), the witnesses are fully examined, but
a word-symbol (kinui) is usoo in place of the Tetragrammaton.
Instead of citing the actual phrase used, the term Jose is used;
"May Jose slay Jose." The term Jose is employed, according to
Rashi, because the name is comprised of four letters, as is the
Tetragrammaton, and because it has the same numerical value
as E-Iokim. At the very end of the trial, after the sentence has
been rendered, the blasphemy using the full Divine name is
mentioned once to ascertain the truth beyond doubt. According
to the Palestinian Talmud, the witness pronounces the Tetragram-
maton only and does not repeat the blasphemy verbatim.

It is for this reason that the three-word slogan, of the theology
of blasphemy is not used in the lucid and profound article by
Stephen Schwarzschild, "The Lure of Immanence," and it is
represented by". . .". The blasphemous concept is explicated

and analyzed in full detail in order to demonstrate its absurdity
but, in the spirit of the Talmudic dictum of Rabbi Joshua ben
Karcha, the expression of the blasphemous term itself is con-
sidered a violation of the Halakhah. It also offends against the
sensibility of the committed Jew.

While we reluctantly engage, for reasons mentioned above,
in analyzing the theology of blasphemy, we are perfectly aware
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even in the midst of the analysis that this theology must always
remain alien to the authentic Jew, and may never travel from
the mind to the lips of the Jew, and never lodge in his heart.

It is in the spirit of the foregoing considerations that the

themes for the f9llowing papers were chosen for consideration at
the 1966 annual convention of the Rabbinical Council of Amer-
ica. Shubert Spero confronts the issue of whether or not there
exists a Jewish theology. Norman Lamm concerns himself with
whether one may harbor doubt in terms of this theology, Steven
S. Schwarzschild analyzes the new radical theology, and David
Shapiro concerns himself with the positive philosophy of the
Halakhah.

'.

NOTES

1. There are theories that trace the etymological root of erev, evening, to

the Arabic word meaning to "insert or come down," as in the setting of the sun.
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