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HALAKHAH AS A GROUND FOR CREATING
A SHARED SPIRITUAL LANGUAGE
Zionism in the twentieth century has created a framework for
Jewish political activism. It expresses the revolutionary thrust of
the Jewish people to become politically autonomous and responsible. It reflects the will of the Jewish community to determine,
own historical. destiny. Zionism has
as far as this is possible, its

provided a cause around which Jews with different ideologies
and life-styles have forged a minimum basis for community. The

yearning for- liberation from exile, however these terms are understood, is a vital source of Jewish self-understanding and collective action.
Harav Joseph Ber Soloveitchik, in his article "Kol nodi Dofek," utilizes traditional covenantal categories to illuminate the
religious significance of a community forged by a common political destiny.l R.. Soloveitchik views the resurgence of Jewish
political autonomy as an expression of berit goral, .covenantal
destiny. The attempt of a great halakhist to understand the Zion-

ist revolution and the State of Israel in traditional, covenantal
categories indicates, in itself, how deeply Israel's political existence has permeated the spiritual consciousness of contemporary

Jews. However, R. Soloveitchik is not satisfied merely with community based upon berit goral, a common historical and political
fate. He argues that the Jewish people should again strive to become, as they were in the past, a community of shared spiritual
goals. His article reflects the hope that beyond shared political
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destiny, the soil of the Israeli reality may nurture a renewal of
berit ye' ud, covenantal meaning.2
One can appreciate the pathos of Soloveitchik's yearning
that berit goral be consummated with berit ye'ud. But, while the
shared values of a Jewish society were quite clear during long
periods of history, today, unfortunately, there is no consensus

as to how the Jewish people should give expression to berit ye'ud.3

Given the contemporary breakdown of traditional Jewish society,
is it possible to create a shared community of values? Or will the
sense of Jewish community be limited to the struggle to maintain
our political autonomy?

One may understandably question how any community of
meaning is possible between Jews who subscribe to the normative

structure of Halakhah, however understood, and those who do
not feel bound to organize their pattern of living by those norms.
Furthermore, can those who seek to live within the halakhic
framework understand and spiritually appreciate life styles whose
values are not grounded in Revelation and traditional halakhic
au thori ty?3U

A strong current within contemporary religious education

tends to negate the possibility of a shared dialogue with Jews
who lack faith in God and belief in Revelation. There are, however, religious educators who are aware that we must meet upon

.

the common ground of the larger society. Yet even among them
we often hear the argument that, ideally, Judaism can best sustain itself and thrive in a climate of insulation. These educators
recognize, however, that given the potency of modern communi-

cations media, we cannot hope to achieve this insulation. Modernity is forcibly imposed upon us; we cannot escape its impact
and challenges.

One who sincerely believes in insulation and yet is forced to
react to the modern world, will often enter the confrontation in

a spirit of polemicism. He will try to prove that what is different
from the tradition is wrong or, if recognized to be of value, that
the tradition had it first and in a better form! Forced confrontation of this nature often leads to exaggerated spiritual arrogance.
The approach suggested in this essay is not that of a polemical
confrontation with the modern world. On the contrary we believe
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that the experiential and intellectual encounter with modern
values and insights can help deepen and illuminate one's commitment to the tradition.

It is not accidental that the first aggadah that Maimonides
chose to comment on was: "God only has in His world the four

cubits of the Halakhah" (T.B. Berakhot 8a). A literal understanding of this aggadic statement would suggest that Judaism's
approach is one of insulation from other intellectual disciplines.
This aggadah is a succinct statement of a world view which

would negate any attempt to construct a synthesis between philosophy and Halakhah. In fact, Leo Strauss utilizes this text to
show that Judaism has no interest in philosophy.4 However, in
order to undermine the mistaken notion that Halakhah is intel-

lectually self-suffcient, Maimonides interprets this aggadah as
referring to an individual who has mastered both Halakhah and
philosophy. The hasid who represents the ideal halakhic man is,
according to Maimonides, an individual whose halakhic practice
has been iluminated by general philosophic knowledge.5

Maimonides was not satisfied merely with indicating that philosophy had autonomous value. In the Mishneh Torah he showed
how the mitzvah of ahavat haShem, love of God, can only be realized to the extent that one appropriates intellectual disciplines
that are not particular to the Jewish tradition.

This God, honored and revered, it is our duty to love and fear; as
it is said "Thou shalt love the Lord, thy God" (Deut. 6: 5), and it is
further said "Thou shalt fear the Lord, thy God (Deut. 6: 13 ) .
lead to the love of Him and the fear
of Him? When a person contemplates His great and wondrous works
And what is the way that wil

and creatures and from them obtains a glimpse of His wisdom which

is incomparable and infinite, he will straightway love Him, praise Him,

glorify Him, and long with an exceeding longing to know His great
Name; even as David said "My soul thirsteth for God, for the living
God" (Ps. 42: 3). And when he ponders these matters, he wil recoil
affrighted, and realize that he is a small creature, lowly and obscure,
endowed with slight and slender intellgence, standing in the presence
of Him who is perfect in knowledge.6
It is known and certain that the love of God does not become closely
knit in a man's heart til he is continuously and thoroughly possessed
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by it and gives up everything else in the world for it; as God. com-

manded us, "with all thy heart and with all thy soul" (Deut. 6:5).
One only loves God with the knowledge with which one knows Him.

According to the knowledge, wil be the love. If the former be litle
or much, so wil the latter be little or much. A person ought therefore
to devote himself to the understanding and comprehension of those

sciences and studies which wil inform him concerning his Master, as
far as it lies in human faculties to understand and comprehend - as
indeed we have explained in the Laws of the Foundations of the

Torah.7

When Maimonides wanted to educate his student to the love of
God, he included as part of the curriculum logic, mathematics,
astronomy, physics and metaphysics.

In our generation, when Soloveitchik attempts to illuminate
the complex dimensions of halakhic experience, he uses the insights and categories of modern religious existentialism. Just as
Aristotle aided Maimonides, so does Kierkegaard help Soloveit-

chik plumb new depths in the halakhic experience. An important
aspect of Soloveitchik's article "The Lonely Man of Faith" is ~is
treatment of the implications of halakhic man's confrontation

with technology. Although emphasizing that there are dimensions..
of the religious life that extend beyond the values of technological
man, he nonetheless presents a sympathetic religious apprecia-

tion of technology. Soloveitchik shows his reader how modern
scientific knowledge enlarges the scope of halakhic man's moral
responsibilty. The dignity of man, a halakhic category, is enriched by the new-found power that technology makes possible.s
These are two illustrations of the type of approach that I am
suggesting. Such an approach seeks to help students value, and

therefore learn from, what is different from them. It encourages
the selective integration of other values rather than polemical
debate with an enemy.
This essay will argue against the claim that an educational sys-

tem grounded in total commitment to Halakhah must of necessity
educate toward the spiritual isolation of its students from "secularists." We do not deny the existence of many elements in the
tradition which appear to validate a separatist philosophy of J ewish education. In fact, one often has diffculty finding support

within the tradition for tolerance of non-halakhic positions held
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by Jews!9 This essay will suggest, however, that possibilities exist
within the tradition to educate toward a sensitivity to other viewpoints and an openness to dialogue. A willngness to confront

ideas that are in conflict with one's own tradition, can be nurtured within an educational system committed to Halakhah.

Dedication to a particular spiritual system does not require insulation from other intellectual outlooks. Pluralistic sensibilty
can contain deep particularistic passion.

In our attempt to develop grounds for a shared spiritual language between many sectors in the Jewish community, we will
focus upon the following points. First, we will explore the possibility of developing and encouraging spiritual openness within
the framework of traditional halakhic education. We wil consider how a halakhically committed student can find support

within his tradition for the appreciation of values that are not
based upon his own sources of authority. We will suggest ways
to mitigate the rigidity and harshness that is at times mistakenly

identified with the inculcation of passionate love for the
Halakhah.
Secondly, we will suggest philosophic approaches to Halakhah
and God that may help create a shared universe of discourse between halakhic and non-halakhic Jews. We will try to show that
religious language need not create a private world of meaning
that prevents men of faith from engaging in dialogue with those
who do not share their commitment. 10

Finally, we wil argue for an approach to mitzvot that stresses
the urgency of realizing one's individual spiritual aspirations
within the matrIx of community. We will show that the halakhic
system requires that sensitivity and commitment to the spiritual
needs- of the community precede and provide the framework for
personal fulfillment.
In addressing this essay to all those concerned and involved

in traditional religious education, we do not wish to give the impression that the responsibility for carrying on a shared dialogue
is to be shouldered by this group alone. The diffculties involved

in building bridges of understanding must be faced by all men
of good will in our society. All groups within the Jewish people
1 i
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must free themselves of stereotyped opinions and be willing to
listen to the deepest convictions of the other.ll However, intellectual honesty demands that we begin with ourselves and seek to
refine that which we know best.

I
Let us now examine some of the complexities involved in seeking to create a community of meaning among Jews.
Any creative encounter changes all those who are involved.
The "other" invades one's sense of self. One's previous position

must be reevaluated in the light of new awareness and insights.
In his Introduction to The Guide, Maimonides is fully conscious
of the fact that once his student has encountered other philo-

sophic positions he cannot maintain a vital relationship to the
tradition while ignoring the challenges they present to Judaism.
Intellectual repression is not conducive to spiritual joy.I2
In suggesting that students of our traditional educational sys-

tem engage in dialogue with Jews who follow various life styles,
and become intellectually involved with different value systems,
we are aware that they will be deeply affected by the encounter.
They wiU not emerge without doubts and questions. They wiU be
forced to rethink previously accepted certainties. Recognizing

this, we must help the student overcome his potentially paralyz-

ing doubts, and provide him with tools to sustain him through
periods of intellectual struggle.
What educational approach will help the student realize that
conflict and doubt can exist within a religiously committed per-

son? What insights does he need in order to turn the turmoil
of the encounter with others to creative use? How can we make
him aware that his most painful doubts can contain the seeds of
new insights to illuminate the untapped depths of the tradition.I3
First, students must be taught to realize that insulation from
differing views and experiences does not, of necessity, characterize

the spiritual life of those who ground their faith in the certainty
of Revelation. It is-essential that the student be shown how religious men in our tradition confronted, and often welcomed,

challenges that forced them to rethink their own beliefs and prac12
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tices. Instead of viewing the tradition as immune to novelty, the
student must be taught to appreciate the profound dialectic be-

tween continuity and change that is present within it. In the form
of commentary, masters of the halakhic tradition respectfully
expressed their intense loyalty to the past, while exploring the
new insights made available by their own generation.
and
Prof. Gershom Scholem's two essays, "Religious Authority

Mysticism" and "Revelation and Tradition as Religious Categories in Judaism," brillantly iluminate the orientation of a
traditional mind to novelty. These essays reveal that intellectual
boldness is not antithetical to acceptance of Torah mi-Sinai.14 A

religious education that provides an appreciation of the thought
processes of the traditional mind, and focuses on the dynamic
tension between continuity and novelty present in our sources,

would encourage today's students to continue in the tradition of
bold yet loyal parshanut .15

A generation that will have to grapple with significant intel-

lectual challenges and grow spiritually within a society that.is
often indifferent to its deepest commitments, must be provided
with models that exemplify the creative possibilties that can
emerge out of doubt and uncertainty. Too frequently in traditional education, men of religious convictions are portrayed as models of dedicated, unquestioning, simple faith. Too seldom do we
indicate the dark nights of the soul which often precede the illuminating certainty of faith. Can one, however, imagine Maimon-

ides' Guide to the Perplexed written other than by a sensitive
spirit who had struggled with profound religious issues? It is inconceivable to think that his Guide was written only for others
and not for himself. One cannot iluminate the perplexed without

having first tasted the pain of doubt oneself.
The price we pay for our neglect to show how religious men
struggled with their faith, is heavy indeed. The "drop out" rate
among those who move from religious circles into the open and
pluralistic socIety reflects the weakness of an educational ap-

proach that does not prepare its students to face and grow from
religious confusIon.
We must also correct the mistaken perception that religious
13
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men of the past were of one cloth. We must give due recognition

to the variety of religious sensibilities expressed in the tradition.
Our students, therefore, should be exposed not only to the formal
patterns of halakhic practice, but to the vital, inner spiritual

life

of halakhic man as well. Our students must be made aware of
the variegated approaches to ta' amei hamitzvot that are reflected

in the tradition. We provide them with an incomplete understanding of the nature of halakhic practice if we divorce the descrip-

tion of an action from the intention of the actor. The observer
who has access only to the external features of an act lacks a
proper understanding of what he is observing. In the eyes of the
observer, the KabbaIists and Maimonides are performing the
same mitzvah. However, one who understands their respective
approaches to fa' amei hamitzvot cannot continue to believe, in
the fullest sense, that they are really doing the same thing. To
do so is to reduce the observance of mitzvah to external, mechanical behaviorism.16

Exposure to the multiple aggadic approaches to mitzvot lends
emphasis to the important traditional concept that although the
Torah was given once, it is received differently in "each generation.I7 Men who create their own aggadah within the discipline

of a common Halakhah give expression to their individual religious sensibilities.

What happens when an educational system emphasizes the
variety of spiritual options expressed within the tradition? The
student becomes aware that the tradition asks for more than
shared practice and behavioral obedience. It also encourages

man to bring the fullness of his personality to his practice of
Halakhah.
An educational system that encourages its students to confront
the variety of rhythms present in modern society will have to face

the reality that those it educates will not necessarily be of one
cloth. Our educators must present a broad range of authentic
religious models with which their students can identify. The mulLiplicity of muuels provides breathing space for the varieLy of
psychological sensibilities present among the students.
In an attempt to achieve religious certainty, however, con-

temporary halakhic education tends to emphasize one model of
14
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authenticity. It attempts to gloss over and harmonize the teeming
variety of religious sensibilities and approaches contained in our

tradition. The religious security that a monolithic approach
hopes to achieve is often hollow and atrophying. Religious mon-

ism often excuses the student committed to Halakhah from developing his own la'amei hamitzvot, a responsibility one must shoulder even in a system that has a detailed Shulhan Arukh. An edu~
cation that igpores the complex emotional dimensions of spiritual
man inhibits the growth of a religious personality capable of engaging seriously and totally in the creative adventure of discovering new-yet-old vistas in one's religious life.
When one is exposed to the playful mythic imagination of the
mystics, the sober, rational passion of Maimonides, the love of

imagery in Halevi, one recognizes that the tradition is able to
accommodate many different spiritual sensibilities. In the tradiIS A fuller under-

tion, aggadic teleology was never normative.

standing of Judaism must, therefore, contain an appreciation of
the interaction between pluralistic aggadot and uniform halakhic

practice. It must reflect the interplay between obedience and con-

formty to imposed authority on the one hand, and a spontaneous, personal, freely-chosen spiritual teleology on the other.
Emphasis upon the subjective elements within Halakhah will
help mitigate the monistic harshness that frequently accompanies
a well-ordered and objective spiritual system. The mistaken

claim that the goal of Halakhah is to provide objective certainty

and religious security will be corrected when one realizes that
one cannot understand halakhic practice without appreciating
the inner experience of the mitzvah.I9 The student whose under-

standing of Halakhah contains an awareness of the variety of
la' arnei hamitzvot will be educated to find security in his spir-

itual life even as he recognizes that others will draw meaning
for their halakhic practice from different spiritual sources.
Thus far I have suggested how important it is to show that
Halakhah never freed the individual from the need to develop
his own spiritual world-view. Emphasis on the broad aggadic
options available within the tradition may be helpful in developing a pluralistic sensibilty; for one who is secure in his approach
15
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to religious practice while recognizing that there are other per-

ceptions of Halakhah is well on the way to developing an appreciation of religious pluralism. I would now like to indicate briefly
how such a sensibility may also be nurtured by the study of the
logic of halakhic argumentation.20

What is the relationship of halakhic argumentation to Revelation? What are the logical tools needed to understand the rational basis for legal disagreement in the Talmud? How can two opposing views both be considered "the words of the living God?"
What is the cognitive status of minority opinion? Is Divine truth
revealed in the opinion of the majority, or is majority rule merely
a procedural, juridical principle which in no way claims identification with the truth?
A serious study of these crucial questions may help the student realize that halakhic argumentation never provided the cog-

nitive certainty of a deductive syllogism. Legal decisions are not
necessary inferences drawn from premises. Appreciation of the

facts and the context in which one wishes to apply the law do
not flow necessarily from the law itself. Decision-making in a
legal system is not a mechanical process.21 The emphasis placed
on certain principles, the weight given to specific values, the ap-

preciation of the historical situation and its needs, are all constitutive elements of a halakhic decision. In applying the law to
a living situation, the judge gives expression to an entire philosophy of life. Judges, as distinct from logicians, are responsible for
their decisions.22

A traditional understanding of Torah mi-Sinai cannot be divorced from the way in which talmudic scholars applied Torah
to life. The halakhic process clearly shows that there was more
than one road that led from belief in a literal Revelation to halakhic decision-making.

One who has a deep appreciation of the logic of the halakhic
system can never be certain that his actions represent the only

possible cognitive response to the Torah of God. Alternate ways
of practice are present in a system that applies Torah mi-Sinai to

its everyday life. "These and these arc the words of the living
God" is an enduring description of halakhic thinking. Halakhic
masters did not confuse the absoluteness of law grounded in
16
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Revelation with the claim that halakhic decisions reflect the only
logical response to Divine law.23 In the tradition, the ultimate

source of halakhic authority is God; the application of Halakhah
to life is multiple and human. Knessef Yisrael also was, and will
remain, responsible for the way of life it developed.
An awareness that halakhic practice is never based, logically,

upon the cognitive claim to certainty, contributes a rational
foundation for the development of a pluralistic sensibility. For

pluralism, as distinct from tolerance, cannot be achieved unless
one's epistemology provides a cognitive basis for validating multiple ways of practice. Both the halakhic and aggadic components of the tradition can help us find support for the possible

development of a pluralistic spiritual sensibilty. Total commitment and passion for action need not be grounded in an epistemology that provides absolute certainty.
If I had the power, I would ban the teaching of rnitzvo.t based
upon the Kitzur Shulhan Arùkh, as it distorts the complexity and
richness of the halakhic experience. It is a far-reaching educa-

tional mistake to teach laws from a text that does not include

different halakhic arguments and a variety of fa' arne; hamitzvot.24 Learning based on the Kitzur Shulhan Arukh has a quality

of rote catechism. In contrast to the Talmud, the Kitzur Shulhan
Arukh is like a bathtub as against an ocean. When one swims
in an ocean, multiple strokes and movements in various directions are possible. In a bathtub you immerse yourself and passively soak in water without having much maneuverability. There

is a spiritual adventure and diversity in the ocean of Talmud.
.¡ There is limiting spiritual monism and religious passivity in the
study of the Kitzur Shulhan Arukh.
We appreciate the concern to educate towards the importance

of halakhic practice. However, it should not be achieved at the
expense of denying the rich adventure of being exposed to multiple points of view. Students who are encouraged to practice a
common Halakhah should use study-texts which inspire them to
choose their own aggadah. This is crucial to a religious system
that wishes to sustain itself and grow within the complexities
of the modern world.
17
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Let us now consider ways in which a shared language may be
achieved between the halakhic and non-halakhic society. Any
discussion between two parties requires agreed-upon criteria of
meaning, as well as shared values that provide a common universe of discourse. With reference to our discussion, we must ex-

plore the question of whether Halakhah and religious faith of
necessity create a private world of meaning which is unintelligible

to those who do not understand or share the presuppositions of
the tradition. Is it possible to translate a way of life based upon
belief in Revelation into categories intelligible to one who does
not share this belief?
What approach to ta' amei hamitzvot can effect such a transla-

tion? A mystic, theocentric orientation immediately rules out any
common language between a believer and a non-believer. An
approach that insists that duty to God's law must be the sole mo-

tivation for observance of the commandments similarly creates an

insurmountable barrier to dialogue. The statement "I do this
solely because I believe" usually blocks discussion between believer and non-believer. However, the tradition provides other
approaches to halakhic practice which open up possibilities for
a shared language of appreciation between individuals who do

not participate in a common Halakhah. One approach is suggested 9Y Maiffonides in The Guide.
There is a group of human beings who consider it a grievous thing that
causes should be given for any law; what would please them most is
that the intelIect would not find a meaning for the commandments and
prohibitions. What compels them to feel thus isa sickness that they
find in their souls, a sickness to which they are unable to give utterance

and of which they cannot furnish a satisfactory account. For they
think that if those laws were useful in this existence and had been
given to us for this or that reason, it would be as if they derived from
reflection and the understanding of some intellgent being. If, however, there is a thing for which the intellect could not find aòy meanthe

ing at all and that does not lead to something useful, it indubitably de-

rives from God; for the reflection of man would not lead to such a
thing. It is as if, according to these people of weak intellects, man
were more perfect than his Maker; for man speaks and acts in a manner that lends to some intended end, whcreas the deity does Dot act
thus, but commands us to do things that are not useful to us and forbids us to do things that are not harmful to us. But He is far exalted
above this; the contrary is the cas.e - the whole purpose consisting
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in what is useful for us, as we have explained on the basis of its dicturn: For our good always, that He might preserve us alive, as it is at
this day. And it says: Which shall hear all these statutes (hukkim)
and say: Surely this great community is a wise and understanding

people. Thus it states explicitly that even all the statutes (hukkim)
wil show to all the nations that they have been given with wisdom and

understanding (Guide, III, 31).

In this chapter, Maimonides argues against an approach to
the commandments which insists that religious passion must be
nurtured by a private language. According to this world-view,

mitzvot must isolate one cognitively from those who do not believe in Revelation. Without this sense of isolation, one does not
appreciate the unique significance of mitzvot. The greater the
separation of oneself from non-believers, the more deeply does
one experience the .full meaning of Halakhah.
One may call this religious sensibility the akedah consciousness. For an important element of the akedah is its total unintelligibilty.25 If the akedah model symbolizes the highest rung of
spiritual development, then those mitzvot which make one's ac-

tions unintelligible to others will be seen as the supreme expression of one's religious faith. No shared language is possible
if the non-rational and the sense of isolation feed the religious

passion.

Maimonides sought to correct this religious "sickness." He insisted that belief in Revelation does not require man to dissociate
himself from rationally'communicating the values o( hÌs religious
life to others who are not committed to Torah mi-Sinai. Maimon-

ides uses the proof-text of "for it is your wisdom and your un~erstan~ing in the sight of the peoples" (ki hi hokhmatkhem
u~vìnatkhem leyney ha~amim) to demonstrate that the Torah informs us that òther nations' can recognize the wisdom of a way

òf life which they themselves do not obey. Appreciation by
others, however, is only possible if one is able to explain the purposè of 'one's actions in categories that can be generally compre-

hended. Maimonides seeks to cast the particularist halakhic Jew
ínto the world, and 'Informs him that he can explain his spiritual

life tu uihers. He offers his reader universal criteria for understanding the purpose of the Halakhah.
19
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Rather things are indubitably as we have mentioned: every command-

ment from among these six hundred and thirteen commandments exists either with a view to communicating a rule of justice, or to ward~
ing off an injustice, or to endowing men with a noble moral quality,

or to warning them against an evil moral quality. Thus all (the commandments) are bound up with three things: opinions, moral qualities,

and political civic actions (Guide, III, 31).

Given these criteria which are universally intelligible, a halakhic
Jew can begin to communicate with others. In Helek, Maimonides again uses the proof-text quoted above with regard to the
cognitive claims of the tradition.26 Here he argues against those
who do not subject the truth claims of aggadic teachers to universal criteria of rationality. The knowledge claims of the aggadah and the behavior patterns of Halakhah need not isolate one
from participating within a universal culture. To Maimonides,
commitment to tradition is not fed only by non-rational leaps of
faith. Cognitive isolation need not be the price one pays for commitment to a particular way of life.
The educational implications of Maimonides' orientation to
religious experience are of utmost importance. Education in his
spirit would not allow the student to revel in his distinctiveness
and separation from the world. He would be taught to discover
ta' amez hamitzvot which are grounded Ín values that can be un-

derstood by all men, Jew and non-Jew alike. He would find it
valuable and necessary to construct a teleology of his own system that could be appreciated by others. He would be trained to
speak intellgibly without having to validate the significance of
his actions solely by an appeal to faith. Exclusive reliance on
faith, emunah, can easly serve as an escape for one who does not
want to be troubled to consider the human implications of his
way of life.
The comfortable security that habit provides, and the psycho-

logical and intellectual support gained from living only with
those who think and behave similarly, are shaken when one recognizes the important spiritual orientation that Maimonides applies to the commandments. One must constantly oscilate between two powerful poles, the universal and the particular, always striving to find a way of integrating both claims upon one's
life. One must evaluate one's spiritual growth not in terms of the
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akedah model, but in terms of Abraham's passionate prayer for
the people of Sodom. Abraham demands that God make Himself intelligible within universal criteria of morality. The model
of Abraham at Sodom corrects the one-sided notion that religion
creates a private language. At Sodom, God does not demand
that Abraham sacrifice his sense of morality.

Mitzvah takes on deeper dimensions when halakhic man is
capable of sharing his spiritual life with others. Maimonides'

methodological approach to ta' amei hamitzvot, filled with a phi-

losophic content that is significant for today, would provide a
bridge leading from behavioral separation to cognitive com-

munication.

II
In exploring the possibilty of a shared language for believer

and non-believer, we must also consider the following serious
question. Can the halakhic Jew recognize in non-halakhic be-

havior those aspirations which .his own system is attempting to
realize? If he could do so, he could share with non-halakhic Jews
a common teleology, even though the ways to implement those
aspirations might differ. Again, let us turn to Maimonides.
Before discussing the teleology of many halakhot, Maimonides begins chapter 4 of Shemonah Perakim with a discussion of

the ethical theory of Aristotle. He indicates the nature of virtue
based upon moderation, thé relationship between action and the

formation of character, and then shows that Halakhah aims at
realizing those virtues which are also present in the Aristotelian

system. Aristotelian ethics and the halakhic system share a common approach to the nature of virtue. Although the two systems
do not have a common Halakhah, Maimonides indicates that, to
a great extent, they do share a common teleology. 27

We find the same approach in chapter 1 of Hilkhot De'ot.
Maimonides again follows the pattern he set in Shemonah Perakim. He begins by establishing the concept of virtue based upon
moderatioi:, but again, he does not derive this approach from any
authoritative source of his tradition.
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To cultivate either extreme in any class of dispositions is not the right
course nor is it proper for any person to follow or learn it. If a man
finds that his nature tends or is disposed to one of these extremes, or if
one has acquired and become habituated to it, he should turn back and
improve, so as to walk in the way of good people, which is the right
way. The right way is the mean in each group of dispositions common

to humanity; namely, that disposition which is equally distant from
the two extremes in its class, not being nearer to the one than to the

other. . . (Hilkhoi De'ol 1: 3, 4).

In Shemonah Perakim Maimonides shows how the specific de-

tails of Halakhah aim at the formation of healthy character traits.
In Hilkhot Deiot he identifies God's attributes - being merciful,
gracious, etc. - with the virtuous actions of a healthy souL.

We are bidden to walk in the middle paths which are the right and
proper ways, as it is said, "and thou shalt walk in His ways" (Deut.
28:9).
In explanation of the text just quoted, the sages taught, "Even as God
is called gracious, so be thou gracious; Even as He is called merciful,

so be thou merciful; even as He is called Holy, so be thou holy." Thus
too the prophets described the Almighty by all the various attributes
"long-suffering and abounding in kindness, righteous and upright, per-

fect, mighty and powerful," and so forth, to teach us, that these qualities are good and right and that a human being should cultivate them,
and thus imitate God, as far as he can . . . And as the Creator is called

by these attributes, which constitute the middle path in which we are
to walk, this path is called the Way of God and this is what the patri-

arch Abraham taught his children. . . (Hilkhot De'ot 2:5-7).

In Judaism, one arrives at the ideal of a healthy soul through

halakhic prescription, or by imitating the moral attributes of
God.

What is important for our purpose is that both in Shemonah
Perakim and Hilkhot Deiot, Maimonides enables the halakhic
student to recognize many similarities between the goals of his re-

ligious practices and the teleology of other systems. Halakhah
and the imitation of God aim to develop character. These goals
religious commandments by the halakhic Jew.
But that perception does not prevent Maimonides from making
halakhic practice intelligible within categories that are not
are perceived to be

grounded in Revelation and mitzvah.
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If one follows in the spirit of Maimonides, it would be correct

to show that individuals can share halakhic aspirations even
though these are not concretized through halakhic guidelines. A
student trained in this perspective will find it possible to participate meaningfully with others who do not share the presuppositions upon which his own life-style is based. Halakhah taught in

this fashion will enable the student to forge a world-view that ac-

cepts the possibility of aggadic discourse independent of Halakhah.
We have thus far attempted to show how halakhic practice
need not isolate one from sharing common goals with those not

committed to the behavioral prescriptions of the Halakhah. A
much more diffcult question is whether a shared theological
language is possible between the believer and the agnostic or
atheist.

We suggest that such discourse is possible if the believer has
a clear understanding of what constitutes, in modern terms, the
battle against the seductive powers of avodah zarah, idolatry. I
use the evocative term "seductive" intentionally, so as to indicate
that the rejection of idolatry is important only if what is rejected
has a luring power.28 To negate can be a moving experience and

be deeply meaningful, if what is negated has a powerful attraction. Our convictions gain vitality when we understand what is
not compatible with them. The negative illuminates the force of
the positive. If our belief in God sometimes appears to be a hollow and superficial gesture, it may be due to our limited understanding of what constitutes modern idolatry.

Do educators really believe that the story of Abraham in the
idol shop of his father has meaning to anyone beyond the age of
three? Abraham as the iconoclast of history is a weak figure if
the only idols he smashes are the ones found in his father's shop.

Maimonides sees the rejection of idolatry as one of the primary
goals of Halakhah.
The precept relating to idolatry is equal in importance to all the other
precepts put together, as it is said, "And when ye shall err and not observe all these commandments" (Num. 15:22). This text has traditionally been interpreted as alluding to idolatry; hence the inference that
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acceptance of idolatry is tantamount to repudiating the whole Torah,
the prophets and everything that they were commanded, from Adam to

the end of time, as it is said "From the day that the Lord gave commandment and onward, throughout your generations" (Num. 15:32).
And whoever denies idolatry confesses his ~faith in the whole Torah,
in all the prophets and all that the prophets were. commanded, from
Adam to the end of time. And this is the fundamental principle of all

the commandments (Hilkhot Avodah Zarah, 2:4),29 d

In a talmudic discussion on why Mordechai was called yehudi,
when he came from the tribe of Benjamin, R. Johanan answered:
He was called a Jew because he rejected idolatry. "For anyone
who repudiates idolatry is called a Jew" (M egillah 13a).
If our students are to appreciate their role as iconoclasts in history, it is important that we educate them to understand how the
30
yetser hara of idolatry is still alive.

In his book The Morality of Law,son Lon L. Fuller raises the
following issue. Can we know what is bad, without knowing the

perfectly good? Fuller argues that we can know what is plainly
unjust without committing ourselves to declare with finality what
perfect justice would be like. In terms of our concern, we can ask
whether rejection of idolatry is possible without a positive affrmation of God?SI If we can assume that it is possible for individuals
to agree on what they reject, without acknowledging what they
affrm, we may be able to create a shared theology of the repudi-

tion of idolatry, without demanding a. clearly defied commitme.nt to belief in God. The believer can share common aspirations with the atheist and the agnostic, if all three strive to reject
idolatry. This striving can have great significance and far-ranging
if the idolatry that is combatted is luring, and constitutes a vital problem to be eradicated.
Ephraim Urbach, in his article "The Rabbinical Laws of Idolconsequences

atry," develops insights that can be helpful to our discussion.32

He notes that although the Talmud records differing approaches
to idolatry, "one thing is certain - neither the Tannaim of the
second century nor the Amoraim of the third showed any tendency to compromise or to concede to anything connected with

emperor worship." Evidently the worship of idoIs was not luring
to the Jews of that period, but the worship of the emperor had
a power of attraction that had to be combatted as forcefully as
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possible. Urbach writes: "According to the Jerusalem Talmud,
the Tannaim were divided in their opinions about the generality
of images, but if it was certain that they were images of kings,
all agreed in forbidding them . . . In the ancient world there

were - on the evidence of Pliny - more gods than human beings . . . but in that same world, there was only one emperor
whose sovereignty and power were felt daily."
The power of Rome, as distinct from pagan idolatry, impinged

upon the daily life of the community. It was a felt reality. Emperor worship had to be combatted because its attractiveness and
power could lure man away from his religious commitment.

As Urbach develops his thesis, he notes that from the time of
Antonines onwards, the cult of the emperor became "the religion

of absolute political power. It was not an individual that was
worshipped, but the more than human power of which he was
the personification . . . Everything connected with this cult was
absolutely forbidden (by the Sages)."
The idolatry of absolute power has not been destroyed. The
urge for political power and control present in the twentieth century is a flagrant rejection of the sovereignty of God. The demand for total and uncritical allegiance to a political state is
idolatrous. Any political figure or party which considers itself
beyond criticism has, in a very important sense, denied the reality
of God. Insisting on criticism, demanding accountabilty, limiting' the dangerous hunger for power, building political structures
that create balances of power, may be important ways to implement the halakhic struggle against idolatry.
The yetser hara of idolatry need not, however, manifest itself

solely in the political longing for absolute power. Its seductiveness may also be evident in the personal realm. It is interesting
to observe the Rabbis' use of the term uas one who worships

idols," ke'ilu oved avodah zarah, and similar references to idolatry, with regard to specific behavioral traits.
Rabbi Johanan said in the name of R. Simeon b. Yohai: Every man
in whom is haughtiness of spirit is as though he worships idols; . . .
R. Johanan himself said: He is as though he had denied the existence
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of God, as it is said, Thine heart be lifted up and thou forget the Lord
thy God (Sotah 4b).
is fit
to be hewn down like an asherah (an object of idolatrous worship)
R. Eleazar also said: Every man in whom is haughtiness of spirit

(Sotah 5a).

R. Hisda said, and according to another version it was Mar Ukba:
Every man in whom is haughtiness of spirit, the Holy One blessed
be He declares, r and he cannot both dwell in the world (Sotah 5a).
R. Simeon b. Eleazar said in the name of Haifa b. Agra in R. Johanan

b. Nuri's name: He who rends his garments in his anger, he who
breaks his vessels in his anger, and he who scatters his money in his
anger, regard him as an idolator, because such are the wiles of the

Tempter: Today he says to him, "Do this," tomorrow he tells him, "Do
that," until he bids him "Go and serve idols," and he goes and serves
(them). R. Abin observed: What verse (intimates this)? There shall be
no strange god in thee; neither shalt thou worship any strcmge god;

who is the strange god that resides in man himself? Say, that is the
Tempter (Shabbat l05b).

One may claim that there is no actual relationship between

idolatry, and arrogance and uncontrolled anger. One may argue
that the Rabbis' evocative language is simply persuasive. Perhaps
in order to stress the importance of guarding oneself against

arrogance and the loss of temper, the Rabbis used such phrases
as "I and he cannot both dwell in the world" and "as if he had
denied the existence of God." This may.be true. However, the
choice of these terms with all their associations and overtones,
may be literally significant, and indicate a goal far more profound
than the need to persuade. Perhaps the Rabbis wished to suggest

that one may perceive the ugliness of idolatry in the character
structure of man. Perhaps our Sages sought to educate us to recognize that one who is subject to rage so intense that he loses
self-control, or one who. is swollen with arrogance, manifests
character traits that are incompatible with the worship of God.

The capacity for self-transcendence is an essential element
in the faith experience. The believer is conscious of his creatureliness and finitude when he stands before the Infinite. This awareness should enable him to appreciate the dignity of others and
be responsive to realities beyond his own self. The man who says,
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wholeheartedly, "Blessed art Thou," barukh atah, is a human
being who has broken out of the prison of egocentricity. In states

of rage, however, the person is trapped within his own hate. In
moments of arrogance, the. individual is imprisoned within his
own inflated sense of self. Arrogance and rage prevent the full
appreciation and confirmation of a reality beyond oneself; they
inhibit man from transcending himself, a condition that is essential for the encounter with God.
In this sense, there is an important similarity between these
character traits and the longing for absolute power in the political realm. Hunger for power, arrogance and rage, all prevent
the individual from seeing and appreciating the dignity of others.
Not to respond to others as persons is, in fact, a denial of one's
creature-consciousness. Arrogance and the urge for absolute pow-

er are states of consciousness in which the individual does not
recognize the human implications of God's dwelling in the world.

The translation of idolatry into behavior patterns and character traits is a mode of thought inherent to the spirit of normative Judaism. Halakhic man always translates belief into behavior. Just as the Rabbis recognized that an acceptance of the
kingdom of Heaven is' incomplete if it does not lead to the acceptance of the commandments, they may have also recognized

that belief in God is void of significance if it does not lead to the
shaping of character.33
The insistence that faith be expressed in behavior patterns and
the shaping of character, creates a realm of common categories
which makes possible a fruitful discussion between believer and
non-believer. The importance that Judaism ascribes to practice
makes possible the creation of a shared language. If faith alone
life in Judaism, this attempt

were the major focus of the spiritual

at translation would be far more diffcult. 34

If our educational system would emphasize the character traits
that emerge from faith in God, and educate toward a full appreciation of what constitutes the contemporary struggle against

idolatry, we might alleviate the sense of value-isolation that frequently oppresses the student committed to Halakhah, and begin
to create a theological language that is intellgible and usable by
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broad sectors of the community.

The significance given to practice within Judaism not only
makes the creation of a shared language a logical possibility, but
also provides the sense of urgency to make that attempt. Mitzvah
illuminates the centrality of community within Judaism. Halakhah is a way of life of a community, and serves to develop a col-

lective consciousness within the individual Jew. Systems of
thought in which the individual is dominant cannot do justice to
a world-view where law, which is vital to community, plays a
central role. Existentialism which focuses primarily on individual

self-realization cannot illuminate suffciently the communal
depths of halakhic Judaism. Halakhah can best be understood

through the categories of political philosophy, e.g., law, community and authority.
Maimonides, the master halakhist, perceived the halakhic sysstem in political terms.35 For Maimonides, the legal category of

mitzvah did not exist prior to Moses. Only after the exodus from

Egypt, with the formation of a community, did Halakhah become the dominant and organizing principle within Judaism.
Abraham is described by Maillonides as a teacher who convinces through rational argumentation. Moses, who brings the
law to the people, addresses the community in the name of God's
legislative authority. 36 Prior to Sinai, man sought God through

reflection upon His power and wisdom, as revealed in Nature.
That spiritual way, based upon philosophy, is individualistic. The

authority of mitzvah becomes cer.tral to Judaism only when the
collective community stands 1/efore God at Sinai. Hal

akh

ah,

therefore, guides man to realize his longing for God within the
context of community. As the "I" becomes a "we" conscìousness

through the collective covenant, it must seek a communal language, the language of mitzvah.

According to Maimonides, the halakhic Jew who has travelled
the individual road of philosophy never abandons his collective
consciousness. Community and practice are central even for the
Jew who seeks contemplative love of God.37 The profound longing for community is intrinsic to a world-view in which Halakhah
is the dominant organizing principle. Halakhah cannot respond
to man's yearning for self-realization if he does not first feel the
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urgency of building a covenantal community.
Unfortunately, however, rather than serving as a catalyst for

the building of community, Halakhah is often used as an instrument for divisiveness, subtle aggression and spiritual isolation.

Instead of mitzvah awakening the individual to embrace klal
Yisrael, it is often, and mistakenly, viewed as callng for the isolation of the individual from the community. The performance of
the mitzvah becomes exclusively an expression of man's striving
for

personal excellence.

One who hears a collective call in mitzvah is pained by the
sectarian isolationism prevalent today. One who seeks to receive
the Torah every day within community, feels the urgency to
build shared spiritual meanings within our society.
UndeniabIy the attempt to build a shared community of value

is a lengthy and diffcult process, requiring enormous patience
and spiritual courage. But inherent in Maimonides' approach to
Revelation is an appreciation of the importance of patience.

Process and stages, rather than instant transformations, characterize the educational philosophy of Halakhah. The Revelation
of the law gives expression to the way the Divine teacher patiently works over long periods of history. The mitzvot reflect the

Divine acceptance of man as he is, with all his limitations. The
Revelation of the law, as distinct from the Creation, is anthropocentric. The word of Creation expresses the overfowing power
of Divine self-suffciency. The word that emanates from Sinai
reflects God's loving awareness of the human capacities of His
students. In Revelation, God, the teacher of Torah, listens before
He speaks. In addressing man, He speaks in the language of man
- dibrah Torah bilshon bnei adam.

The recognition of the importance of process in the spiritual

growth of the community, the love required to accept man as he
is and to speak in categories that he can understand and appropriate~ should be central to the halakliic appTo:ich to education.

This is profoundly illustrated in Maimonides' treatment of Revelation in the Guide. I quote at length because of the suggestive

power of this text as a model for Torah education.
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For a sudden transition from one opposite to another is impossible.
And therefore man, according to his nature, is not capable of abandoning suddenly all to which he was accustomed . . . at that time the way
of life generally accepted and customary in the whole world and the
universal service upon which we were brought up consisted in offering

various species of living beings in the temples in which images were
set up, in worshipping the latter, and in burning incense before them
_ the pious ones and the ascetics being at "that time, as we have explained, the people who were devoted to the service of the temples

consecrated to the stars -: His wisdom, may He be exalted, and His
gracious ruse, which is manifest in regard to all His creatures, did not
require that He give us a Law prescribing the rejection, abandonment,
and abolition of all these kinds of worship. For one could not then
conceive the acceptance of (such a Law), considering the nature of
man, which always likes that to which it is accustomed. At that time
this would have been similar to the appearance of a prophet in these
times who, callng upon the people to worship God, would say: "God
has given you a Law forbidding you to pray to Him, to fast, to call
upon Him for help in misfortune. Your worship should consist solely
in meditation without any works at all." Therefore He, may He be
exalted, suffered the above-mentioned kinds of worship to remain, but
transferred them from created or imaginary and unreal things to His
own name, may He be exalted, commanding us to practice them with

regard to Him, may He be exalted. . . What was there to prevent Him,
may He be exalted, from giving us a Law in accordance with His first
intention and. from procuring us the ca'pacity to accept this? . . . the
text of the Torah tells us a quite similar story, namely, in its dictum:

God led them not by the way of the land of the Philstines, although
it was near, and so on. But God led the people about, by the way of
the wilderness of the Red Sea. Just as God perplexed them in anticipation of what their bodies were naturally incapable of bearing -

turning them away from the high road toward which they had been
going, toward another road so that the first intention should be achieved
- 0 so did He in anticipation of what the soul is naturally incapable of

receiving, prescribe the laws that we have mentioned so that the first

intention should be achieved, namely, the apprehension of Him, may
He be exalted, and the rejection of idolatry. For just as it is not in the
nature of man that, after having been brought up in slavish service
occupied with clay, bricks, and similar things, he should all of a sudden
wash off from his hands the dirt deriving from them and proceed immediately to fight against the children of Anak, so is it also not in his
nature that, after having been brought up upon very many modes of
worship and of customary practices, which the souls find so agreeable
that they become as it were a primary notion, he should abandon them
all of a sudden . . . so did this group of laws derive from a Divine
grace, so that they should be left with the kind of practices to which

30

Halakhah As A Ground For Creating A Shared
Spiritual Language
they were accustomed and so that consequently the belief, which constitutes the first intention, should be validated in them . . . What was

there to prevent Him from causing the inclination to accomplish the
acts of obedience wiled by Him and to avoid the acts of disobedience
abhorred by Him, to be a natural disposition fixed in us?

There is one and the same general answer to all these three questions
and to all the others that belong to the same class: Though all miracles

change the nature of some individual being, God does not change at all
the nature of human individuals by means of miracles. Because of this

great principle it says: 0 that they had such an heart as this, and so
on. It is because of this that there are commandments and prohibitions, rewards and punishments. We have already explained this funda-

mental principle by giving its proofs in a number of passages in our
compilations. We do not say this because we believe that the changing
of nature of any human individual is diffcult for Him, may He be exalted. Rather is it possible and fully within capacity. But according to
the foundations of the Law, of the Torah, He has never wiled to do
it, nor shall He ever wil it. For if it were His wil that the nature of
any human individual should be changed because of what He, may He
be exalted, wils from that individual, sending of prophets and all

giving of a Law would have been useless (Guide, III, 32).

One must not forget that the master halakhic judge of the
Mishneh Torah perceived and understood Revelation within
these profound educational categories. Halakhah, as understood
by Maimonides, expresses the sober passion of a wise teacher

who begins the spiritual process from where his students stand.
A teacher who has internalized the power and strength that tradition and knowledge provide, should manifest the loving patience reflected in Maimonides' theory of Revelation.
An educational phiIosóphy following this spirit, will seek to
develop in its students patience and an abilty to listen and re-

spond to the other in terms of his world-view - in other words,

it will educate men to imitate the Divine qualities that God exhibited at Sinai.

The risks implicit in many of the suggestions presented in this
essay cannot be denied. There are dangers in suggesting that religious education deal with issues that may weaken the student's
loyalty to the halakhic tradition. There are risks in encouraging
intellectual openness, in exposing the student to views and life
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styles which do not conform to or confirm his community's pat-

tern of life. This is why one is invariably greeted with words of
extreme caution when suggesting that we encourage our students
to confront the modern world. We are told that we must wait
until filled suffciently with lehem ubasar, "the knowledge of what
is permitted and what is forbidden" before entering into such a
potentially dangerous enterprise. as But how is one to judge when
one is suffciently strong and learned to withstand the challenge
of new ideas?
There is an attractive simplicity in the isolationist approach

to religious education, but one must also recognize the very
severe risks involved in waiting to be suffciently strong before
engaging in encounter. We may find that when we are ready to
speak, there is no community wiling to listen.
The opportunity to begin the process of creating a berit ye'ud
for our people does not come often in history. The presence of
a living Jewish society in Israel, with its dedication to berit goral,
constitutes a .fruitful soil for the creation of such a community
of meaning. The danger in a separatist religious philosophy of

education today is that Judaism may turn into a sect and cease
being a way of life for the total community. An educational philosophy that ignores the challenge of the present opportunity

takes a great risk indeed. Single-minded concern with saving the

Torah for the few may entail losing the people as a whole. This
should not be the response of a halakhic Jew to history. The centrality of mitzvah demands that we feel the urgency of concretizing norms within the public domain of kelal Y israel.

There is no authentic life choice that is risk-free. Any important decision entails dangers and uncertainties. The choice before
us is not between an educational philosophy that is certain of its

results, and one that is filled with risks - but rather, to whi~h
risks one chooses to be exposed.
Religious education must develop a philosophy which equips

its students to respond responsibly, but also courageously and
effectively, to the challenges of our new historical reality. The

revolution created a people wiling to accept responsibility for its collective actions within history. The halakhic COff-

Zionist
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munity must now express a spiritual boldness commensurate with
the enormous courage reflected in the Zionist revolution.

NOTES

1. Solovcitchik, J. B., uKol nodi Dofek." Ish haEmunah (Jerusalem: Mossad
Harav Kook, 1968), pp. 65-106. Soloveitchik perceives berit goral as creating the
ha.lakhic ground of collective responsibility. The law which derives from berit
ye'ud requires that individual members of Israel sense their collective responsibility. Common historical fate has a normative significance in Soloveitchik's
philosophy. (See pp. 89-91.)

Soloveitchik is also careful to distinguish between theodicy and the human

response to suffering. He does not pretend to offei 1 solution to the metaphysical
problem of eviL. His approach is practical, i.e., he is concerned with developing

a halakhic response to events in history. His theology of history is a logic of,
response and not a logic of description. Action, not metaphysical truth, is his
concern, and it is in this light that one must appreciate his .theological approach

to the State of IsraeL. See as well the opening remarks in "The Lonely Man of
Faith," TRADITION, voL. 7, no. 2 (Summer 1965), p. 9.
2. "Kol Dodi Dofek," op. cit., pp. 103-107.
3. For approaches to the loss of tradition and its possible renewal, as reflected
in the Israeli reality, see Rottnstreich. Natan, Tradition and Reality (New York:
Random House. 1972); Scholem, Gershom, "Zionism. Dialectic of Continuity and

Rebellon," in Unease in Zion, edited by Ehud Ben Ezer (Jerusalem and New
York: Quadrangle Press, 1974; Schweid, Eliezer, Israel at the Crossroads (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, i 973).

3a. It is unfortunate that certain educational approaches guiding many halakhic Jews appear to be blind to the complexity of this question and, even

worse, deaf to the urgency of creating a community of meaning among Jews.
They frequently reflect an isolationist mentality that seeks to develop religious
passion by emphasizing exclusively those mitzlJot which encourage religious isolation. Indeed, the "burning" halakhic issues often discussed serve to discourage

large sectors of the Jewish community from considering the tradition as a significant spiritual option. Even among religious groups which express a deep
concern and involvement with the larger Jewish co:lmunity, one does not sense
recognition of the spiritual values which may be inherent in behavior that is
not grounded in Divine Revelation. Instead of communication and dialogue with

other Jews, one witnesses the attempt to convince the others of the validity of
halakhic categories of thought and pattern of behavior. They speak to others,
but often do not listen.
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All of us, halakhic and non-halakhic Jews alike, realize that the exigencies
of lie force different sectors of our society to meet. The battlefield awakens our
sense of kol yisrael haverim; political isolation on the world scene brings us together to fight the battle of goral. Nonetheless, in the land of ye'ud, we continue

to walk separate paths and live in total value-isolation from one another. This
is a potentially explosive reality that must be faced by all thinkers and educators concerned with the Jewish content of Israeli society.

4. Strauss, Leo, Persecition and the Art of Writing (Glencoe, Il.: The Free
Press. 1952), pp. 19-21. See also, Halkin, Abraham S., "The Attitude of Normative Judaism to Philosophy," Perspective in Jewish Learning, voL. 4 (Chicago:
Spertus College of Judaica. 1972).

5. Introduction to the Commentary to the Mishneh, pp. 21 -24. Kappah edition.
See Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot Yesodei HaTorah, chap. 5, hal. 11, where the char-

acteristic approach of the hasid is to act, always, lifnim mishurat had;n. See
Guide, II. 51, for the way the hasid utilzes the Halakhah for training in contemplative love of God.
On the relationship between philosophy and Halakhah, see Twersky. Isidore. "Some Non-Halakhic Aspects of the Mishneh Torah," in Jewish Medieval

and Renaissance Studies, edited by Alexander Altman (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1967), pp. 95-119.
6. Hilkhot Yesodei Ta- Tomh, chap. 2, hal. 1-2. In contrast to Maimonides'

description of yir'ah and ahavah in chapter 10 of Hilkhot Teshuvah, where
yir'ah is a stage to be overcome by love, here yir'ah is an outgrowth of love. In
Hi/khot Teshuvah, yir'ah is a motivating principle for action; here yir'ah is a
description of a state of consciousness in which man feels the enormous differ-

ence between human and Divine perfection. The felt impact of one's creature
consciousness is an outgrowth of intellectual love of God. The yir'ah dimension
in Hi/khot Teshuvah expresses the self-interest of the "child" who can only be
motivated to act by external promises of reward. Growth in philosophy, i.e.,
growth in intellectual love of God, leads to the healing 'of man's egocentric

needs and enables him to act ou t of a sense of pure love. See my Maimonides:
Torah and the Philosophical Quest (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society,
1976). chapter 2.

7. Hi/khot Teshuvah, chap. 10. hal. 10-11. Compare this with Maimonides'

statement in Commentary to the Mishneh, Makkot, chap. 3, mishnah 17, where
it would seem that love of God also expresses itself through one's attitude toward
practice.

8. "The Lonely Man of Faith," op. cit., pp. 15, 14.
"The brute is helpless, and, therefore, not dignified. Civilzed man has gained
limited control of nature and has become, in certain respects, her master, and
with his mastery, he has attained dignity, as well. His mastery has made it possible for him to act in accordance with his responsibilty." "There is no dignity
without responsibilty, and one cannot assume responsibilty as long as he is not
capable of living up to his commitments. Only when man rises to the heights

of freedom of action and creativity of mind does he begin to implement the
mandate of dignified responsibilty entrusted to him by his Maker."

34

Halakhah As A Ground For Creating A Shared
Spiritual Language
There is an important relationship between Soloveitchik's approach to tech-

nology and the halakhic concern for understanding God in terms of models of
action. To Soloveitchik, man is called upon not only to imitate the moral attrib-

utes of God, but also to imitate God the Creator.

9. See Katz, Jacob, Exclusiveness and Tolerance (New Ytlrk: SchoCken Books,

1962), especially chapter 10. Even the Meiri, who r~interpreted .the talmudic
attitude toward the non-Jew, expresses an intolerant attitude toward dèviant

behavior manifest by the Jew. See HaMeiri on Horayot, p. i la.
10. One should contrast the approach suggested in this essay with MacIntyre's.

interesting critique of all Christian theological attempts at translation. With
regard to the dilemma of. contemporary moral theology, MacIntyre writes,

"Either it wil remain within the theological closed circle: in which case it wil
have no access to the public and shared moral criteria of our society. Or it wil
accept those criteria: in which case it may well have important things to say.
but they wil not be distinctively Christian:' MacIntyre, Alasdair, Against the
Self-Im~ges of the Age (New York: Schock

en Books, 1971), p. 23.

In The Religious Signifìcance of Atheism (New York: Columbia University

Press, 1969), MacIntyre argues the stronger claim that not only have the translations of Bultmann, TlIlch, etc. failed, but that every translation must faiL. "Any

presentation of theism which is able to secure a hearing from a secular audience,

has undergone a transformation that has evacuated it entirely of its theistic
content" (p. 26). "Thus the abandonment of theistic content in favor of secular
intellgibilty leads away from even the remnants of theistic practice" (p. 29).
See also his book Secularization and Moral Change (London: Oxford University
Press, 1967.

i i. Schweid, Eliezer, "Shabbat in the State of Israel," Petahim 31 (December
1974), pp. 38-47. For an important attempt at enabling one to understand the

spirit of the Shabbat without going into a detailed elaboration of the laws of the
Shabbat, see Heschel, J. A., The Sabbath (New York: Farrar, Strauss and Young,

1951). Heschels writings reflect the work of a dedicated Jewish teacher who
speaks to a generation where large sectors manifest a spiritual numbness and
deafness because of the loss of Jewish tradition. He speaks to an audience which
has forgotten how to feel within Jewish rhythms. His evocative language is an
attempt to cultivate a religious sensibilty.
12. Maimonides' Introduction to Guide, pp. 5-6. All references to the Guide

in this article use the Shlomo Pines translation and edition (Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 1963).

i 3. See the suggestive remarks by Soloveitchik in "Sacred and Profane," GesheT,
June 1966, pp. 23-28. Throughout Soloveitchik's writings, one discerns how
struggle, doubt and failure can be utilzed to deepen one's religious commit-

ment. One senses, at times, a romanticization of the darker side of man in the
creation of new religious energy. See Ai HaTeshuvah (Jerusalem: World Zionist
Organization, 1974), pp. 175-187.

14. Scholem, Gershom. "Revelation and Tradition as Religious Categories in
Judaism," The Messianic Idea in Judaism (New York: Schocken Books, 1971);
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"Religious Authority and Mysticism," On the Kabbalah and its Sybolism (New
York: Schocken Books, 1965). In the former essay, Scholem sees the achievement
of the biblical scholar as an example of "spontaneity in receptivity." He writes

that "out of the religious tradition (these scholars) bring forth something en-

tirely new, something that itself commands religious dignity: commentary. . .
Commentary thus became the characteristic expression of Jewish thinking about
truth, which is another way of describing the rabbinic genius."
Scholem is sensitive to the profound dialectic which is expressed in commentary. "There is . . . a striking contrast between the awe of .the text, founded
on the assumption that everything already exists in it, and the presumptuousness

of imposing the truth upon ancient texts. The commentary, who is truly a
biblical scholar, always combines both attitudes" (pp. 289-290).

Scholem believes that the mystic understanding of Revelation iluminates the
boldness reflected in Rabbinic commentary. Because the mystic confirms and perpetuates authority. he is able to express unlim!ted freedom in his exegesis. ("Re-

ligious Authority and Mysticism," pp. 12-13, 22.)
15. For a discussion on the possibilty of continuing in the tradition of com-

mentary without the ancient belief in Revelation, see Scholem, "Reflections on

the Possibilty of Jewish Mysticism in Our Time," Ariel 26 (1970), pp. 49-50.
Guttmann claims that commentary is not possible for a generation that has
lost faith in a literal Revelation. He therefore attempts to clarify essential principles in the tradition which can act as a framework for continuity within change.
See "The Principles of Judaism," translated from the Hebrew by David W. Sil-

verman, Conservative Judaism XIV, i (Fall 1959), pp. 1.24.
16. For different approaches to the significance of sacrifices, see Halevi. Kuz.ri,

II. 26; Rambam, Guide, III. 32; and commentary of the Ramban to Leviticus
1:9.

On the contrast between mystic and rational sensibilties, see Scholem, Major
Trends, pp. 28-37. Contrast the approach to the Shabbat .taken by Maimonides.

Guide, II, 31, with the mystic approach discussed by Scholem in "Tradition and
New Creation in the Ritual of the Kahbalists," On the Kabbalah . . ., op. cit.,
pp. 118-158.

17. The need to find ways to understand and apply the Torah to one's

generation is a vital way of realizing the Rabbinic attitude toward kabbalat hatorah. "Let the Torah never be for you an antiquated decree. but rather like a
decree freshly issued, no more than two or three days old . . . But Ben Azzai
said: Not even as old as a decree issued two or three days ago but as a decree

issued this very day:' (Psikta dRab Kahana, piska 12, section 12.) "When you
study My words of Torah. they are not to seem antiquated to you, but as fresh
as though the Torah were given this day:' (Piska 12. section 21. "R. Judah
spoke further in honor of the Torah, expounding the text. Attend (hasket) and

hear, 0 Israel: this day thou a.rt become a people u1ito the Lord thy God. Now
W3ii it on that day that the Torah was given to ISrael? Was not that day the enù
of the forty years (of the wandering)? It is, however, to teach thee that the Torah
is as beloved every day to those that study it as on the day when it was given
from Mount Sinai" (Berakhot 63b). See also, Sifre, 33. 6.
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is. See B. M. Levin's Otzar Ha-Geonim, LV, Hagigah, p. 60; Maimonides' In.
troduction to Guide, pp. 18-20.

19. Soloveitchik is concerned with showing how the detailed, objective pre-

scriptions of the Ha1akhah do not exhaust the full richness of the halakhic experience. He' does this by showing the relationship between the inner realization
(kiyyum she-balev) and the outward act (ma'aseh) of a mitzvah. In examining
the writings of Soloveitchik we note the lengthy treatment he gives to the mitz-

vot of prayer, repentance, joy and mourning. Those mitzvot iluminate the relationship of internal experience and objective form in Halakhah. See "Lonely
. Man

of Faith," op. cit., pp. 34-43.

For a discussion of the way autonomy and spontaneity may be expressed
within Halakhah, see the chapter on mitzvot in Ephraim Urbach's The Sages

(Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 1975), pp. 317-342. See also, Heschel, J. A., God in
Search of Man (New York: Farrar, Strauss and Cudahy, 1955), pp. 281-348 for
a modern attempt at integrating Halakhah and aggadah.

20. See my "Torah Mi-Sinai BeDoreinu." Petahim 33 (June 1975), pp. 10.16;
and Maimonides: Torah and the Philosophical Quest, op. cit., chapter 3.

21. See Cardozo, Benjamin N., The Growth of the Law (New Haven: Yale Uni-

versity Press, 1963), pp. 64-70; Hart, H. L. A., The Concept of Law (London:
Oxford University Press, 1964), chapter 7; Perelman, Chaim, Justice (New York:
Random House, 1964), pp. 91-110; Stone. Julius, Legal Systems and Lawyers'

Reasoning (London: Stevens and Sons, Ltd., 1964), chapter 8.
22. Stone, Julius, Social Dimensions of Law and Justice (London: Stevens and
Sons, Ltd., 1966), chapter 14; Perelman, Chaim, The Idea of Justice and the
Problem of Argument (New York: Humanities Press, 1963), pp. 98-134.
23. See the fundamental disagreement between the Rambam and the Ramban

regarding the relationship between authority based upon Revelation and the

content of Revelation. (Sefer Hamitzvot, first and second principles, and the
comments of the Ramban.) See also, Elon, Menahem, Mishpat Ivri, (Jerusalem:
Magnes Press, 1975), pp. 223-232.

24. See comments of the Rabad to Maimonides' Introduction to the Mishneh
did not allow Maimonides to realize his search for simplicity in halakhic formulation. The multiple commentaries on Maimonides and
the complicated legal discussion centering around a code which was supposed to
simpliy man's knowledge of Halakhah, seem to indicate that the Jewish legal
Torah. Jewish history

mind does not respond comfortably to the quest for halakhic simplicity. One

cannot fully appreciate what Maimonides attempted to do with .the Mishneh
Torah without relating this to his general understanding of the relationship between philosophy and Halakhah. See Guide, III, 51, 54, on the religious implications of the difference between legal and philosophic knowledge. See also,

Twersky, Isidore, "The Beginnings of Mishneh Torah Criticism," in Biblical
and Other Studies, edited hy A. Altman (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University
Press, 1963), pp. 161-182.

25. Yeshayahu Leibowitz's exaggerated claim that if the mÎlzvot reReet any

human value they are empty of religious significance, is a modern application of
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the akedah consciousness. To Leibowitz, anything that deviates from the model
of the akedah is self-worship, Le., idolatry. It is doubtful whether his understanding of Judaism can iluminate a tradition which recognized stages of growth

in man's religious development, and allowed for a variety of motives in the

performance of mitzvot. Given the tradition's uncompromising attitude toward
idolatry, this tolerance toward practice is not understandable within Leibowitz's
categories. See his Yahadut, Am Yehudi U'Medinat Yisraei (Jerusalem: Schocken
Press, 1975), p. 26.

26. Helek, 136, 137.

27. On some of the possible differences between Aristotelian and Maimonidean
ethics, see Schweid, Eliezer, Iyyiinim beShmoneh Perakim (Jerusalem: Jewish
Agency, 1969), p. 63. See also, the comment of I.eo Strauss. "Notes on the Book
of Knowledge," Studies in Mysticism and Religion, presented to G. Scholem

(jerusalem: Magnes Press. 1967), pp. 277-278.
28. See Emil Fackenheim's profound treatment of what constitutes modern

idolatry, in "Idolatry as a Modern Possibilty," Encounters Between Judaism and
Modern Philosophy (New York: Basic Books, 1973).
29. It is interesting to obst'rve that Maimonides introduces the laws relating
to idolatry with a long statement regarding both the historical origin of idolatry
and how the philosophical way of Abraham leads to the halakhic way of Moses.
Possibly, Maimonides wanted us to understand that only within the context of

the struggle against idolatry is man best able to appreciate the relationship between philosophy and law. For a further understanding of Maimonides' approach

to idolatry, see Guide, I, 36; III, 29, 30, 37, 41.
30. Although the Talmud speaks of the destruction of the evil instinct toward
idolatry, SoloveÏlchik nevertheless describes how modern idolatry may manifest
itself in unconditional allegiance to family or state. See Yoma 69b, Sanhedrin
63b, 64a, and Soloveitchik, Ai HaTeshuvalz, op. cit., pp. 140-143.
30a. New Haven: Yale University Press, 1964.
31. Fackenheim's remarks are germane to this question. "Whether or not idolatry could be possible if there were no God, or if He were not jealous, idolatry

in any case achieves its full religious meaning only in the context of a covenant
with a jealous God." Fackenheim, Emil, Idolatry as a Modern Possibility, op.
cit., p. 176. See also Urbach, E., Sages, op. cit., pp. 21-23; Fuller, The Morality of
Law, op. cit., pp. 10-13.
32. Urbach, E., "The Rabbinical Laws of Idolatry, part II," Israel Exploration
Journal, no. 4 (1960), pp. 238-245. See Lieberman, Saul, "Rabbinic Polemics

Against Idolatry." Hellenism in Jewish Palestine (New York: Jewish Theological
Seminary. 1950), pp. 115-127.

33. See Sifre, 48; Berakhot 2, mishnah i; Kiddushin 30b, 31a, 40a; Yebamot
78b. 79a; Hilkhot Teshuvah, chap. 2, haL. 10; Hilkhot Issurei Bi'ah, chap. 12,
haL. 22, 23, 24.

34. Seminal for our discussion is the following remark: "R. Huna and R. Jeremiah said in the name of R. Hiyya b. Abba: It is written, They have forsaken
Me and have not kept My Law (Jer. 16:11) - i.e., would that they had forsaken
Me but kept My law, since by occupying themselves therewith, the light which
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it contains would have led them back to the right path. R. Huna said: Study
Torah even if it be not for its own sake, since even if not for its own sake at
first. it wil eventually be for its own sake. R. Joshua b. Levi said: Every day a
bath kol issues from Mount Horeb, declaring 'Woe to mankind for slighting
Torah!''' (Midrash Rabbah, Lamentations, Soncino edition, pp. 2-3.) See Pesikta
dRab Kahana, piska 15:5; Yerushalmi Hagigah, chap. I, haL. 7. This statement

wouid be unintellgible if faith were the exclusive and primary focus of the
tradition. Similarly, the discussion in Rosh Hashanah 28a, about whether mitzvot
require kavanah, would also be unintellgible,
MacIntyre's critique of modern Protestant theology does not fit a theology

where Halakhah is central. "Injunctions to repent, to be responsible, even to be
generous, do not actually tell us what to do. And about the content of the moral
life Christians in fact have no more to say than anyone else. Christians behave
like everyone else but use a diferent vocabulary in characterizing their behavior,
and so conceal their lack of distinctiveness. (Against the Selt.lmage of the Age,
op. cit., p. 24.)

MacIntyre sees partial significance in the work of Bonhoeffer because there
was a social context which affected practice.
One gets from Bonhoeffer's writings no clear picture of what type of action

he would actually be recommending now, but one gets the clearest picture
of what Bonhoeffer means if one sees it in the context out of which he wrote.
For in Nazi Germany, and in the Europe of the 1930's, the Christian role
was at best one of suffering witness. The Nazi regress to gods of race mad.e
relevant a Christian regress to a witness of the catacombs and of the martyrs.
There was available then a simple form in which to relive Christ's passion.

Bonhoeffer lived it. And in all situations where nothing else remains for
Christians, this remains. But what has this Christianity to say not of powerlessness, but of the handling of power? Nothing; and hence the oddity of
trying to reissue Bonhoeffer's message in our world" (ibid., p. 19).
MacIntyre's critique of modern theological attempts at translations, i.e., to
create general intellgibilty of religious language, is related to his strong claim

that "urbanization and industrialization produced a new form of social life, in
which religious utterance and activity were necessarily contextless gestures" (The
Religious Significance of Atheism, op. cit., p. 43). Macintyre's important critique
may, however, not be applicable to Judaism which defines the cultural

lie of a

community. The living Jewish community in the State of Israel seeks cultural
forms to give expression to its collective life. The attempt to see if Judaism can
be concretized within the political structure of the community provides a social
context for the meaning of religious language. The important place that peoplehood, land, history and law occupy in Jewish theology may provide the modern
framework for the renewal of faith in God. See Simon, Ernst, "The Way of the
Law," in Tradition and ConJemporary Experience, edited by Alfred Jospe (New

York: Schocken Books, 1970), pp. 221.238; Scholem, G., "Some Reflections on
Jewish Theology," The Center Magazine, 1973.

35. See Guide, I, 54; II, 36-40; III, 34, 41, and the introductory comments of
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S. Pines, lxxxvii-xcii, cxx-cxxiii; Strauss, L., Persecution and the Art of Writing,
op. cU., pp. 7-21; Guttmann, Julius, Philosophies of Judaism, translated by David

W. Silverman (New York: Anchor Books, 1966), pp. 203-205 and n. 125; and
Guttmann, j., "Pilosofia shel hadat 0 pilosofia shel hahok?", Proceedings of the
Israel Academy of Sciences and Humanites, vol. V, no. 9 (1975), pp. 188-207.

36. See Maimonides' Commentary to the Mishnah, Hulin, chap. 7, mishnah 6;

Hilkhot Avodah Zarah, chap. i, hal. 3; Hilkhot De'ot, chap. i, hal. 7; Guide,.
I, 63; II, 39. Notice the repeated emphasis in Maimonides that the Patriarchs
only teach.
37. See Guide, III, 51, 54, and my book, Maimonides . . ., op. cU., chapter 5.
38. See Hilkhot Yesodei HaTorah, chap. 4, haL. 13 and comments of the Kesef

Mishnah; Hilkhot Talmud Torah, chap. i, haL. 12. Maimonides never intended
that one must first be a master of talmudic thought before engaging in philosophic reflection.
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