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the "Jewish responsi-

bility for the welfare of society." Historians have long agreed that
Judaic ideas were a formative factor in Western civilization, and that
Jews were central, as individuals, in its development, especially in modern times. Some have bewailed this phenomenon and others have cele-

It might seem superfluous to make an issue of

brated it-but few have denied it. The facts on the ground are that Jews

and Judaism have been involved, indeed disproportionately involved, in
advancing or attempting to advance the welfare of society.
I take it, then, that our question is not historical and descriptive,

but normative and prescriptive. The crucial term is "responsibility." We
are asking: What does Judaism as a self-conscious entity say? What do

our normative materials teach us as to this involvement? Do they
impose this responsibilty on us? And on a more pragmatic and specific
level: How are we best advised to pursue this responsibility? What priority does it claim vis-a-vis other responsibilities and norms? We ought be
prepared to consider the possibility that "responsibility for the welfare

of society" is not self-evident, that the interface between historical reality and normative ruling is problematic, or at least complex.
I propose to discuss tikkun olam,1 "Jewish responsibilty for the

welfare of society at large," as the conveners of this conference define
the term, in a foundational sense. By this I mean to exclude the specific
halakhic aspects of the topic, as well as its practical implications for any
given Jewish community in the world. I hardly intend to diminish the
these parameters. Rather, I mean that a foundasignificance of either of

This paper was prepared for the Sixth Orthodox Forum, convened by Yeshiva
University President Norman Lamm, held in New York City on March 13-14,
1994; it will appear in a volume tentatively titled Tikkun Olam: Jewish

Responsibilties to Society) edited by David Shatz, Chaim Waxman, and Nathan

Diament.
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tional discussion has to begin elsewhere and discuss issues that are not
properly halakhic in the normal, concrete sense of that discipline. So
too as regards the practical implementation of tikkun olam) which,
while of immense import, integrates the specific and variable situation
in which Jewish society finds itself politically, historically, and morally. I
wish, rather, to go back to the structure and substance of our destiny
itself, insofar as it concerns our responsibilities to the human community at large. We shall deal with the broad universalistic thrust within
Judaism, against the backdrop of contemporary Jewish integration into
modern Western society.

The phrase,"Jewish responsibility for the welfare of society at
large," is nonetheless subtly problematic, or at least suggestive, especially as it compares with the Hebrew tikkun olam. Tikkun olam assumes

(as we shall see in section (II)) that the acting party-whether it be an
individual or a community-is one with the olam, or the society, whose
benefit he seeks. At times this society is the Jewish community itself,

while in other instances it is the general human community. I sense,
though, that the phrase "Jewish responsibilty for the...welfare of society at large" carries a different linguistic implication, that it dissociates

the actor, ever so subtly, from the "society" for whom he may (or may
not) be responsible, by balancing "Jewish" against "at large" while
claiming that one is responsible-a term which suggests both involve-

ment and alienation- for the other. Compare the above formulation)

for example, with something like "responsibility as part of society at
large," and the point becomes clear.
Now, it is possible that this perception is central to our topic as a
whole. Perhaps the basic issue boils down, in large measure, to the
question of the relationship of the people Israel to humanity as a whole,
a question which is one of the most sensitive topics in modern Jewish

life, and one which obviously transcends by far the topic which we are
discussing here. To indulge in the imagery of R. Akba: Do we also base

our identity on our being created, with mankind as a whole, in the
Image of God, or do we focus solely on our unique status as Sons of
the Lord) ever since Sinai? Clearly, one wil get different results with
regards to our topic if we consider ourselves part and parcel of the

human community, or if we consider ourselves independent of it
(though I must admit that different political philosophies require differ-

ent degrees of responsibility even towards the group to which one
belongs) .

It is therefore apt to note here how Rabbi Soloveitchik dealt with

this topic in his essay, "Confrontation." The Rav declared, in principle,
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for a "double confrontation." On the one hand, the people Israel must

maintain its own unique and autonomous relationship with the God of
IsraeL. On the other hand, the people Israel must take part in the "uni-

versal confrontation" of man with the cosmos, a theme developed as
well in "The Lone~y Man of Faith." Indeed, the Rav asserts that "the
limited role" heretofore played by the Jewish people in that universal
confrontation was a function of historical reality, not ideological choice;
and he suggests that this phenomenon has been reversed in modern
times.

The Rav unambiguously asserted that the Jew was to particpate
fully in the civilzing efforts of humanity. "Created in the image of God,
we are charged with responsibilty for the great confrontation of man
with the cosmos"; we are "involved with the rest of mankind" in that
confrontation; we "co-ordinate our efforts"; "we stand shoulder to
shoulder with mankind . . . for the welfare of alL. "

As clear and unambiguous as the the Rav's discussion is, it is
marked by two underlying tensions. I do not refer, of course, to the

basic thesis of "Confrontation" itself-that the Jew answers to two distinct imperatives, one calling for a unique covenantal intimacy with
God, the other callng for a universal mutuality with all humankind.

There is no ambiguity in this thesis. Rather, my point relates to the universal responsiblity of the Jew alone. It seems, on the one hand, that

this responsibility originates in our identity as "human beings, sharing
the destiny of Adam in his general encounter with nature," as "human
beings committed to the general welfare and progress of mankind." We
are not commanded, then, as Jews, but as human beings. This argues

for an organic relationship with gentile humanity. Operationally, it
would also mean that this responsibility is ours as individual citizens in

the various polities to which Jews belong. Elsewhere in the essay,
though, it seems that the Rav addresses the Jewish community as such,

and the Jew as a member of that community; as though humanity acts

through its varied communities. Operationally, then,-and we must
recall that "Confrontation" offers concrete guidance on the parameters
of Jewish communal involvement with the gentile faith communitiesit seems that the Rav speaks of a communal responsibilty.

Perhaps the point is that the Jew must answer to the human
hnperative both as individual and as community, that both aspects of
this imperative are to be heard and answered. Be this as it may, the
major point remains that the Jew stands "shoulder to shoulder" with all
men and women in working for the "welfare of all." It is a joint project
in which all humanity participates.2
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The problematic nature of the interrelationship of the people
Israel and humankind, even on the level of the contribution this people
is expected to make towards humanity, is a basic Biblical topic. The
Bible, as we all know, begins on a strikingly universalistic footing, narrowing its concerns to Abraham and his family in Genesis 12; from then
on its proper subject is the destiny and experience of the Jewish people.
Now, it is possible to read this structure as the Bible's final word. God
humanity, or He has destined the people Israel to be Adam's true descendants from the very beginning.3 For
most readers, though, manknd remains present throughout the Bible
we exclude Wisdom Literature) in at least two basic senses.
First, the narrowing of the universalistic perspective is not the last
Biblical word on the subject, but is rather a prelude to a different ultimate goal: the ultimate regaining of the universalistic heights in the
has either lost hope in the rest of

(even if

End of Days, when humankind wil all worship the God of Creation
the Lord" God wil once again relate to all
and Exodus. On the "Day of

nations,- and while this encounter is largely devoted to squaring
accounts with those who have persecuted the people of God, it also
ushers in a period when all humankind wil participate in a renewed
leveL.

world on both a material and spiritual

Second, the narrowing perspective does not necessarily reflect an

abandonment of humanity, but rather a recognition that mankind can
best be affected-even over a very long duration-by Gods workings
through a single people, Israel, and in many diferent ways. And so, the

Biblical history of the people Israel is hardly restricted to the happenings internal to the people or to its relationship with God. Abraham,

founder of the people Israel, pleads for the lives of Sodom's men and
women, perhaps risking his own life to do so. As Ramban describes it,
God expected Abraham to plead for them, for "how could a righteous
man be so cruel to his nearby neighbors as not to pity them or pray for
them at all"4 From the very outset, Israel constantly rubs shoulders
with the human world around it. This is true of the Patriarchs, each in
his own way: Abraham and Isaac have dealings with the rulers of Egypt
and the Philistines, and Abraham and Jacob deal with prominent gentiles as individuals. Joseph is a parade example of Jewish involvement

with the non-Jewish world. This pattern is even more marked when we
move to the birth of the people as such. This takes place, of course, in
Egyt, in a series of events which concern and involve the gentile king-

dom no less (almost) than the people Israel itself. It is clear as well that
both the Patriarchal history and that of the Jewish experience in and
with Egypt are paradigmatic. They are not merely singular happenings;

8

Gerald J. Blidstein
rather they will be formative, collective memories serving as touchstone

and catalyst for centuries, even as regards the nature and modality of
the Jewish contribution to the human community.5

My discussion of Jewish responsibility for the welfare of
humankind will focus, in the sections immediately following, on the
spiritual welfare of men and women. But it is not always easy to distinguish between spiritual and material; and more to the point, the
responsibilty for the one may imply and entail responsibilty for the

other-if responsibility is also a function of care and concern, and not
only

a formal normative requirement.

II

The Exodus-beginning with Egyptian slavery and culminating in the
destruction of the hosts of Egypt in the Red Sea- has two apparent
purposes. The first is to create a people through the dual experience of
bondage and redemption, all the while educating the people to the
entire process and its significance for Israel: the meaning of slavery and
freedom, of God's love and concern for them, of their radical debt to
God and its implications. This transformation, both political and spiritual, lies at the heart of the Exodus. Yet there is a second, albeit minor

purpose, this too educational. It is to demonstrate to Egypt the power
and nature of God. The history of Israel is, indeed, a stage on which
the reality of God is bodied forth before the world.
A number of examples will make the point. The orchestration of
the Exodus (perhaps, indeed, the Exodus itself) is justified: "But I will
harden Pharaoh's heart, that I may multiply my signs and marvels in the

land of Egypt. . . . And the Egytians shall know that I am the Lord,

when I stretch out My hand over Egypt and bring out the Israelites
from their midst" (Ex. 7:4-6). Similarly with the catastrophe at the Red
Sea: "Then I wil stiffen Pharaoh's heart and he wil pursue them~ that I

may assert my authority against Pharaoh and all his host; and the
Egyptians shall know that I am the Lord" (ibid., 14:4). Moses' insistence, therefore, that by destroying His people the Lord wil be perceived by "the nations which have heard Your fame" as "powerless to
bring that people into the land which He had promised them" (Num.
public
relations, but to the possible derailing of God's pedagogic purpose in
history, or at least to a fundamental challenge to that purpose.
This pattern is, I believe, writ large and in varied ways in Biblical
14: 15-16), does not merely point to a problem on the level of

literature. At the outset, the divine strategy seems successful: "For we
9
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heard how the Lord dried up the waters of the Sea of Reeds for you
when you left Egypt. . . . When we heard about it, we lost heart . . . for
the Lord your God is the only God in heaven above and on earth
below" (Joshua 2:10-11). Early Israelite history has apparently fulfilled

its pre-ordained purpose, educating the peoples of Canaan to the singularity of God. (Needlesss to say, God's punishment of His people for
their evil ways could have much the same demonstrative power.)
But this early success-beginner's luck, as it were-fades; or so it

seems from an Israelite perspective. Thus Israel appeals to God on the
basis of the same Mosaic logic, but with additional pathos:
Do not hold our former iniquities against us . . .
Save us and forgive our sin,
for the sake of

Your name.

Let the nations not say,"Where is their God?" . . .
Pay back our neighbors sevenfold

for the abuse they have flung at You, 0 Lord.

(Ps.79:8-12)
o God, do not be silent; . . .
For Your enemies rage. . . .
They plot craftly against Your people. . . .
Cover their faces with shame
so that they seek Your name, 0 Lord. . . .
May they know
that Your name, Yours alone, is the Lord,
supreme over all the Earth.

(Ps.83:2-19)

The logic has not changed. If God saves His people, He demonHe abandons them to their
enemies, His reality is denied. God, so to speak, desecrates His name
and foils His own purposes.
In all this, God's name is spread among mankind, ultimately, by
God Himself, using the history of Israel as His medium. "Praise the
Lord, all you nations;/ extol Him, all you peoples,/ for great is His
steadfast love toward us;/ the faithfulness of the Lord endures forever"
(Ps.117:1-2).
This pattern, Harry Orlinsky has argued, even lies at the heart of all
strates His reality and power to the world; if

the passages (which were to have so different a modern career!) in which

the people Israel are. described as a "light unto the nations." The full
context of these prophecies indicates that their point is that God's
10
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redemption of the people signals His justice and goodness to all
humanknd, not that Israel is itself a beacon oflight.6 Needless to say, we ~
shall have to return to other passages of redemption, such as the

Messianic Isaiah 2, which suggest a much more dynamic role for Israel
and/or its leaders; but the basic point is well made.

These thoughts lead rather quickly to the instructive, perhaps
sobering realization that-as Avraham Holz wrote-the Bible knows of
Israel's ability to desecrate God's name in the world, but not of our
ability to directly sanctify His nameJ See how carefully Leviticus
22:32-the classic text of kiddush haShem-is phrased: "You shall not

profane My holy name, that I may be sanctified in the midst of the
Israelite people. . . ." Man can profane God's name directly; but he
sanctifies that name only indirectly, by not profaning it.
This point is made more dramatically by EzekieL. Ezekiel first
describes the effect of

Israel's living among the nations: "But when they

came to those nations, they caused My holy name to be profaned, in
that it was said of them, 'These are the people of the Lord, yet they had
to leave His land.' Therefore I am concerned for My holy name. . . ." It
is God, then, who will redress the balance and redeem His people so as
to restore His name's sanctity: "Nor for your sake will I act, 0 House
of Israel, but for My holy name, which has been profaned among the
nations. . . . .And the nations shall know I am the Lord .. . when I
manifest My holiness before their eyes through you" (Ez. 36:20-23).
Israel does not desecrate God's name by its behavior (as is sometimes
thought), but by its historical fate-even when this fate is deserved, as
has been true since the Mosaic instance-and God will renew the sanc-

tity of His name through the history of His people. Here too, it is
worth noting how the terms hillul haShem/kiddush haShem function.

All this may seem a rather perverse way to introduce a discussion
of the Jewish contribution to the welfare of humanity, spiritual or materiaL. Yet I believe the pattern to which I call attention is significant, even

if it must be modified, refined, and revised. It raises the paradoxical
possibilty that Israel best fulfills whatever responsibility it has for the
welfare of mankind by acting in devotion and probity before the Lord,
the spiritual

rather than by busying itself in attempting to directly affect

or material state of the world.
Occasionally, I might even say rarely, the Jewish example is not

spiritual in the narrow sense of the term (though it does relate to the

deepest conditions of human existence). The Mekhilta tells that
Pharaoh feared the Israelite release from Egypt because he knew that it
would demonstrate to other nations that Egyptian domination could be
11
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successfully resisted.8 Obviously, the Egyptians stand in for Rome, and
the midrash is tellng of Jewish hopes that a (successful) Bar Kokheba
revolt would show the world that the Roman yoke could be thrown off,
perhaps even that true worship of God miltates against political subju-

gation. The Jew sees himself, in this case, as the political liberator of
mankind. But note, once again, that all this is done by example, by

humanity learning from the Jewish experience, not by the direct
involvement of the people IsraeL.

A similar problem is suggested by the varied uses of the term
tikkun alam itself. It is found in its most universal sense in the second
half of AlenuJ where it apparently refers to the renewal of the world as
the kingdom of God. This renewal is the expressed hope of our prayer,
but it is God who is expected and urged to bring it about.9 Now, tikkun
olam also refers, in the Mishna, to the goal of halakhic legislation, and

there it clearly means activity for the good of society-activity undertaken by humanity, by the courts of the Jewish people, which are obviously

fulfilling their responsibility by so doing.1o This parallel usage is
emblematic of the halakhic enterprise as a whole, which works to
achieve the Kingdom of Heaven subtly, gradually, step-by-step and particular by particular. Injustices are wiped out one by one, not in one fell

swoop. At the same time, we note that these takkanot all concern the
inner workings of Jewish, not general, society.ll Is this dual usageGod is responsible for universal reform while the Jew is responsible for
his own society-paradigmatic? Or is this scheme too simplistic?

We praise God for "bringing bread out of the earth," but we
know that the dirty work will be done by the farmer. On a more signifi-

cant level, or at least one closer to our topic, we know that God is
always described as "making peace," yet we also recall that we are commanded to work for peace, and indeed pursue it. This problem, as we
now see, is pervasive; it is found in areas affecting the particularistic
Jewish experience no less than in areas relating to the Jewish-gentile
encounter. Often raised in the context of a number of Maimonidean

texts, it really inheres in our religious literature from a much earlier
date, though without the scholastic baggage. Perhaps the basic question

is whether the classic dichotomy between transcendence and immanence, between God as acting and man as acting, is really all that firm.

Alternatively, perhaps the description of God as actor reflects man's
humble certainty that only God can fully achieve ultimate goals-yet
that man must always act in the service of these same goals. In any case,
these different perspectives shall alternate throughout this essay, adding
no little confusion, I fear, to an already complex topic.
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III
And so, a number of other models which ought be brought into play at
this point. Man-or the Jew-is covenanted to God, and he is also

expected to imitate God. The first model-the covenantal one-stresses
that man and God are partners who share a common task and commitment; it also suggests that God transfers to man's responsibility goals

which He has set. The second model, imitatio dei) also posits a common ground on which man and God meet. And, as is well known, the

attributes of God which man is commanded to emulate are those of
morality and even more markedly, mercy and compassion:

Just as God clothed the naked, as it is written: 'And the Lord God
made garments of skins for Adam and his wife and clothed them,' so
you too ought clothe the naked. . .12
and so on. (I recall once hearing Rabbi Soloveitchik explain that the

morning blessings, birkhot ha-shahar, begin with our thanking God for
meeting our physical needs in universal terms, so as to set out an ethical
program: we too are obliged, this day, to clothe the naked and free the
captive.) Do these models have any implications for our topic?

On the aggadic level, God clothes Adam and Eve-humanity
itself; and it is this which we are obliged to imitate. Hessed-and of a
most physical, material, kind-thus seems to be a norm which we are to
concretize on a universal scale. A more specific discussion of social

intervention is found in the conversation of R. Akba and Tinius Rufus.
When the Roman taunts R. Akba that aiding the poor in effect under-

mines God's providence, which consigned the poor individual to his
poverty, R. Akba replies that God Himself would really aid the poor-

"His son whom He placed in prison"- but for the fact that He wishes
to allow the Jew the merit of the act.13 Here again, hessed is a divine

value which man is privileged to bestow. In this case, though, the uni-

versal aspect of the norm is problematic: God's son, in context and
prooftext, are the people Israel, and it is not at all obvious that humanity as a whole is intended, though it is possible to transfer the discussion
to that plane.14

A substantial step in that direction was taken by Maimonides, who

wrote: ". . . it . . . appears to me that one we ought treat the ger toshav
with humanity (derekh eretz) and hessed as one does a Jew, for we are
commanded to sustain them. "15 Ger toshav remains a difficult category,

however, and not merely because of the ostensible limit on who may
13
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qualify for that status, and when-a problem which may not be as
intractable as sometimes appears. Another issue is thatger toshav may be

defined, primarily, as a resident of the Land of IsraeL. The people
Israel's responsibilty for him might then be a function of its national,
landed existence and not a universal moral obligation. If this is so, the
relations between Israel and its gerei toshav may provide a symbol of the
universal scope of the Jew's concern; it might not provide a rule for

global activity. It must be admitted, though, that this last problem does

not surface in halakhic discussion, and the "landed" quality of ger toshav
does not pre-empt the category even for Ra'abad.16

Maimonides then continues to deal with the obligations legislated

by the Sages as regards even pagans, obligations generated under the
rubric of "the ways of peace": "One buries their dead with the dead of
Israel and supports their poor among the poor of Israel." And rather

than relying on the Talmudic category alone, Maimonides cites a
Biblical prooftext: "For it says, 'God is good to all and His mercy is on
all his creatures."i7 Whatever the Talmudic pedigree of these regulations, they have now been assimilated to a pattern of imitatio dei which
is of universal scope.
Taken as a whole-and granting the full significance of Maimon-

ides' joining the obligations towards the ger toshav with the broader
concern for all humanity based on Psalms 145 :9-these passages deliver
an imperative that is surely relevant to our discussion. And since it

seems niggardly to read Maimonides narrowly, as though he spoke of
individual behavior alone, his remains an authentic call for broad Jewish
involvement with the welfare of society as a whole. Naturally, though, it
cannot decide either concrete questions of prudence and priority; nor
can it provide any guidance to religionists who do not wish simply to be
swept along by the faddish social current of the day.
Such responsibility is taught on an even broader, global, leveL. R.
Yohanan ben Zakkai said that

. . . if God said of the stones of the altar, which neither see nor hear nor

speak, but do bring peace between Israel and their father in heaven,
"You shall not wield an iron tool over them," is not it obvious that no
harm will come to one who brings peace between a man and his fellow,
a man and his wife, between cities, between nations, between rulers,
and between families?18

Now, it is likely that this teaching reflects R. Yohanan's opposition

to the revolt against Rome; yet it clearly preaches the broad virtue (if
14
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not quite the responsibility) of bringing peace between all men and
even all polities.

We ought not to be surprised to learn, though, that these sentiments (or others like them) were not always acceptable or relevant.

Thus, Hilel's advice that one ought be a "disciple of Aaron, loving
peace and pursuing it . . . ," was explained in two subdy different ways.

One version has it that "he who brings peace to the earth is praised as
though he brought peace to heaven," a divine task itself. The other ver-

sion says, though, that a person ought love "peace in Israel," that is,
among Jews, much as Aaron loved peace "in IsraeL."19 These comments

do not rule each other out; yet the very difference between them, and

the fact that no version gives both comments, leads me to think that
their authors in fact understood "loving peace and pursuing it" in different ways. For one, Israel's task is universal; for the other, it is national and local, basically personal-at least in the period at hand.

IV
The halachic and aggadic meanings of kiddush haShem go far beyond

the Biblical parameters I have sketched; man is given an active role in
the process of sanctifying God's name, a role indicated in the new terminological construct itself. 20 But the fundamental Biblical posture is

retained. The Jew sanctifies God's name in the world by remaining
devoted to God and His Torah, even ifhe must pay the greatest price-

the sacrifice of life itself. Mankind is expected to learn the lesson such
devotion teaches; to be impelled towards the Lord who inspires such
total love in His adherents, to learn why this is so. IÚddush haShem is
not achieved only by martyrdom, of course; it comes, perhaps primarily,
with the leading of an exemplary ethical life. This is even clearer in the
case of its opposite, hillul haShem, which generally means the desecration of God's name generated by the base living of those associated
with Him, though the term also functions in situations where martyrdom is called for.

Yet, all in all and on a popular level, kiddush haShem evokes the
idea of martyrdom, and it is worth recallng, therefore, that this term
originates-probably in Maccabean times-from the Greek marturein,
witnesses for

"to testify for," and mOst likely reflects Israel's vocation of

God: ". . . you are My witnesses, says the Lord" (Is. 43:10; 44;80).21

The Jew testifies to the goodness of God in his life and in his death; the
world is expected to pay attention, especially since it frequently pro-
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vokes or invites that sacrifice. Not infrequently, too, the world is asked
to learn the virtues of Judaism and, indeed, the Jewish people, as it is
difficult to differentiate between the people and its God. Fundamentally, the Jew and his people represent God in the world.
Kiddush haShem attaches itself, by and large (I would say "is parasitic upon," were the phrase not so disagreeable), to otherwise functioning norms or standards; it is, so to speak, the "added value" generated

by these norms in certain contexts. It does not create new norms,
designed especially to affect the non - Jew or to instruct him. This is true
even in the "hard case," when such behavior is directed at a gentile. Take

the well-known story of Simeon ben Shetah's returning the precious
jewel to its gentile owner, who responded, "Blessed be the Lord of
Simeon ben Shetah," thus identifYing his behavior with the God. to
Whom he was devoted;22 or the halakhic norm that lost objects must be
returned even to their idolatrous owner if God's name is thereby sanctified.23 True, the return of lost objects, an act of hessed, is not required
towards gentiles, and is done-in the last case at least-for its pedagogic
effect. Nonetheless, the return oflost objects is part and parcel of Jewish

morality; it is not a norm invented purely for its educational value.

It is worth probing this point a bit further. What are the bounds
of kiddush haShem? Can it require or justify behavior which is otherwise

counter to halakhic standards? Is it an autonomous value? And, to
sharpen the question (and make its contemporary relevance obvious!):

ought kiddush haShem to generate behavior which is valued largely by
the gentile? I think these questions-honed further-are worth additional research; I do not claim to have a definitive answer. ICiddush

haShem does, obviously, require the sacrifice of life, when otherwise the
live by them." And, in

effective norm would be vehai bahem, "You shall

the second example given above, return of a lost object to an idolator
is, for Maimonides at least, a forbidden act ("for you thereby strengthen the arms of the wicked of the world"), unless kiddush haShem is

achieved.24 It would seem, then, that kiddush haShem does overrule
other normative standards. Yet we have also noted that in the cases
cited, it is not the only operative standard. On the contrary: it supports
or gives additional weight to norms that already exist within the tradition, whether it is the return of lost objects, or the specific mitzvot for

which life is being sacrificed. It redistributes value within the system; it
does not import a totally alien standard, even if God's name would be
sanctified thereby. In a sense, this is coherent with the logic of kiddush
haShem itself, which ultimately refers to the devotion of the Jew to God
through His Torah, which remains a stable standard of the good.
16
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Despite the attractiveness of this formulation, I am not sure that it
isn't a bit glib, or pat. The distinctions, even in the cases cited, are

rather fine. The identity of "alien standards" is also a rather fine judgement. Certainly, more research would be necessary in order to form a
definitive opinion.25

The Aggada provides a provocative, somewhat atypical case in
tellng of King David's turning over seven of Saul's children for execution by the Gibeonites, who had been sinned against by SauL. This was

done though this involved having the children suffer for the sins of the

father and, eventually, allowing their corpses to hang unburied-violations of Jewish ethics and Scriptural norms both. The Talmudic justifi-

cation is that it was done as kiddush haShem-to demonstate to the
Gibeonites, and to other prospective gerim, how justice would be done

for their benefit, even at the expense of a royal family. But it is clear that
the "justice" done would not be justified by Jewish criteria, which it in
fact violated.26 If value is merely being "redistributed" here, it is being
done in a rather radical and unsettling way. I recall an interesting point

of historical fact made by Mordekhai Breuer in his book on Frankfort
Orthodoxy. Breuer observed that periods which see greater rapprochement (or attempts at such) between Jews and their gentile neighbors
see more reliance on kiddush haShem as an operative halakhic category.27 This observation, if

true, has very interesting implications.

v
A more direct mode of Jewish responsibilty for the welfare of humani-

ty-still remaining within the parameters of spiritual, cultural, welfaremight be found in the idea of giyyur, that is, conversion or proselytism.
Prima facia, at least, it would seem that the people Israel undertakes, in
this context, to teach the way of God, the mitzvot, to mankind. But
here too, a more careful examination of the topic indicates that matters
are not so straightforward or simple.

We shall focus on a number of different but related issues. Is the
people Israel responsible for the process? Is it expected to actively

induce it? Or, conversely, are the Jewish people and community to
receive others who wish to adopt the teachings of our tradition, even
teaching that tradition to gentiles who initiate the process-but no
more? A different set of parameters might indicate that Jews are those

who "bring" the Torah to humanity by simply having accepted it at
Sinai and thus provided for its entry into the world and its continuous
presence in that world; or are they those who, going one step further)
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are responsible for the dissemination of that Torah in the world, culminating in the conversion of humanity; or are they rather only to be

ready to process and eager to embrace those gentiles who wish to
adhere to the Torah which is accessible in principle to all mankind?

Attitudes and opinions on this topic are, actually, more varied that is
conimonly assumed.

One can speak of gentile acceptance of mitzvot in two distinct
contexts. There is, of course, "conversion" as commonly used to designate entry into the Jewish people and accepance of all 613 mitzvot. But
there are also the seven basic mitzvot of N oahide Law.28 I do not think,

however, that the Jewish people bear fundamental responsibility (or
Noahide Law to human-

receive fundamental credit) for the bringing of

ity, at least from a normative point of view.29 Biblical peshat presents

these laws as known to early mankind, which is punished for their violation, as were, for example, the generation of the flood for its violence
and the people of Sodom for their ethical evils. Hazal derive these com-

mands midrashically from God's first words to Adam, stressing, as it

were, that one is not human if they have not been heard. Even the
halakhic reception of the gentile into the category of ger toshav by a

body of Jewish scholars does not undermine this claim, as "reception"
is a fairly passive act and, more significantly, ger toshav-who lives in the

Israel, impinges directly on Jewish existence.
The true issue at hand, rather, relates to conversion to Judaism.
And here, as I have indicated, matters are far from simple. One must
sort out different opinions, as well as remain aware of the impact of hisLand of

torical circumstance on actual experience. Let me say at the outset that,

contrary to much popular opinion, contrary to many many centuries of
historical practice, and contrary to what the reader may expect given
the way I have developed our overall topic until this point, it seems that
the people Israel was expected, by some, to take an active role in the
conversion of mankind. The question posed to those who held that
position is, do they intend proselytism, an actual mission to the gentiles? For others, of course, even that question does not arise.
It wil be useful here, I believe, to distinguish between aggadic

and halakhic perspectives. The "activist" perspective is developed in
some (not all!) aggadic materials; it is not developed, so far as I know,
in halakhic discussions. Now, I do not at all wish to maintain that aggada and halakha are two hermetically sealed categories. On the contrary;
one finds frequent instances where the boundary is permeable, where
ideas flow in both directions. I do not refer to subterranean connec-

tions or influences, to the organic (but merely implied) inter-relation18
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ship of the normative and the axiological-these are legion. Rather, I
refer to the actual utilization of aggadic materials as base for halakhic

rulings. An example or two wil make my meaning clear: the rule that
one does not plead for the mesit is derived from God's not pleading the
primeval serpent's innocence; the height of a sukka is derived from a

discussion of how high God hovered above Sinai; and the sukkaJs very
character is related to the nature of the sukkot in the desert wanderings-were they physical constructs or "clouds of glory. "30 On our

question, however, aggada and halakha do not impinge on each other.

For Talmudic halakha, the people Israel accepts the proselyte who
approaches; for some Talmudic aggada, however, a much more active

role is projected.

Perhaps the richest lode of teachings in this connection concern
the activities of Abraham and Sarah. These teachings, significantly, are
themselves varied; they range from the characterization of Abraham and
Sarah as active missionizers, to their portrayal as Jews who attract others
to the faith by their radiant example, to their description as waiting to

accept gentiles who turned to them. The student ought to approach
these materials carefully and read with sensitivity; subtle distinctions
may be intended by their variety. Indeed, I suspect that a fuller study
than the brief sketch I can give would be very rewarding.

A cluster of exegetic and historiographic traditions does describe
how Abraham and Sarah actively pursued the potential proselyte, suggesting that they ought to be seen as models for emulation. Thus:31

Thou shalt love the Lord thy God: Make Him beloved to humanity, as did
our father Abraham in the matter referred to in the verse, ('And the souls

they had gotten (lit., "made") in Haran." But is it not true that if all the
creatures in the world were to convene in order to create a soul) they
would not be able to do so? Hence we learn that Abraham converted
people, thus bringing them under the wings of the Shekhina.

It could be argued, of course, that even this statement merely

describes how Abraham radiated a spirituality which attracted men and

women to the worship of God, and then accepted them as Jews. But
the force of the active verbs ("made beloved," "converted"), indeed the
very praise heaped on Abraham for these conversions, belie this reduced

understanding. So too does the story of how Abraham and Sarah fed
hungry travellers and then directed their thankfulness to God, the ultimissionaries,

mate source of food; Abraham and Sarah are not polemical

but they do consciously direct men and women to God, nonetheless.32
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Finally, we should note that Abraham's activity is cited by Hazal as normative; it serves as model for the new reading of ve-ahavta as ahavehu
("make Him beloved"), a Biblical norm which commands every Jew.
This midrashic understanding is also used as an explanatory gloss to the
the disciples of Aaron. . .
loving manknd and bringing them nigh to the Torah." And, according
somewhat vague Mishna in Avot 1:13: "Be of

to Avot de Rabbi Natan) at least, Hilel the Elder did take this mishna
in its activistic, Abrahamic, sense.33 So the behavior of Abraham and
Sarah was not left completely in the realm of legend.
These traditions notwthstanding, Talmudic halakha did not adopt

an activist policy on conversion. It did not require or even recommend
that Jews missionize among their neighbors (though it did teach that
the process of conversion, once begun, should not be unnecessarily prolonged, lest the convert change his mind!); and this stance probably

describes the overall historical situation as wel1.34 This reticence may be
rooted in pragmatic considerations. But it most likely expresses princi-

pled preference as well. If one accepts the position that the righteous
among the gentiles have a share in the World to Come, then the altruistic pressure to convert them is of course reduced; indeed, gentile spirimorality are themselves valued. Furthermore, conversion
tuality and

itself is sometimes a mixed blessing, as it confers responsibilities (and all

that entails) as well as privileges, and perhaps the conscientious Jew
ought to do not more than warmly receive the gentile who wishes to

adhere, but not pursue him. Thus, one can find many aggadot, too,
which describe the Jewish people as attracting the gentile implicitly, by

radiating goodness and spirituality but no more.35

Some of this material concerns Abraham himself. Thus, the
famous teaching that God directed Abraham to leave his homeland and
travel to the Land of Israel so that "your name might become great in
the world," much as one spreads the odor of a perfume, is most suggestive.36 One one level, it is merely Abraham's reputation which is at
stake. More profoundly, though, one notes that Abraham's reputation

is magnified by the example of his good deeds, the "perfume" of his
life. What is God's purpose in magnifying Abraham's reputation? Is it
perhaps intended to attract others to him and his faith? It may well be

that some of the midrashic teachings on the Akeda ought to be read in
much the same way.

The virtue of exile-for Abraham was exiled, in a sense, from his
father's home to the Land of Israel-probably reflected the self-understanding of the Jewish people in their historic exile. But the point was

also made explicitly: "God dispersed the people Israel among the
20

Gerald J. Blidstein

nations only so that proselytes should should adhere to them . . . for a
person sows a se)a only so that he should reap many kor. "37 The Jewish

people are not described as missionaries, to be sure; it is the gentile
convert who joins them. The "responsibilty" for conversion, then, is
with the gentile-or with God. Yet, Israel is expected to radiate a light
which attracts, at the least.
A small number of Talmudic comments hostile to conversion and

suspicious of the convert do exist, but they are precisely that-a small
proportion of the overall materiaL. The majority of the discussion sug-

gests care in conversion, to be sure, but is nonetheless happy-indeed
eager at times-to welcome the convert into his new people. The expe-

rience of Ruth, who sought out Naomi and Boaz, their people and

faith, and was received by them in love and admiration, is the
paradigm.

38

VI

The perspective developed thus far, acording to which the Jewish people do not bear direct "responsibility for the welfare of mankind," is
challenged significantly by two major figures even before modern times.
I refer to Yehuda haLevi and, more significantly, Rambam. Both portray
a Jewish people actively involved-though in varying degrees-in ameliorating the spiritual welfare of humanity. Maimonides clearly makes
this a matter of normative concern.
(a)

Yehuda haLevi: there is first and most strikingly, the very story-frame of

the Kuzari itself. The book not only includes the conversion of the
king, but presents the Jewish sage as an active partner in the process.
Formally, of course, the haver merely defends the Jewish faith and its
people; moreover, he does not initiate the dialogue but is invited by the
king to respond-and who can refuse a royal invitation? Yet even if
there is some truth to these caveats, the fact remains that the book presents the king's conversion as a desirable goal, present from the very

outset in his dream-vision; and the sage argues his ultimately proselytising case vigorously and uncompromisingly. Without the Jewish sage-

who continues, as it were, the process initiated by God Himself-it is
doubtful if the king would have found his way to Judaism and God.
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The second point lies in a single, but powerful and broadly-conceived text:

. . . God has a secret and wise design concerning us, which should be
compared to the wisdom hidden in the seed which falls into the

ground, where it undergoes an external transformation into earth,
water, and dirt, without leaving a trace for him who looks down upon
it. It is, however, the seed which transforms earth and water into its
own substance, carries it from one stage to another, until it refines the
elements and transfers them into something like itself. . . . The original
seed produced the tree bearing fruit resembling that from which it had
been produced.
In the same manner the law of Moses transforms each one who honest-

ly follows it, though it may externally repel him. The nations merely
serve to introduce and pave the way for the expected Messiah, who is
the fruition, and they wil all become His fruit. Then, if they acknowledge him, they will become one tree. . . .39

This is an extremely complex passage, and the student is hard
pressed to tease out a consistent reading. (Luckily, we need not inter-

pret it all.) Prom a literary point of view, the parable recalls many
echoes, among them the Talmudic teaching cited earlier about the
divine purpose of the dispersion of Israel in the world, a teaching which
also suggested the travail implicit in the career of a seed and explicit in
the dispersion of a people. For our purposes, suffice it to say that Israel

is the seed which though seemingly reduced to nothingness-let us not
forget haLevi's national agenda-is actually the catalyst, if not more, of
all future development. It transforms all else. Now, haLevi does not
make it clear how this happens. Are we to take the parable of the seed
literally, in which case Israel "acts" by its mere presence, but not consciously? Certainly, the nations do have a conscious choice to make.

One suspects that these questions are not of much interest for haLevi.
What he does want to assert is that the Jewish people, whom he else-

where describes as "the heart" of the human organism, is the vital spiritual center of mankind, the source through which spiritual development

will emerge, as it has until now (and as the haver has functioned for the

king, by and large). So while haLevi does not prescribe, with some
exception, how the Jewish people is expected to fulfill this specific role,
he does offer an interpretive key to the historical process-past, future,

and present. The last is, of course, of more than theoretical interest. In
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the context of our topic we should recall, though, that social ethics do
not seem a very high priority for haLevi, who suggests. that they are a
universal value without which even a gang of thugs could not exist. The
image of the seed is meant for other, more spiritual, realities.

(b)

world history has been dealt
with in a number of studies, and adding another discussion here would,
Maimonides: Maimonides' construction of

in any case, take us far beyond the scope of this essay. I shall focus,
then, on that topic closest to our concern, the Jewish responsibility for

the welfare of mankind. In contrast with haLevi, Maimonides places his
attitudes in a normative context; he speaks in terms of obligation, and
of how the Jew is expected to achieve his goal. At the same time, we are
not at a complete loss for an expression of Maimonidean vision.
Maimonides' son, R. Abraham, explains Exodus 19:6 (". . . you shall be
priests and a holy nation"),
to Me a kingdom of

You shall be, through observance of my Torah, leaders of the world.
You wil be to them as the priest to his flock. The world wil follow
after you, imitating your acts and walking in your path.
This is the explanation of the verse which I received from my father and
master, zJJl,0)

Israel, then, is priest to the world. These, of course, are not
Maimonides' own words, and we do not know in what context his
comment was made, exegetic or homiletic. Nonetheless, these words do
provide an adequate grounding for the normative texts. Israel does have
a mission, though the Maimonidean reading suggests that the Jew does
not actively engage his gentile neighbor, but is rather a model for emu ~

lation.
Yet, Maimonides' activist perspective is expressed along a range of
texts. He asserts that "Moses. . . commanded. . . (us) to compel all

human beings to accept the commandments enjoined on the descenNoah"; even assuming that this broad comment is to be taken
in context as referring to gentiles living in the Land of Israel, as I have
argued elsewhere, the Maimonidean posture is still unusual, both in its
dents of

specific provisions and in its broad statement of ideological policy, a

policy which dovetails with the well-known Maimonidean provision
that Noahides are to accept their Law as given through the Torah of
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Moses. Maimonides also rules that it is a Jewish court-or a court
appointed by Jewish authority-which enforces that obedience. Though
this too presumes a situation of Jewish power-though not necessarily a
Jewish polity in the Land of Israel-its ideological thrust is clearly to
create Jewish responsibilty for gentile morality.41

While N oahide Law is to be enforced in the Land of Israel and
perhaps wherever possible, Maimonides sees teaching and persuasion as

the mode by which Jewish responsibilty is expressed in the world as a
whole. Indeed, he does not speak so much of "responsibilty," but of
the irrepressible overflow of love. Citing the rabbinic understanding of
Abraham's activities in drawing humanity closer to God, Maimonides
writes:
. . . this Commandment (to love God) . . . includes an obligation to

call upon all mankind to serve Him and to have faith in Him. For just
as you praise and extol anybody whom you love, and call upon others
to love him, so, if you love the Lord...you wil undoubtedly call upon
the foolish and ignorant to seek knowledge of the trth which you have
already acquired. . . . just as Abraham, being a lover of the Lord, . . . by
the power of his conception of God, and out of his great love for Him,
summoned mankind to believe, you . . . must love Him as to summon
mankind unto Him.42

Prom a formal point of view, it is the love-the acquisition of
knowledge-which is commanded; Maimonides argues that the lover of

God wil of necessity summon others to Him. But on the concrete
level, which is what interests us here, Maimonides asserts that the Jew is
expected to actively promote the knowledge of God among all men and

women.
Maimonides does not specify how this is to be done, beyond say-

ing that the Jew is to "call upon the foolish to seek knowledge of the
truth" and to "summon mankind unto Him"; in the analogy given, he
speaks in slightly different terms of the "praise" of the beloved to be

found in the mouth of the true lover. It is clear, in any case, that
Maimonides expects the Jew to take an active role in the spread of true

belief. This thrust is found elsewhere in SeIer haMitzvot) where he
writes that the purpose of kiddush haShem is that we "make this true
religion known among the multitudes, fearlessly. . . . ";43 in that
instance, martyrdom is the form this testimony takes. Interestingly,
Maimonides does not return to this theme in Mishne Torah.
Of no less interest is the actual content of the Maimonidean mis-
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sion. Maimonides does not urge the Jew to spread the Jewish religion
among mankind; he speaks consistently of Jewish responsibility for

mankind's beliefs and spirituality. This is systemically appropriate, inasmuch as the love which impels the mission and is expressed through it

is rooted in knowledge. Yet it may even be the case that Maimonides
had a positive attitude towards proselytising in the classic sense (much
as his positive attitude towards sincere converts is well documented).
Discussing the teaching of Bible to gentiles, he distinguished between

Christians and Muslims; Christians, he argued, accept the textual
integrity of the Tanakh, and so no danger can come of teaching them.
Indeed, "it is permissible to teach them the mitzvot and draw them to
our religion. "44

Thus far, we have discussed Maimonides' view of the spiritual
the Jew. He may well have thought that the responsi-

responsibilities of

bilty of the people Israel extends beyond the spirituaL. Describing the

functions of the king, Maimonides writes, "His sole aim and thought
should be to uplift the true religion, to fill the world with righteousness, to break the arm of the wicked, and to fight the battles of the
Lord. "45 Note the second phrase in the list: "to fill the world with
righteousness," a phrase which seems to imply the active pursuit of justice on a global scale. And since Maimonides is speaking of a political
leader, not of a prophet or sage, it does not seem likely that the king is

functioning as an educator. In a sense-certainly on a pragmatic levelthis passage is part of a messianic ideal; indeed, we shall see that this

motif is fully developed in the messianic context. At the same time,
both literary structure and the very content of the text itself indicate
that Maimonides describes the normative goals and responsibilities of
Jewish politics in the pre-messianic world.

VII

Sooner or later, of course, the messianic theme must surface, as it just
has in passing. It might seem likely for the "Jewish responsibility for the
welfare of society" to be germane to Jewish messianic efforts, efforts to
so improve the world that universal redemption follows. This assumes
that the people Israel are entrusted with the bringing of the Messiah

through human means, in history; and that this task wil be accomplished, in part, through the improvement of the peoples of the world.
The first claim has been, historically, a matter of great debate and is cur-

rently held by certain elements within Religious Zionism; in any case, it
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--xcept in more radical versions, one of which I

is never conceived of

shall note futher on-as the total responsibility of the people, or fully

within their abilty. But even this messianic activity is, on the whole,

more social justice ("Zion shall be
redeemed with justice. . ."), or even the political renaissance of the
inner-directed: greater piety,

people.
Rather, if one speaks of the "Jewish responsibility for the welfare
of the world" as a messianic category, it is literally that-the exercise of

an already redeemed

Jewish responsibilty as a universal category in

world and as part of that reality. Here one is on solid Biblical ground:

And it shall come at the end of days
That the mountain of the Lord's house shall be
established as the top of the mountains . . . ,
And all nations shall flow unto it.
And many peoples shall go and say:
"Come ye, and let us go up to the mountain
of the Lord, And He wil teach us of His ways. . . ."
For out of Zion wil go forth the law,
And the word of

the Lord from Jerusalem.

And He shall judge between the nations,
And shall decide for many peoples. . . .
(Isaiah 2 :1-4)

This passage speaks, it is true, of God's activity in a time of
redemption: He wil teach us. Perhaps, too, even the Torah which goes
forth from Zion is not spread, then, by Israel, but by God, though we
Torah. But we also read:
are accustomed to the human teaching of

And it shall come to pass in that day,
That the root of J esse, that standeth for an
ensign of the peoples,
Unto him shall the nations seek,
And his resting place shall be glorious.
(Isaiah 11: 1 0 )

Certainly, Maimonides portrays the messianic king as fulfillng this

universal teaching role: "That king who will arise from the seed of
David wil be of greater wisdom than Solomon; and a great prophet
approaching Moses our teacher. . . . and all the nations wil come to
hear him . . . . "46

But then this motif is not truly relevant to our question. The role
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of Israel in a redeemed reality is not our topic, much as it is not our situation. We do not live in a redeemed world, and that makes all the difference. Our present concern ought to be, perhaps, with our own needs

and goals-tasks more than large enough for our energies-much as
these are the concerns of all other peoples. The fact that the world
community is always described as seeking Israel's guidance in these texts
is simply a symptom of the gap between that projected time and our

own, an indication of how a redeemed world wil differ from the one
we now inhabit.

On the other hand, it may be that all messianic descriptions are
meant as guides to activity in the here-and-now, that Israel embodies
the messianic germ in historical time, for the people Israel must fulfill

the tasks described as being God's, that it is His prophet and messenger. This position was articulated most forcefully by Steven Schwarsz-

child: "If. . . you transform into actuality all of God's will for the

world-this is, or this causes, the Messianic advent." Menachem Kellner

has pithily summarized (and moderated) his teacher's position: "to
make the Messiah's coming possible, we must act now as if the Messiah
has already come. "47 If I may be allowed a Maimonidean analogy, let us

recall Rambam's view of a/am haba as a spiritual possibility- for this
life as well as the "next," after death.

Schwarszchild's doctrine, which was based on a rich (though obvi0usly debatable) interpretation of both Jewish sources and neo- Kantian

idealism, demanded and was in fact translated into a broad program of
leveL. The idea is found as well in more
pedestrian thinkers, where it comes to resemble the liberal Christian
social involvement on a global

doctrine of the social gospel. Thus Solomon Schechter: "For if the disappearance of poverty and suffenng is a condition of the kingdom of
the Messiah, or in other words, of the kingdom of God, all wise social

legislation . . . must help towards its speedy advent." But Schechter
makes it clear, in the continuation, that it is the people Israel's own fortunes-physical and spiritual alike-with which he is concerned: "Israel
is the microcosm in which all the conditions of the kingdom are to find
expression. "48

Another topic which falls into the messianic problem is the case of
the conversion of the gentiles which, as Y. Yovel and A. Grossman have
shown, is a definite component of the messianic vision of ge)onim and

some medieval sages.49 Are we to say that this phenomenon totally

reflects messianic times, and does not teach us anything about Israel's
responsibility in the present age? Or are we to see in this another testimony to the responsibilty of Israel in all times, with the proviso that it
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does not necessarily imply an active posture but perhaps only the duty

of serving as an example and accepting the gentile who wishes to
adhere?

VIII
The kabbalistic tradition is a most suggestive resource for our topic, and
by this I refer primarily to imagery and metaphor rather than doctrine.
In a sense, in fact, the doctrine may severely restrict the possibilities of
the imagery, as we shall see.
In kabbalistic imagery, to put the matter simply, I(enesset Yisrael

clusters organically with shekhina and Shabbat. Whatever other functions and meanings this structure may possess, it also communicates the
idea that all these are conduits by which shefa, the benificent divine

overflow, reaches the world and elevates it. On a popular level, this is
reflected in Lekha Dodi, where Shabbat is called mekor haberakha, the
source (much as a fountain is a "source" of the water it releases) of
blessing. Other images serve much the same function; the shekhina, for
example, is called even shetiyya, the central stone which nourishes the

world; or the "hind," which distributes food to all creatures.50
Now, this imagery can be interpreted in numerous ways or, more
precisely, it can suggest a number of translations. What is the overflow?

And what does it mean to say that it passes "through" Israel in one of
her varied images?

Certainly, it is not unrealistic to see in the "overflow" all the good
which reaches the world, whether spiritual, social, or physicaL. Describ~

ing the modality by which Israel "transmits" this "overflow" to the
world, or humanity, is a more difficult task, as a number of different
interpretive strategies suggest themselves. The people of Israel may
function indirectly, as an instrument used by God, so that the improvement and elevation of Israel then refracts on the world; or, it may be an
active, purposeful agent. In terms already familar to us, Israel--r the

J ew- may be expected to serve as exemplar to the world, or going
beyond that, to be a dynamic force, either by teaching or working for
good in the world in more direct ways.

Examination of the career of this theme discloses, though, that it
frequently functioned differently. Rather than describing Israel or the
Jew as serving the destiny of mankind, it virtually reversed the equation.
The presence of the shekhina in the world is exclusively due to the exis-

the Jewish people, to begin with; and all good which comes to
the world must work through Israel, much as all physical blessing came

tence of
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to the world by the agency of the Temple, according to some aggadot
(or, to choose Yehuda haLevi's image, different as its message may be:
Israel is the heart of humanity). In a sense, an ironic sense to be sure,
given historic realities, the shekhina as matrona is merciful and benevolent mother, but also powerful queen.
This aspect of the matter comes to the fore in some kabbalistic
thought. Thus, Sha)arei Ora of R. Joseph Gikatilla51 describes the peo-

ple Israel (malkhut) as directing the "overflow" to the nations of the
world, who then subject themselves to her and serve her (an interesting
example of the political implications of the "mission" idea which we
redemption in the system of
the Ari, R. Isaac Luria, is even more extreme: "the presence of Israel
among the nations mends the world, but not the nations of the world
. . . it does not bring the nations closer to holiness, but rather extracts
the holiness from them and thereby destroys their ability to exist. . . .
shall shortly explore). Y. Tishbi's analysis of

the purpose of the full redemption is to destroy the vitality of all the
peoples." Now, even this can be understood in a number of ways, but

when coupled with a hostile rejection of conversion, it seems that the
fundamental thrust of the Ari, according to Tishbi, is to reject the idea
that Israel serves to elevate the rest of humanity. 52

Despite all this, it still seems likely that the potential of our basic
images is hardly exhausted. They can, I believe, legitimately inspire a

totally different-and positive-relationship between the Jew and
mankind (though the superior station of the people Israel remains
intact). It is possible that Rav Kook, whose description of such a relationship wil be noted in our next section, found some of his inspiration
in these materials-understood differently.
IX

The very phrase, "the Jewish responsibility for the welfare of mankind"

evokes, wily.-nily, the idea of the "Jewish mission." I assume that the

proponents of "Jewish responsibilty" do not wish to attach to this
notion the baggage attached to the "Jewish mission," which became, as

we shall see, a total explanation or justification of Jewish existence in
the modern world. Nor do they wish to adopt the assumptions underlying the noo- Jewish idea of mission, I am sure. "Jewish responsibility,"
as it is used in our discussion, is meant to be and remains a very limited
aspect of Jewish existence, normative or historicaL. Yet even acknowl-

edging these reservations, I think it is still instructive to ponder the
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career and implications of the idea of a "mission"-Jewish or nonJewish.

The doctrine of a national "mission" is a fairly pervasive idea and
is found in both the ancient and modern contexts. It is closely allied
with the idea of "chosenness," and is also a common aspect of modern
nationalism. I wil merely note a number of chapter- headings as a stimulus for further thought and discussion.
Two well-known and ultimately similar doctrines which embody
the idea of a national mission are the ancient Roman assumption that it,
as a "chosen people," was entrusted by the gods with the mission of

bringing universal peace to the world and ruling it. Imperialism, indeed,
is frequently conceived of as a mission. A second, more limited form of
"mission" was the 19th century British concept of the "white man's

burden" which, of course, also mandated imperial rule. Chosenness, in
both these cases, went hand-in-hand with the assumption of empire. It
might come as a surprise to learn that the idea of Jewish chosenness,
which we generally associate with duty and responsibility, was on occasion also interpreted as implying political rule. TaQJum Onkelos to

Numbers 24: 17 asserts that Israel is destined to rule the world, and the
amoraic midrash not infrequently claims that the people Israel will sucwas hardly
dominant-but neither was it an eccentricity. Political rule and spiritual
ceed Rome as the "fifth empire." Needlesss to say, this motif

superiority were not exclusionary; indeed they could often dovetail, and
the idea that God rules through His people is also found.53 The combi-

nation is found, in different forms, to be sure, from Second Commonwealth times through the medieval period. With this background in

hand, one can read the end of Maimonides' Hilkhot Melakhim and its
54

rejection of Jewish imperial ambition more perceptively.

Another aspect of the idea of "mission" is its alliance with the idea
of nationalism, especially in the modern period. Both Hans Kohn and

Jacob Talmon have focussed on the close relationship of these two
ideas; Talmon has gone so far as to claim that it is the "sense of mission
that generates national consciousness" rather than the reverse, and it is

this sense which forms a basic component of "political messianism," as
he argues in his book by that title.55 Most significant for our purposes is
the character and content of that mission. With virtually no exception,

Talmon continues, "the mission . . . involves service to a universal ideal
rather than the assertion of an exclusive national ethos. "56

The assertion of a " Jewish mission" has taken a number of forms

in modern Jewish history, but it may well be that all are indebted in
some degree to the modern idea of nationalism (as perhaps that idea
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is indebted to Jewish notions of chosenness and mission!) or bears
a functional similarity to the ancient idea of mission. This, of course, is a
rather paradoxical state of affairs, inasmuch as one form of the "Jewish
mission" insisted on the dissolution of Jewish national existence.
The most common referent of the "Jewish mission" is the idea,
associated with 19th century Reform, that Jews must lead a non-nationalistic diaspora existence so as to fulfill their mission, the instruction of
mankind in monotheism and its ethical, humanitarian implications. (It
appears that R. Samson Raphael Hirsch shared this view in its essentials,
as even a reading of his Nineteen Letters indicates, though Hirsch spoke
more of the Jew as an example than as an active instructor.) In a sense,
this claim can be associated with the Maimonidean texts on the love of

itself

God and its implications (see section VI above)) but this is clearly a mis-

leading analogy. For Reform thinkers, the "idea of mission" was a way
to justify the very continuation of Jewish existence, and it assumed that
Jewish existence was to be led, ideally, outside the Land of Israel and
without political expression. Maimonides, of course, needed no justification for Jewish existence; andgalut was hardly his ideaL. To proceed a

step further, Reform "mission" functioned in much the same way that
the doctrine of mission functioned generally: to justify a state of affairs
encouraged for quite other reasons-as was the case with Roman rule,
or British Asian imperialism.

57

Interestingly, the critique of Reform "mission"-even the tradi-

tionalist critique-did not focus only on its abandonment of mitzvot
but also reacted to the role it assigned the Jewish people. The Jewish

people, it was argued, was not expected to actively undertake the spiri-

tual reform of the mankind; that responsibilty is the proper task of God
and the nations themselves. Y. M. Pines claimed that Providence

worked in its own, indirect, ways; and R. David Hoffinan wrote that to
be a "kingdom of priests," a verse frequently enlisted by proponents of
the universal Jewish mission (and understood similarly by Hirsch in his
commentary to Humash), meant to lead a holy life.58 In essence, Pines
and Hoffman were saying that Jewish existence is autonomously justified; the ultimate goal of such existence is not the concern of the people
itself Nor were religionists the only opponents of the "mission" idea.
Ahad Ha'am forcefully opposed the dissolution of Jewish nationhood
implied by Reform by asserting that no healthy national body need jus-

tify its existence by reference to the service it renders to another
(though he clearly expected the people Israel to serve as a universal

model of justice). Max Wiener put it acerbically: "So long as Jews considered themselves as a living reality, a self-sustaining organism desiring
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to perpetuate itself, they conceived of no particular 'mission' to the
world. "59

Zionism, in both some of its religious and secular manifestations,
preached a different form of "Jewish responsibilty" which combined
traditional Jewish motifs and the newer ethos of European nationalism.
Here, the Jewish people, its national and indeed political existence, is to

serve as an example for humanity. This position was faithful to the earli-

er critique of the Reform mission both in that it did not reduce this
responsibilty to the teaching of a deracinated monotheism alone and in
that it did not require the Jew to actively pursue the gentile with his

message. In ths latter sense, it was also faithful to the traditional posture on proselytism which, as we saw earlier, preferred to have the Jew
teach by example and not actively missionize. Finally, the Zionist posi-

tion assumed that the national state was the major framework of human
existence in modern times; it both organized most of human life and
also caused the most significant moral issues. Consequently, creation of

a model polity and society which would serve as a "light unto the
nations" would be the way to have the most significant impact on
human life. Once again, incidentally, "responsibility" or "mission"
serves to justify a goal-in this case, the renewal of Jewish political existence- perhaps desired for quite other reasons.

This line of argument is expressed in much ideological writing,
from Ahad Ha'am and Buber to Rav Kook (each in his own way, of
course). Ahad Ha'am envisaged a new Jewish reality in Palestine as the
model of justice; Buber wrote that we want the Land of Israel not for
the Jews alone but for humanity, which would benefit from the realiza-

tion of Judaism in the world; and Rav Kook proposed that all the cultures of the world would be renewed through our spiritual renewal, a
renewal which would be rooted in a renaissance in the Land of IsraeL.

For Rav Kook, of course, kabbalistic materials could provide no mean
basis for this idea, but even this basis was wondrously expanded in the
light of modern reality and possibilties.
One Biblical instance will ilustrate this new perspective. In both
Genesis 12:3 and 18:18, Abraham is blessed that "venivrekhu bekha kol
mishpehot ha-adama." This rather opaque phrase was explained in

ways: Abraham was to serve

ancient and medieval times in a number of

as the model by which other men would bless their sons; he was to
bestow the blessing of prosperity on all people, or all peoples were to
share in the blessing which would come to the world for his sake; the
nations of the world would fuse with the Jewish people, children of
Abraham. Now, both Buber and Rav Kook articulate a new understand32
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ing of this verse: all the nations of the world are to be blessed spiritually
and culturally through the life to be led by the Jewish people in their

land, which would be a teaching for all humanity.60

The idea of a Jewish "mission" devoted to the propogation of
monotheism in the Diaspora seems quite outdated today, as monotheism is either the heritage of all mankind or, alternatively, it is an idea

which today bores all mankind. Yet the Jews are assigned-or claimanother function in modern civilzation, and I think it may be useful to
see this, basically, as a variation of the idea of a Jewish "mission." Quite
frequently, we hear that the Jew, being the quintessential "outsider," is

also the quintessential social and moral critic of society, a position of
both great privilege and great danger. The Jew is the perennial revolu-

tionary. This claim shares with the idea of a Jewish "mission" its
assumption that the Jew has a unique message to bestow upon mankind
or a special function within culture, and also that Jewish existence must
be Diaspora, non-political existence. For when the Jew lives in a national polity of his own, he ceases to be an outsider, and he inexorably loses
his peculiar moral and intellectual vantage point. In a sense, he ceases to

be a Jew. George Steiner is a good example of this interpretation of
Jewish existence.

x
The patient reader is doubtless rather put out by now; he/she is irritated and even plain angry. This discussion does not seem to be what was
intended by the question of the "Jewish responsibilty for the welfare of

general society." The topics presented are remote and far from the obvi0us sense of the question posed. They are too "spiritual"; they deal
with much larger issues-the conversion of mankind, say-than we
associate with the term "welfare of. . . society." That phrase suggests a

social melioration, step-by-step intervention and improvement, not
total re-organization. Perhaps the reader also feels a sense of irresolution. Different voices have been heard on a variety of topics, but no
decisive claim has been entered.

Let us then place matters in focus. I think we can safely say that
"responsibility for the welfare of general society" is not the highest priority in our scheme of things, at least on the day-to-day leveL. The peo-

ple Israel seems called upon primarily to keep its house in order and to
care for its own, to serve God and to witness to Him. At the same time,

this exemplary life ought to have an overall incremental impact on
mankind as a whole. If we have only infrequently seen ourselves as
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directly reforming humanity or even educating it, we have more frequently believed that we would be a model to be imitated. And a more
activist pattern exists, too, ranging from aggadic comments to Maimonidean statements to the broad vistas articulated by Rabbi Soloveitchik.

There is little reason to deny Judaism's commitment to humanity.
The Jewish contribution flows rather naturally from the situation of our

being part of the human fraternity, and it needs much less ideological
justification than is usually thought, assuming, of course, that this contrbution stays in healthy and sensible balance with other pursuits and

commitments.
On a personal level, Jews, including pious Jews, wil naturally want
to participate in the full range of human activities if these are open to
them. The variety of human talent and the legitimacy of its expression
has been lauded from earliest times. To put the matter more concretely,

I doubt that Shmuel haNaggid, Don Isaac Abravanel, or, for that matter, Yòsef haTzaddik) found it necessary to justify their involvement in
the economic or diplomatic realities of their time. The same is true of

the Jew's utiization of his scientific/technological talents. We all know
that the Rav, ztJJ!) read Genesis 1:28 (". . . Fil the earth and subdue
her. . .") as a norm, much as Hazal read" . . . be fruitful and multiply," with which the sentence begins. Somehow, I am even satisfied to
take these words as a description of the legitimate, indeed blessed energies and drives encoded in humanity-Jews included.
Moreover, it is patent that "general society" in the modern world
includes Jews. This integration, a result of technological and political
realities as much as of ideological preferences, results in a situation
where even those activities not directed specifically at Jews or designed

to benefit them wil in fact have an impact on us. This is true of all
medical and technological processes, obviously; it is also true of much
social structuring. Political structures and power determine the distribution of resources.
But the impact of "general society" on the Jew goes far beyond

the crude question of who gets what. The Jew who is open to his
human surroundings-and this situation obtains today not only for the

"Centrist Orthodox," all denials to the contrary- is wily-nily affected
by them culturally and even spiritually, and consequently he/she has a
stake in their content and quality. This is true for the culture of the
street as well as the culture of the library.
Finally, being a part of general society implies human mutuality. It

is unfair, ugly, and eventually impossible to make claims on society
without feeling part of it and making one's contribution. This, inciden34
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tally, seems to me a more correct understanding of darkhei shalomJ a
value which focuses on the harmonious relationship of a variety of dif-

ferent groupings (priests and Israelites; children and adults; neighbors;
the more pious and the less) than the cynical explanation which is usu-

ally given. Mutuality has pragmatic value, to be sure, but it also expresses a value of the spirit.
Now, these last two paragraphs describe a situation which is quite
remarkable in the history of the Jewish encounter with the world, as the
Rav pointed out. For even periods in which Jews held great power, or
places in which the doings of general society impinged powerfully on
the. Jewish condition, were ultimately different. Society and state were
stratified by religion, class, people; they did not see the kind of integra-

tion (or, from the conservative's point of view, breakdown), which
define, for the time being at least, the place of the Jew and his community in the general scheme of things. And it was often difficult to even
conceive, let alone urge, the Jew's taking an active role in the history of
general society. So perhaps we must exercise our moral and spiritual
imaginations, as well as our erudition.
This change in historical and sociological reality carrries a number

of implications. Obviously, it is now possible to act in ways which were
inconceivable before; and this possibilty creates responsibility. But the
and per-

matter cuts more deeply. Since the Jew is able-as individual

haps as community-to participate in the processes which govern
democratic societies as a whole, his silence and inaction reflect an acqui-

escence in the evils and abuses to which other human beings are subject. This raises the issue of hillul haShem in an overall sense, as we pro-

ject an image of apathy to suffering. No less acute, though, is the fact
that this image is true to reality, that our passivity in the face of societal
challenges means that we do condone evil and that we do not.. really

care about our fellow human beings. What happens to the Divine
we are not outwe remain unmoved by indecency, if

Image within us if

raged by wrong? And if we are part of the society in which all this hap-

pens, it is difficult to see how we can deny our share of responsibility
for its character.

Certainly, the exercise of judgment is required, especially on a
communal

leveL. Questions of prudence and policy wil always be on the

agenda. So too wil questions of priority and resource-management.
Even the most idealistic of rationales, and I shortly revert to some of
these, require balanced concretization. Thus: Hilel taught that the rich
person who has fallen from his station must be restored to it, and he

even served as herald before one such man. But I doubt that Hilel
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would have made this his priority if he had to choose between buying a

horse for an erstwhile nobleman, and feeding ten hungry men and
women. And to choose an example more appropriate for our topic:
Despite the rule, "aniyei irkha veJaniyei ir aheret-aniyei irkha kodmiml' (=between the poor of your own town and the poor of another

town-your poor come first),61 it is unlikely that a Jewish community
would completely devote its resources to its own needs and thoroughly
refuse the poor of its neighbors. Here too, considerations of comparative need must be factored in, as well as the literal parameters of the
phrase kodmim (=come first).

Israeli Jewry, for better or for worse, bears the burden of Jewish
political identity. Its community will be part of the world community of

nations, whatever degree of mutuality that invites. And, if we speak the
terminology of kiddush haShem, Israeli Jewry will appear as the global
Jewry as a whole, in moral terms at least. The universal
interest generated by the kibbutz movement some years back is an indi ~
cation of how open many people are (theoretical as this openness may
have been), all over the world, for new solutions and standards. Today,
the basic issues concern the underpriviledged classes and persons and
ethnic minorities. Can Israel become a model in these areas? I spoke

representative of

earlier of the vocation of teaching by "doing your own thing" as an
expression of non-imperialist mission; Israel, as state and as society, is
well situated to do this, if it can. Perhaps these are among the issues on
which we shall be tested.
We have seen statements urging the Jew to work for peace in the
world, to bestow hessed on all creatures, to call all men and women to
the love of God, to be the conduit through which physical and spiritual

good reach humanity, to teach, to share. It is difficult to argue with the
person who acts on (as he experiences) Rav Kook's vision: "The love for
Israel (ahavat Yisrael) implies the love of humanity (kol ha-adam)." Or,

in more lyrical terms: "There is a person who sings the song of his own
soul . . . there is one who sings the song of his people . . . there is one
whose soul expands until it spreads beyond the limits of Israel and sings
the song of humanity. . . and there is one who goes even higher until
his soul joins with all existence, with all creatures, with all the worlds,
and he sings with them. "62 Are these ideals more easily appropriated by

individuals than by the community as a whole? Perhaps, if one believes
Niehbuhr; but the opposite may be true as welL.

It is difficult, if not impossible, to provide the person who lives the
ideal with a prudential calculus, or even a rational one. At times,

indeed, one feels the need to adopt more of the ideal, even if it means
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compromising one's own justifiable needs. Recall that after Ravexplains
why one may prefer one's own loss to the aveda of one's neighbor and
even urges one to do so, he then concludes that a person who always

takes this prudential path, will eventually come to the same poor state
from which he fled.63 Perhaps this applies to spiritual, human poverty
no less than to the economic kind?
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