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In our days, severe vicissitudes pre{/ail, and all feel the pressure

of hard times. The wisdom of our wise men has disappeared; the

understanﬁng of our prudent men 1s hidden. Hence, the commentar-
les of the Geonim and their compilations of laws and responses,

which they took care to make clear, have in our times become hard
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to understand so that only a few individuals properly comprehend

them. Needless to add that such is the case in regard to the Talmud
itself—the Babylonian as well as the Palestinian—the Sifra, the Sifre
and the Tosefta, all of which works require, for.their comprehension,
a broad mind, .a wise soul, and considerable study, and then one can
learn from them the correct practice as to what is forbidden or per-
mitted, and the other rules of the Torah. ;
On these grounds, I, Moses the son of Maimon the Sefardi, be-
stirred myself, and, re]ymg on the help of God, blessed be!He,

intently studied all these works, with the view of putting together
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It seems that all this applies specifically in previous times when everyone lived in their parental
home and the tradition of parents was very strong, allowing everyone to act in accordance with the
ways of their ancestors, as the verse states: “Ask your father and he shall tell you.” In such
circumstances, one could say that she should not study Torah but, rather, depend for her behavior
on her righteous parents. But now, due to our many sins, the transmission of the parents has become
very weak and it sometimes happens that the child does not dwell in the place of her parents at all.
This is especially the case among those who accustom themselves to study the writing and
language of the nations of the world. In such a case it is certainly a great mitzvah to teach them
Humash, also Nevi’im and Ketuvim, and the ethical teachings of the Rabbis like the Tractate Avot,
the book Menorat Ha-Maor, and others like it so that the matter of our holy faith should become
true for them. For, otherwise, it is likely that they will totally abandon the way of the Lord and
violate all the principles of the religion, God forbid. :
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Secular education thus became part of our life. The best pri-
Vvate tutors were engaged to prepare my two older brothers for
the university. They responded enthusiastically to their new
course of studies and within a few years were ready for their

entrance examinations. To fulfill their lifetime dream about

It was in Warsaw that my formal edu'ca?onqgegan, both ele-
mentary and secondary. From the age of nine, my parents added

" to my religious education a thoroughly secular course of study.
This was contrary to the prevailing custom in other rabbinic

}‘;r“t}ilies, whlch refused to expose their children to foreign influ-

ences, fearing assimilation or even conversion. They argued,
“It’s too dangerous to give our children a secular education. It
would bring them in contact with the glitter and attractiveness
of the free-thinking world, and their interest in Jewish tradition
may disappear, Chas Vecholila [God forbid].”

Influenced by my mother’s deep conviction that there is no

room for ignorance in an observant Jew, Father adopted an :

entirely different approach to secular education. He now main-
tained a new philosophy: that in this changing world both reli-
gious and general education were necessary if one was to have
an effective influence on Jewish young people. A pious Jew
must be part of the world at large and must participate in all the
endeavors of his community, provided they are not at variance
with the tradition and do not threaten his uniqueness as an

Orthodox Jew.

Joseph Dov’s future role in Jewish life, my parents decided to
leave the decision regarding his university education to him. His
choice was the University of Berlin, famous for its philosophy
diga!:trx}gr}t, which became his field of interest. o

My second brother, Samuel, excelling in mathematics and sci-
ence, chose to major in chemistry at the University of Brussels.
Both brothers left home to face an entirely new world of secular-
ism.

My youngest brother, Aaron, was too young for formal secular
education. He had been completely occupied with his religious
studies since the age of three. His general education was initi-
ated at a much later date.

My sister and [ were enrolled in a private Jewish Gymnasium,
since the secondary schools administered by the government
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5 Toda—.y religion in America is as private and diverse as New England
colonial religion was public and unified. One person we interviewed has

actually named her religion (she calls it her “faith”) after herself. This
suggests the logical possibility of over 220 million Amcrican rcligions,
one for each of us. Sheila Larson is a young nurse who has received a
good deal of therapy and who describes her faith as “Sheilaism.” “I be-
lieve in God. I'm not 2 religious fanatic. I can’t remember the last time I
went to church. My faith has carried me a long way. It's Sheilaism. Just
my own little voice.” Sheila’s faith has some tenets beyond belief in God,
- théugh not many. In defining “my own Sheilaism,” she said: “It's just try
to love yourself and be gentle with yourself. You know, I guess, take care
of each other. I think He would want us to take care of each other.” Like
many others, Sheila would be willing to endorse few more specific in-
junctions. We will return to Sheila later in this chapter, for her experi-
ence and belief are in some ways significantly representative. But first we
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_ New Yorker, March 20, 2000

"We're thinking maybe it's fime you started getting sore religions thtii "«w
There's Catholic, Protestuant, and Jewnst—uny of those sound good £p you?
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EVERYONE DECIDES FOR THEMSELVES
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vidualism is not a contested orthodoxy for teenagers. It is an invisible and
pervasive doxa,’ that is, an unrecognized, unquestioned, invisible premise or
presupposition. U.S. teenagers’ profound individualism informs a number of
issues related to religion.

“Wha Am I to Judgei”
For most teens, nobody bas to do anything in life, including anything to do
with religion. “Whatever” is just fine, if that’s what a person wants. Conse-
quently, certain traditional religious languages and vocabularies of commit-
ment, duty, faithfulness, chedience, —iling. obligatdon, accountability, and
ties to the past are nearly completely absent from the discourse of U.S. teen-
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Chapter 6

Obligation: A Jewish
Jurisprudence of the
Social Order

1. Fundamental Words

Every legal culture has its fundamental words. When we define our
subject this weekend as human rights, we also locate ourselves in a
normative universe at a particular place. The word “rights”
highly evocative one for those of us who have grown up in the
enlightenment secular society of the West. Even those among us who
have been graced with a deep and abiding religious background can
hardly have escaped the evocations that the terminology of “rights”
carries. Indeed, we try in this conference to take a little credit here
and there for the lustre which the edifice of rights reflects, perhaps
suggesting now and again that the fine reflection owes something to
some ultimate source of the light.

Judaism is, itself, a legal culture of great antiquity. It has hardly
led a wholly autonomous existence these past three millennia. Yet,
I suppose it can lay as mach claim as any of the other great legal
cultures to have an integrity to its basic categories. When I am asked
to reflect upon Judaism and human rights, therefore, the first thought
that comes to mind is that the categories are wrong. I do not mean,
of course, that basic ideas of human dignity and worth are not
powerfully expressed in the Jewish legal and literary traditions.
Rather, T mean that because it is a legal tradition Judaism has its
own categories for expressing through law the worth and dignity of
each human being. And the categories are not closely analogous to
“human rights”” The principal word in Jewish law, which occupies a
place equivalent in evocative force to the Americ

is a
post-

an legal system’s

“rights,” is the word “mitzvah” which literally me
but has a general meaning closer to “incumbent
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pass on? I admit that I am not able to define precisely the mas-
soretic role of the by circumseription ]_hope

to be able to in_it. Permit me to draw upon my own ex-
riences. 1 used to have long conversations with my mother.
fn Tact, it was a monologue rather than a dialogue. She talked

and I "happened” to overhear. What did she talk about? 1 must
use an halakhic term in order to answer this question: she talked
me-inyana de-yoma. 1 used to watch her arranging The house
in honor of a holiday. I used to see her recite prayers: [ used
to watch her recite the sidra every Friday night and 1 still

remember the nostalgic tune. I learned from h ry m
Most of all 1 learned that Juda: SErstLmuch

) aism expresses itself not only
i com WA ¢ law but also ving experiepce.

She taught me that there 1s 2 flavor, a scent and warmth to

mitzvot. I learned from her the most jmportant thing in lile —
hand resting upon my frail shoulders. Without hier teaching:
which qulte often were transmitied to me 1o 31
Zrown up 8 soulless beinﬁ, % and_insensitive. »
The laws of of instance, were passed on to me by
my father; they are a part of mussar avikha. The Shabbat as a

living entity, as a queen, was revealed to me by my mother; it is
a part of torat Imekha. The fathers knew much about the Shab-

bat; the mothers lived the Shabbat, experienced her presence, and
perceived her beauty and splendor. % S

The fathers taught g.eaemiom how to observe the Shabbat;
mothers taught generations bow to greet the Shabbat and how
to enjoy her twenty-four hour presence. '
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Let me make an admission here; I will confide in you. This is
the toughest of all jobs, the most difficult of all tasks. I know from
my own experience how difficult it is. I am not modest; I am far
from being modest. I know that I am a good teacher. I can teach

halakhah. I can explain the most abstract concepts. I can popular-
ize the most complex talmudic debate and break it down into its
component parts. I can explain and elucidate abstract ideas.

For instance, before Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur I used
to study with my students (your rabbi [Rabbi Stephen Riskin] can
confirm this) the halakhot pertaining to the Yomim Noraim [Days
of Awe]. From time to time I would reach out for the aggadah or
for philosophical ideas with which to elucidate the philosophy of
those solemn festivals. If necesssary I would also introduce a mod-
ern idiom in order to explain certain aspects of the sanctity of

these holy days [Kedushat ha-Yom]. All these tr@g:_ksl know.

But one trick I have not mastered. One thing I cannot do to
perfection is to tell my students how I felt on Rosh Hashanah and
Yom ha-Kippurim when I was their age. The emotions I experi-
enced, and not what I knew about it. I knew a lot, and they know a
lot. But what I felt on these days! How I lived it! I am unable to
share with them, what I experienced, for instance, when the
shaliakh tzibbur [cantor] used to chant and sing: Veha-kohanim
veha-am haomdim ba-azarah [“When the priests and the people
who were standing in the Temple court”; from the Avodah, the
procedure of the Temple service, which is recited as part of the
Musaf of Yom Kippur; High Holiday Prayer Book, trans. Philip
Birnbaum, p. 816]. If you know the melody, you will agree that
there is so much nostalgia, so much longing and melancholy in
this tune, in the melody of Veha-kohanim veha-am haomdim ba-
azarah. I felt as if I had been transferred in time and space into a
different world. I felt that I was in the B i [Holy Tem-
ple]. How can I explain this to my students? I can tell them about
it but I cannot pass on my experiences to them!

Or how can I pass on the e i
when the congregation responded amen to the chanting of the
Shehehiyanu blessing. It is difficult to transfer experiences and not

vo b 2 (lagaN, (7¢-~177%

just concepts; to give over themes and not just numbers. To pass

on feelings, to tell the story of both inner restlessness and serenity,
fo relate the narrative of joy and awe, of trepidation and at the
same time equanimity in one’s heart, one must not use words.
Words cannot explain it. Instead an unusual medium must be ut-
lized: silence. That melamed of old in my heder knew how to pass
on his emotional acquisitions, his ecstatic experiences, and his
mystical outlook on life. He knew how to pass this on to his pupils
without saying a single word.




