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PREFACE TO THE
REVISED EDITION

This book was finished once in quiet times; it has now been
redone, three turbulent decades later. Many of the answers to
questions of values and of life and death are different now than
they were thirty years ago. The easy conclusion would be the
cliché that religion changes with changing times, as indeed it
does—and that the believers themselves change, as [ know I have
in the years between my fortieth birthday, when I signed the
preface to the first edition, and my seventieth birthday, when I
signed the present text. What seems more remarkable is that even
in very stressful times, in the recent years of often angry sectar-
ianism, Judaism has remained very much a unity. The hundred
pages or so of new material in this revised edition are culled from
clashing, but basically not discordant, discussions of all the major
new issues of the last three decades.

The foundations of the world seemed secure in the late 1950s.
America was at the zenith of its influence as the preeminent
power in the world. The five million Jews within its borders were
less persecuted and excluded than Jews had ever been in the
many centuries of their wanderings among the gentiles. Judaism
could be described as a confident religion, the faith of a com-
munity which no longer had much to fear from the hand of man.
American Jews could, so I hoped, begin to find their way back
to the inherited religious tradition. To be sure, the faithful, those
in each of the several denominations who lived by the rules, were
a minority. Most Jews were impressionistic in their beliefs and
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practices, but what Judaism taught seemed clear. The maleness
of God, or at least of His authorized representatives, was hardly
in question, even though more and more women, in Judaism as
in all the major biblical faiths, had begun to demand equality.

In the late 1950s fundamentalism had not yet risen to major
power in America. The religious scene was still dominated by
theological and social moderates who wanted to dampen conflicts
and accommodate differences. The major religious groups did
differ, as they always had, on such issues as abortion or state aid
to parochial education, but they were perceived to be moving
away from their quarrels and towards pragmatic entente. To be
sure, there was deep division within American society on the
question of race. Large groups among the Christians of the South
fought actively to retain segregation, and some of the synagogue
congregations in the region did not speak above a whisper—but
the overwhelming bulk of the organized religious community,
both Jewish and Christian, joined in active commitment to the
cause of civil rights. It was widely believed that this unity would
lead to an era of peace and cooperation among the faiths; they
were perceived to be working together towards a more just and
peaceful society in the near future.

Looking inward, most Jews believed that the future would be
more peaceful. They thought that harmony would be growing
within their community. The Orthodox were led then by mod-
erates who cooperated easily with the more liberal wings, the
Conservative and the Reform. To be sure, the atmosphere was
beginning to change in the late 1950s. Some forces among the
Orthodox were becoming assertive. More fundamentalist ele-
ments were insisting on erecting barriers to keep the true believers
inside their own fold. The Reform and the Conservative were
moving towards gender equality, and thus the more liberal de-
nominations were fashioning themselves to be ever less like the
Orthodox. Within the Jewish community, as among both the
Protestants and the Catholics, the religious moderates had begun
to be challenged by confrontationists, but few thought that the
future would bring a sometimes embittered polarization.

Perhaps most important of all, Judaism in America, and even
in Israel, thought of itself as a Western religion, primarily in
dialogue with Christianity. The Jews in America were still fighting
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for complete social equality in an overwhelmingly Christian so-
ciety. In lIsrael the bid of the Jews from Islamic lands for equal
respect for their cultural heritage was in its early stages. Culture
and society were dominated, seemingly permanently, by earlier
immigrants who had come from Europe.

The relationship between religion and the West has changed,
fundamentally, in the last three decades. Christianity itself, in
both its Catholic and Protestant versions, has been working to
break the connection between the Christian faith and Western
culture. The new thinking asserts that the civilizations of Asia
and Africa must have an equal stake in the Christian message,
lest Christianity be regarded as merely an agent of colonial oppres-
sion. In the West itself, religion is no longer only either Christian
or Jewish. The wars and political turmoil of the last three decades
have propelled millions of Muslims, Buddhists, and Hindus to
all the major European countries and to the United States. In
every major city west of the Elbe river, the boundary of West
Germany before the reunification, there is a marked and growing
presence of mosques, Buddhist temples, and ashrams. In the ten
largest cities of the United States, taken together, white Europeans
are now the minority. To be sure, Blacks and Hispanics are
generally Christians, but even among them, third-world religions
are growing.

In this ever more complicated society, Jews are well on the
way to defining themselves, and their religion, independent of
supposed Western norms. The re-creation of a Jewish State in
Asia is a strong force moving the Jewish community, and Ju-
daism, away from its Western presumptions of three decades ago.
One of the deepest themes in Zionism is the quest for a redefi-
nition of the Jewish soul through reencounter with the ambiance
in which Judaism was first defined. Judaism was distorted, so this
argument goes, by its life in the Exile, under unremitting pressure
of various majority cultures. The authentic Jewish spirit belongs
not to the West, to which Jews were once sent in slavery, but to
the Middle East, where this people was born. The religious dia-
logue with the West has become less important in recent years
for immediate political reasons as well. Arabs have challenged
the Zionists with the argument that Jews returning to the Land
of Israel are Western interlopers who had long since become
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alien to the region. Jewish thinkers have replied by insisting on
the Middle Eastern character which had been stamped on Ju-
daism when it began, and which it had retained even during the
long centuries of the exile of the Jews to alien lands. Quite apart
from Zionist ideology, a fundamental demographic and cultural
change has taken place in Israel in the last thirty years. Jews of
European origin are now a minority, and some of its most dis-
tinguished religious authorities are people for whom Islam and
not Christianity is the point of reference.

The religious experience of Jews is indissolubly linked to what
happens to the Jewish people in history. Both the Holocaust, the
unprecedented murder of six million Jews by the Nazis for the
“crime” of being born Jews, and the creation of the State of Israel,
a Jewish commonwealth reestablished nearly nineteen centuries
after the destruction of the Second Temple, had occurred in the
1940s. Obviously, Jewish thought and feeling in the 1950s were
deeply affected by these seminal events, but it is clear now, thirty
years later, that the transforming impact of the Holocaust and of
the State of Israel on Jewish spirituality had just begun to be felt.
In the last three decades the murder of European Jewry has
become more than a memory of the ultimate pogrom. The Hol-
ocaust cannot be discussed without raising the question of God’s
justice. The religious significance of the State of Israel was trans-
formed even more dramatically. Since 1967, the State of Israel
has controlled all the territory west of the Jordan river, including,
for the first time, a very large Arab minority within the borders
of the “undivided Land of Israel.” Very soon after the victory an
explosive issue developed: on national and religious grounds, is
it permissible to give back even one inch of the land that “God
gave to the Jews”? More generally, what moral responsibilities
come with power?

On rereading the new material, after this revised edition was
finished, I was astonished to find that on most issues—old and
new—the combatting views belonged together.

One source of coherence is the method of argument. It has
remained the same for many centuries. Biblical and rabbinic
precedents are invariably cited today as in the past. In most cases,
it is argued that Talmudic norms can be stretched to apply to
situations that the ancient rabbis could 1ot possibly have imag-



