CHAPTER 1

Religious Praxis:
The Meaning of Halakhah

(1953)

y approach to the subject of the Mitzvoth, and to Jewish
l \ / I religious praxis as a component of living religious reality,
is not that of history or theology.! I will not elaborate a
philosophic justification or rationale of the Mitzvoth, but intend rather
to focus upon their meaning for Jewish religion as we live it and are
capable of living it here and now. My theme is not historical; it is
contemporary. To be sure, we are all influenced by the literary sources
from which we learn what Judaism has been and what outstanding
Jews have thought, but we shall not be bound by such sources. Cita-
tions and allusions to them will serve as illustrations, not as evidence.
My contentions will be exemplified by selected citations, though I am
fully aware that the sources include expressions of views and opinions
which differ considerably from one another and are at times even
opposed to those set forth here.

I will not talk about the substance of Halakhah, but rather about its
religious meaning for the observant Jew. Nor will I expound specific
laws, norms, reasons for various prescriptions and proscriptions, or the
grounds for halakhic decisions. The Halakhah cannot be unambigu-
ously defined in terms of its content. Although, as a system enduring
over time, it is a totality, its details present considerable variation over
the generations. Controversy and diversity of opinion abound within
its framework, yet the opposed views are all regarded as “the words of
the living God.”? What characterizes Judaism as a religion of Mitzvoth
is not the set of laws and commandments that was given out at the
start, but rather the recognition of a system of precepts as binding,
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even if their specifics were often determined only with time. Moreover,
this system of norms is constitutive of Judaism. The very being of
Judaism consists in its imposing a distinctive regime on the everyday
existence of the Jew, a way of life shaped by the Oral Law, which

Halakhah is far from rigid. It is the intention of realizing the Tor

life that distinguishes the shaping of Halakhah by the preceptors of the
Oral Law from its modification at the hands of the Reformers. In ren-

which reflect not a sincere attempt to understand the Halakhah jtself
but rather a desire to adapt the Halakhah to a variety of human needs,
cultural, moral, social, and even political.

We characterize Judaism as an institutional religion, but not merely
in the sense that it comprises institutions. That js characteristic of all

Apart from them Judaism does not exist.

Contrary to widespread and superficial belief, Halakhah does not
exemplify religious fossilization. Credos and religious standards of
value, as abstract principles, tend to petrify. The institutional religion
whose principles and values are not confined to consciousness but are
expressed in concrete manifestations in the lives of those who adhere
to it is the truly living religion. The Halakhah represents Judaism in its
full vitality.

Students of the history of religions and cultures differ as to the rela-
tion of myth and ritual in primitive religions. In the age of rationalism
of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, it was axiomatic that prim-

itive peoples fashioned rituals to express their world view and sense of
life, which were embodied initially in thej

ers maintain the opposite view. Ritual is
myth is the attempt to interpret the ritual and attach meaning to it. In
the case of Judaism, where religious belief and action are intertwined,

is the religious praxis a superstructure erected on a foundation of relj-
gious values comprising both cognitive

and emotional components, or
is the spiritual and mental world of the

Jewish religion a superstructure
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ising above a basis of religious practice? The answer to .this question
nsmgb sought neither in dogmatic considerations nor in normative
b beut th%ough empirical examination of historical facts. .Wxthm
Onc:Z;sm the content of faith—the categories of religious cogni'tlon ajnd
Q:lnsibili;y—arc interpretations of the system of Torah andhlctis 1;/[[11%;
voth. It cannot be emphasized too strongl.y th'at this approac cl).e ot
detract from the primary element of faith inherent in thebre 1glouI
stance of the Jew. Whether one says, “I obserye the Torah e:;lu’l’sc
have had the privilege of recognizing thc‘ Giver of the Tt(;r I: ;);1'
declares, “I have been privileged to recognize the Giver of he Afl)rtz
as a result of having accepted the yoke of the. Torah and. 1[:3 h1' i
voth”—in either case, one’s point of departure is “that of faltd ,f v'vthlc.n
can only be grounded in the stance of Abrahan_lz and he had fai : tlic
God” (Gen. 15:6). The uniqueness .of Iudalsm,. ic charact;:rls.ts
which distinguishes it from other faiths and religions, name y,dl :
embodiment in the Torah and the Mitzvoth, cannot be undc:rstO(::1 la
all if the Torah and its precepts are not construed as d'f1ta precel ing
recognition of the Giver of the Torah “to .Whom there is no ?E,a log}y
whatsoever.”™ Judaism was embodied not in an abstract set o Mc 1e.s
attained by many who had never hcard (l)1f Abraham or of the Mosaic
t in the Torah and the Mitzvoth. .

Toli/lateléilzsal Jewish philosophers, for whom rationalism was ;Otl‘a
methodological postulate but a world view, defined the .]ew.xs rz 1;
gious collectivity as one dominated by a common 1fica. Qe zl
Hama’amimim or Qehal Hameyahadim. Frorn. a hlstor.lc-emplntch
point of view this was completely erroneous. Artlclc‘s of fath were s
subject of violent dispute. The very idea of divine unity was 1r1'terprfe';e1
in ways which were almost antithetic. Nevert.hclcss, the unity of the
community remained unimpaired. What ]udalsm' creaFed was a com:
munity that maintained the Torah and observed its Mltzvqth;; ci)m
munity that retained its identity despite extreme dlffe_rcncejs in e(C)1 og-
ical opinion. Many great sages who succeeded Malmonu.ics aqd :ire
celebrated as saintly figures would have been rcgardcq by him as ido aci
ters, and he would, no doubt, have excommunicated them an
regarded them as deserving extermination. Yet. later generations
through which Judaism was passed down considered the v;rl;)l;s
opposed views to be words of the living God. ;t was thus not beliefs
or opinions that determined the identity of Judaism. Its continuity was
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that of its religious praxis. This is why the Hassidic movement, which
neither intended to create a new Halakhah nor did so in fact, remained
an integrated and live member of the Jewish body, despite the psychic
distance and abyss of enmity which separated Hassidim from their
opponents, who went so far as to attempt to excommunicate them.
Compare this with the fate of the Sabbatean movement, which, owing
to its defection from observance of Mitzvoth, was ejected from the
body of Jewry, its ideology remaining beyond the pale.

This empirically confirmed fact of Judaism as a distinct historical phe-
nomenon, which preserved a constant identity, maintained its conti-
nuity over a period of three thousand years, and was embodied solely
in the Mitzvoth systematically structured in the form of the Halakhah,
will serve as a point of departure. Only by virtue of the Halakhah was
Judaism delimited as a single independent and autonomous unit dis-
tinguishable from others. Within Judaism, faith is a superstructure ris-
ing above the Mitzvoth; the Mitzvoth do not subserve faith. Accep-
tance of the principles of Jewish theological beliefs by individuals or
entire communities did not lead to their Incorporation within Jewry.
Such principles were discovered or conceived independently by indi-
viduals and groups who had no contact with Judaism. Furthermore,
within Judaism precisely the articles of faith were subject to contro-
versy. In any event, articles of faith were variously interpreted in dif-
ferent generations and even contemporaneously. The upshot was that
Judaism as a historic entity was not constituted by its set of beliefs. It
was not embodied in any specific political or social order. Contrary to
the views of Samuel David Luzzatto, Ahad Ha’am, Hermann Cohen,
and their followers, Judaism did not consist of a specific ethic.® Moral-
ity can be neither Jewish nor non-Jewish, neither religious nor irreli-
gious. Morality is morality. The attempt to fuse morality and religion
is not a happy one. Morality as guidance of man’s will in accordance
with his knowledge of nature and of himself (the Stoics; Spinoza), or
in accordance with what the individual considers his duty toward man

as an end-in-himself (Kant), differs radically from religious conscious-

ness or religious feeling. From the standpoint of Judaism man as such

has no intrinsic value. He is an “image of God,” and only as such does

he possess special significance. That is why Judaism did not produce

an ethical theory of its own, was never embodied in a moral system,
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and made no pretenses of representing a specific moral point of view.
The Bible does not recognize the good and the right as such, only “tbe
good and the right in the eyes of God” (Deut. 12:28). The systematic
ethical theories found in later Jewish sources (Maimonides; Bahya.lbn
Pakuda) were either adopted from non-Jewish sources or were gu}des
to the systematic cultivation of the religious virtues, appeals tq stricter
adherence to the Torah and its commandments (Moshe Hayy‘lm Luz-
zatto).” Judaism as a specifically defined entity exi.stmg. conquously
over a period of three thousand years was not realized in philosophy,
literature, art, or anything other than halakhic living. Hence whoever
is able to achieve religiosity only through the channels of Judaism, or
whoever is interested in the Jewish manifestations of religiosity,. must,
willy-nilly, come to grips with the religious praxis of Judaism, with the
world of Halakhah.

It may well be that a typological factor enters into the personal
understanding of the relationship between the institutional aspects of
religion (in the case of Judaism, the Halakhah), and the realm of values
associated with faith and religious cognition. In other words, a good
deal may depend upon the psychic propensities of each in(‘iividual', and
one cannot generalize and contend that in any given religion the insti-
tutional aspects or the abstract values have priority. A[_nc')ng the reli-
gious some believers may consider that faith precedes religion and oth-
ers will say that religion antecedes faith. One person may proceed fr.om
a given realm of values—of principles of faith and abstréct obhga-
tions—to participation in their realization in concrete manlfestathns.
Another may reach the world of religious values as a rcsult.of takmg
up the yoke of Torah and Mitzvoth, the burden of institutional r?ll-
gion, the ideational content of which is formulated in terms of behe'f.
However, one who is not naturally inclined toward religiosity will
never attain religious faith and commitment to religious values except
through the medium of institutional religion; if he is a Jew, through
the religious praxis of the Halakhah. o

A prevalent conception, which stems from a shallow ra.tlonahsrn,
distinguishes kernel from husk in religion; the eternal ideational con-
tent of absolute value becomes incarnate in various external forms,
which may, without loss, be exchanged for others and ought to be
superseded from time to time to fit changing circumstances. This dis-
tinction is baseless. Substance is embodied in form. The essence of a
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given content is inseparable from the particular form which it takes on.
Were it clothed differently, it could not be the identical content. An
analogy with poetry is pertinent. Here, too, the distinction 1S some-
times made between substance and form, Shakespeare expressed his
eros in the very specific form of his collection of sonnets—one of most
moving masterpieces of world poetry. A naive person may contend
that it is possible to separate the essence of the Shakespearean eros
from the artificial and intricate form in which he chose to express it.
Such is not the case. Had Shakespeare chosen the form of the novel or
the essay, the eros conveyed would not have been the same. His eros
could be expressed authentically in no other medium than that of the
marvelous form chosen by him. Similarly, the content of Jewish fajth—
the stance of man before God as Judaism conceived it—can be exter-
nalized in one form only, the halakhic system. The belief that the sub-
stance of Jewish faith can be retained when the Halakhah is adapted to
human needs, whether these be material, spiritual, or mental, is mis-
taken. The essence of Jewish faith is consistent with no embodiment
other than the system of halakhic praxis.
Apart from Halakhah, all flowering of creativity within Judaism was
but episodic and fleeting. Consider one of the great religious manifes-
tations in the history of Israel, the Kabbalah. A great inquirer into the
history of Jewish faith, Gershon Scholem, revealed the significance and
role of mysticism within Judaism. Thanks to his work we are aware, as
never before, of the important role of this phenomenon. Scholem
believed he had proved that Judaism had a fundamental aspect in addi-
tion to the halakhic one. It would appear, however, that he inadver-
tently proved the very opposite. The grand structure of the Kabbalah
was created and developed after Judaism had “lready been delimited as
a historic entity characterized by features which determined its contin-
uous identity. Judaism existed long before the Kabbalah commenced
and was not impaired after the wilting of the magnificent flowering of
the Kabbalah and its almost total disappearance as a living pursuit.
Moreover, even in its heyday, the Kabbalah was never identical with
the whole of Judaism. Alongside it, and in opposition to it, grew var-
ious schools which rejected this mystic tradition. Thus the Kabbalah,
probably the greatest extra-halakhic growth within the framework of
Judaism, was only an episode and not a constitutive element n its
identity. This identity and the persisting existence of Judaism were cer-
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tainly never dependent upon some speciﬁc‘ philqsoPhy, etl}lc,”world
view, or theology. “Prophetic vision” and. ¢ messianic vocation wtclie
never principal factors in Judaism or fOFl of its daily life. Ev;ln e
medieval rationalists who tended to identify Isrgel as the Qehal Hame-
yahadim contributed nothing to an understanding of the pheno.ncllentct)ln
of Judaism.® Monotheistic beliefs were adf)ptc'd by many outsi de. e
Jewish community independently of Jewish 1nﬂue'r1'ce. For Judaism
itself, the verse of Shema does not denot.e a pr<')p051t10r.1 but.se?es as
a slogan whose chief function is the rejcctlon. of idolatry in all its ormz.
As for the positive meaning of Shema, nothing was so hotly conteste
in the world of Jewish religious thought as the .mea.nglg of this VC[(';C
(“Hear, O Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is one )..Not o.nly. o
the “One” of Maimonides and the “One” of Isaac Lurla fail to cpmc1de,
they are incompatible.” How to understand that in th.c consc101%sr$sfs
of religious Jewry both appear legitimate? The answer is that th.elr -
ferences did not affect the Halakhah. Recognition of the obhgatorg
nature of the Torah and its Mitzvoth and of man.’s stance bfffore Gﬁ-
as determined by them was common to both interpretations. This
framework, upon which both interpreters agrceq, preventcc'i a rupture%
Hassidism did not become a schismaFic sect'elther, despite thcl:1 gu(l1
separating it from the world of rabbinic learning. On Fhe otl?ercfaln' ,
and precisely because it divorced itself from the halakhlc. praxis, Chris
tianity tore away from Judaism and bec-ame. a separate .rehglon, 1.n.man};
respects alien and antagonistic to Judaism in spite of its recognition o
ity of the Hebrew Scriptures.
thilja;l]ectt 1flynothcr respect it is erroneous to describe the ]cws_ as “the
community of monotheists” (in the medieval style) and Judaism as E
complex of “values,” a formula favored l?y contemporary secular Jewis
ideologies. Judaism is a collective reality. One cannot be a Jew gua
isolated individual. A person is a Jew insofar as he belongs'to the peo-
ple of the Torah. But consciousness, sensibility, and valuation are mdc-1
ically private, not collective. “They sha!l be yours.al'o.nc, and not sha_rea-
by strangers.”'? In this domain there is no pos§1bmty of c.ommumcb-
tion. A person’s understanding and feeling (ElCI"lVC from his own su
jectivity, which differs from anyone else’s. It is impossible for one per-
son to communicate to another exactly what he feels: except for the
formally defined terms of scientific discourse, the meanings of words
and expressions of our common language vary from person to person
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in communication and in private thought. Hence there can be no col-
lectivity of ideas or feelings. Collectivity is limited to the field of
action—to cooperation in performance and achievement. Of course
people will often jointly say or declare something. But it is only as acts
that these declarations may be considered collectively performed.
Hence if Judaism is a collective reality, not as the set of beliefs and the
religious experience of individual Jews but as the religion of the Con-
gregation of Israel, it can only consist in the common religious
action—the halakhic praxis.
To base Jewish religiosity upon membership in the community of
Israel and adherence to its institutional religion differs from the posi-
tion of Maimonides yet does not contradict it. Maimonides maintained
that religious perfection, which is man’s ultimate perfection, consists
of “cognitions,” “neither in deeds nor in virtues.” Cognitions are forms
of personal awareness and are “his alone and not shared by strangers.”
All action and all the social aspects of human existence are reduced to
the status of preparatory conditions which qualify man for the attain-
ment of his true perfection.!! Maimonidean anthropology, with its
emphasis upon man’s individuality, is at least partially a product of the
historic situation of Jewry in exile, a community divested of indepen-
dent social functions and deprived of civic roles and obligations.
Vicious regimes in Spain and Morocco prevented Maimonides from
engaging in any meaningful activity other than that of nurturing his
inner quest for perfection and aiding other Jewish individuals in theirs.
A gracious monarch in Egypt similarly liberated him and his fellow
Jews from all concern with the political functions and from responsi-
bility for the social needs. This enabled each one of them to concen-
trate on the attainment of personal perfection without fear of perse-
cution. Had Maimonides, as the citizen of a free and independent
Jewish society, been burdened with the tasks and obligations involved
in the arrangement of political, economic, technical, and organiza-
tional public affairs—upon which rests the individual’s ability to
engage in personal matters—it is likely that his anthropology would
have been less individualistic. Maimonides was torn between two con-
flicting tendencies. As against the personalistic and individualistic con-
ceptions of religious perfection and of the meaning of religious obser-
vance, we also find in his writings a social interpretation of the
significance of the Mitzvoth.2 For our contemporary religious exis-
tence we can only accept his second interpretation. 13
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Today we are far more sensitive than was Maimonide’s to memall)ier-
ship in the community as an essential aspect of a man’s personal ty.
Religious Jews must include the problems of Stz'lt?, society, and nation,
of politics and history, within the spberc of religious concerns. I am a
participant in the life of Torah and faith to d.le.extent that I am a metr;:-
ber of the community of Israel. As an 1nd1v1du.al I have ncrcher' e
drive nor the capacity to create a religion aqd faith of my own. S-HEC
cognition and will are essentially personal, private, Sllb]CCt.IVC, and alln i-
vidual, the religious community was not produce.d by beliefs or va ues.f
There are no communities of will, no general w.1ll, no collectlv'mf:s of
ideas. On the other hand, a common way of hfe is character.lstlc o
most human groups. The endurance and continuity of the ]'ewmh rf?h-
gious collectivity result from the objective factor of halakhic Pra.ctlie
rather than from some form of subjective consciousness that is hl;le y
to change as its individual bearers succeed one anotber. .Halakhath is
founded on faith, yet at the same time constitutes this faith. Ip other
words, Judaism as a living religion creates the fa}d.l upon which it hls
founded. This is a logical paradox but not a lellglO\.lS' paradox_. The
Halakhah is not an external wrap clothing ]ersh religion or faith. I.t
is the sole form in which they can be embodied, the collective mani-
ion of Judaism. . .
fcsgfr?ent agtcmpts to identify Judaism with the Hebrew B‘fbl?’ Whl'ji
is presented as proclaiming values, ideals, and a vision that‘ shine \C71Vl
their own light,” are unrelated to the Halakhah and are m(.iepm.l ent
of it. This kind of bibliolatry is Lutheran, not Jewish. HlstancaUy,
Israel never lived or intended to live by Scriptgre,. nor was it ever
intended so to live religiously. Isracl conducted its life in accord;'mce
with the Halakhah as propounded in the Oral Law. From the. view-
point of human values the above identification overrates the 1fnpor'-
tance of the Bible. As instruments of moral education, SoRhoclcs Anti-
gone or Kant’s Grundlegung are possibly superior. As phllosgphy, the
Bible’s importance cannot compare to that of Plato or, again, K;;lr}t.
Regarded as poetry, Sophocles or Shakespc‘:are may surpass it. Aljl is-
tory, Thucydides is certainly more interesting and profound: Only Es
the words of the living God is the Bible incomx.nensurable with Soph-
ocles and Shakespeare, Plato and Kant, Thucydides, or any other work
of man. But what way have I of knowing that these twenFy-four bqok;
are Holy Scripture other than through the Halakhah wl?lch canonize
them? The decision about which books to accept as Scripture was not
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made behind the veil of mythology or pre-history, but took place in
the full light of history and in the course of halakhic negotiation. We
are told that the Sages considered relegating certain books to the Apoc-
rypha. Only as a result of examination and discussion did they decide
to include them among the holy writings. The book of Ben Sira (Eccle-
siasticus), for example, at one time accepted as part of the canon, was
eventually rejected.' Were it not for the Halakhah as the authoritative
presentation of the religion of Israel, the individual could never know
what were the values and faith of this religion as found in Holy Scrip-
ture. The religion of Israel, the world of Halakhah and the Oral Law,
was not produced from Scripture. Scripture is one of the institutions
of the religion of Israel. Both religiously and from a logical and causal
standpoint the Oral Law, the Halakhabh, is prior to the Written Teach-
ing, which includes faith and values. In cybernetic terms one can define
the relation between the Bible and Halakhah as one of feedback: the
Halakhah of the Oral Teaching, which is a human product, derives its
authority from the words of the living God in Scripture; at the same

time it is the Halakhah which determines the content and meaning of
Scripture.

Thus far we have only discussed the historico-empirical role of the
Mitzvoth in Jewish history. What is the religious import of Judaism’s
embodiment in Halakhah? How to understand the peculiar nature of
the religious faith for which Halakhah is the only adequate expression?

The first mark of the religion of Halakhah is its realism. It perceives
man as he is in reality and confronts him with this reality—with the
actual conditions of his existence rather than the “vision” of another
existence. Religion is concerned with the status, the function, and the
duties of man, as constrained by these circumstances. It precludes the
possibility of man’s shirking his duties by entertaining illusions of
attaining a higher level of being. The religion of Halakhah is concerned
with man and addresses him in his drab day-by-day existence. The
Mitzvoth are a norm for the prosaic life that constitutes the true and
enduring condition of man. Halakhic religion has no flair for the epi-
sodic excursions from the routine of everyday life, for evanescent
moments of solemnity. Halakhic praxis is oriented to the usual and
persisting, not to the exceptional, momentary, and fortuitous. The
Mitzvoth require observance out of a sense of duty and discipline, not
ecstatic enthusiasm or fervor, which may embellish one’s life but do
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not tell how to conduct it. Resting rcligi.on on Halakhah assigns it to
the prosaic aspects of life, and therein ‘hes its great strcngth. Only.la
religion addressed to life’s prose, a religlpn of the dull routine of dai ly
activity, 1s worthy of the name. This is not to demean the po.etlc
moments, the rare occasions when a man .br.eaks away from t_he routine,
the experience of rising above the self spl‘rltually and emotionally, th;
deeds pcrformed fervently. It is quite possible that such moments m.ar
the zenith of a human life. Nonetheless, the fundamental ‘an('i enduring
elements of human existence are in life’s prose, not in its poetty.
Molieére’s M. Jourdain discovered at the age of forty that he had unwit-
tingly been speaking prose all his life. N(') one ever claimed to have
been talking unwittingly in poetry. Only in full awareness @d inten-
tion does one compose poetry, and such awareness and intention occur
only at rare moments. A religion of values and concc_:ntrated intention
is the religion of life’s poetry, which can only adorn it. The religion of
halakhic practice is the religion of life its.clf. . '

The Judaism of the Halakhah despises r'hetorlc, avoids pathos,
abjures the visionary. Above all, it rejects the 1ﬂu§ory. It does not per-
mit a man to believe that the conditions of his existence are othc'r thap
they really are. It prevents flight from one’s functlons and task's in this
inferior world to an imaginary world which is all good, beautiful, apd
sublime. Not by chance are so many of the Mltzvoth conlceme'd with
the body, procreation and birth, food and .drmk, sexual life, dlsc:a.sesCi
and the corpse. The largest section of the Mishnah, the ﬁrst crystallize
formulation of the Halakhah, is Seder Taharoth, W.thh places man
within the squalor of biological existence from which he can never

ricate himself.
eXtMost characteristic of the Halakhah is its lack of pathos. Tl"lC Halak-
hah does not depend upon the incidence of religious experience and
attaches little importance to the psychic urges to pCFfOI‘lTl extraordlr.lary
deeds. It strives to base the religious act, even in its hlgheit mamfe?-
tations, on the permanent habit of performing one’s duty. “Greater 1s
he who performs because he has been commandt?d than‘one who pet-
forms without having been commanded.” Precisely this r‘lonpa'thetlc
attitude hides a depth of intense pathos. How unfounded is the imag-
inary antithesis of the inner religious experience and the formalism of
the halakhic praxis, an antithesis so popular amongst the opponents of
the religion of Halakhah! ‘

Two types of religiosity may be discerned: one founded in values
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and beliefs from which follow requirements of action, the other posited
on imperatives of action, the observance of which entails values and
intention. The religion of values and beliefs is an endowing religion—
a means of satisfying man’s spiritual needs and of assuaging his mental
conflicts. Its end is man, and God offers his services to man. A person
committed to such a religion is a redeemed man. A religion of Mitz-
voth is a demanding religion. It imposes obligations and tasks and
makes of man an instrument for the realization of an end which tran-
scends man. The satisfactions it offers are those deriving from the per-
formance of one’s duty. The religious practitioner serves his God lish-
mah—because He is worthy of worship.'® The two types of religiosity
may be found within all religions, but religions differ from one another
in the extent to which one type predominates. A religiosity of the first
type is characteristic of Christianity. Its symbol, the cross, represents
the sacrifice God brought about for the benefit of mankind. In con-
trast, the highest symbol of the Jewish faith is the stance of Abraham
on Mount Moriah, where all human values were annulled and overrid-
den by fear and love of God. The cross represents submission to human
nature. The Agedah (the near-sacrifice of Isaac) is man’s absolute mas-
tery over his own nature.'” “Abraham rose early in the morning and
saddled his ass . . . and set out” for the Agedah. Don Isaac Abravanel,
commenting upon Genesis 22:3, explains: “saddled his ass” means that
he overcame his materiality, that is, his physical nature—a pun on the
phonetically similar “hamor” (ass) and “homer” (matter).!® This “mat-
ter” or nature includes all the benevolent sentiments as well as man’s
conscience; all the factors in man’s makeup which an atheistic human-
ism regards as “good.” In the morning benedictions, recited prior to
reading the narrative of the Aqedah, we find the request: “Compel our
Yerzer [inclination] to subject itself to you”—a request meant to apply
to our benevolent as well as to our evil inclinations.'® This would be a
banal supplication were it concerned only with the evil inclinations. Tt
was Abraham who first burst the bounds of the universal human bond-
age—the bondage of man to the forces of his own nature. Not every-
one is Abraham, and not everyone is put to so terrible a test as that of
the Aqedah. Nonetheless the daily performance of the Mitzvoth, which
is not directed by man’s natural inclinations or drives but by his inten-
tion of serving God, represents the motivation animating the Agedah.
From such a standpoint, the question “what does religion offer to me?”
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must be completely dismissed. The only proper question is: “what am
I obligated to offer for the sake of rch.glon?”. o _

In stark contrast to the Jewish religion, oriented as it is-to the reali-
ties of human existence, stand religions which claim to offer th.c means
of extricating man from the human condition gnd transporting h@
spiritually to a state governed by other categories of merit anc! obli-
gation, of tasks and attainments. The Christian who believes in the
event of the year 33 and has faith in it is redeemefi; Fhe very elements
of his nature are altered. Among other things, he is hberatec'l from the
bondage of “the Law.” Halakhic Iudaism does not recognize such a
redemption. The project it sets for man is permanent ansi endless. No
religious attainment may be considered ﬁpal; the project is never com-
pleted. Observance of the Torah in its entirety is merely tf}e training of
man for continuation of its observance. No religious achievement can
change the human condition or the task. . .

A tremendous symbolic exemplification of this attitude appears at
the close of Yom Kippur. At the end of the Day of Atonement, the
culmination of a period of repentance when the pcopl_c of Israel. purify
themselves before their father in heaven and are purified by him—at
the close of the Ne’ilah service with the public utterance of the verse
of Shema and the blowing of the Shofar—the first words of th.e _weck-
day evening prayer are uttered: “And He is merciful and forgiving of
sin.”? Thus the basic situation of repentant man at the close 9f the
Day of Atonement is exactly what it was the evening befor'e. H.15 sole
achievement consists of the great religious effort invested in this day.
Immediately after he must begin his preparations tox.)vard th.e next Yom
Kippur. The cycle continues until the end of one’s life. In llk.e manner
one’s labor in study of the Torah is not a means for t_he attainment of
any other goal. This very labor is itself the goal. .“Untll v&’/’}zllat period of
life ought he to study Torah? Until the day of h1§ dcat_h. o

Halakhah, as an expression of a religiosity which rejects ;.111 illusion,
does not entertain man with the vision of some target at whlch.he may
aim and which, once attained, constitutes the fulfillment of h.lS tasks.
No human achievement affects the regime of religious praxis under
which one lives from coming of age until death. Performance O.f th.e
Mitzvoth is man’s path to God, an infinite path, the end of which is
never attained and is, in effect, unattainable. A man is bound to knpw
that this path never terminates. One follows it without advancing
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beyond the point of departure. Recognition that the religious function
imposed upon man is infinite and never ending is the faith which finds
expression in the regularity, constancy, and perseverance in the perfor-
mance of the Mitzvoth. The circle of religious praxis rotates constantly
about its center. “Every day they will appear to you as new,” for after
cach act the position of man remains as it was before. The aim of prox-
imity to God is unattainable. It is infinitely distant, “for God is in
heaven and you on the earth” (Eccles. 5: 1). What then is the substance
and import of the performance of the Mitzvoth? It is man’s striving to
attain the religious goal.
Halakhic observance as a way of life, a fixed and permanent form of
human existence, precludes conversion of religion into a means to
some ulterior end. Most of the Mitzvoth are meaningless except as
expressions of worship. They have no utility in terms of satisfaction of
human needs. No man would commit himself to such a way of life if
he did not regard the service of God as an end in jtself serving no
extrinsic purpose. The Halakhah thus addresses a man’s sense of duty
rather than his emotions and inclinations. The Mitzvah of prayer—the
obligatory routine prayer of institutional religion—can serve as proof.
The concept of prayer has two different meanings: first, prayer in the
sense of “a prayer of the afflicted when he is faint and pours out his
complaint before God” (Ps. 102:1); second, prayer as defined in the
prayerbook, which is more constitutive of Judaism than the Bible,
since the latter was adopted by a large portion of humanity that did
not embrace Judaism. The prayerbook, which determines the content
of the Mitzvah of prayer, does not express the spontaneous outpouring
of the soul. It contains a text of fixed prayer, imposed upon one as a
duty and not conditioned by his spiritual or material needs or by his
fecling. The same eighteen benedictions are recited by the bridegroom
before his wedding ceremony, by the widower returning from the
funeral of his wife, and the father who has just buried his only son.
Recitation of the identical set of psalms is the daily duty of the person
enjoying the beauties and bounty of this world and the one whose
world has collapsed. The same order of supplications is prescribed for
those who feel the need for them and those who do not.
The prayerbook is the outcome of a weighty religious decision. One
of the Tanna’im (Sages of the Mishnaic period) demanded: “Do not
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make a routine of your prayer, but let it consist in supplication of
mercy before God.”” He opposed the fixed formulas of the prayer-
book. But the halakhic decision was to regard prayer as thﬁ: obhgatory
service of God, not as spontaneous expression. “Let h@ gird ug
strength like a lion to rise in the morning for the s.erv.lce of his Creator
(the first clause of the Shulban Arukh, an authoritative code of H_atlak-
hah). Only as service can prayer be collective. “A pr.ayer f)f the afflicted
when he is faint” is individual and necessarily varies with the person
and the changing contingent circumstances. o N
Proponents of an “authentic religiosity” maintain that the religious
function of prayer can only be realized if the fixed formulas of prayer
are abolished and each person prays only when he feels the need and
desire to express his feelings and thoughts of the moment. The repre-
sentative of institutional religion will reply that he. h.as no r(_thgl.ous
interest in a prayer which is not the fulfillment of a rcpglous obligation.
Supplicatory outpouring of the soul is a psychologlcal phenomenon,
religiously irrelevant. That prayer is great Wthfll a person views as wor.k
and executes regardless of whether or not it suits h1§ taste. Everyone is
capable of reciting verses of praise when in good.splr.lts.. Tq utter many
Hallelujahs when one finds no joy in nature or in ‘hIS hife is the. act of
the truly religious person, committed to prayer imprinted with the
of the Sages.?®
Sta’?lllpe writings if Rabbi Kook assert the superiority of the Tqrah, that
is, the Halakhah, to prophecy, the spirit of which he finds in Agga'l-
dah.** Prophecy occurs within the interior of a man’s soul. Hence it
may flow from the spirituality of man and be conveyed by man. The
Torah, however, with its orientation to practice, must be given dlreFtly
to God. This is one of the fundamental distinctions betwc?en Judaism
and Christianity. The latter reversed the order of superiority and pre-
fers the prophets to the Torah.

If the Mitzvoth are in the service of God, not of man, they may not
be directed toward the satisfaction of human wants. Any attempt to
ground them in human needs—cognitive, moral, social, and national—
deprives them of their religious meaning. If the comm@cnts were
expressions of philosophic cognition, had a moral functlon', or were
directed at the perfection of the social order or tl.m: conse_rvatlon.of the
people of Israel, the observant Jew would be doing service to himself,
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to society, or to the nation. Instead of serving God he would be utiliz-
ing God’s Torah for his own benefit as an instrument for satisfying his
needs.

Consequently, the idea of “reasons for the Mitzvoth” is a theological
concept, not a concept of religious faith. The rationale of a Mitzvah js
service of God, not a utilitarian interest. Were the significance of the
Sabbath social or national, it would be entirely superfluous. It was not
to perform this function that the Shekbinah [the divine presence]
descended on Mount Sinai; certainly not to replace politicians and
intelligence officers in charge of national security. If its meaning is not
holiness, the Sabbath has no significance whatsoever. But holiness is a
category which is meaningless in a humanitarian or anthropocentric
context.

The foregoing considerations apply equally to the ethical importance
the secularists attribute to the Torah and its commandments. Ethics,
when regarded as unconditionally asserting its own validity, is an athe-
istic category par excellence. A person who is ethical in this sense
regards man as the supreme end and value, that is, deifies man. A per-
son who perceives man as one among God’s creatures and keeps in
mind the verse, “I have set God always before me,” cannot accept eth-
ics as the overriding norm or criterion. Being moral, from the stand-
point of a secular ethic, can have only either of two meanings; directing
man’s will in accordance with man’s knowledge of reality—the ethics
of Socrates, Plato, Aristotle, the Epicureans and especially the Stoics,
and among the later philosophers Spinoza; or directing man’s will in
accordance with man’s recognition of his duty—the ethics of Kant and
the German idealists. Among the passages of the Shema we find the
words: “that you seek not after your own hearts and your own eyes”:
“after your own hearts” is the negation of Kantian ethics; “after your
own eyes” is the negation of Socrates’. The admonition: “I am the
Lord your God” follows shortly thereafter. The Torah does not rec-

ognize moral imperatives stemming from knowledge of natural reality
or from awareness of man’s duty to his fellow man. All it recognizes
are Mitzvoth, divine imperatives. The Torah and the prophets never
appeal to the human conscience, which harbors idolatrous tendencies.
No equivalent of the term “conscience” appears in Scripture. The
counsel of conscience is not a religious concept. The “God in one’s
heart” which humanist moralists sometimes invoke is a “strange god.”
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Halakhah as a religious institution cannot admit the.catf.:goxjy of ' the
ethical. Needless to say, it cannot admit the utilitarian ]ustlﬁcat%on,
whether it be for the good of individuals, of society, or of. the nation.
“You shall love your neighbor as yourself™ is the great rule in the Torah
not because it is a precept transcending the formalism of law and ab(?ve
the Mitzvoth but precisely because it appears as one of the 61?) Mltz-
voth. As a guide rule, “You shall love your neighbor as ygursclf ’ is not
specific to Judaism. Similar precepts were lz.ud down in writing by
thinkers who were not influenced by Iudalsm. and were not even
acquainted with it, by the wise men of China, India, and Greece. More-
over, “You shall love your neighbor as yourself” does not, as such,
occur in the Torah. The reading is: “You shall love your neighbor as
yourself, I am God.” . . ’
The duty of love toward one’s neighbor is not a corollary of man’s
position as such but of his position before God. “You shall. love your
neighbor as yourself” without the continuation “I am Goc?” is the. great
rule of the atheist Kant. The novelty and grandeur of this rulf_: in the
Torah consists in the framework within which the Torah places it. That
context includes Mitzvoth as various as those occurring in the Tcn
Commandments, laws concerned with sacrificial rites, others r_egardmg
property rights or rights of a worker to prompt payment of his wages,
prohibition of interbreeding species of animals and plants, and so on,
all within the span of twenty verses (Lev. 15). “You shall love your
neighbor as yourself” ceases thereby to be mere gpod coungcl, a noble
aspiration or sublime ideal. It becomes clothed in the reality of la'w,
something one is compelled to take seriously as one must tal'<e Pol}ce
ordinances seriously. There is nothing deprecatory about this simile.
None other than Rabbi Yohanan ben Zakai upon his deathbed blessed
his disciples: “May your fear of Heaven be no less than your fear of
human authority.”?* As misleading as the truncated quotation regard-
ing love of neighbor is the distorted injunction, “And you shall do the
good and right.” The verse reads: “And you shall do the good and
right in the eyes of God”! (Deut. 6:18). ' .

What does the religious person achieve by observing the Mitzvoth?
The last chapter of the prophetic books says: “Then you shall return
and see the difference between him that serves God and him that does
not serve him” (Mal. 3:18). Halakhic praxis is the active way in which
man may serve God. It is the only way for man to acknowledge the
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Kingdom of Heaven. So long as a person’s religiosity expresses only
his personal awareness, his conscience, his morality, or his values, the
religious act is merely for himself and, as such, is an act of rebellion
against the Kingdom of Heaven. Service of God through Torah and
Mitzvoth and worship of “God in the heart” or the “conscience” of
humanistic religion are in sheer opposition. The latter is worship of
man, nothing other than the idolatry referred to by the verse “that you
seck not after your own heart.” Anything a man does to satisfy his own
needs, whether material or spiritual, is self-service, not divine service.
As such it is perfectly legitimate. But if a man attributes religious
import to this act he is transforming God into a means and instrument
for his own good. A man can worship God only by committing himself
to observance of the Mitzvoth, which are the expression of the divine
will and not means for the satisfaction of his needs, not even of his
spiritual needs. A typical act of serving God would be the wearing of
the phylacteries and, in doing so, observing all the detailed prescrip-
tions pertaining to them such as the requirement that they be cubical,
that the straps be black, and so on. For himself, a man has no moti-
vation for performing this act and there could be no other motivation
than compliance with the will of God, who commanded the wearing
of phylacteries. The same is true of Sabbath observance, with all its
strange precepts which serve no physiological, social, or psychological
needs. The activities forbidden on the Sabbath are determined not by
the energy expended or the effort required but by criteria internal to
the Halakhah. The only significance of the Sabbath is one having to
do with holiness—subordination of a seventh part of one’s life to a
special rule of living which has no roots in human nature, its inclina-
tions, or its needs, but follows only from the decision to accept the
“yoke of the Kingdom of Heaven.”? This is not a way of life that is
natural to man, and the precepts governing it emphasize and highlight
this difference. Hence the Sabbath loses its religious significance if the
precepts relating to it are adjusted to suit the inclinations or comfort
of men. All these considerations apply as well to the laws governing
the sexual life of man and wife and the restrictions forbidding certain
foods. None have a physiological or psychological rationale. All con-

stitute constraints upon human nature in the interest of the service of
God.
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It follows that the Halakhah cannot and ought not to be adapted to
the interests and natural needs of man.

At this point the problem of Mitzvoth, which l?ave no physiol)o.gical,
philosophical, or sociological basis and follow neither from man’s intel-
lect nor from his affections or volitions, comes to bear on the probl.em
of man’s freedom. What is the status of a man as an autogomous being
if he is committed to the Torah and its Mitzv<')tl.1? The cla1m.that a man
who accepts the authority of the Halakhah is in bondage is only too
familiar. But the concept of bondage no less than that of fr.eedom
demands semantic analysis. “The regularity of the \yorld order is con-
stant.”?” Events in the world and the order in which they_occur are
governed by law, and things are connecteq by ﬁxed funcgonal Fcla-
tions. Recognition of the world order within which man is orda.n.led
to live and act is a profound religious insight and a necessary condition
for subjection to the rule of Halakhah—as against belief in repeach
interventions from above. If the world possesses constant 'regularl.ty,
man is subordinate to the entire system of nat.ural rf?ahty, which
includes not only his body but his soul.?® He is sgb]ect to it both phys:.-
iologically and psychologically. Under these circumstances, what is
man’s freedom? Willing acceptance of a way of life which does not
derive from human nature implies the cmancipatiQn of man from the
bondage of raw nature. Among the many definitions of human free.—
dom, Spinoza’s was philosophically the most profound: freedom is
activity arising from the necessity of one’s own nature. But does man
have a nature of his own? As a natural being he is part of nature as
whole. His own nature is only the last link in a causa.l chain of tl}e
forces of inorganic and organic nature which act upon him aqd ZVlthH;l,
him. Where then is man’s autonomy? Man activated by his “own
nature is, in effect, nothing but a robot activated by the forcc:,(s. of
nature, just like the cattle grazing in the pasture, which are also “free
from the Torah and the Mitzvoth”; that is, from any law externally
imposed. The Amoraite Rava tells us: “All bodies are sheaths; ’Elgppy
is he who has won the privilege of being a sheath for the Tor.ah. 2 No
man is simply “himself.” He is always a receptacle for S(?mcthlng which
is other than “himself.” The individual who regards himself as fre.e Qf
any heteronomously dictated imperative and acts out of Spinozistic
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freedom is motivated by his nature, which is only one of the manifes-
tations of nature in its totality. The psychological powers of man—his
desires, inclinations, and volitions—are also part of his nature. From a
religious point of view the triadic classification of being as nature,
spirit, and God has no validity. There is only the dyad: nature, which
includes the human spirit, and God. The only way man can break the
bonds of nature is by cleaving to God; by acting in compliance with
the divine will rather than in accordance with the human will. The
latter is a natural factor. This disqualifies as idolatrous any religion
oriented to values which reflect the aims and ideal vision of man. In
contrast to its modern atheistic distortion, we must emphasize that the
Hebrew Bible does not recognize the human spirit as the antithesjs of
the material. The well-known verse, which is nowadays usually quoted
in a truncated form that perverts its meaning, does not confront matter
with spirit but with the spirit of God: “not by might, nor by power,
but by My spirit.” The human spirit is part of the “might” and
“power.” The true meaning of the Tannaitic adage “None but he who
busies himself with the Torah is free” is that he is free from the bondage
 of nature because he lives a life which is contrary to nature, both nature
in general and human nature in particular. Hence there is neither a
religious nor a philosophic need to assimilate halakhjc practice to the
concepts or interests of man. Their force lies precisely in their being
alien to natural man. Rationalizations of the Mitzvoth and search for
their origins are pointless. The only interest these researches serve is
theological or psychological.

Emancipation from the bondage of nature can only be brought
about by the religion of Mitzvoth. It cannot be accomplished by over-
coming one’s inclinations by rational or secular ethical considerations.
True, the tendency to secularize all the traditional value-concepts has
affected even the Aqedah. The term is prevalently used to designate
heroic acts of self-sacrifice lacking any religious import, such as those
of parents who sacrificed their children, or at least consented to their
death, in the 1948 war of liberation. This is a misleading usage. The
parents who overcame their pity and love suspended a human value
out of deference to another human value which they themselves con-
sidered superior and justifying any sacrifice—the nation and the father-
land. This is entirely different from the Aqedah, in which all human
values capable of being subsumed under the categories of human
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understanding and feeling were set aside before the “glory of the maj-
esty” of God. ' N i -
Many oppose halakhic Judaism for rellglpus reasons, as a con:
mandment of men learned by rote.” God desires thc'devotlon of one’s
heart, and intention is more signiﬁcant_than anythlpg else. Qf what
value is a religion which consists mainly in a way.of _hfe of exercise alzld
training until it becomes second-nature? But 'br.m.gmg _abo'ut second-
nature 1s not a flaw in religion any more than it is In civic virtue. Only
a small minority of men determine their way of .hfe by conscious de-
cision made in full awareness, and even they direct LhClI'.aCtIOl’lS by
principles and conscious deliberation iny on rare occasions—their
moments of “poetry.” The prosaic affairs of life are conductc'td as a
matter of routine, in accordance with customary patterr_ls to wh_lch one
has become habituated and by which one is unconsciously dlre_ct.ed.
Let us not disparage this rule of habit, for it, and not the rare dC(?lSlOﬂ
and intention which attain to full consciousness, is the chief bar.rler to
barbarism and brutality. If certain human societie.s'have attained a
modicum of decency in interpersonal relations and civie order and haYe
become communities of “law-abiding citizens,” that is not due to Fhelr
members’ having suffered the perplexities and condu.ctcd the deliber-
ations of Socrates in prison until they came to recognize that a person
is obligated to abide by the laws of his state even when these are a%amst
his interests. It is the result of habituation to cultural practices. That
simply isn’t done” is the classical expression of zinor‘r(n lcarpt by habit-
uationi. Disparagement of “social superstitions,” of mf:anlngless rou-
tines” or “empty conventions™ has only loosened the reins an'd set free
forces of darkness and agents of horror which had been restrained only
by customary routine. Our generation espec1aﬂy has lcarqcFi that crinf:n
are incapable of living a life fit for men by their own .de'c1510r.1 an oln
their own responsibility. This is no less true of th.e religious life. Only
the prophet Isaiah, whose eyes had seen the King, Lord of Hosts,
could allow himself to despise “a commandment of men learn.ed by
rote.” Most of us can only hope to put our lives in some I'ClatIOI'l to
God through the traditionally communicated .ar.ld habitually jacqulre.d
formulas of halakhic practice. Once we are privileged t(‘)‘ attain a reli-
giosity of “commandment of men learned by rote” _Of life in accor-
dance with the Shulhan Arukh,” so vigorously repudlate.d by the pro-
ponents of “authentic religion,” we may continue to strive towards a
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religiosity of intention and consciousness. Contempt of religion which
binds the religious experience with laws and regulations and pursuit of
the free expression of this experience have led to the most abominable
depravities. How great was the religious feeling and how deep was the
religious experience of idolaters who sacrificed their sons to Moloch
and abandoned their daughters to the whoredom of the worship of
Ashtoreth? The Torah invalidates such free, spontaneous, and natural
religiosity with its implications of idolatry, incest, and bloodshed. It
imprisons them within the confines of the Mitzvoth (“binds them with
the straps of the phylacteries,” in the words of Saul Tchernikhowsky)
and has no qualms about the danger of becoming an artificial system
accepted as “a commandment of men learned by rote.”

Life molded on the halakhic model demarcates a domain of things and
deeds that pertain to holiness. Holiness, in the religious sense of this
word as against its figurative secular meanings, is nothing but halakhic
observance; the specific intentional acts dedicated to the service of
God. Any other deed—whether regarded as good or bad, whether
material or spiritual—that a man may perform in his own interest or
for the satisfaction of a human need is profane. Sacred and profane are
fundamental religious categories. Within institutional religion, the reli-
gion of Halakhah, the distinction between them is an essential aspect
of religious perception. Conversely, the idea of holiness as an imma-
nent property of certain things—persons, locations, institutions,
objects, or events—is a magical-mystical concept which smacks of idol-
atry. There is no holiness outside the sphere of divinity, which is the
sphere shaped by the divine imperative, not by human values; a sphere
in which human action is dedicated to service of God. “God has noth-
ing in his world beyond the four ells of Halakhah”—the sphere of
actions directed by His commands. Nothing is holy in itself. There is
only that which is “holy to God”; that which is sanctified by the dis-
tinct purpose of serving God. Only this meaning of “holiness” can be
accommodated by halakhic Judaism. “You shall be holy” is demanded
at the beginning of a portion of the Torah concerned mainly with
Mitzvoth. “For you are a holy people” occurs in a context devoted in
its entirety to halakhic practices.
One of the most cunning wiles of anthropocentric secularism, which
hides behind the mask of “authentic religiosity,” is to obliterate this
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distinction and to extend the rubric of ic holy to cover natu;al func-l
ions and human values. If holiness is incarnate in aspects O na.tura
b ality itself, or if forces and drives within man are holy, th_ere is no
e ;t]yfor “'Ehe holy God” who transcends natural reality, since thf:n
;Zflity itself is divine and man himself is God. Abrogation of th_c dis-
tinctive religious category of holiness and imputation of sanctity tof
human functions and drives is one of the most v1c1o.us phenor'nenaho
our times, socially, educationally, and morally. Th}s generation a?
been witness, as none other before it, to the evil Whlch may b; perped
trated in the name of fatherland, nation, bonor? liberty, equality, lam
any other human value to which holiness %s attr%buted when rp;n osei
sight of the great truth that holiness is resident in a rFahn v&./hlc.ﬁ tran
scends human values. Hence the tremendous educational 31gn1hcmce
of the Mitzvoth, which demarcate the rca@ of thg sacred in ulmzll(n
life and are a constant reminder that anythmg outside that reglm ac i
sanctity and is unworthy of religious adoratlor.l. Our generation mus
keep nothing more constantly in min.d than this. S
Although it is only halakhic praxis which 'crcatcs a sphere <
sacred within human life, outside this .domam flourish many good
deeds and events of grandeur and sublimity. They are good, great, an
sublime, but cannot be sacred. They are always sub]ect. to evaluat%on
and criticism from a religious standpoint, for only a rellglo}ls require-
ment sanctioned by Halakhah is sacred. Fatherland, security, n'aftlon,
liberty, honor, loyalty, beauty, conjugal love, parental love—.u—ﬁl dnot
defined and imposed by religious precept—may not be sanctifie gcr:
represented as absolute values in the name (?f which anything Ilrglayd. :
permitted and for the sake of which everything must be donc'. y dis
tinguishing the sacred from the profapc thc' Halakhah functions as i
bulwark against idolatry in all its mamfestat10n§ an.d a defense agains
the corruption associated with it. For idolat'ry is simply the rcgreslen-
tation of things profane as sacred, as possessing supreme and.a SO El:e
worth. Consider the nature of the “sanctity” Qf national security or the
“sanctity” of military loyalty and discipline, in the wake of which we
have Kafr Kassem.?! The tendency to sanctify elergents of th? profane,
such as natural states or events, psychological derCS,. certain natu_ral
relations between man and man or man and society, 1s 1dc.r1t1cal with
the evil inclination of idolatry, of rebellion against the Klngd.om of
Heaven, of the deification of the world, of nature, and of man himself.
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From a religious, theocentric life perception and world view, it follows
that all that derives from man—his volitions, needs, and drives,
whether material or spiritual—is profane and may not be sanctified.
This is the meaning of “You shall not take the name of the Lord your
God in vain” when its full implications are understood. This under-
standing requires the Halakhah to determine what is holy, from which
we may infer what is not holy.

Sanctification of natural reality expresses a world perception which
is antireligious, atheistic or pantheistic. Thales of Miletus, the materi-
alistic polytheist who declared that all things are full of gods was the
spiritual father of the idea that “There is no place at all empty of
Him.”? The echoes of this type of perception in Jewish mysticism are
incompatible with halakhic Judaism. If holiness inheres in natural real-
ity, there is no room for the introduction of sanctity from a source
transcending nature, and none for the service of God by observance of
the Mitzvoth.

From a didactic point of view, it is probable that a religion oriented
to halakhic practice is capable of exerting a greater educative force than
a religion consisting solely of beliefs and values. No doubt a religion
of values, an “endowing religion” such as Christianity and forms of
Judaism which resemble Christianity, is capable of gratifying certain
psychic needs. Today, “seckers of religion” or “seckers of God” in order
“to fill a vacuum in the soul” are legion. Such a religion is likely there-
fore to attain some popularity. It will never become an educative force.
Men like comforting religions which require no effort, but they do not
revere them or take them seriously. It is a basic psychological fact that
men respect and adore only that which is demanding, which requires
sacrifices and imposes duties. Comforting and congenial teaching is

not likely to have a penetrating impact. Why do most people revere
the fatherland? Not because of the benefits it confers, but because it
requires its citizens to be ready to die in its defense. In like manner,
the effectiveness of the “demanding” religion as an educative force js
greater than that of the “endowing” ones. The great weakness of reli-
gious Jewry in the last generation is a result of having forgotten this
truth in its education and propaganda. Instead, they tried to make
Judaism acceptable to the public, and especially to the young people,
by persuading them of the great benefit and utility the individual and
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the Jewish community at large may derive from observance of the
TO\;Va:‘do not claim that education through halakhic Practice guarantees
the success of religious education. There is no rec1Pe for atta.mmg a
desirable result through education analogous to getting a fieﬁmte out-
come from a chemical reaction. But there are factors which oPen 1;p
certain educational possibilities and others that block them. Jewish reli-
gious education is possible only if centered on the Mitzvoth, not oth-

erwise.

Living in accordance with the Halakhah, demar@ting a sphere of ttll.e
sacred through halakhic practice—is this the ultimate end of the reli-
gious life? The answer is both yes and no. On the one h_and, th.cre can
be no doubt that the end and perfection of r.ehglosmy, which thi
prophet calls “knowledge of God” and the psalmist nearness of God,
are not a matter of conduct: “to this ultima}te per.fectlon there d.o.not
belong either actions or moral qualities . . . it consists only of opinions
to which speculation has led and that invcstllgatlon has re:ndered comc-l
pulsory” (Maimonides).* The quest pertains to consciousness an
inward intentionality. Accordingly, Maimonides 1d§nt1ﬁes the MltZ”
voth of the Torah, as it would seem, not with the “ultimate Perfectlf)rl'
but with the preparatory perfections. In this sense, halakhxc. praxis is
not the end of religion but only a means and. method. But with a pen-
etrating dialectic Maimonides converts the instrumental status of the
Mitzvoth into the end of religion: “Know that all the practices of wor-
ship, such as reading the Torah, prayer and the_ Performance of the
other commandments, have only the end of training you to occupy
yourself with His commandments, may He be exalted, ra.ther tba.n Wlth
matters pertaining to this world; as if you were occupied w1;c,£14 Him,
may He be exalted, and not with that Wthh. is Otf.ICI‘ than“I.—Ic. .Aftc;
nine chapters (chaps. 26—34 of Guide I1I) dlscussmg the “intention o
the Torah,” which is to say the purpose of the Ml'szoth, and after
fifteen chapters (35—49) devoted to clarifying the .ratlonale of the par-f
ticular precepts in terms of their utility for perfecting the condition o
individuals and of society, Maimonides reveals the secret:_the purpose
of the Mitzvoth is to educate man to recognize that knowing God and
cleaving to him consist in the practice of these very precepts, and this
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constitutes the worship of God! This is also the meaning of the sen-
tence in his commentary to the tenth chapter of the mishnaic Tractate
Sanhedyin, “There is no other end to the (acquisition of) Truth than to
know that it is true, and the Torah is true, and the purpose of knowing
it is to observe it.”

At the same time, the “ultimate perfection” of religion can never be
realized. It always remains an eternal signpost indicating the right
direction on an infinitely extended road. Man cannot observe the Torah
in its entirety because it is divine, not human. Even the perfect man is
unable to cleave to God, since he will never be able to remove the last
barrier separating him from God, “his being an intellect existing in
matter.” Hence what is meant by “observance of the Torah” can only
be the perpetual effort to observe it. In this respect the religious life
resembles the work of the housewife; her job is endless, because what-
ever she does today she will have to do once more tomorrow. The
eternal striving toward the religious goal, which is never attained, is
embodied in the halakhic practice, which never ends. After all the
effort invested in it, the scope of the remaining task is never diminished
and the goal is never nearer no matter what distance one has covered
In one’s attempt to advance toward it. Every morning one must rise
anew to the service of the Creator—the self-same service that one per-
formed yesterday, and at the end of every Yom Kippur—after the great
realization of repentance and atonement—the annual cycle of weekday
Mitzvoth toward the next Yom Kippur begins anew. Thus halakhic
observance, in itself a means to religious perfection is, in respect of
man, the ultimate religious perfection of which he is capable.

One of the finest European writers and thinkers, Gotthold Ephraim
Lessing (1729-1789), said that if God gave him the choice between
the truth and the eternal search for the truth, he would choose the
latter, “for the genuine truth is known to God alone.” Similarly, a great
Jewish leader of the socialist movement said in regard to socialism:
“The movement itself is everything, the goal nothing at all.” In like
manner, one representing the “religion of Mitzvoth” would say to the
proponents of “authentic religiosity”: the eternal pursuit of the reli-
gious goal by persevering in religious praxis is the be-all and the end-
all of religion for man. “The end of the matter, when all is said and
done: fear God and keep his Mitzvoth for that is the whole [attain-
ment] of man” (Eccles. 12:13). The end itself is hidden by God. Rabbi
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Kook put it this way: “If man is always likely to stumbl‘e ce that. do§s
not detract from his perfection, sin.ce the essence of h‘lS p:;’sfcct}og Is
the aspiration and the constant desire to attain per.fcctlon. Hallsm 15;
ciple, Rabbi Jacob Moshe Harlap, elaborates on this statementd. “Zf

in the same words as Lessing’s, whose Works he had never read: e
desire is more of an end than is the achlévcment, especially according
to Maimonides, who explains that there is no end other than He, may
his Name be exalted. It follows that, essentially, the end is the aspira-
tion to attainment of the goal . . . and we must prefer the search for
wisdom to its attainment.”% “Precisely the mediacy is tbe goal ... to
know how to appreciate the effort more than the attainment (?f $c
imaginary end; for, truth to say, there is no end and mediacy is the

chief desideratum and the truest end.”®”




