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NOTE ON 

THIRD EDITION 

TWENTY YEARS 
have passed since the publication of the first edition of this 
book. In these twenty years, the Reconstructionist move
ment has gained many new adherents, and the Foundation 
has expanded its activities. The establishment of the Re
constructionist Press was one of the most important steps 
taken to acquaint American Jews with the ideas of the 
movement. 

I am grateful to the Press for issuing this third edition, 
after a period of several years during which the book was 
out of print. I hope that rabbis and teachers will_ resume 
using it in their classes. 

Additional changes in the text have, I hope, brought it 
. up to date. 

My sincere thanks go to Mrs. Molly Baum for her typing 
of the manuscript, and for her- conscientious and careful 
proof-reading. 

May, 1958 I.E. 
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lNTRODUCTION 

THERE ARE MANY 
Jewish men and women today who say: "I am a good Jew. 
I am interested in Jewish causes. I help Jews who are in 
trouble, and I always defend the good name of the Jew. 
I find a great deal of joy in studying Jewish literature and 
J e;wish history. But I am not religious. Religion does 
not interest me," This is very remarkable. It is re
markable because, ,in all the centuries of Jewish history, 
Jews have always been interested, first and foremost, in 
religion. In fact, if we were to ask, "What is the out
standing contribution which the Jewish people made to 
the world?" the answer would have to be: "Religion." 

Why is it that so many Jews feel as they do about 
religion? \Vhy do so many say, "Religion does not 
interest me"? First, many Jews were brought up in 
homes where all the laws and regulations concerning 
the Sabbath and the Festivals were. very strictly ob
served. As children, they were constantly being told: 
"You may not do this. You are not allowed to do that. 
This is forbidden on the Sabbath. This is not per
mitted on a holiday." Naturally, they thought that the 
Jewish religion was only one long list of restrictions 
and duties which their parents had made them observe. 
They did not know enough about the beautiful mean-

II 



12 , I N T R O D U C T I O N 
,._ ,..., ,_ .. -
·-'<.:~;;_,~ ~ 

ings which. the Sabbath and the Festivals might have 
for them. 

The second reason is: Jewish children had to learn 
to recite prayers which they could not understand. 
\Vhen those who are now grown men and women were 
children, it was considered necessary for them to learn 
how to read the prayers quickly and correctly; often 
speed was considered even more important than cor
rectness. If the children tried to ask questions about 
the prayers, they were discouraged. They were told 
that it was not up to them to ask questions about the 
prayers but merely to obey their parents when their 
parents told them to recite the prayers. After a while. 
when these children grew up, they became disgusted 
with religion, because they thought that religion had 
to do only with saying prayers as quickly as possible
prayers which they could not understand. 

A third reason is this: Even when the meanings of 
the Sabbath and the Festivals were explained to them, 
they found it very hard to see the connection between 
those meanings and their own lives. For example, a 
child would be told that: "We observe the Sabbath be
cause, on that day, God rested, after creating the world 
in six days." The child might ask why it was neces
sary to rest just because God rested; he might ask 
whether it was really true that the world was created in 
six days; in most cases, the answers he would get to 
these questions would not satisfy him. As a result, he 
would see no reason at all for observing the Sabbath. 
Or, in the case of Sukkot, he might be told that we build 
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a sukkah because, thousands of years ago, our ancestors 
lived in sukkot while wandering in the desert. The child· 
might ask: "Suppose they did? Why should we live in 
sukkot.'2 Why is it necessary for us to remember what our 
ancestors did so long ago?"' In most instances, the child 
would not get a satisfactory answer. 

There is a fourth reason: Many children were taught 
to believe in miracles. They were told that the Red Sea 
opened so that the Israelites could pass through; that 
Joshua, the great leader of the Hebrews, made the sun 
s~nd still; that Elijah brought a dead child back to 
hfe-and other stories of the same kind. \Vhen the chil
dren grew up_ and studied science and history, they 
began to question whether these miracles ever actually 
took place. Their parents and teachers would very often 
refuse to answer their questions, or would give them 
ans~e:" which. did not satisfy them. As a result, they lost 
their interest m Jewish religion. 

Thus, many, many Jews were brouo-ht up without 
religion, and as we l0<~k about us tod:y, we discover 
that they missed a very valuable part of their educa
tion. A~ all times, Jews have found that religion was a 
great source of strength to them. It helped them to have 
courage and hope, even though they lived throuo-h the 
most terrible hardships. Jews are still suffering hardships. 
In many lands they are being persecuted. But they are 
not the only ones who are suffering. All the nations and 
the peoples of the world are today facing serious prob
lems. The problems get more and more difficnlt to solve, 
and sometimes the men and women throughout the 
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-whaher the problems can be solved. For this reason 
religion, with its message of hope and courage. is mor; 
necessary today than ever before. 

And that is why this book has been written. Its 
purpose is to explain the inner meanings of the Sab
bath and the Festivals to the younger generation of 
Je':s: There is, of course, much more to the Jewish 
rehg,on than the Sabbath and the Festivals. There are 
ruarty daily observances in the home and synagogue 
which are not included here. The writer believes, how
ever, _that if Jews were at least to understand the deeper 
meanings of the Sabbath and the Festivals, they would 
be helped tremendously to face the problems of the 
world with courage and hope, and with intelligence. 
They would not brush aside Jewish religion with impa
tience, nor would they say that religion is "old-fashioned," 
or "out of date." 

Let us proceed then to study what the Sabbath and 
the Festivals meant to our ancestors, and what they can 
mean to us. The writer is confident that those who give 
serious thought to what follows will want Jewish religion 
to play a very important part in their lives. 

SOME THOUGHTS ON THE INTRODUCTION 

1. Many Jews say that they are not religious. They 
are good Jews anyway, they say, and participate in 
Jewish life to some extent. What are some of their 
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activities as Jews, which make them believe they are. 
"good Jews"? 

2, Name at least three reasons, given by non-religious 
Jews, for their indifference ta. Jewish religion. 

3. When people are truly religious, they usually feel 
that they are so, not to please someone, but because 
they derive some benefit from being religious. Can 
you describe what some of those benefits are? 

4. Ask your father and mother, or any other adults, 
how religion was presented to them. Were they 
told that it consists mostly of "don'ts"? Did they 
have to learn to read prayers without understand
ing them? 

5. Take a census of your friends, and try to discover 
how many of them are interested in Jewish causes, 
how many go to the synagogue on Sabbaths, holi
days; how many have a "Jewish home." 

6. Sometimes Jews are under the impression that only 
Jewish religion is being challenged today. Do the 
Christians have the same problem? Inquire of the 
Catholics and Protestants whom you know. Teach
ers at school might help; a neighboring clergyman 
would perhaps be willing to give the information 
you are seeking. 

7. How would you summarize the purpose of this 
book? 



CRAPTER I 

THE SABBATH: 

SYMBOL OF THE PERFECT LIFE 

IN THE OBSERVANT JEWISH HOME, 
the Sabbath day is quite different from any other day 
of the week. The father does not attend business; the 
children do not go to school, and the mother serves 
special dishes for the table. On Friday evening, the whole 
atmosphere seems to change. The week-day spirit disap
pears, and a Sabbath spirit prevails. The mother lights 
the candles, and the father chants the special blessings 
over the supper table. After the meal, Sabbath songs 
are sung. In the morning, the family attends the syna
gogue service. 

For centuries, the Sabbath has been the favorite day 
of the week for Jews. It was the one day when they 
could forget the many troubles which faced them all 
week long. It was the only day which they could spend 
in study and prayer, turning their thoughts away from 
the difficulties of living among unfriendly people, and 
of making a livelihood. That is why the Sabbath was 
such an important day in their lives. But the impor
tance of the Sabbath does not date merely from one or 
two hundred years ago. From the very beginning of 
Jewish history, the Sabbath was regarded as a holy day. 
For example, the Sabbath is the only holiday mentioned 

17 
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in the Ten Commandments. Next to the Day of Atone
ment, it was regarded as the holiest day of the year. 
In fact, according to some teachers, the observance of 
the Sabbath was equal in importance to the observance 
of all the laws in the Torah. 

·what was there about the Sabbath which made the 
Rabbis of old consider it so vital? According to them, 
the Sabbath was the symbol of the perfect life. What is 
a symbol? A symbol is a convenient word, or object, 
which helps us to keep an idea in mind. For example, 
the American flag is a symbol; it is a symbol of all that 
is good in American life-of freedom, democracy and 
opportunity. It is almost impossible for us to say 
"America," and think at once of all the thousands of 
.different people, institutions, cities, farms, that Amer
ica contains. The flag is a convenient object which 
helps us to keep all this in mind at once. In the same 
way, the Boy Scout emblem is a symbol. Of what?
of the Scout oath, of the Scout organization, its ideals 
and its heroes. The emblem is a symbol of the whole 
Scout movement. In the same way, the Sabbath is the 
symbol of the perfect' life. Our ancestors believed that 
the world would some day become perfect, and then 
there would be no war, no injustice, ·no inequality. 
There would be "Sabbath all the time." Now, if the 
perfect world meant Sabbath all the time, then Sabbath 
to them must have meant perfection, perfect happiness 
for each and every person, perfect happiness for the 
nations of the world. 

Our ancestors set aside one day each week-the Sab-
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bath-when they tasted what it would be like to live in 
a perfect world. They prepared a program for the 
Sabbath which would be somewhat like the kind of life 
they hoped the "World to come" would offer them. The 
observance of the Sabbath, furthermore, was a constant 
reminder that the perfect world was bound to come 
sooner or later. It was necessary to be reminded of 
this fact very often, because, in a world of trouble and 
hardship, people could quite easily become discouraged 
and ~ve up hope of ever seeing the day when perfect 
happmess would be achieved. The Sabbath, therefore, was 
a constant reminder that the ideal of a perfect life was 
an ideal that could be achieved. 

If the Sabbath is to have this value for us today, 
however, we must have a very clear idea in our minds 
of what we mean by the perfect world, and how this 
idea is related to our belief in God. Unless we know 
definitely what the idea is, we cannot work toward it, 
and unless we know how that ideal is related to our belief 
in God, we cannot tell how belief in God will help us 
to work toward it. 

I. How Did Our Ancestors 
Picture the Perfect World? 

Our ancestors pictured the perfect world in some 
distant time. They did not believe that it could be 
achieved in their own lifetime, or even in a somewhat 
longer period of time. The perfect life, they believed, 
would be enjoyed when God would do away with the 



20 ':;; 
WHAT WE 1-vfEAl~ BY RELIGION 

'·~....,~·.·_·, .. -~,...,. 
prese-,,tWorld and make a new world. Into this ne'." 
world, He would bring all the people who dunng thetr 
nonnal lifetime lived according to the Torah. They 
would be brought back to life, but this time,_ to a !if~ 
that would never end, to a life filled only with happi
ness. The rules and regulations of the Torah were for 
our ancestorS the examinations which they had to pass 
in order to be eligible for citizenship in that World to 
come. They obeyed the Torah with all their hearts and 
souls during their short natural lives because they ?e
lieved that by doing so they would be assured of coming 
to life again and enjoying the perfect world of the 

future. 
What sort of world would that be? Our ancestors 

had a very clear picture in their minds_ of_ that world: 
The Jewish people would live in peace m its own land, 
Eretz Yisrael. The nations of the world would not wage 
war against one another. Every man and ':om_an would 
have enough to eat and to drink, would live 1n a com
fortable home, and no one would have to work very 
hard for a livelihood. People would be healthy; they 
would not suffer ftom sickness. They would not worry 
about becoming old and feeble. People would no longer 
quarrel with one another. They would be friendly and 
helpful. In other words, the world would be completely 

changed. 
How did our ancestors happen to develop such a set 

of ideas about the World to come? They believed that 
God had a plan and that plan was to make a perfect 
world, in which man would lead a perfect life. That is 
why God placed Adam and Eve in the perfect Garden 
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of Eden, where they did not have to labor for their 
livelihood. God intended that they should live forever; 
but they disobeyed God by eating ftom a forbidden 
tree, and by doing so they brought evils into the world 
- pain, strife, and even death. Now that the perfect 
world had been spoiled, people could no longer live for
ever. From that time on, people became more and 
more wicked, and finally God had to bring a flood to 
destroy them. God saved Noah and his family because 
they seemed to be better than any of their fellow 1nen; 
but nevertheless God realized that people would always 
be less than perfect after that. They could be kept ftom 
becoming altogether bad if they had a Law to follow. 
That is why God chose Abraham, Isaac and Jacob to 
develop a people who would obey that Law. But per
fection, like that which existed in the Garden of Eden, 
would never again come about in the present world, and 
God's plan would not be realized. Therefore, the World 
to come had to be created; only in that way could God's 
plan be carried out. 

In the meantime, as people died, the righteous would 
be sent to Paradise, and the wicked to Gehinnom, a 
place of punishment. Where they would be sent de
pended upon how they had acted on earth. When God 
decided to bring about the new world, He would send 
His messenger, the Messiah, to announce the new crea
tion to all; the inhaoitants of Paradise and Gehinnom 
would be brought back to life and would undergo a 
trial before God. Those who were declared righteous 
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would be '"idmitted to the world to come, and the others 
would be destroyed. 

In the new world, no one would have to labor; no one 
would ever die. People would be completely perlect; 
they would not have any desire to do evil. This new 
world would last forever. 

This is how our ancestors pictured the perfect world. 
Does it seem strange to us? Yes. And yet we can un
derstand how they came to have such ideas. In ancient 
times, people could not imagine changing the world 
themselves. In fact, anyone who had such an idea was 
considered irreligious, because he was "trying to act 
like God." Only God had the power to change the 
world .. People knew very little about nature, or about 
what we call science, and they therefore .assumed that 
the evils in the world were beyond the control of men. 
Evils, they believed, could be done away with only by 
God in a manner mysterious and unknown to men. 

They could have believed, indeed, that the evils of the 
world were permanent; that they would never disap
pear. But, as we see, our ancestors refused to believe 
that the evils of life could never be destroyed; so they 
accepted this picture of the World to come as the only 
possible one. Thus we see that their belief in God gave 
our ancestors the faith that evil must in the end give 
way to good. Just how the good would win out they 
pictured in their own way, based upon what they knew 
about life and the world. 

We today must have a different picture of the per
fect world. Our knowledge of science and nature is 
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much- greater than was theirs. But we must share with 
them the belief in God, the very same faith that evil must 
in the end gfoe way to good. 

2. How Should We Picture the Perfect World? 

Today we no longer need picture the perlect world 
as existing in some far-off distant future, or as coming 
into being only after the destruction of this world. We 
need no longer feel so helpless in the face of evils. 
Science and history have taught us so much that we 
should feel confi.Q.ent about remaking this world. Science 
has even discovered many facts about human nature, 
and we have reason to hope that some day we shall know 
enough about ourselves to be able to remake ourselves 
and change ourselves into the kind· of people we should 
like to be. • 

The question we must ask now is: what kind of peo
ple should we live to become, and what kind of society 
should we try to establish? In other words, what, ex
actly, should be our idea of the perfect life today? 
Should we have the same idea of the perfect life that 
our ancestors had, one in which we will not have to 
labor, in which people will never die, in which the lion 
and the lamb will be friends? Although some of the 
details must, of course, be different, in general our idea 
of the perlect life should be very much the same as our 
ancestors'. We might divide this idea into two parts: what 
each individual should be like, and what society should 
be like. 
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As \;,~duals, we should want to be at peace with 
ourselves. This means, we should not always be troubled 
by desires that conflict with one another. For example, 
many people would like to be rich, and, at the same 
time, they would like to be honest. Today, it is very 
difficult to be both. Business men often are forced to 
tell untruths about the products they make in order to 
sell them. Lawyers often must ask their clients to swear 
falsely in court in order to win their cases. In politics, 
men must often give bribes and accept bribes in order 
to carry out orders from their leaders. Newspaper edi
tors must often print falsehoods in order to please the 
owners of the paper. If one wants to be thoroughly 
honest, one finds that one has a very hard time getting 
rich. On the other hand, if one wants to be rich, one 
finds it very difficult to be honest. These two desires, there
fore, are in conflict. Any person who suffers from this 
conflict cannot be happy. 

How can we ever hope to be at peace with ourselves? 
It should be clear that this problem cannot be solved by 
any one person by himself. Being honest involves other 
people, and making a living involves other people. For 
example, cheating is dishonest. Now, the one who cheats 
must have somebody to cheat. In a classroom. if one 
boy copies, he copies from another. Thus, another boy 
is involved. Another example: a man has a wife and 
children to support; he does not earn enough to sup~ 
port them. Needing some extra money,_ he st~als from 
his employer. If the employer would give this man a 
higher wage, the man would not have to steal; but the 
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employer, on the other hand, when asked by the man 
for a raise, complains that he cannot afford to pay a· 
higher wage. He says, "Conditions are bad. I am not 
able to sell my products." If we try to understand why 
conditions are bad, we discover that "conditions" are 
caused by a war in Europe, or by a flood in the West, or 
a spell of dry weather in the farmers' territory. That is 
why, if one wants to do away with one's own personal 
conflicts, one must work together with many people to 
change "conditions." 

That is what Hillel meant when he said, "If I am not 
for myself, ;,-ho will be for me, and if I am only for 
myself, what am II": Certainly one should be interested 
in himself; every human being wants to be as happy 
as possible; but one cannot achieve that happiness 
alone. One must work together -with others in order to 
achieve it. 

It is therefore necessary to see the other half of the 
picture: what society should be like. It must be based 
upon cooperation; it must give people every chance to 
work together for the good of all. Later on, in Chapter 
VI, we shall discuss more fully what cooperation means. 
Individuals cao never be happy so long as people think 
of life as a war in which the strong, and only the 
strong, can win. So long as people are gteedy and desire 
to take advantage of their fellow men, they will always 
create conflict; there will be no peace, no friendship, no 
sympathy. 

Of course, we realize that the ideal of peace and 
cooperation will very likely not be achieved within the 
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next feW-years; we who are alive today may not even 
live to see the ideal achieved. But that does not mean 
that we should not work for the ideal, and believe in it. 
In that sense, the perfect life lies in the World to come, 
in the world which perhaps the next genera~ion or the 
generation after will enjoy. But in the meantime we ~re 
living lives that are worthwhile, because we are devotmg 
them to a worthwhile goal. Until the ideal is reached, the 
perfect life will be the one which is dedicated to working 

toward the ideal. 
Our picture of the perfect world, therefore, makes 

us want to o-o out and work toward achieving it. This 
is the adva:tage which it has over the picture of the 
perfect world that our ancest~rs had. Thei: religion 
taught them to sit back and wait for the coming of the 
Messiah, and those who criticize the ideas of our ances
tors do so just because these ideas do n~t tell us what 
we must do. Indeed, those ideas stand m the way of 
progress: those who have beautiful ideals sit back ~nd 
wait, while those who have evil plans are up and domg. 
For example, most Americans believe that there should 
be no hatred between one race and another, ~r between 
members of different religious groups. Yet, if we_ look 
about us, we realize that few people are really _dedicated 
to improving relations betw"een races. Many white people 
feel sorry for the sad situation of the Negroes; b~t, ~ow 
many actually change their own habi'.s _based on p_re1u:1ice? 
How many try to influence their fam1hes and their friends 
to treat Negroes the way they treat all other people? 

We should make up our minds that the perfect life is 
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not to be found in some new world in the far distant 
future, but is to be found on this earth, and as soon as men 
determine to bring it into being. 

3. The Sabbath Helps Us to Live the Perfect Life 

We have seen that the Sabbath is the symbol of the 
perlect world. However, it is more than just a symbol. 
The observance of the Sabbath is one of the ways in 
which we can help ourselves to live the perfect life. How 
does the average man spend his week? Is it not almost 
always in working, and rushing about, and struggling? 
When a person spends all his time at work, he never 
gets a chance to stop and think where his work is lead
ing him. Is he making the most of himself? Is he being 
loyal to proper ideas? There is not much joy in a life 
that is so filled with activity that no room is left for 
considering the value of that work. Resting on the Sabbath, 
therefore, is very important because it helps people to 
give some thought to the question: am I getting closer to 
the perfect life? 

The Sabbath can help not only the individual; it 
helps the community as well. In the past, when Jews 
came together to worship on the Sabbath, they came 
together as members of one community, to stand aside 
for a while from the hustle and bustle of living, and to 
consider whether their social life was measuring up to 
the standards which they had set. In addition, it gave 
them an opportunity to state once again their faith 
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that it was possible for life to be perfect. This coming 
together, their prayers, their observances, made them 
feel like new people, refreshed and young again. That 
is why the Rabbis of old used to say that on the Sab
bath Jews received "an additional soul." They felt so 
joyous that ir seemed to them that their one soul could 
not contain all their joy, that therefore they must have 

two souls. 
We may ask the questio~: on what did our ancestors 

base their faith that it was possible for life to be per
fect? What was there about the Sabbath which made 
it possible for them to feel so sure of their statements? 
The answer is: they based their faith upon three facts 
which, in their belief, had to do with the Sabbath. (1) 
The fact that God had created the world (and rested, 
after finishing the creation, on the seventh day), and 
found the world "very good." (2) The fact that the 
Prophets had considered the Sabbath as "holy." (3) The 
fact that God had made a covenant, or agreement, with 
the Jewish people, promising them certain things. and 
that this covenant was symbolized by the Sabbath. Just 
exactly what th~se three facts mean will be explained, one 
at a time, in the following sections. 

4. What Is the Meaning of: 
"God Created the W arid"? 

In former times, our ancestors believed that God, the 
great Being, created the world out of nothing. This 
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was something, they thought, which no human being 
could accomplish. We can change things: we can make 
steel out of iron, and fire out of coal, but we cannot 
create iron or coal. We must find them already prepared 
for us. But God made everything out of nothing. Now, 
of course, some bright children always ask, "But, who 
ma~e God?" That is a good question; it is a question 
which no one ever could answer, ·-and it always left the 
questioner feeling unsatisfied. 

Today, however, this whole question of how the world 
came into being in the beginning has little value for us, 
because we do not know the answer, and even if we did 
know the answer, it would not help us to learn how to 
live. The answer would not tell us what the perfect life 
is like, or how to achieve it, and that is what we are most 
interested in. 

Nevertheless, from our point of view, it is very valu
able for us to think of God as the creator., providing 
that we mean by this the following: the world is con
structed in such a way that anything is possible., that 
new and interesting and good things can always be dis
covered Or invented. Life is constantly changing, and 
we may look forward to the creation of new conditions, 
new ideas, new habits in people, new kinds of conduct. 
Creation, in other words, is always going on; it has 
not stopped and it never will stop,. and the fact that this 
process of creation or change is always going on is one 
of the ways in which we come to understand that God 
is in, the world. 

If we keep this idea clearly in mind, we derive great 
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benefit from it. For example, some people say: "All is 
vanity." They mean: it is useless to try to change the 
world. The evils that we suffer from have always been 
with us, and will always remain with us. If, on the 
other hand, we retort that creation is always going on, 
we overcome this discouraging thought. We have faith 
once again in our ideals. We may ask: how do we know 
that creation is always going on? The answer is: we 
must try to understand ourselves, and i£ we do, we will 
discover that process taking place -within our very own 
hearts. We are always changing. Every time we take a 
breath, we are bringing new life into our bodies. We 
grow, we learn, we develop certain skills that we did not 
know before. All this is creation. 

Some people who . have had sad experiences may 
sometimes come to the hasty conclusion that life is sad. 
This is a mistake. We dare not make statements about 
all of life, based upon our lives alone, because if we do 
we are seeing life in a very narrow way, and we are not 
fair to it, nor to ourselves. Let us suppose that a boy 
tries to swim a certain distance, and fails. Would it be 
intelligent for his friends to conclude that it is impos
sible for anyone to swim that distance? Would it be 
intelligent for the boy himself to conclude that he can
not do it? Nol He does not realize that with training 
and added effmt, he could do the distance too. Suppose 
that in his second try he succeeds: where, we may ask, 
did he get the strength or the skill to succeed? Certainly, 
the same boy swam the same distance, and yet the first 
time he failed and the second time he succeeded. This is 
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what we mean by creation. He uncovered certain reserves 
or developed in such a way, as to be able to succeed th; 
second time. Development is creation, and because de
velopment is possible, we should never despair about the 
possibility of anything. 

Are there wars? Yes. Does that mean there will al
ways be wars? No. Is there poverty? Yes. Does that 
mean that there will always be poverty? No. This faith 
in the power of creation we declare on the Sabbath, and 
the Sabbath should be dedicated to that faith. 

5. What Is the Meaning of 
"God's Covenant With Israel"? 

Our an~estors differed from the other ancient peo
ples, espeoally from the ancient Greeks, in their idea of 
history. According to the Greek philosophers, all hu
man life is an attempt to break away from the grip of 
Fate. Fate, to their way of thinking, was a kind of god 
who, at the beginning of all things, decided exactly what 
,~as going to happen to each and every individual person. 
Since each one's life was planned in advance, no one could 
do anything about it. And no matter how hard anyone 
tried to direct his own life according to his own will, the 
effort was bound to end in defeat-because Fate had already 
made its decision. 

The Greeks had many great writers, who wrote plays; 
and in these plays we get a clear picture of how they 
thought. They believed, for example, that mortals could 
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never be 1'eleased from a calamity which had been "pre
destined" - that is, arranged by Fate beforehand. There 
is a story, for example, of a man named Oedipus who 
was fated to kill his own father; the gods had decreed 
this terrible tragedy. In a play written by the famous 
Greek playwright, Sophocles, we are shown how, no 
matter how Oedipus tries, he cannot avoid his "fate"; and 
in the end, he actually does kill his father. Those who 
tried to defy Fate were regarded by the Greeks as heroes, 
not because they succeeded-for they conld not succeed 
-but because they tried. 

In our own day as well, many people still think as 
the ancient Greeks thought. They say that they "be
lieve in Fate." Have we not often heard people say, 
"What is the use of trying? I believe in Fate. If we 
are fated to be successful, we will be; and if we are 
fated to be failures, we will be failures." Even some 
scientists and writers tell us that outward conditions 
decide our fate fur us, and nothing we do can be of any 
help. If we happen to be born with certain kin_ds of 
ability, or grow_ up in certain circumstanc~s, we su~ply 
cannot overcome these conditions. This kind of think
ing is just like that of the ancient Greeks, except that 
modern people use different language; actually, they 

believe in Fate. 
According to our ancestors, life is not decided by 

Fate at all. Life is governed by God, who is the Crea
tor. This should mean to us that whatever evils we 
find in the world are merely those parts of the world 
which have not yet been touched by the creative p~wer. 
It is as though we were deaning our house Wlth a 
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vacuum cleaner, and we found a whole pile of dirt in 
one corner of a room. We would not say that the dirt 
was "fated" to be there; we would say, "We haven't yet 
gotten around to that comer. When we do, we will 
clean it up and the dirt will disappear." When the 
power of creation is applied to the evils of the world, 
they will disappear. If the evils which we hate are still 
with us, it is because we have not yet gotten around to 
them. It is true that, even when cleaning a house, by 
the time we clean up one corner new dust has accumu
lated in the comers which we have already cleaned; and 
in life, too, new evils are always arising. Perhaps we shall 
never be able to make the house absolutely clean, nor the 
world absolutely good. But at least we are sure that it 
all depends on us, and not on Fate, and that our efforts 
count for something. 

The Jewish people has taken the same attitude 
toward its own history. The Jews have suffered and 
have been persecuted in many lands and in many cen
turies. But never did our people say, "We are victims 
of Fate." On the contrary, they looked upon their suf
ferings as part of God's covenant with Abraham. Ac
cording to this agreement, Israel, the Jewish people, 
would one day become a blessing for all mankind, a 
source of inspiration to all the nations. Suffering, there
fore, was regarded by the Jews as a test. This means: 
they believed that God was trying to see whether they 
had the strength to hold out and to keep their faith. 
According to tradition, God tested Abraham himself, 
by asking him to sacrifice Isaac on the altar. When 
Abraham showed that he was willing to do even this, 
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God was satisfied that Abraham was the right kind of 
man to found a nation. Now the author of this story 
was trying to point out that very often our strength 
of character is tested by hardships and difficulties, and 
that we should not regard them as the blind workings 
of Fate. 

Our ancestors went even further. They said that not 
only must we not think that Fate-or Satan-is respon
sible for evil in the world, but we must thank God for 
evil the way we thank God for good. What does it mean 
to thank God for evil? Can we be really thankful when 
unfortunate happenings occur? What we really mean is: 
we should not Jet the evil that we meet affect our faith 
in God. This means that we should think of the evil as 
an opportunity for us to make use of our faith in God 
in order to destroy the evil. , 

There is, however, one important difference between 
the attitude which we should take and the attitude of 
our ancestors. They believed that no evil in the world 
could not he overcome by God. They believed, how
ever, that God, as-a great Being, would have to perform 
a miracle in order to destroy the evil. Today, we mod
em Jews must believe that God, the Creator, the Power 
that -makes life worthwhile, is in us as well, and that our 
creative power, our intelligence and our strong will are 
the workings of God in us. And even though we find 
that conditions in life are not what we think they ought 
to be, nevertheless, by exercising our creative power, 
we can transform the world, so that it will measure up 
to our hopes. 
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~en, according to the Bible, God finished all the work 
which He had done, He said it was "very good," and rested 
on the seventh day. The Sabbath for us must be the 
~.am~ occasion to step aside, look at the world, and say, 
I~ IS very good-not yet, but, by our efforts and deter

mination, it will be very soon." 

6. What ls the Meaning of "Holiness"? 

The word "holy" is one which people do' not use in 
our day as muc~ ~ they used to use it in times gone by. 
For that reason rt rs not as familiar to us as it once was 
and we need to have this word explained. All religion~ 
u~e the word "holy," but its meaning is different in 
different ~~un~es and at different periods in history. 
The definition given here is chosen because that definition 
help~ us _to understand the one meaning which people 
had ":' tnmd at all_ ~imes and everywhere. Underlying all 
the different definitions, we can find one idea which all 
have in common. 

Th~ w~rd "holy" always means important. When 
~yt~ung 1s called holy, it is considered important in 
hfe. For example, we Americans consider the Constitu
~on an important document; the American flag the most 
important flag. The Jews Consider the Torah the most 
important book for them, the Sabbath and Festivals 
extremely important days, and so on. This is what we 
~ean by "holidays" -holy days, days that are extremely 
important. 

How do certain things become "holy"? They be-
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come holy-not of themselves alone. After all, a flag IS 

only a piece of cloth, and a book is only paper or parch
ment. Their value comes from the ideals with which 
they are associated. When they bring to mind those 
ideals, they come to have holiness. Sometimes, of course, 
the actual word "holiness" is not used in connection with 
them; for exaIIlple, we rarely hear anyone saying that 
the Constitution is holy, but if we were to use the lan
guage of religion in connection. with the way we Americans 
feel about the Constitution, we would have to use the 
word holy. 

The Sabbath was called "holy"; and from that fact 
we learn two things: first, how important it was in the 
lives of our people, and second, how the idea of holiness 
itself plays a part in our lives. In some people's lives; 
holiness plays no part at all, because for them nothing 
is sacred, or holy, or important. These people are called 
"cynics"; that is, they do not ·seem to care enough 
about anything to consider it "most important." They 
are indifferent to conditions, indifferent to other people, 
and, in some case~, go so far as to be indifferent to them
selves. Their own lives are not important in their own 
eyes. They do not care much whether they have friends 
or not, whether justice or injustice rules, whether 
there is war or peace. They simply do not care what 
happens. 

To feel the way they do is to be, we think, very un
fortunate. On the other hand, Jewish religion has always 
tried to teach that God is holy. What did our ancestors 
mean by saying that God is holy? They meant that 
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life itself is of utmost importance, and it is wrong to 
be indifferent to life. On the Sabbath, joy reigned su-' 
preme, because each week on the Sabbath Jews declared 
agai'.' and again that life was worthwhile. Oneg Shab
bat 1s the phrase used to describe this feeling: "joy of 
Sabbath." 

Ou~ ancestors certainly suffered enough. They knew 
what 1t meant to be hated and persecuted; nevertheless, 
they said: "Life is good, life is important, life is holy." 
They did not shut their eyes to the evils of the world; 
but they also did not permit those evils to break their 
spirit. 

We may ask the question: Of all that life and the 
world contain what is most important? The answer is: 
MAN. Human beings are, so to speak, holy. How did 
our ancestors express this thought? They expressed it 
when they said that God created man "in His image." 
Man, they believed, was created to resemble God. Did 
they mean that God looked like human beings? No. They 
meant that of all the whole creation, only man has the 
intelligence and the understanding which enables him 
to realize that life is important and sacred. This is what 
the writer of the Psalm meant when he said: "Thou hast 
made him (Man) little lower than the angels." Hnman 
beings have within them the power to change the world 
in such a way that it shall become extremely worthwhile 
and a fit place to live in. 

For this reason, every human being must be looked 
upon as holy., as sacred, as deserving honor and respect. 
For this reason, we should treat our fellow men with con-
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sideratiorrand love and reverence. Whatever leads to the 
shame or dishonor or unhappiness of people is unholy. 
and therefore wrong. 

7. How Can fudaism Help the few 
to Live the Perfect Life? 

Nobody lives completely alone. Only those who live 
on desert islands, like Robinson Crusoe, live completely 
by themselves; but, as we know, their lives are not nor
mal lives. The normal person always lives together with 
others. The perfect life is one in which an individual 
lives with others in peace and justice. There can be 
no problem of peace when there are no people with whom 
one might quarrel. And there is no problem of justice 
when there are no people to whom to be unjust. In other 
words, we must always think of the perfect life as being 
lived in a group; we call this a social group (because it is 
made up of people). 

Our ancestors, living among themselves, found in the 
companionship of their fellow Jews the way ~o as perfe~t 
a life as they could possibly achieve. Accordmg to their 
beliefs, God was always watching over them. Their Torah 
they believed to be the most wonderful set of laws e~er 
created. Their teachers made them understand that hfe 
was always going to bring them greater and greater joy, 
and that they were not under the spell of Fate, or of 
any evil power. Even when they suffered, they realized 
that the suffering was a test of their strength, and not due . 
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to the wicked cruelty of some evil god. No wonder 
they always used to say, "How happy are we. How good • 
is our lot." They always thanked God for having chosen 
them from among all the peoples of the world to enjoy 
His special care. 

Compare their attitude toward their Jewishness with the 
attitude we find among Jews today: many Jews today 
are unhappy being Jews. They sometimes secretly wish 
they were not Jews. Why? 

The answer is: in those days, our people derived so 
much joy from their way of life, their Sabbaths aud 
Festivals~ their teachers and their books, their celebra
tions and their whole program of Jewish living, that they 
imagined that God must have singled them out for such 
a privilege. As long as they believed that God had chosen 
them to be a special kind of people, noth~g that hap
pened to them could make them feel discouraged. Today 
most Jews have given up the idea that they are a chosen 
people. They have done so because they realize that the 
Jews were not the only people who believed themselves 
to be chosen; we knOw that other nations also took great 
joy in their way of living, in their language and history, 
their customs and Festivals. 

It is not necessary for us to keep the idea of the "chosen 
people," however, in order to find in Jewish life a path 
to the perfect life. The thing for us to do is to try to 
make our Jewish life so interesting, so worthwhile, 
that we shall be able to find life itself worthwhile through 
living as Jews. This does not mean that we must believe 
everything that our ancestors believed, or act in exactly 
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change with the times. But by looking back at the past, 
we can get many suggestions as to how to face life and 
how to make our own lives as perfect as possible. 

By doing this, we are also contributing to the rest of 
the world. In our day, no nation lives alone-just as no 
individual eVer lives alone. Whatever we Jews accomplish 
quickly becomes known to the rest of the world, and if 
there is any value in what we create the rest of the world 
can benefit from it. How can we become what our an
cestors always hoped we would become: a holy nation'! 
We can become a holy nation by becoming a most impor
tant nation, that is, by acting in such a way that others will 
want to imitate us, by living so justly and so peacefully 
that others will learn ftom us. Then we shall really be 
important and valuable to the world. And then Jews will 
again be happy to be Jews, and they will again be able 
to say, "How happy are we." 

SOME THOUGHTS ON CHAPTER I 

I. If you entered a Jewish home at d.in~er time_ on 
Friday evening, what would show that it was_Fnday 
evening? 

2. "The lion is the symbol of courage." "White is the 
symbol of purity." This is how the dictionary helps 
to explain what a symbol is. Give othe~ examp_les 
of a symbol. Put into your own words the idea which 
the Sabbath is supposed to symbolize. 
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3. The world as you see it about you is, we all agree, 
"imperfect." Suppose you had the power to make 
it "perfect." What would you change? 

4. If you asked the traditional Jew to tell you the story 
of the world, from the beginning (briefly, of course), 
explaining the place of the Jewish people in that 
story, he would have a ready answer. Do you know 
what that answer would be? 

5. In high schools and colleges, students take up sci
ence, and learn a great deal about the origin of the 
world. The story of creation in the Bible is quite 
different. Is the biblical story true? In what sense? 
What difference does it make whether we say "God 
created" the world, or whether we say the world "just 
happened"? 

6. When we talk about a better world, we mean, among 
other things, better relations between races and 
peoples. Ask yourself: do you really believe that 
Negroes would be as good as whites if they had the 
same opportunities? How do you feel about "foreign
ers"? Do you consider them inferior to native-born 
Americans? Make a list of the way in which you 
could help bring about better feeling between your
self and your neighbors of other colors or religions. 

7. Suffering is often an opportunity, as was the case of 
Franklin D. Roosevelt. Do you know how he made 
use of his illness to develop himself? Think of other 
examples. 

8. In World Wars I and II, soldiers often said, "If the 
bullet has your number on it, you're licked." What 
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tion between it and the idea of Fate? The religious 
Jew does not believe in Fate; he says he believes "in 
God." What's the difference? 

9. Everyone wants to be happy. Some people think they 
can be happy even though they are cynics. Give 
some examples of a "cynical" attitude, and see if you 
could defend your side of a debate entitled "Resolved, 

10. 

that cynics cannot be happy." 
The Jewish people has always believed that it was 
a "chosen" people. This idea is being questioned 
by many in our day. Do you think Jews would act 
differently from the way they do now if they stopped 
believing that they were "chosen"? Do you think any 
nation on earth has the right to call itself "chosen"? 

CHAPTER II 

ROSH HA-SHANAH: 

SYMBOL OF A BETTER WORLD 

WHAVESEEN 
how the Sabbath can become once more a worthwhile 
institution for us, by having it symbolize the perfect life. 
If we examine the other holidays in the Jewish calendar, 
we will discover how they too can become important in 
our lives, by symbolizing other important ideas. At the 
present time, the holidays which all Jews observe, no 
matter how indifferent they may be to .Jewish· life, are 
Rosh Ha-Shanah and Yorn Kippur. They are known as 
yamim noraim,, or Solemn Days, because on those days 
Jews are especially conscious of their religion. 

Our ancestors set these days aside in order to em
phasize what they called the "kingship of God." What 
did they mean by this? They meant that on these days 
Jews should again become aware of the fact that God is 
the ruler of the entire universe. Why was it necessary 
to emphasize this fact? Our ancestors felt that this was 
necessary, in very early times, because the rest of the world 
continued to worship other gods, because they had not 
yet been able to see that the God of Israel was indeed 
the only God, and that all the other gods were not really 
gods at all. 

Later, our ancestors considered it necessary· to em~ 
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phasize thir God was King because they felt that as long 
as there was war, and injustice, and as long as people 
continued to be superstitious and believed in all kinds 
of magic, God was not really accepted by the whole world. 
We now understand, also, another reason why God's 
kingship need~d to be stressed, and that was-because our 
ancestors believed that all human kings, rulers over 
empir:es, were kings only by the consent of God. Sin~e 
that was the case, their position depended upon their 
obedience to God's laws. The Jews imagined God as an 
invisible ruler who ruled over human kings, and the pur
pose of the human kings was to see to it that God'_s laws 
were obeyed by their peoples. God's laws, according to 

our ancestors, were to be found- in the Torah, and as 
long as the kings of the empires failed to make the To~ah 
the constitution of their nations, they were not accepting 
God as King. Our ancestors believed that this was the 
reason why the perfect life had not yet come. 

Thus, the idea that God was King had to do with the 
hope that, sooner or later, the world would be changed 
into a perfect o;ne. When would this happen?-when 
society, men and women and children, nations and com
munities, would be made over, with the help of God. 
The power to make over the world came, according to 
them, only from God. How is it, we may ask, that after 
so many hundreds of years the world is still filled with 
wars and hatred? The answer to this question may be 
found by examining closely just what our ancestors' 
idea of a king was. They believed that the king was 
responsible for the behavior of everybody. People were 
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expected only to obey the king; the king himself was 
supposed to dictate what was right and what was wrong. 
Man's job was merely to follow instructions, and to wait 
and hope that, some day, the perfect life would come. 

In our day, we have a very different idea of the duties 
of citizens in a State. We no longer believe that the 
job of men and women is merely to obey the rules, or 
that the responsibility for the good life rests only on 
the king. In fact, many of us no longer accept the idea 
of a "king"; we believe in democracy. What is "democ
racy"? Democracy is a form of government in which the 
power rests in the people themselves. We might say: the 
people are the king, or, kingship belongs to the people, 
and not to any one person. This is the case in our political 
life. In the same way, in our Teligious life, we must no 
longer think of God as a Being outside of the world that 
rules over the world, and whom people must obey with
out question. 

The kingship of God must mean for us that the 
Power which is in us, that helps us to work for our 
ideals, must be king; that is, must rule us. We must be 
governed, in our behavior, by our desire to be at our best. 
When we declare the kingship of God, we say: "We 
believe that if we permit the Power within us to rule us, 
we will be able to make over the world in accordance 
with our ideals." According to this idea, there is no 
difference between the religious and the non-religious part 
of our lives. Some people believe that some activities 
are religious, ·and others non-religious; that some actions 
were commanded by God and are, therefore, religious, 
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whik~ers, of less importance, are entirely up to the 
people themselves. We should not divide our lives ~nto 
religious actions and non-religious actions. All our actions 
should be carried .out on the basis of our religious beliefs. 
This is possib!'e so long as we understand that belief in 
God, as King of the universe, means belief in our own 
ability to niake over the world. Making over the world 
leaves nothing out; it includes our behavior as children, 
as brothers, as sisters, as parents, as citizens, as friends
in fact, the sum of all our actions. 

The question arises: what sort of behavior is necessary 
in order to make over the world? Our answer will be 
divided into two parts: (!) how individuals should be
have, and (2) how we should behave as members of a 
group, like the family, the city, the State, nation, or the 
human race as a whole. 

l. How Individuals Must Behave 

How import:ant is one human being? Sometimes we 
are likely to think that one human being does not count 
for much. Just imagine how many people there are in the 
world: millions upon millions! Suppose one person gets 
killed, does that matter in the history of the world? If one 
hundred people are drowned in a flood, aren't there still 
millions and millions more left? 

That is one way of looking at the question. But the 
Jewish religion has always taught another way. It is 
this: each and every human being is sacred. Let. us recall 
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how we defined the word "sacred"; it means important, 
most important. Our ancestors used to say that every 
human being has in him a soul (neshamah), which came 
from God Himself. They believed that this soul was 
eternal, that is, would live on forever, and could never 
be destroyed. And because each person had a soul, he was 
responsible to God for his every"action. According to our 
ancestors, God gave each person this soul on condition 
that he keep it pure, free from sin. It was therefore the 
first duty of every human being to watch his behavior 
God Himself was interested in it. ' 

That _is how important our ancestors thought a hu
~an being was. 0£ course, they realized that people 
l~ve only a short time, and that human beings some
times seem to be like little ants in comparison to the 
oceans and mountains and forests-just as the ants seem 
to us to be unimportant ( especially one ant which we 
step on without thinking). Nevertheless, they realized 
that a nation is, after all, composed of a large number 
of individual human beings, and that in the long run 
no king or president could rule over that nation if there 
were not enough single human beings, banded together, 
who wanted him. If a society is wicked, if there is strife 
and quarreling and dishonesty, it is because there are 
individual human beings who are committing these 
wrongs. 

An illustration might help us to understand the im
portance of each human being. Take, for example, a 
book. A book consists of many pages; each page of many 
lines; each line of several words; each word of several 



48 1' WHAT WE MEAN BY RELIGION " ~-·· .,., "-.:;.__.""""' _....,..,.....,. 

letters. Now, you may ask, how important is any one 
letter, or one word? It is true that one word is not in 
itself very important, but when that words forms part of 
a sentence, it becomes valuable, and when that sentence 
forms part of a paragraph, and thus part of a page, and 
thus part of a chapter and part of a book ... then the 
individual word has contributed toward a large piece of 
work, which alone it could never have done. On the other 
hand, without that word, the book would not have been 
complete. In the same way, a human being by himself 
may not be able to do very much; with others he can 
accomplish great things, but those great things could never 
be accomplished except for this man and that woman, 
and that woman and this man, each and every one a 
valuable worker and contributor. 

li'!.his is the case, then we learn something at once 
about the kind of behavior we must follow as individuals. 
Just as a word tom out of a book makes very little sense, 
so a person who detaches himself from his fellow men, 
and worries Only about himself, is doing a very foolish 
thing. Sooner or later, that person gets "fed up" with 
his own little interests and hobbies. He gets bored, 
and he soon realizes that he counts for nothing, that no 
one is interested in him (why should anyone be?), and 
that if he should disappear no one would miss him. As 
soon as he begins to feel that way, he loses all the joy 
of living. Rather does it seem more natural for people 
to give themselves-their time and efforts-to some cause, 
or movement, in which others are also interested, and 
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to which they too are contributino-
selves. 0 something of them-· 

Look at the doctor, for ex I . . 
of the h • amp e. he IS probably one 

app1est persons in the w Id Wh 
he is devoting his time d . or • y? Because 
Th. d an energies to helpin~ th 1s oes not mean that h . o o ers. 
surely, he is helping him I~ I~ n".t also helpin~ himself; 
he is doing the kind o/ew~rk \ Is m~king a livelihoo~, 
somethino- more· he is ki e enJoys. But there is 
affects other • w~r ng at some problem which 
self. Therefor~e~rl~ he is wor~ing not only for him-

. , 1 e were to die, many 1 miss him sorely He ku th peop e would 
h • ows at and that ak h" 

eart happy. We all dee do : m es 1s 
feel that we would 'be f'. dwn in our hearts, want to 

m,sse Nobody • person, or one who is . • _ misses a selfish 
acts in such a nuisance to society, or one who 
with him. a way as to make society want to do away 

On Rosh Ha-Shanah, in the ~ . 
number of prayers wh. h d I s-y_naoogue, we recite a 
11 IC ea with these ide Th a describe the holiday a b . as. ey 

Of course in . . s emg a Day of Judgment. 
God actu~ll ancient tlm~s, our ancestors believed that 

amined the ?e:::dsu~r:a:Is e~~:~e;n this day an~ ex-
were immediately convicte~ th • e clompletely wicked 
• di , e comp etely good were 
Imme ately released, and the la b 
wh • rge num ers of people 

o were Just average were given a period of ten d 
(thde Ten D:'ys of Penitence) between Rosh Ha-Sh aahys 

an Yorn Kipp • h" h an ur m w IC to pray and plead fo ' giveness. r .tOr-

Modern people no longer take this picture bf the 
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b a icture of what really hap
Day of Ju~gme_nt to e vt clear idea of what our 
pens. But it gives us a ry R h H -Shanah: 

h • b ttostresson os a 
ancestors thoug t lt . :s_ the imoortance of each 
our sense of respons1b1hty, andh h 1d be for us the 
human being. Rosh Ha-Shana s ou ask our-

. . . d ent upon ourselves, and to 
time to sit in J~ gm shl ? Have I been interested only 
selves· "Have I lived selfi y "bT • ? and 
. • wn welfare-;, Have I shirked respons1 l 1t1es 
Ill my O • 

so on. • - ret 
And then, when the Shofar sounds, we can interp h 

ancestors did, as a "salute to t e 
its call the way our h declare the kingship 

. " This means that w en we b 
King. I "I believe that human e-
of God and say to ourse ve~ er the world in accord
ings have the power to ma e ov d . . ,, we can 

. • 1 of peace an 1ust1ce, 
ance with the pnnap es nt myself amon(Y "I want to cou 0 

also say, in all ho;1esty: k er the world. I can do 
those who are trying to m; e ovd much too-ether with 
very little by myself; but can bo of soci~ty- Society 

1 important mem er 
others. am a1: d. ear. I am an important 
would miss me 1£ I_ were told i~pp eem very worthwhile 
human being.". Life wou t en s 

indeed. 

2_ How Groups Must Behave 

eo le believed that God was ~ Be~ng 
So Jong as P p Id they did not imagme 

living somewhere ou: of the w::n ~ the world. That was 
that it was their business to c g b the Law of 

k fmenwastooey 
God's task. The t,~s od th t that Law was contained in 
God; and Jews beneve a 
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the Torah. Today, however, people do not any longer, 
believe in God as existing only outside the world. They 
believe in God also as a force that lives inside themselves. 
The responsibility for making over the world, therefore, 
rests on the shoulders of men and women. 

Another reason why people, in the past, left the job 
of remaking the world to God was that they felt so 
helpless in the face of all their problems. They did not 
know how to go about solving them. They knew very 
little about nature, about what makes the world go 
round, about how to control disease. Today, however, 
after science and experience have helped us to under
stand so much about the world around us, we have de
veloped a different attitude. Now we have not any longer 
the right to leave the problems of the world to others
or to a God who lives in Heaven. VVe must face the prob
lems ourselves. We must learn to understand that when 
we do face these problems honestly and courageously, we 
are permitting that Power within us to work, that Power 
which we call God. 

How must we behave, as a group-as a family or as 
a nation or as humanity-in order that we may solve 
our problems? This is the most important question which 
we have to answer in our day. The answer to that ques
tion will bring about the perlect world which all of us 
constantly hope for and work for. Of course, many people 
make fun of any pich1re of the perfect world which may 
be painted. They say we are day-dreaming; we are not 
facing the facts. They use the word "Utopia": Utopia 
was the name which a thinker, Sir Thomas More, many 
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centuries ago, gave to a description of the perfect State, 
and since then, whenever anyone wants to say that an 
ideal is impossible, he calls it "Utopian." But by call
ing an ideal Utopian, we do not help matters much. 
It is true that sometimes we paint pictures of the future 
as we would like the future to be, and we wish for the 

impossible. 
But, nevertheless, there is a great advantage in pic

turing Utopias because by doing so we set up goals to
ward which to work. It may be that we shall not get to 
those goals, but at least we can have something by which 
to judge ourselves. Are we making progress? Are we 
getting nearer to what we want? Compare our lives as they 
are with our picture of the perfect world-and we have 
a way of judging ourselves. 

For example: what kind of world do we want, in re
gard to wealth? How much shoul~ each person have? 
How much is every individual entitled to? We should 
say that, in "Utopia," every man an~ w?man would have 
enough to eat and drink, a house to h~e 1n, enough money 
for recreation, for health, for educatton. Every man and 
woman should not have to worry about the future, about 
the time when he or she will be old and unable to work. 
N O one should have to worry about his children, wheth.~r 
they will be clothed and cared for. Let us ask: . what 1s 
the situation today? In many lands, and even 1n. son::i-e 
parts of our land, large masses of people are poor, hve 1n 
terrible houses, have not enough to eat, and are always 
worried about the future. 

What kind of States should there be? We feel that 
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every State should have a government which is elected 
by the people, and conducted for the benefit of the peo: 
ple. Every man and woman should have a voice in the 
government; officials should be elected to do the will of 
the pe?ple. What is the situation today? In Illany large 
countnes, _the masses of the people have nothing to say. 
These nat10ns are governed by a few men who dictate 
to the nation. No one has a right to express an opinion. 
Here, certainly, we have a chance to compare what we 
have with what we should like to have. 

. Another example: in a perfect world every boy and 
g1tl would get an education, the kind of education which 
would help each one to live a good and useful life. N 0 
boy or girl would have to leave school at an early age in 
order to go to work, but Would be able to stay on and 
learn enough to become a really cultured and useful 
person_-What is the situation today? Thousands of boys 
and guls do not attend school, simply because their 
parents cannot afford to send them, or because there are 
not enough schools to take care of all the children. 

Many other examples could be given. But the main 
~ought is this: we must have a clear picture of what 
krnd of world we want before we can judge what changes 
have to be made in our present world. We must have 
"visio_n"; otherwise, we grope about in the dark, not 
knowing where we want to_ go or whether we are making 
any progress. Furthermore, we • must continue to see 
in all our efforts a~ bettering the world the working of 
God in us. In that way~ we shall never lose our courage 
or our hope. 
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3. Howto Keep Up Our Courage 
Until the World ls Remade 

It will be a long time before the world is remade ac
cording to our hopes. In the meantime, there is great 
danger that we may lose our courage and our faith. 
It is important, therefore, for us to know how to face 
the troubles of the world. What shall our attitude be? 
First, we should not think of people as being, by nature, 
wicked. For a long time, in fact, for many centuries, 
people were taught that men and women were born Vl-ith 
wicked natures, and that all their training and educa
tion were necessary in order to overcome their wickedness. 
They were taught that, in the beginning, Adam, the first 
man, sinned, and that his children and their children ever 
after might easily be led into sin. We should accept this 
idea of our natures. 

We should believe that people grow up in the world 
with all the best intentions to be good and to do good, 
to be cooperative, helpful, and just-and that when they 
fail to live up to. their good intentions it is because they 
are forced by conditions to do so. For example: most 
people want to be honest; if they are dishonest it is be
cause they find that they cannot make a livelihood any 
other way. Or perhaps they are dishonest because they 
are sick, mentally sick; they try to be honest but some
thing makes them do the wrong thing, something inside 
of them which they cannot control. 

If we take this attitude, we are much encouraged, be
cause we then have some hope of making everyone honest: 
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by _changing conditions or by curing the sick we can 
~chreve our goal. From the other point of view, we hav'e 
little hope-for. if by nature we are wicked, we have little 
chance of making progress. 

Secondly, we must le;rn to look for encouraging signs. 
There are many people who can see only the dark side: 
the wars, the injustice, the poverty, the sickness. They 
overlook so many hopeful and encouraging facts. For 
exam.pl~, they fail to realize how much progress we have 
made ~1nce ~ne hundred years ago. Today science has 
made 1t p~ss1ble for u~ to build strong houses, bridges, 
subways, aIIplanes, radios, TV, steamships; the world is 
no longer a vast mysterious place. We can travel and 
learn. We are closer together than we ever were before; 
a~d we therefore have a better chance of being friendly 
w1t!1 one another. Science has wiped out many diseases 
which used to dest~oy thousa~ds of lives. We live longer 
these days, and we hve healthier lives. 

_ In addition, we have come to look upon many evils 
In the wo_rld as being not natural; that is to say, we no 
longer thmk, for example, that war has to happen. In 
the olden days, people used to think that wars had to 
happen and that nothing could be done to abolish them 
In fact, our own Prophets, who hoped for world peac; 
could not imagine war being abolished by men; they be~ 
lieved that it would be necessary for God to change the 
whole world and bring peace. Whereas, today, even though 
we have not yet found the solution, we are working on 
the problem of peace, believing that the abolition of war 
is within our power. Is that not a great advance? 
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Furth.;fuore, it is not right for us to think only 

about the me-n and women who are selfish and who work 
only for their own benefit. If we do, we are tempted to 
think that they are the only kind of people in the world, 
that all men and women are like that. This is a mistake. 
Think of the thousands of unselfish and idealistic people 
who, day by day, month by month, work in scienc_e 
laboratories, trying to cure our illnesses or prevent epi
demics. Think of a great heroine like Madame Curie. the 
discoverer of radium. She devoted her entire life to the 
welfare of humanity, always searching for a way of curing 
diseases. Think of men like Toscanini, the remarkable 
musician and conductor, who sacrificed fortunes for his 
principles. He refused to go to those countries where 
people were oppressed and enslaved. They are the real 
heroes of our day. Think of their self-sacrifice and their 
idealism, and we will not imagine that all people are selfish 
and think only of themselves. 

Lastly, we must realize that today there are_ more 
people than there ever were before who a:e literate, 
who know how t0 read and write. In former trmes, when 
most people were ignorant, tyrants were able to keep 
their power more easily. People did not know ~hat was 
going on, and they usually_ took the wor~ o~ therr leaders 
as truth, without questioning. Today, this is not s_o com
mon. With books, magazines and newspapers, radios and 
movies, people are very wide awake. As _ a result, they 
are not so easily led by people who are mterested only 
in themselves. People are giving a great deal of thought 
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these clays to the problems of justice and peace. Is that 
not in itself a sign that we are making progress? 

Thus, we must not jump to the conclusion that the 
world is not going forward. It is true that we have still 
a long way to go before we can say that we have remade 
the world; nevertheless, if we remember that (1) people 
are not really wicked, but are really good and sincere 
and do the right thing if only they have a chance; (2) 
we must not always look at the· dark side of life but must 
give our attention to the encouraging signs; (3) Man 
has the power to do away with bad conditions; (4) there 
are many unselfish people with ideals, and (5) the spread 
of education helps us to rally the masses of the people 
to the cause of justice and peace-if we remember all 
these facts, we will then be able to keep up our courage, 
until the world is remade. 

4. Is There Idolatry Today? 

One of the most important prayers said on Rosh Ha
Shanah is that which begins: Alenu le-shabeah . ... In 
this prayer, we pray that people may no longer worship 
idols. Are there idols today/ If not, why should we 
continue to pray in this manner? Certainly, we rarely 
see anyone making clay or wooden idols, and thinking 
them gods. Yet, if we study the matter more closely, 
we realize that people do worship idols, not exactly as 
they used to worship idols in days gone by, but in an
other way. 



58 '!,..- WHAT WE MEAN BY RELIGION 

\:~ ~~ 
We have been trying to point out that religion, -or 

our idea of God, makes our lives worthwhile. Whenever 
men and women find an ideal for which they are willing 
to give up their lives, for which they are willing to make 
any sacrifices, we may be sure that that ideal is a reli
gion for them. Is this not a good thing, that people 
should be so willing to give up everything for the sake 
of an ideal? Yes-and no. It is wonderful to see people 
religious-but it is a terrible thing to see them religious 
if the ideal for which they are willing to give up every
thing is harmful and dangerous. Can you imagine any
one making a religion of a harmful or dangerous thing? 
Let us see. Suppose one were to say: "I would give up 
everything for my country." Would such a person not 
be considered a very patriotic person? Certainly. Yet 
patriotism can be very harmful; for example, if your 
country were to start a war against another country in 
order to steal some territory away from that other 
country, would your country be doing the right thing? 
No. Now, if your country asked you to become a soldier 
and fight against that foreign land, would you be doing 
the right thing by obeying your country's command? 

Patriotism is a very beautiful idea, but it is not 
beautiful enough. By that we mean that loyalty to the 
men and women of your particular land is not enough; 
one should be loyal to the men and women of the whole 
world. Are not foreign men and women also human, 
also children of God? If so, we should do nothing that 
would harm others. Sometimes patriotism makes us do 
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harmful things to oth Wh r . . ers. enever a person makes a 
re zgi~n. of hzs patriotism, he is worshiping a false god. 

This IS what we mean b • d 1 fals d . y i o atry today-worshiping 
e go s, gods which are harmful even thou h th 

may bring out • • g ey 
kn m us our loyalty and self-sacrifice W 

ow, for example th th - • e . , at ere is great loyalty and d 
hon among th b evo-
refuse to e lm~m ers of a gang. Gangsters will often 

. revea t e names of their partners and w ·11 
sometimes go t • ·1 ' i o ]at or even to the electric ch • h they might th arr, w en 

save emselves by "squealing" th . friends B t on e1r 
. • . u no one would say that this kind of lo alt 
is the kmd we should try to imitate Wh ? B y _Y 
is a Ioyalt • Y ecause rt 
. y to a small group, a group which as a whole 
IS an enemy of society. ' , 

If w~ are to make God King over the whole world we 
must give our first loyalty to the whole world d' 
toany • I ,an not parncu ar part of it. That is what our 
meant wh th ·ct ancestors 

en ey sa1 that there is one God in th h 1 
world; they meant that all men are brothers. e w o e 

_On Rosh Ha-Shanah, we should emph • 
ship £ G d . as1ze the king-

o ~ ; in addition to the other ideas h" h 
have ment10ned, this idea should be st d· w IC we 

d h" h resse . that false go s w re are harmful must be aiven 
b up. 

SOME THOUGHTS ON CHAPTER II 

1. There are very few kings left in the world toda 
!ecaus: ~.ost nations have decided to set up .. ~~ 

ocrac1es. Is there any reason now for speaking 
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0;-~~ as King" or for saying that "God should 
rule over us"? This is not too easy to understand, 
but it is important to get a clear idea of the thought 

behind it. 
2. "Sacred" is almost the same as "holy," and we talk 

of "holy days." Is there such a thing as sacred 
people, or holy people? Which people ought to be 
treated as sacred? Describe how you would act toward 
people if you considered them sacred. _ 

3. You often hear someone say, "My conscience hurt 
after I did that." Where does it hurt? Is it a good 
pain or a harmful one? 

4. A selfish man is a lonely man. Do you agree? Why? 
Do you think. a selfish man's opini~n of hi_s fell~w 
men may have something to do with making him 
selfish? Does this make sense: Being unselfish is, in 
the long run, the most selfish thing to be? 

5. If there were really three Books in Heaven, opened 
on Rosh Ha-Shanah, which book would have the 
most names in it? Do you think anybody you know 
would deserve to go into the book of the "com
pletely wicked"? Consider the image of the three 
books as though it were part of a poem, and ex.-
plain why it is true. . 

6. The Shofar call is something like a bugle call. 
What does that mean? Suppose you had to com
pose a "Pledge of Allegiance" to God, what would 
you include? . 

7. Did you ever play "If"? The idea of the ga~e- IS 

to tell what you would do: if you had a m1lhon 
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dollars, if you were king, if you could make your
self invis~ble, etc._ Most of these "ifs" have something 
to do w1th making oneself richer, stronger, or in 
one way or another, getting some advantage over 
others. Wby not play the game of "If" d k · 
"Wh ld an as • at won I do if I could help others throu&h-
out the worl~?" And then ask: "What good doe.° it 
do to play this game anyhow?" 

8. If we do not want to lose hope in the future we 
must be "optimistic." We must see the best side of 
every situatio:11 and every person. This is what 
P~llyanna did. Who was she, and what was wrong 
with ~er? . What should be done to get the benefits 
of bemg hke Pollyanna, without the disadvantages? 

9. When the famous nurse, Edith Cavell, was shot by 
the Germans in the First World War she cried 
"Patriotism is not enough!" Why not? Does thi; 
'.'1ean people should not be patriotic? What does 
It mean? 

10. Have you ever stayed up long enou&h on New 
Year's Eve to witness its celebration? People gen
erally blow _horns and put on paper hats and make 
a lot of n01se. Jews have happy days in their cal• 
endar too, but Rosh Ha-Shanah is not one of them 
It _is_ quite solemn. The Jewish New Year is ; 
religious day. Explain the difference between Jan
uary I . ( or December 3 I) and Rosh Ha-Shanah. Do 
you think the Jews were right to make Rosh Ha
Shanah a serious occasion? 
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CHAPTER III 

YOM KIPPUR: 

SYMBOL OF HUMAN 

NATURE REMADE 

THE PURPOSE OF YOM KIPPUR 
(the Day of Atonement) is to make us think a:iout how 
to do what is right, and be at our best, all the time. Our 
ancestors, in setting aside t..½.is one da~ for prayer and 
fasting, expected that we would devote 1t to the ~roblem 
of our conduct. That is what they meant by saying that 
on Yorn Kippur our sins are forgiven as a result of 

repentance. 
"Sin" and "repentance" are words one very rarely 

hears. What do they really mean? People speak of 
crimes, mistakes, faults, vvrongdoing; but _ they rarely 
use the word siri. In fact, many people thmk that the 
word sin is old-fashioned and should not be used any 
more. This is not so, because the word sin has a mean
ing which none of the other words_ has. _Repentance 
means being sorry for having co~1tted sins and de
termining never to commit them again: If we want Yam 
Kippur to mean something in our hves, w~ must ex
amine what sin and repentance used to mean 1n the past, 
and then see whether we cannot find out whether these 
two words have meaning for us today. 
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YOM KIPPUR 

1. What Did Our Ancestors 
Consider Sinful? 

63 

In times gone by, people used to believe that the 
various forces of nature, such as fire, water, rain, were 
controlled by various gods. Each had its own god. Now, 
people depended a great deal upon nature: they needed 
fire for wanning themselves, and for cooking; they 
needed water to drink and to help raise the crops in the 
fields. It was necessary, therefore, that they should enjoy 
the benefits of these things; but tbey could not enjoy the 
benefits unless the gods who controlled water and fire 
were willing to allow them to. Thus, people felt that 
they must do nothing which would make the gods angry; 
and, furthermore, they must perform thoSe ceremonies 
which they believed the gods wanted them to perform. 

We are now in a position to understand what a sin 
was, according to them. A sin was committed when 
anyone failed to perform the proper kind of ceremony 
at the proper time, in the proper way. No wonder that 
people in those days were terribly afraid to commit a 
sin! It might mean losing a very precious and neces
sary thing, something which they depended upon in 
order to live. They believed that the gods punished sin
ners by depriving them of the things which the gods 
controlled: a sin against the rain god meant not having 
rain. Of course, sometimes sins were committed acci
dentally, and very often when rain did not come people 
thought that perhaps they had, without realizing it, 
committed a sin. Then they would pray and fast, think
ing that the gods would have pity and forgive them. 
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Our ancestors thought of sin in this way too, at the 

beginning. For example, we read in the Bible that w~en 
the Israelites wandered in the desert after leavmg 
Egypt, and before coming to Eretz Yisrael, they built a 
mishkan, or a kind of tent in which they believed God 
lived. There were many rules and regulations to be 
followed in this mishkan: for example, only the high 
priest was allowed to enter the innermost room _whe~e 
the tablets of the Law were kept, and before gomg m 
he had to bathe and put on certain clothes. They be
lieved that if he failed to observe these ceremonies, he 

would die. 
Thus, our ancestors thought of sin as disobeying cer

tain rules and regulations. In fact, the very beginnings 
of Yam Kippur can be traced to the time whe':' they 
decided that one day in the year should be set aside for 
the sole purpose of praying and bringing sacrifices in 
order to make up for any possible sins that any of the 
people might have made by mistake. In addition, they 
began the practice of fasting. In this way, they thou~t, 
they would show God how sorry they were for any s'.ns 
that they might have committed, and God would forgive 
them. Prayer, sacrifice and fasting also showed that 
they would, as far as possible, never again commit sins. 
This was "repentance." 

2. How the Idea of Sin 
Gradually Changed 

The idea of sin which has just been described dates 
from a time when our ancestors did not differ greatly 
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from their neighbors in their idea of God. They thought , 
of God as being only the invisible power behind the 
workings of nature, and they worshiped God only be
cause they needed the things which they believed God 
would give them, things like rain and good crops and 
victory over their enemies. But later on a new idea 
developed. The people responsible for this new idea 
were known as the Prophets. They believed that God, 
who was the creator of the world and also the controller 
of rain, etc., was also interested-perhaps even more 
interested-in seeing that justice and peace triumphed. 
They believed that God wanted men and women to act 
toward one another with kindness and mercy, and that 
obedience to Him should take the form of doing good 
deeds. 

According to the Prophets, therefore, sin was not 
inst the failure to carry out certain ceremonies; sin was 
committing a wrong against a fellow man. It is true 
that the Prophets continued to think that these cere
monies (another word for ceremonies is "rites") were 
important, but not in the same way that the people 
before them believed. The Prophets thought that rites 
were only symbols, and that God was not angry when 
rites were neglected; He was angry when people acted 
unjustly. God was more pleased with people who were 
good people, and who may have neglected the rites, 
than with people who performed the rites-and acted 
unjustly. 

An example might make this clear: Let us suppose 
that a man belongs to an organization devoted to fight-
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ing intole""fance. This organization, when it met, went 
through certain ceremonies, such as singing a particular 
song, or taking a certain pledge. Would it not be fool
ish, the Prophets would have said, to take the pledge 
and then go out and act in an intolerant way against 
people of a different race or religion? It is true that the 
members of the organization would consider reciting a 
pledge important, because in that way they showed the 
world what they stood for, and anyone who failed to 
perform the ceremonies would be breaking the rules. 
The ceremonies help to teach the idea of justice; but 
the real purpose of the organization would be to carry 
out this ideal, and the question to be asked of each mem
ber is: Are you working for justice for all people? 

This was the message of the Prophets. For example, 
Isaiah said: 

"If on your fast day you pursue your own business~ 
And press on with all your labors; 
If you fast for the sake of strife and contention, 
And to smite with godless fist; 
You fast not on such a day 
As to make your voice heard on high. 

Can such be the fast I choose-
A day for a man to humble himself, 
To bow down his head like a bulrush, 
To grovel in sackcloth and ashes? 
Will you call this a fast, 
A day of pleasure to the Lord? 
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Is not this the fast I cho.ose-
To loose the bonds of wickedness, 
To undo the knots of the yoke, 
To let the oppressed go free, 
And every yoke to snap? 
ls it not to share your bread with the hungry .. . ?" 
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The Prophets said: fasting and sacrifices and 
prayer are important because they show what we stand 
for, but the important question is: Are we working for 
justi':e and righteousness.' Thus the Prophets changed 
the idea of sin. And in accordance with the idea of the 
Prophets, the celebration of Yorn Kippur received a 
new meaning. The Rabbis of old adopted the belief of 
the Prophets and taught that it was wrong to go 
through the motions of repenting (by fasting and 
prayer) unless one intended seriously to change one's 
ways. From that time on, sin came to mean moral 
wrongdoing. 

3. What Can "Sin" Mean Today? 

We have seen that the idea of sin chano-ed in the 
0 

course of history. First, it meant disobeying certain 
laws dealing with rites and ceremonies. Then it meant 
disobeying certain moral laws, like the command to do 
justice and to deal kindly with fellow men. But in our 
day even the second idea of sin leaves us unsatisfied. 
Why? Because, in the past, our ancestors thought that 
the Torah, which they believed was given by God to the 
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Jewish people, contained all the laws of justice that 
might ever be needed. They believed that if people 
lived up to the moral laws of the Bible, they were doing 
all that any human being might be expected to do. 

But we discover today that we live in a very different 
kind of world from the world in which our ancestors, 
lived. We have many problems which they did not have. 
For example, in olden times things were never made by 
machine. Today in almost every large city there are 
factories, and one of the problems we have to face is: 
what rights should the workers in the factory have? 
Should they have a right to ask for a share in the profits 
of the factory? Should they have the right to say who 
shall be given a job and who shouldn't? In other words, 
there are problems of justice which we must solve which 
never existed £n ancient times. For that reason, ~t is 
impossible for us to find the answers to all our modem 
problems in our ancient Law, even if we made up our 
minds to obey all the moral laws contained in the Torah. 

What, then, should the word "sin" mean to us today? 
What kind of act is there which we could describe as 
an act of disobedience to God? Since we do not any 
longer believe that the Torah contains all the moral 
laws that we need, is there any law which, i£ we dis
obeyed it, would be sin? We think there is. According 
to the ideas which we discussed in the earlier chapters, 
each human being has in him ( or her) the power to 
remake the world, or to help remake the world into 
a beautiful, peaceful one. This power which we all 
have we call the "divine" in us, that is, the spark of 
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G:od in us. Every time we wish for the health and ha 
pmess ~f the whole world (~d not for ourselves alon,S: 
every time we ~o an act of Justice or perform a kindly 
deed, we ~re using that force in ourselves. Now, when
~ver we fail to make use of that power., whenever we act 
ill a mean, selfish way, whenever we have a task to per
form and are too lazy to perform it, whenever we hate 
our f~ll?w m~n or act unjustly toward them, we are 
commitung a sin. 

The Best in us is the God in us. Is the meaning of 
that statement clear? If so, it should also be clear 
what a sin is: a sin is failing to be at our best. What 
~en does repentance mean? Repentance means realiz
ing that we have ~ot been at our best, and determining 
to be at our best 1n the future. Sometimes we become 
better people after we have made mistakes. Our Rabbis 
of old used to say that "a repentant sinner" is more 
worth! than "~he sinless." Why? Because one who has 
c~mm1tted a Sill sees for himself where that sin leads 
him. ~~ understands from his Own experience how 
wrong It 1s not to try to be at one's best. 

N~w we should be able to answer the question: "What 
can sm mean today?" 

4. Why Do We Fast on Yorn Kippur? 

If all that we have said about sin and repentance is 
t:11e, we may ask the question: why should we fast? If 
sin means failing to be at our best, and repentance 
means determining that we shall try always to be at our 
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best, wbyci.o we need to perform tbe ceremony ~f fast
ing? Have we not already pointed out that fastmg; as 
a ceremony, cannot take the place of a sincere change 

of heart? 
When we fast, we do without food for a whole day. 

Doing without food is not easy, because w_e become very 
hungry, and sometimes weak, and we desire to eat. Yet 
we control ourselves; and even if we are tempted to 
take just a little bite of something, we do not do so. 
We control ourselves. 

Remember that rites are supposed to stand for ideas. 
What idea does fasting stand for? It stands for the 
idea of self-control. Why is it so necessary for us to 
emphasize self-control? Because we find that when we 
try to be at our best, we must very often do with~ut 
some things which we might want very much, and which 
we cannot have if we really want to be at our bes_t. In 
other words, part of the task of being at our best 1s the 

task of self-control. 
For example, let us suppose that we enjoy going to 

the movies. One day, someone comes to us and asks us 
for a contribution to a fund which is being rais~d for 
tbe purpose of sending poor children to camp m tbe 
summertime. We have been planning all week to _go to 
the movies, and we want very much to see the picture 
that is being shown. "What shall we do? In a case_ of 
this kind we have to exercise self-control, and do with
out tbe thing we want, that is, if we are trying to be at 

our best. 
Thus, when we fast on Yorn Kippur, we are doing 
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without food-which, of course, everybody likes and 
wants-and we do without the food to show ourselves 
how necessary it is at times to exercise self-control for 
tbe sake of a cause. We realize tbat the actual fasting 
does nobody else any good; and it does us no good un
less we learn the lesson which it tries to teach us. But 
if ~e remember, when we fast, that fasting is a symbol, 
a sign of self-control, then it is doing something very 
worthwhile for us. In our efforts to be always at our 
bes~, w~ must sometimes do without good things; and 
fasting 1s our way of stating this truth and promising 
that if the time should ever come when we are called 
upon to sacrifice for a worthwhile cause, we shall be 
ready. 

5. How Important ls One Person? 

Sometimes people will say: "What difference does it 
make in this big world how I act? After all, I am only 
one individual. There are millions and millions of 
people in the world. What if I am sinful? Will that 
make a difference? Suppose I am honest; will that make 
any difference in the world, when there are thousands 
of dishonest people? What value is there in my work
ing for peace or for justice? I am only one person." 
People who talk that way seem to forget the old motto: 
every little bit helps. 

The world is made up of men and women, boys and 
girls. If one man in a hundred acts selfishly or unjustly, 
there 'is a danger that he may make his fellow •men 
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do as h,ttloes. Sinfulness is catching. It spreads from 
one to another. v\Then one person acts in the wrong 
way, he is not acting in that way all by himself. Others 
watch him, hear about him, and are likely to be influ
enced by him. In the long run, one wrong deed by one 
person can lead to many wrong deeds by many people. 

It is important for us to remember, therefore, that 
being at one's best can also be catching. Since people 
follow the example of others, they may imitate good 
acts as well as bad ones. Therefore, each and every 
person should realize that he is responsi~l: _for his . fel
low men; we call this individual respons1b11ity. It 1s a 
mistake to think that one's behavior has nothing to do 
with the behavior of others; each individual man and 
woman must be responsible for others, as well as for 
himself or herself. 

On Yorn Kippur in the special part of the service 
called Abodah, we show how important this idea of_ re
sponsibility is. Why is it called A bodahf In ancient 
times, on Yom Kippur, the High Priest wou:d perf?rm 
a sacrifice of an animal, believing that this sacnfi.ce 
would cleanse the Temple of all sins. The sins com
mitted during the year might have been committed by 
any of the members of the Jewish people. The. unclean
liness of the Temple might have been due to thlS or ihat 
individual. The sacrifice showed that the whole Temple, 
which was the center of Jewish life, could be affected 
by the behavior of any one Jew. Today,. in the syna
gogue, we read a descriptibn of that sacrifice and the 
ceremony, to remind us that each and every Jew can 

YOMKIPPUR 73 

make all of Jewish life sinful-and that each and every 
person can ·make our country or our city sinful. Thus, 
the Abodah on Yorn Kippur is performed in order to 
emphasize the idea of "individual responsibility." 

6. How Can We Show Our Sense 
of Responsibility? 

If each and every person 1s so important in our 
efforts to remake the world, it is necessary for us to 
know how we can help, as individuals. We can help, 
first, by always keeping in mind the difference between 
what we see about us and what we should like to see. 
For example, when we see poor people, living in broken
down houses, without enough to eat, we should not 
merely feel sorry for them, or give them a few pennies 
to help them along. We should also keep in mind an 
ideal. What is that ideal? It is that there should come 
a time when no person, no matter what his religion or 
race, should be without a good job, when all should have 
enough to eat, when all should live in strong, clean, 
warm, well-lighted houses, when no one should have to 
worry about being in want in illness or old age, when 
all would be sure of getting a good education. 

Secondly, we can help by always keeping in mind 
what has been said above about the effect of our actions 
upon others. Our Rabbis expressed this idea in a very 
poetic way. They said: "Every single person should 
say, 'The world was created for my sake.' " By this 
they meant that every person should realize that his 
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actions ma'y influence other people, that behavior is 
catching, and that each person should plan his behavior 
with this in mind. 

Lastly, we should always bear in mind that every
thing we have comes to us as a result of this one's or 
that one's work. For example, when we drink a glass 
of milk, do we ever stop to think how that glass of milk 
came to our table? Who- took care of the cow, who 
milked the cow, who brought the milk to the dairy for 
pasteurizing, who filled the bottle, who carried the bot
tle to the train, who drove the train to the city, and who 
took the bottle of milk on to the wagon and delivered 
it to our house-do we ever consider how many indi
vidual men had a part in giving us our glass of milk? 
If we do stop to think about all this, we realize once 
again how important each person is. If any one in the 
whole chain had shirked his job, the milk would not 
have arrived. 

Having thought about how much we owe to so many 
individuals, we are then in a position to plan our own 
behavior accordingly. That means that in our actions 
we will carry out our responsibilities in the same faith
ful way that all those people did who brought the milk 
to the table. 

Very often we hear people giving all sorts of excuses 
for not carrying out their responsibilities. For exam
ple, the very first excuse which we mentioned, the one 
which says, "What difference does it make what I do? 
I am only one little person in a big world." We have 
tried to answer that excuse already. Another kind of 
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excuse runs as follows: "I can't help what I do. I was 
bor:11 that way." HaV:e you ever heard people blaming' 
~err parents for the1r own laziness or dishonesty? It 
1s a com~on way of shirking responsibility. People say 
that :he kin~ of person one is, is a result of "heredity"; 
that is, one 1s born with certain traits of character. and 
one cannot ever overcome them. This is absolutely false, 
and we emphasize the idea of repentance in order to 
show that this idea is false. Repentance means that we 
can overcome our faults, whether they be inherited or 
they be only habits which we have developed. When a 
person is dishonest, and does not know that what he 
does is dishonest, h~ cannot really be blamed for doing 
what he does. But 1f a man is dishonest and knows that 
he is dishonest, he can correct himself. As soon as we 
recognize our sins, we are in a position to avoid them in 
the future. 

One of the most important facts about responsibility, 
however, we have not yet mentioned, and that is: There 
•_re many people who feel that they ought to b.e respon
sible, but they are responsible only to a small group. 
That means, for example, that sometimes a man may 
be. a v'.'11' ~oving husband and father, and may do every
thmg 1n his power to help and protect his family, but 
he may be dishonest in his dealings with strangers. Or, 
for example, a man may be responsible to his country, 
and be as patriotic as anyone can possibly be, but he 
may care nothing about anybody who lives in any other 
co:1ntry. People are loyal to their friends, to their 
neighbors-but that is as far as their loyalty goes. 
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How can_. we make our sense of responsibi~ty as broad 
as possible? How can we help ourselves to keep in mind 
that we ought to be loyal to the greatest number of 
people? We can do this by remembering that when we 
are at our best, we are making use of the force in us 
which we call God; that (as we have seen) all human 
beings have that force within them, and therefore all 
human beings are entitled to the kindness and con
sideration and justice which we show when we use that 
force which is in us. In this way, we will learn that we 
are brothers to all men, and that we must act like 
brothers to all men. 

7. How to Make Our Best Better 

We have seen that Yorn Kippur stands for remaking 
ourselves, examining our way of living, cnt1c1z1ng it, 
determining to change. We have seen· that sin meap.s 
not being at our best; and we have seen what we should 
do to help ourselves to be at our best. One thing more 
remains to be learned: and that is, that our best changes 
as we grow older. By that we mean that, as we go 
along in life, we find that what is the right thing for 
us to do at one time is different from what the right 
thing to do is at another time. 

For example, a young boy should be obedient and 
respectful to his parents. He should take his parents' 
advice when they give it, and he should remember that 
since they know much more than he does, he should do 
as they advise. At that particular stage in his life, 
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such behavior may be considered being at his best. But 
:"hen he_ grows up and becomes a full-fledged man, be
ing at his _best mu_st mean something altogether differ
e_nt_-_ ~t this stage 1n his life, he should assume respon
s1b1ht1es; he should be able to make his own decisions; 
he should have a mind of his own. It is very wrong for 
a full-grown man to depend upon others to tell him 
what he has to do. 

But not only must we learn to change our idea of 
what being at one's best is; we must always try to make 
ff~r ?e~t better. That is, when we are doing what we 
think 1s our best, we may actually not be doing our 
best. We never realize how much better we can be 
Sometimes in an emergency -we discover how much mor~ 
we have of courage, and kindness, and cooperation than 
w~ realized before. For example, most of us would not 
~Junk very much about a stranger whom we saw walk
ing along the street. Let us suppose, however, that 
suddenly _that stranger should become sick. Immedi
ately a crowd of people would gather, and every one 
would suddenly become very much interested in him. 
Someone would help him to a seat; another would run 
to call a doctor; a third would call a policeman to tak 
charge .. Now, this helpfulness would have been lyin; 
asleep m these people, so to speak, and would never 
have been awakened, if it had not been for the emergency. 

_ Is it not strange that so much kindness and coopera
t10n should go wasted-just because there is no emer
gency? Did Mr. A, who ran for the doctor, ever realize 
that he would actually ever become so helpful? He 
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profo~ surprised himself. Now, if instead of waiting 
for another emergency, he kept alive that spirit of 
helpfulness, he would be making his best even better. 
He would now realize that what he thought was his 
best was not his best at all, but only his next-best. One 
of the things which our schooling-in general schools 
and Jewish schools-ought to teach us is how to make 
our best always better. 

There is always room for improvement, however, 
not Only in ourselves but in everything. For example, 
we may live in a country where many people live quite 
comfortably, but where some live very poorly. There 
are some people who may say: "This is the best possible 
country." They think that by saying so they are being 
very patriotic; ·that they are standing up for their 
country. But they are making a mistake when they 
think that there is no room for improvement-or when 
they think that no improvement is possible. We all 
know the kind of people who say: "Let us do this in 
such-and-such a way; this was how our grandparents 
did it, this was how our parents did it, and that is how 
we should do it;'' They seem to forget that in all matters 
they should try to make their best even better. 

If we keep in mind all that has been said about Yorn 
Kippur, and we try in our synagogues to bring out the 
meaning of these thoughts, we will be m~king Yam 
Kippur what it deserves to be: one of the great holy days 
in our Jewish calendar. 
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SOME THOUGHTS ON CHAPTER III 

I. We_ ~ow that our ancestors gradually changed 
their idea of sin. This was a form of development, 
or "creation." Is there any connection between this 
development and the discussion (in the chapter on 
~e Sabbath) on "God as Creator"? Try to put 
into your own language the thought that the evolu
tion of religion is itself a good reason for believing 
in God. 

2. ":"ou:ve committed a sin," shouted the little boy as 
his big brother tore a piece of paper on the Sab
bath. Do you consider that a sin? Is it in the same 
class with stealing? Is it like telling a lie? If not, 
what is the difference? 

3. "It's a sin to waste food." "It's a sin for a girl like 
her, with such a voice? not to cultivate it." Is the 
use of the word "sin" in these statements just slang, 
or has the word a truly religious meaning? 

·4. There are some people who, on Yam Kippur, go 
home for several hours and take a nap. They say 
that in this way they can forget how hungry they 
are. v\T.hat is basically wrong with their rea~oning? 

5. Choose :five objects in your home, or in school, and 
on a large piece of paper draw a sort of graph 
showing the various people who had a share in 
bringing those objects to where they are now. 
Should you be grateful to them all for makin~ the 
b. 0 

o Ject and bringing it. to you, or do you think they 
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~h6,rld be grateful to you for buymg 1t? Or both? 
Perhaps neither? Give your reasons. . 

6. "Rationalization" means: finding excuses for doing 
what you know you really shouldn't do. It involves 
h f "reason,, Does it follow, therefore, that 

t e use o • " " ("Theirs 
people should avoid using their reason . ., 
not to. reason why; theirs but to do and die! )? 
What does follow from the fact that people use 
their reason falsely is that we must be careful how 
we do use our reason. Can you give examples of 
"good" and "bad" reasoning? 

7. In ancient times, our ancestors brought sacrifices 
to the Temple. Later, after the Temple was d': 
strayed, this was changed and pra~rs were substi
tuted for the sacrifices. Do you think the change 
was completely good? Do prayers take the place of 

'fices? How much does it cost to pray? Do you 
sacn th" ? E 
think that praying ought to cost some mg x-

plain. . . . 
8. They say that war brings out man~ qthuahttesC ,~ 

eo le which they hardly suspect are m em. a 
P P · th' d argmnent for you name som~? Is 15 a goo 
having wars? 

9. Should one say: "I am a -Republicanth (Democrat ?.; 
anything else) because my grandfa er was one. 
Should one say: "My grandfather was a Repubh
can (Democrat or anything else), therefore I sh~ll 
take the opposite side"? Do you have_ to agree with 
your grandfather in order to re.spect hnn? 

t 

CHAPTER IV 

THE PILGRIMAGE FESTIVALS THAT 

DEAL WITH HISTORY AND NATURE 

I. How the fews Taught the Nations 
the Value of History 

w HEN WE READ OR HEAR 
about events in the past,. we call that history. Everyone 
who goes. to school today studies history. But there was a 
time when people did not study history in the same way 
that we do. How do we study history? We study 
events in the past not merely to know what happened; 
it is .not just a matter of satisfying our curiosity. We 
study history because we feel that we have something 
to learn from the lives of our ancestors. They had 
many different kinds of experiences: they lived through 
pea.Ce times and war times, they traveled and they had 
governments. When we read history, we find that we 
are living through many__ ages in addition to our own 
age. If we study history carefully, we can actually live 
through thousands of years. Our actual lifetime is 
quite short; perhaps sixty or seventy years. But the 
study of history makes our lives very long, beginning 
from early times and going down to our own times. 

Now, in olden days, practically nobody studied his
tory in order to learn from it. In fact, the Jewish peo-
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pie was-ihe first people to study history in this way. 
The ancient Greeks, and perhaps one or two other 
peoples, had books written by great poets in which ihey 
could read ihe story of their nation. But ihey read 
these stories only becanse these stories told of the heroes 
of the nation and of the great deeds of heroism which 
those men performed. In ihis way, ihe members of 
ihose nations learned to be proud of their people. But 
the Jews "WTOte their history, and studied their history, 
because ihey felt ihat to know their history was to 
learn how to be at their best, how to live a moral life. 
Jews have always felt that ihe story of iheir nation had 
a lesson to teach, and in this sense the Jews differed 
from other nations in the way they studied iheir history. 

As a matter of fact, most of the modem European 
nations paid little attention to their own histories until. 
about one hundred years ago. The child living- in 
France did not learn French history at school; he 
learned ihe history of the early Hebrews. The English 
child, too, did not learn about ihe history of England, 
but about Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, and ihe other 
men and worrien in Jewish history. Why? Because, 
until recently (about one hundred years ago) ihe edu
cation of children in Europe was in the hands of reli
gious teachers-Christian teachers-and the Christian 
Church took care of all education. Why were these 
children taught Jewish history instead of their own 
history? Because their teachers found in Jewish his
tory important lessons which they wanted the children 
to learn; ihe history of England and France had not 
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yet been written in such a way as to help ihe children_ 
live a moral life. Later on, however, these nations 
began to realize how valuable ihe study of history was, 
and ihen ihey began to teach their children iheir own 
history. 

But ihe Jewish people was responsible for making 
ihe oilier nations realize how valuable the study of 
history was for teaching children how to be at their 
best. 

2. Jewish History and the Idea of God 

How did it come about ihat ihe Jews, after living in 
so many different countries, continued to think of their 
history as one continuous story? Other nations remem
bered. someihing of iheir past, so long as ihey remained 
living in the same land, but as soon as they traveled 
to anoiher land ihey forgot about iheir own past and 
studied ihe history of ihe people among whom ihey 
lived. This was because they believed that their gods 
ruled over one particular country, and had no power 
over any other country. Therefore, when the people 
moved away, they believed ihat ihey were ihen living 
under ihe rule of anoiher god. 

Our • ancestors, however, believed that no matter 
where they were they were still living under the rule 
of their own God, because for them God was the ruler 
of ihe whole world. Thus, when Abraham lived in 
Eretz Yisrael, ihe God of Abraham had to be obeyed. 
When the Israelites were in Egypt and later, when they 
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and demanded that they obey Him. When the Israelites 
came to their land, again He was their God. And later, 
when the Jews were exiled from their land, and scat
tered to all parts of the world, they still worshiped the 
same God. Thus, no matter where Jews lived, or how 
often they changed their lands, the same God ruled over 
them. For that reason, their long history was considered 
all part of one continuous story. 

How did this happen? Other nations believed that 
their gods were the powers that gave them food and 
shelter and protection from enemies. Since they be
lieved that their gods were responsible for the food and 
shelter and protection of one· particular country~ they 
could not imagine those same gods having any power 
over the food, for example, of another conntry. But 
the Jews thought of God as that Being who demanded 
that people should live in accordance with the laws of 
justice and mercy; justice and mercy are not limited 
to any one place. One can-and should-be just and 
merciful everywhere that one may be. Therefore, the 
God of justice ·and mercy rules all over the world; and 
the Jews, who believed that they possessed the Torah 
of God, based on justice and mercy, believed also that 
no matter where they lived, that Torah had to be 
obeyed, and that their God was God of the entire 
world. 

For this reason, the many travels and wanderings of 
the Jews were thought of as being all part of ._one his
tory; and that is why Jewish history, although 1t covers 
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many lands, is remembered by Jews as one continuous 
story. 

3. The Festivals of the 
Changing Seasons 

The three Festivals which we shall study are Pesah, 
Shabuot and Sukkot. On these three holidays, in 
ancient times, the Jews would gather at Jerusalem from 
all parts of Eretz Yisrael. There, in the Temple, they 
would offer sacrifices and celebrate the holiday. For 
this reason they are called the Pilgimage Festivals; that 
is to say, the people made a "pilgrimage," or a journey, 
to Jerusalem on those days. 

Each of these holidays deals with Jewish history. 
On each of these holidays, we remember some part of 
Jewish history, and by remembering it try to learn 
an important lesson for our own lives. "What these les
sons are, we shall see in the chapters that follow. But 
at this time it is necessary to point out that these three 
Festivals deal not only with history, but with nature. 
That means that these holidays are set aside not only 
to recall events in the past, but also to celebrate im
portant days in the seasons of the year. For example, 
Pesah is a spring festival. The end of winter and the 
coming of spring bring the beginnings of the harvest; 
flowers, fruits and grains begin to appear in the spring. 
The Jewish people has always felt that it is necessary 
to take notice of the changing seasons-also in order 
to learn important lessons for living at one's best. The 
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Jew;~ have always seen in the regular workings of the 
seasons, as well as in the history of the nation, the work
ings of that power in the world which we call God. 

"Wbat is the lesson which we should learn from na
ture? It is this: that we should not be satisfied merely 
with trying to get the most out of the soil. We should 
not be interested only in trying to develop the richest 
crops. We should learn also to make the best use of 
what we get from the soil. We have a responsibility to 
be at our best in seeing to it that every human being 
has enough to eat and enough to wear, and a proper 
home to live in. 

In very ancient times, as we have seen, people be
lieved that worshiping the gods was a way of getting 
them to provide people with what they needed. Men 
thought that religion was just a way of getting food, 
preventing disease from attacking them, atid keeping 
enemies away. As a matter of fact, there are many 
people today who still think that religion is useful only 
for these things. On the other hand, many men and 
women today r~fuse to have anything to do with reli
gion because they have been taught that religion and 
worship and belief in God have to do with getting food 
and shelter. These people say: science has taught us 
how to get the best crops from the soil, and how to 
prevent disease. Religion, they say, is only "supersti
tion"; that means, accepting false beliefs, beliefs which 
are foolish and which a person with intelligence would 
not accept. 

For this reason, many people think that, as men and 
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Wonien become more intelligent, religion • will die • out. 
But that is not .so, because, according to the teachings· 
of our ancestors, religion is not supposed to teach us 
how to get the things we need, but how to use those 
things in accordance with justice and mercy, once we 
have gotten them. 

How can we learn to use the gifts of nature prop
erly? This is where history comes in: when we study 
how people lived in the past, and when we learn what 
happened to them as a result of how they used the gifts 
of nature, then we are in a position to learn a valuable 
lesson. If, for example, we discover that in .ancient 
times certain individuals became greedy and ~ kept for 
themselves all that they could take, and if we learn that, 
as a result, there was war and hatred and unhappiness 
-can we not then learn ari important lesson? 

These three Festivals, therefore, by combining a 
study of history with a celebration of the new seasons, 
can be extremely helpful to us. 

4. Festivals Are for Rejoicing 

The emphasis which these three Festivals give to 
nature has another important value. In some countries, 
and in certain religions, people are taught that to be 
spiritual one must not enjoy oneself too much. What is 
meant by spiritual? According to these religions, to be 
spiritual means to do without pleasures, and, in fact, 
to eat and drink as little as possible, to give no thought 
to fine clothes, or entertainments. To be spiritual, ac-
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cordiii.g""«> this idea, is not to have fun, not to be jolly 
and gay, not to give in to appetites. As a result of this 
way of thinking, men used to become ascetics; this 
means, they used to eat only just enough to stay alive, 
to wear very simple rough clothing, even to torture 
themselves by lying on beds of nails and wearing shirts 
that tore their skin. 

According to our ancestors, being spiritual meant 
nothing like this. They believed in enjoying life. They 
could see no reason why people should not eat and 
drink, and dance, and sing, and have a good time. Our 
people saw in the gifts of nature the gifts of God to 
man, which he could use to make his life happy. That 
is why, on Pesah, we rejoice in the first harvest of the 
year, and why on Shabuot we celebrate the first fruits 
of the year, and why on Sukkot we celebrate the final 
harvest. Our ancestors told us to be glad and to rejoice. 

But, they said, these blessings bring with them a 
responsibility. They do not belong to any one person 
or any one family; they are intended for all the mem
bers of the human family. They should not be used 
only to give w_. pleasure; they are to be shared by all, 
so that no one may go hungry, or thirsty, or naked. 

SOME THOUGHTS ON CHAPTER IV 

I. Some say: History repeats itself. Others say: 
History never repeats itself. Which is true? Can 
they both be true? Give some examples of the way 
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in which a knowledge of history could help people 
live at their best. 

2. Jewish history is quite different from the history of 
other peoples. What would you say was the basic 
difference? In what sense is it true that without 
their religion the Jews might never have been able 
to continue as a people? 

3. Science teaches us how to make things, how to fly, 
how to deal with the human body. Does it teach us 
what things to make, what to drop from airplanes 
(bombs or food), whether to cure the body or to 

kill it? Discuss this question as it relates to the 
ever-present _problem: religion and science. 

4. You frequently hear that Judaism is a solemn reli
gion. Is that true? Figure out how many happy 
holidays there are, how many solemn ones. 

5. Discuss the expression: "Living the life of the spirit." 
Does this mean being a ghost? What does it mean 
to say: "He has a soul"? Is there a necessary conflict 
between body and soul? 



CHAPTER V 

SUKKOT: 

SYMBOL OF COOPERATION 

SuKKOT, 
or the Festival of Tabernacles, which is the first of these 
three Festivals which we shall study, was originally the only 
one. It was known as "The Festival." On that occasion, 
the Israelites would leave their homes and gather at one 
central place of worship, and there they would rejoice and 
celebrate the harvest. The holiday lasted seven days, and 
during that week all the people would live in little huts, 
known as sukkot. The reason for doing this is stated in 
the Bible as follows: "that your children may know that I 
made the Israelites dwell in huts, when I brought them 
out of the land of Egypt .... " Thus, in order to re
member the time when the first of the Israelites wan
dered io the desert and had to live in small, wooden 
booths, Jews ever after were told to do the same thing 
on Sukkot. 

What was the purpose of repeating for one week 
what the early Israelites did in the desert? According 
to the great Jewish philosopher, Maimonides, the rea
son is that living in a little hut reminds us who live in 
fine houses that we should be grateful and happy for 
the comforts of our homes, and that we should there
fore not grow proud and selfish. According to another 
teacher, living in the sukkah should remind us that we 
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should not put our trust in things that are strong or in 
people who are rich; but that we should realize that one 
can be good and at one's best even in a little hut that is 
weak and frail. 

On Sukkot, io addition to setting up the little booths, 
we also perform a ceremony with a lulav (palm branch) 
and etrog ( citron). This ceremony comes down to us 
from the days when our ancestors lived io Eretz Yisrael 
and used to form a procession in the Temple, carrying 
these plants. The question we should ask ourselves is: 
how can we make the Festival of Sukkot, with its many 
ceremonies, have meaning for us, help us to learn im
portant lessons? 

1. What Sukkot Originally Meant 

One thing is clear to us when we try to understand 
the original meaning of Sukkot, and that is that the 
holiday was intended to remind our ancestors of their 
desert days. Our ancestors must have found somethino-o 
worth remembering in the way their ancestors lived in 
the desert. Otherwise, why should they have insisted 
upon Iiviog io huts for one week each year? 

If this was so, we must ask: what was there about the 
way people lived in the desert which was important to 
keep in mind? The answer is: according to the history 
of the Israelites, the period of the wandering in the 
desert was the period when they were at their best. It 
was then, they believed, that they had agreed to the 
covenant with the God of Israel, when they lived an ideal 
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life. Theirlife in the desert seemed to them to have been 
much better than the life they lived in Eretz Yisrael. 

The life in the desert was better because, as wander
ing tribes, they were all equal; there were no rich men 
and poor men; there were no higher classes and lower 
classes. In fact, our ancestors believed that "the good 
old days," when the original Israelites were shepherds, 
were really the happiest days. They thought of Abra
ham as being a shepherd; they thought of Moses and 
David too as having been shepherds. And on Sukkot 
they built themselves little huts to live in, as though to 
say: "Let us go back to the wilderness, to the kind of 
life our ancestors used to live; let us once again make 
the ideals of the desert life our ideals." Thus, the suk
kah was a symbol or a sign of their being dissatisfied 
with the kind of life they lived all year. 

The lulav was supposed to be a sign of nature's gifts. 
It was a sign of the fruits and grains and flowers that 
came from the earth. And the combination of the suk
kah and the lulav was supposed to tell this story: 
"When we Jived. in the desert, we all shared equally 
everything that we had. We were all friendly, because 
in the desert there was always danger of attack, and we 
depended upon one another to fight off attackers. This 
equality and this friendliness made it possible for us to 
enjoy the gifts of nature. When there is inequality and 
unfriendliness, even those who have enough to eat and 
to drink cannot be happy; and certain] y, those who do 
not have enough are unhappy." 

The sukkah and the lulav should therefore be for us 
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a symbol, a sign that we are determined to bring about 
that freedom and equality which our distant ancestors 
enjoyed when they lived in the desert, and had to make 
their homes out of little huts. 

2. Human Rights Are Sacred 

From the description _of what Sukkot originally 
meant, and from what we have said about the meaning 
of Sukkot for our day, it should be clear that according 
to Jewish religion each human being has certain rights. 
And if we criticize the world as we find it today, it must 
be because we believe that people are not receiving what 
they are entitled to. Yet we might hear someone say: 
"Is it true that human beings. simply because they hap
pen to live on this earth, automatically are entitled to 
certain things? Is it not rather true that human beings 
are just like animals, and that if you want something, 
you have to fight for it? Is it not true that one must be 
strong enough to get food and shelter and clothing, and 
that otherwise one has to do without these things? Isn't 
it true that might makes right?" 

The answer is: it may be true that today, as things 
are, the strong can often win out, while the weak lo~e
It is true that, at the present time, many people do not 
pay any attention to the rights of others. But that does 
not mean that human beings are not entitled to those 
rights; on the contrary, it may very well be that the 
world today is troubled, and nations are always ready to 
go to war against one another, and so many people in 
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manY'i~s are withou~ enough to eat simply as a result 
of the fact that human beings do not enjoy the rights 
they are entitled to. 

We have shown in an earlier chapter how dependent 
we are upon one another. No one of us could get along 
by himself; we would be without food and milk and 
clothing if it were not for the people who bring us these 
things. And they, in turn, would not be able to live 
either unless they had those jobs, and could earn a 
living. We are all members of on_e family, the family 
of human beings, and unless we realize that each one 
of us has a right to an equal share of things, we will all 
be without those things. For example, when a man works 
in a factory, he is entitled to a decent. wage. _Why? 
Because if he does not earn enough, he will not be able 
to buy clothes. If he cannot buy clothes, then the man 
whq works in the clothing factory will lose his job
since there will be nothing for him to do. If he loses his 
job, then he cannot afford to buy milk, and the man 
who works for a dairy company will lose his job. And 
so it goes on. Once we deprive a· person of his rights, 
many other peoPle at once lose their rights. 

Jewish religion expressed this idea in a very poetic 
way. The question once came up: which is the most im
portant idea in the whole Torah? One Rabbi, Ben 
Azzai, said, "It is this: that Man was created in the 
image of God." He did not mean that Man looks like 
God; he meant that each and every human being has 
within him the force which makes him different from 
the animals. Each human being is just as important as 
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eve:Y other human being. We are all created equal. 
This means that we are all entitled to the same rights. 
We have seen how necessary it is for us to remember 
this idea. If we forget it, there is trouble. Does this 
not make those rights sacred-'-all-important? (Remem
ber how we defined "sacred.") 

3. What Does Equality Mean? 

If we. are all entitled to the same rights, it is necessary 
for us to know exactly what those rights are. When we 
speak of equality~ we might imagine that it means that 
all human beings are supposed to act in exactly the same 
way, and live in exactly the same way, and perhaps even 
talk and think alike. This is a mistake. Equality means: 
.we are. all of us entitled to the rights which are very well 
expressed in the Declaration of Independence. They 
are: "life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness." 

vVhat do we mean by life? It means more than just 
the right to live, that is, the right to be protected from 
a criminal who wishes to kill us. To live means to be 
able ·to earn a living. Every human being has a right to 
work, to a job. There was a time when people used to 
think (and many people still do) that the community 
or the government had nothing to do with this problem. 
That is not correct. When a person is born and brought 
up in a. country, the people. of that country have a re-
sponsibility to him. They must see to it that he has an 
opportunity of earning his living, if he is well and 



96 WHAT WE MEAN BY RELIGION 

-~-
'\ ~t- c5""~ 

stronf afrd.. can work. Certainly, if he is sick, he must 
be taken care of. 

But it is not enough to give a man a job. He is 
entitled to do the kind of work for which he is best fitted. 
A man who could be a great musician would not be en
joying his rights to "live" if he were forced to take a 
job digging ditches; and a person who was very much 
interested in science, and was good at it, would not be 
enjoying his rights if he were compelled to work as a 
business man. Such people would be unhappy at their 
work, and their lives would be miserable. Of course, 
they would be eating and sleeping and living in a ho.;se; 
but they would not consider life worth living; they 
would be very sad, In addition, the community would 
be losing the services of a fine musician or a fine scientist 
-and that is a waste, to have them working at some
thing they do not en joy, and which they are not good at. 

The right to life, therefore, means the right to earn 
a living at the occupation which will bring out the best 
in a person. 

The second right is: liberty. Liberty does not mean 
permitting a person to do anything he wishes. Cer
tainly, the rights of others would be destroyed if we 
permitted a strong man to take food away from a weak 
man-and did not interfere. No, liberty means some
thing altogether different. It means the right to be at 
one's best. Do we have liberty today? Not in that sense, 
because today we are not free to be• at our ·best. We are 
forced to do things which we know are wrong, but which 
we cannot help. For example, many men are not free to 
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be honest, either in business, or in professions, or in 
politics. The honest business man is often compelled, in 
order to save himself from ruin, to do dishonest things 
which he dislikes doing, simply because he would not be 
able to compete against his neighbors otherwise. A doc
tor or a lawyer is often forced to tell lies or commit other 
wrong acts just because he might lose his patient or his 
client if he refused. 

Today, many people are not free to help their neighbors. 
They are forced to be selfish; they are selfish because they 
know that if they do not take care of themselves, no one 
else will take care of them. They must look after their 
own welfare first and foremost, and cannot afford to be 
helpful to others. They are not at' liberty to be at their 
best. 

The third right is: pursuit of happiness. Now, this 
third right might seem to be unnecessary to mention. 
Certainly, one might say, no one can stop us from try
ing to be happy. What does this mean? It means that 
happiness is more than merely making a living, or work
ing at the job we like best, or being honest. Happiness 
means having an opportunity to satisfy our cultural 
desires. This means: every person should have a chance 
to learn how to enjoy music and art and good books. 
These are the things we do in our spare time. Each 
hwnan being has a right to have spare time, and a right 
to be able to spend that spare time with cultural 
things. Today, even those who make a living have 
to work so hard and so long that all they have the 
energy to do when they come home is to go to sleep. Or, 
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if they still have energy left to enjoy themselves, they 
find that they cannot afford these enjoyments; they have 
just enough money for the necessities, like food and 
shelter. 

The pursuit of happiness means, therefore, the right 
to educate oneself, and to enjoy the "finer things in 
life." But, as we said before, this does not mean that 
all people should get the same wages, and live in the 
same kind of houses. These rights every person should 
enjoy; but each person should receive as his reward ,as 
much as his services to the community are worth. It 
should be clear that the community must certainly place 
a higher value upon the services of an engineer than 
upon those of a man whose job it is to pick up papers in 
the park. No one would ever say that a skilled doctor 
should get only as much as a bus driver. Equality means 
.that the bus driver .has as much right to a bus-driving 
job, with its rewards, as a doctor has to his job, with its 
rewards. It means that every young boy and girl has 
an equal right to make the most of himself or herself; 
and if we disc~ver that a young boy has a talent for 
medicine, he should be given a chance to study medicine. 
If a young girl shows ability in dressmaking, she should 
be given a chance to learn that trade. This is what 
equality means today. 

4. Why Equality Is Possible Today 

The Prophets who lived in Eretz Yisrael many centuries 
ago were the first men to preach equality. They saw 
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about them a few rich people who had more than 
enough, and a large number of poor people who had 
little or nothing. This, the Prophets believed, was abso
lutely wrong, and they criticized that situation. But, 
in spite of all their preaching, they never did succeed 
in changing the situation very much. Why did they 
fail? First, because the rich people, who were very 
powerful, tried always to stop them, and sometimes 
succeeded in having the Prophets driven away or pun
ished. 

But a second and more important reason was that in 
those days there was not enough food and land and 
other necessary things to go around. People had not 
yet learned how to ·make things by machinery, and they 
did not yet know how to work the soil in a scientific way. 
As a result, there was always a struggle going on as to 
who should have what little there was. And in this 
struggle, the strong would always defeat the weak. 

The rule of the strong over the weak has continued 
down to our own day. In a war, the strongest would 
conquer land, and make all the people his slaves. They 
would work for him, and he would pay them what he 
thought they ought to receive. The workers never had 
any say in the matter; and if the owner decided that he 
did not want or need the products of the soil (if he had 
enough to live on from another field, for example) he 
would discharge the workers and would not care what 
became of them. 

Sometimes a farmer might own a small tract of land 
and live on it peacefully. But then a £amine would come, 
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and the poor farmer would find himself in a very difficult 
situation, so that he had to borrow money- from the rich 
farmer. In order to be sure that he would get his money 
back, the rich farmer would make the poor farmer 
promise that unless the money were returned, the poor 
farmer would give his farm to the rich farmer. And, 
very often, the poor farmer would not be able to retun1 
the money-and the rich farmer would take his farm 
away from him. Thus the rich would get richer, and the 
poor would get poorer. 

Later on, when machinery was invented and people 
began to make articles in factories, the rich man would 
build a factory and employ men to work for him. The 
rich man would pay the worker his wages, and after 
selling the product, he would be left with a profit. Now, 
as long as he could sell his product for a profit, he 
would continue to employ the worker. But if anything 
happened so that he could no longer sell his product 
for a profit, he would discharge the worker, and not 
care what became of him. He would not feel any re
sponsibility for the worker, who might perhaps starve, 
together with his family, as a result of not having a job. 

The difference between ancient times and later times 
is this: before machinery was invented, there was not 
enough to go around; but later, when shoes, £or ex
ample, could be made by machine, enough shoes could 
be produced to supply every single person with shoes. 
This is the situation today, and therefore today there is 
absolutely no excuse for having anyone going about 
without shoes. When there is enough for everybody, we 
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should be able to bring about equality-as we have 
defined it. 

In a system based on equality, the hope of the ancient 
Prophets would come true. They expressed their hope 
in this way: "And they shall build houses and inhabit 
them; and they shall plant vineyards and eat the fruit of 
them. They shall not build and another inhabit; they 
shall not plant and another eat." 

5. What Is Meant by Happiness? 

The Festival of Sukkot is known as .. the season 0£ 

our rejoicing." It is true that our ancestors wanted us 
to be happy and gay on all the festivals; but somehow 
they felt that on Sukkot we should be happier than ever. 
In fact, they believed that the F es ti val of Sukkot should 
be dedicated to the idea of happiness. And many of the 
celebrations that took place at Sukkot time, described 
for us in the Mishnah, show us how our ancestors rejoiced 
on this holiday. 

We might very well ask the question: what do we 
mean by happiness? We did touch upon this suject in 
an earlier section of this chapter, but now we ought to 
spend a little more time in studying it more carefully. 
For, after all, the ambition 0£ every person is to be 
happy, and if we can discover what true happiness is, 
we shall be doing a real service to ourselves. 

Our · ancestors used to say that when a man was 
happy, God's presence was with him. This was their 
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way of saying that we realize that God is in the world 
when we are happy. When we say that God is in the 
world, we mean that life is worthwhile, life is good, 
life is satisfying, life is worth living. We are glad to 
be alive. When do we feel that way? Some people make 
the mistake of thinking that they are happy when they 
are enjoying themselves. If they enjoy eating, they 
think they are happy when they eat. If they enjoy 
drinking, they think they are happy when they drink. 

This is not so, because we very often find that even 
when we are enjoying certain pleasures, we feel µn
happy at the same time. For example, i£ a boy is on his 
way to a football game (which he enjoys very much), 
and on the street he sees a very poor man shivering .in 
the cold, that boy cannot be altogether happy during 
the game, because the chances are that he might think 
about that poor man. Thinking about that mau can 
spoil his fun. Or let us say that this boy has homework 
to do, and someone invites him to go skating. He will 
not enjoy the skating altogether because from time to 
time he will be reminded of the fact that he really 
ought to be doing his homework-and his enjoyment will 
be spoiled. 

Now, what is actually happening in these cases? Just 
this: there is a conflict or a struggle going on within 
him; he feels he ought to be doing his work. As long as 
there is such a struggle going on, one cannot be com
pletely happy. To be happy, one must be able to enjoy 
pleasures without having anything to spoil them. When 
a boy has done his work, and really deserves a little 
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vacation, then he can enjoy his pleasures without hav- , 
ing. his conscience bother him. Or, if he has properly 
shared what he has with those who are in need, then 
when he spends money on his own pleasures, he can 
really enjoy them. 

It is true that people will never be completely happy 
so long as there are others in the world who are poor 
and neglected. Many, many years may have to go by 
before we have learned how to provide every person 
with what he needs. But, in the meantime, the greatest 
happiness that we can get for ourselves can come only 
through working toward the goal of a perfect world. 
Even though we might not be able to bring about that 
perfect world, just trying to do so can bring us happi
ness. Selfishness will never make us happy. 

6. Gaining Happiness 
Through Cooperation 

Many young people today have surely heard their 
parents or elders remark from time to time that people 
used to be happier than they are these days. It is true 
that sometimes we look back upon the days that are 
gone and imagine that they were better in every way. 
This is a habit which most people have, of thinking of 
"the good old days" as so much better than the present 
time. They generally picture the "Golden Age" as being 
sometime in the dim past. 

But, in spite of this habit, many students of history 
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tell us that,-indeed, there is more unhappiness today 
than ever before. Years ago men seemed so much more 
satisfied with the little that they had; today those who 
have little want much, and those who have much want 
more. No one seems to be contented and satisfied. What 
are the reasons f_or this situation? 

The reasons are, for the most part, these: People 
today are brought up to admire the so-called successful 
men and women. "\\Tho are the successful ones? The 
people who have made large fortunes, in politics or in 
their businesses. In other words, we are taught that 
the people we ought to try to imitate are the ones. who 
have spent their lives achieving power and social posi
tion for themselves. We are given ·books to read, when 
we are young, describing the career of an "ambitious" 
young man who rises from bootblack to bank president. 
The citizens whose lives we are asked to study are the 
ones who usually have been wealthy and "sucCessful." 
The heroes are those who have beaten down all their 
competitors and have won the prizes of success. 

Our ancestors long ago disagreed with such opinions. 
They always taught that the humble and the quiet men 
were better than the strong and the proud. The greatest 
hero in the Bible, Moses, is described as having been 
"very meek, more than any man on the face of the earth." 
Meek means soft, gentle, mild, forgiving others, not 
thinking oneself too important. In the writings of our 
Rabbis, the man who looks for power and for the chance 
to rule over his neighbors is considered a wicked man. 

Why did our ancestors object to a man's seeking 
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power? Because they realized that in doing so a man 
cannot possibly be happy. If he works all his life 
toward controlling the lives of others, beating down 
those who compete with him, he naturally cannot be 
friendly with those people. He regards them as enemies. 
He always feels that a battle is going on between him 
and the rest of the world. Certainly, if life is one long 
battle, it cannot bring us happiness. 

The way we live at the present time cannot, there~ 
fore, make for happiness. We must always act toward 
our neighbors as though they were about to rob us of 
what we have. And, as a result of this constant fear 
and distrust and suspicion of one another, most of us 
are constantly worried about our jobs, and about not 
having enough to live on when we are old and unable 
to work. 

As long as we struggle against one another and com
pete with one another, we cannot take our minds off the 
struggle. We have no time to relax. And when fathers 
come home from their work they are either so tired 
or so worried that they do not care about playing with 
their children, and do not give thought to being gay 
and happy with Mother. Family life becomes very sad 
-and all because of this terrible war that rages between 
man and man. 

vVhen we tum to Jewish life, we find again, that 
most men are not interested simply because they are 
too tired and too worried. They cannot take time off 
to go to the synagogue, or to take part in celebrations. 
They work on Sabbath and on holidays, for fear that 
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of thern. Our ancestors believed that people would be 
much happier if, instead of competing against one an
other, they cooperated with. one another. 

Why does a father love his family? Because he does 
not compete with them; he shares what he has with 
them. That is why he can be happy with them. The 
Rabbis said, "Who is rich? He who is happy with his 
portion." This means that when one is satisfied with 
what one has and does not always try to get more and 
more and more, one can be happy. Instead of always 
measuring ourselves against others, and being jealous 
of those who have more than we, we should try to get 
only what we need and stop feeling bad that others 
have more. 

We must learn to cooperate in all walks of life. But, 
most especially, we must try to change our way of life 
so that people will cooperate, rather than compete. The 
problem is a very big one, and not very easy to solve. 
But it is so important a problem that, unless we solve it, 
we shall not be able to make ourselves happy. 

So on Sukkot, when ·we wave the lulav with the 
leaves of myrtle and willow, we should keep in mind the 
ancient lesson which our Rabbis taught. They said 
that each of these plants is a symbol of a different type 
of person. Only when we bind all the different plauts 
together into one un~ted bundle will God's blessing come 
to us. This was their way of saying that only through 
cooperation can we achieve happiness. 
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SOME THOUGHTS ON CHAPTER V 

I. When you live with people at school, or when 
camping out together, you really get to know them. 
You learn what they consider important and unim
portant; you discover, in other words, their "sense 
of values." What does that mean? 

2. They say that artists and musicians do their best 
work when they are poor and unsuccessful, and 
that, when they are rich and famous, they are 
more likely to do poorer work. Is that always true? 
Sometimes? Never? 

3. The Rabbis of old said: "A single man (Adam) 
was created for the sake of peace among mankind, 
that none should say to his fellow, 'My father was 
greater than your father.' " Explain this state
ment of the Rabbis and relate it to the idea that 
man is created in God's image. 

4. Explain: Equality means the right of every per
son to have the opportunity to make the most of 
his life. 

5. Do you know of any instances in which people 
found that being honest was a luxury, and cost 
more than they could afford? Are those people 
really free? Why? 

6. It is frequently said that Jews in America at the 
present time cannot solve their problems by "assim
ilating," that is, by dropping their Judaism. The 
reason given is that, whether they are interested in 
Judaism or not, they are still regarded as Jews by 
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the 'Sews~~ you believe that freedom ought 
to include the freedom to cease being Jews (if they 
so wish)? 

7. If Jews cannot be completely happy unless they 
are living a Jewish life, would they, therefore, be 
entitled to say that, as American citizens, they have 
the right to live as Jews, since the Constitution 
guarantees the right to the "pursuit of happi
ness"? How would this reasoning affect other reli
gions? 

8. "Thou openest Thine hand and satisfied every liv
ing thing with favor." This is quoted from the 
Psalms. Is it true? Is everyone satisfied; does 
everyone have enough to eat? If not, whose fault 
is it? Did not God provide enough? 

9. There is a real difference between happiness and 
pleasure. What is that difference? Is it possible to 
be happy without ever having ice cream? 

10. Review in your mind ten of the greatest heroes in 
Jewish history. See how many of them were war
riors; how many -scholars; how many great politi
cians. Can you come to any conclusions about the 
kind of heroes our ancestors honored? ·What would 
you say this tells us about our ancestors? 

SHEMINI AZERET: 

SYMBOL OF PRAYER 

w HEN THE SEVEN DAYS 
of Sukkot are over, our Jewish calendar calls for the 
celebration of an eighth day, known as Shemini Azeret, 
the Eighth Day of Assembly. In the Bible, this day is 
described as being dedicated to coming together for 
"solemn assembly"; but we are not told exactly why this 
day was observed. Later on, the Rabbis, in their poetic 
way, tried to explain the origin of this day as follows: 
The Jewish people, beginning on Rosh Ha-Shanah and 
continuing right through Yorn Kippur and Sukkot, spend 
many hours in the synagogue praying to God, and God 
is pleased to have them so close to Him. When the time 
comes for them to leave their holiday season, God begins 
to get lonesome for them, and begs them to stay just 
one rnore day. This extra day, they said, was Shemini 
Azeret. 

Of course, this was a poetic way of saying that the 
Jews themselves were unhappy about the fact that the 
holiday season was over. It was they who were going to 
be lonesome. The question we must ask ourselves now 
is: What meaning can Shemini Azeret have for us? Can 
we find in this day some important idea which will help 
us. to live at our best? 

109 
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I. TJu!;.-Importance of Praying Together 

We have said a good deal about what it means to 
believe in God, about the various ideas and ideals which 
we hold dear, and which we believe in. Throughout the 
whole discussion, we have been talking about the Force 
in us which enables us to do what is best for our fellow 
men and for ourselves. ·We have pointed out that when 
we make use of that Force in us we make use of the God
liness in us. There are many people, however, who say: 
"We accept the ideals which have been mentioned; we 
try our best to live up to them; we hope to see them 
come true-but we are not religious. We have no inter
est in the whole discussion about. 'God.' " 

There are, for example, some who call themselves 
"Ethical Culturists." That is, they believe that they 
ought to cultivate., to develop ethics., or morals. They 
would agree with most of the ideas contained in this 
book, but they would not say that these ideas have any
thing to do with God. They feel that it is enough to 
accept the ideals of justice, peace and freedom, and to 
work for those ideals. It is -not necessary, they say, to 
call by the name "God" this Power within us which 
helps us to be at our best. 

Are they right? Is it enough merely to seek for the 
good, and do good? Is it true that ethics gives us all the 
guidance we need, and that God and religion are un
necessary? We do not think so, and the reason is: we 
might know what is right and what is wrong; we might 
agree that people ought to go out and fight for the 
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right-and yet we might not have just that emotional 
power to make us go forward. Let us explain "emo
tional": this means the inner feeling of excitement, the 
enthusiasm, the right kind of spirit. For example, there 
are certain things in life which are not exactly logical, 
which we do not understand with our minds or our rea
son, but which, as we say, our hearts or feelings tell us. 
When we love a person, that love is not the result of our 
logic or our reasoning. 

We may love someone who has many faults~and yet, 
if our love is strong, we pay little attention to these 
faults. If we were to use only our logic, we would look 
for someone who did not have these faults, and love that 
person. But we do not act that way. We are often 
guided by our emotions, our feelings. In the same way, 
we are led to act in certain ways sometimes not out of 
reason alone but because we feel very strongly about 
certain things. Thus, for example, we might all accept 
the idea that good houses should be provided for all 
families. We might be convinced in our minds about that 
fact. But we might not do anything to help bring about 
good housing. Why? Would it be because we did not be
lieve in the ideal? No. It would be because we have not 
been driven to action by our feelings, our emotions. We 
would go about expecting that, somehow or other, some
body would do something about the problem. Let us sup
pose, however, that we attended a rally, and listened to 
stirring speeches about housing. Would we not be more 
likely, after the meeting was over, to go out and do a 
great many things about it? In the same way, we might 
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accept other ideals, like equality, freedom, democracy, 
and so on. These ideals might appeal to bur reason
but unless we are emotionally excited by them, we are 
likely to do nothing. 

That is why prayer is so necessary. We are not now 
speaking of praying by oneself. Very often, when we 
are alone, we like to pray, and to think about our lives, 
and our hopes. Here we are talking, however, about 
public prayer, prayer in which many people together 
declare their allegiance to peace and freedom and jus
tice. Prayer is necessary because it gives us that extra 
bit of drive~· it makes us want to go out and accomplish 
what we are striving for. V\Then a large number of 
people-let us say, five hundred people-come together 
in the synagogue and pray for peace, and pray sin
cerely, thoughts like the following must run through 
their minds: 

"Here are hundreds of men and women like myself. 
They are praying for peace. They all have the same 
idea that I have. They hate war. So do I. They are my 
brothers. Hundreds of us, with one heart and one mind, 
are pledging allegiance to this ideal. We .will win out 
in the end. We must win out. We will change the world 
and make the world give up the madness of war. God 
is with us. That Force in each and every one of us is 
on the march. It will inspire us. It will drive us on to 
oppose war." 

Is it not clear that praying this way., with many 
others., helps us in our determination to accomplish our 
goals? It should., and it very often does. But it does 
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more than that: it makes us feel that we are not alone 
in our desire for peace. Many times people have good 
ideas, and believe in them. But after a while, they begin 
to lose their faith in those ideals because they are sur
rounded by people who make fun of those ideals. When 
they look about them and see that everyone says "No.," 
and they are the only ones who say "Yes", they begin 
to think that perhaps they are wrong and the rest of 
the world is right. But when someone believes in peace, 
and finds himself surrounded by five hundred people 
who agree with him, he is encouraged. He takes heart, 
and all the difficulties which he saw before him now seem 
to be very small. A few drops of water cannot tum a 
wheel in a mill, but a rushing stream can. Thus, one 
person may think that he cannot accomplish anything, 
but when he finds himself with hundreds of others, he 
gains courage and hope. Together they will turn the 
wheel. 

2. Prayer the Enemy of Selfishness 

Most people are very much taken up with their own 
affairs. They have their livelihood to make., and they 
have their personal problems to solve. This is not to 
say anything against these people. It is perfectly 
natural to think about oneself. A man would be very 
foolish not to give thought to the problems which affect 
his life. But if such a person devotes all his time and 
his thought to himself, he becomes extremely selfish. He 
gives no thought to others, and then his fellow men 
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begin ·u;..,dislike him. He cannot be very popular-and 
everyone wants to be liked by others. 

But a more important danger than not being liked 
results from such selfishness. When a person thinks 
only about himself and does not care what happens_ to 
anybody else, he begins to imagine that the only im

portant things that happen are the ones that happen to 
him. If he gets sick, that is important; if someone else 
gets sick, he is not interested. If he becomes poor. or 
if he has a quarrel with his friend, he feels as though 
the world were coming to an end. His whole world 
narrows down to his own life and his own interests. 
Now, in the life of any person disappointments and 
unhappiness are bound to come. And if 01:e is com• 
pletely bound up with oneself, these unhappinesses can 
bring great sorrow. 

If, however, a person makes a practice Of joining 
with others in public prayer, he soon begins to realize 
that his own_ worries and his own problems are really 
very small compared with the problems that th~ w~ole 
world has to face. He begins to come out of his httle 
shell and look at the larger life that is going on around 
him. When this happens, something very important 
takes place in his attitude toward his own prob:ems. !le 
becomes interested in the welfare of others besides him• 
self, and very soon he comes to realize that, compared to 
some, he ought to consider himself extre~ely_ lu~ky. In 
addition, he becomes interested in ideals hke Justice and 
peace, ideals which he has inherited fro~ his ancest~rs 
and which he in turn will give to his children. He w1II 
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be taking part in a big job, a job which all mankind is 
working on. Then he will not be discouraged by failures. 
He will understand that even if he cannot finish the 
job, others will take it over and will carry on-and 
that, some day, they will be successful. 

Thns, he will feel that his life is just one link in a 
long chain, that he himself is a member of a team that is 
trying to win a game in which the whole world is play
ing. And even if he has to be taken out, on account of 
injury or old age, his teammates will be going ahead 
toward the goal. Will that not make him happy? Try 
to picture how a football player feels when he is trying 
to make a goal for his team: even if he is taken out and a 
substitute comes in to take his place, he still has the joy 
of feeling that he has done his part. 

Team work means cooperation? loyalty, se1f-sacri• 
lice. These are wonderful qualities which all of us pos
sess, and which we can bring out in ourselves when we 
work together for a cause. Public prayer does this for 
us. When people pray together, they lose a great deal 
of their seI:Q.Shness, their hatreds and their jealousies. 
Prayer brings out the best in us, and helps us to be at 
our best. That is why praying together is so important. 

3. How to Make Public Prayer More Popular 

If it is true that public prayer is so important in the 
life· of a person, that it gives him the burning desire to 
go out and try to achieve his goal, and that it acts as 
the enemy of selfishness, why is it that public prayer is 
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not ru popular ru it should be? Certainly, if one looks 
at Jewish life, for example, one finds that comparatively 
few people attend the synagogue more than two or three 
times a year. Most Jews today go to the synagogue on 
Rosh Ha-Shanah and Yorn Kippur-and hardly ever 
again until the following Rosh Ha-Shanah. It is true 
that many Jews go to the synagogue to say Kaddish. 
But we are not discussing these people. Their going 
to the synagogue is not the result of their desire to 
worship in common with other Jews. They are usually 
interested in showing their respect for their fathers or 
mothers who have died. 

The answer to the question we have asked can be 
found in the words of Psalm 145: "The Lord is nigh 
unto all that call upon Him, to all that call upon Him 
in truth." This means that prayer can be a worthwhile 
and inspiring activity only to those "Yho sincerely wish 
to live in accordance with the highest laws of Right. We 
make a serious mistake when we imagine that prayer by 
itself will make good people of us. Many men and 
women make this mistake, and then are disappointed 
when they discover that praying has not helped people 
to become honest and self-sacrificing. 

Public prayer helps those who have done everything 
in their power to be at their best. How? When, during 
their daily lives, they have tried to be honest, to deal 
fairly with their neighbors, to take care of their re
sponsibilities-and they feel that they need strength, 
encouragement, enthusiasm to go on, then the syna
gogue service can mean something to them. It can help 
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them to understand that they are not alone in their 
efforts, that others too are working for the same ideals, 
and that men and women in former times also worked 
for these ideals. Then these good people realize that 
they are in good company, and that, because what they 
are trying to do is not a mere day-dream of theirs, but 
is part of the whole story of mankind, they can go back 
to their duties with new enthusiasm and new hope. 

Does this mean that public prayer will not help any
one who is a "sinner"? Is it true that synagogue serv
ices will do little for anyone who is not already con
vinced that he ought to be unselfish and responsible 
and- honest and just? Yes. We must understand that 
only in the rarest cases will wicked people come to a 
synagogue service and there become inspired to go out 
and do good. In the usual cases, a person must enter 
the synagogue with the determination to "repent," to 
change his ways of living, and to "cooperate," so to 
speak, with the service, in remaking his character. 

How does it happen, then, that many Jews who are 
of good character and who try to live in accordance 
with their highest ideals still feel that the synagogue 
service does not satisfy them? As we know, many Jews 
are dissatisfied with the manner of worship in syna
gogues. They say that it "leaves them cold." They do 
not get a thrill out of the service. They are not carried 
away by the prayers. How can we explain this situ
ation? The answer in most cases is this: if a Jew is not 
educated Jewishly, has no knowledge of the Bible and 
the other Jewish literature, does not know Jewish his-
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tory, and rs not active in Jewish affairs, and pays a visit 
to the synagogue, he is bound to feel somewhat strancre 
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to the prayers. This is because he does not feel himself 
p_art of the whole Jewish people. He does not appre
ciate what the Jews have gone through in the past, and 
he does not understand,. therefore, what the prayers 
really mean. It is obvious that if a Jew were to go into 
a non-] ewish place of worship, where the services are 
carried on in a strange language and where he does not 
understand what is going on, he would not derive much 
benefit from that service. Many Jews today enter the 
synagogue and find that they know as little about what 
is taking place as they would if they were in a non-Jewish 
house of prayer. 

This is what our ancestors meant when they said that 
an ignorant man cannot be pious. They meant that 
unless one is educated and has a full understanding of 
his tradition and his history, he cannot get that thrill in 
worship which an edµcated person can get. .An example 
here might -help: suppose someone who didn't know any~ 
thing about music, and who was partly deaf, went to a 
concert of the symphony orchestra. Would he get any
thing out of it? Certainly not. In the same way, a Jew, 
in order to get real joy and inspiration from public 
prayer, must come prepared. 

(1) He must want to be helped to be at his best. He 
must come with an open mind-just as one must come 
to a concert prepared to listen and capable of hearing. 
(2) He must have knowledge-knowledge of the hiss 

tory and the language and the traditions of his people. 
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Shemini Azeret, then, should be for us the symbol of 
prayer, of its importance, of its value; and it should 
help to remind us that prayer can be a powerful influ
ence in our lives if we are prepared mentally and edu
cationally to understand and -benefit from its message. 

SOME THOUGHTS ON CHAPTER VI 

l. Everyone knows the type of person who says: "I 
don't have to go to a synagogue to pray. When I 
feel like praying, I go out into the woods and com
mune with nature." How many people do you 
know who say this ( or something like it)? What 
sbrt of prayers are likely to be said in the woods? 

2. Think about the last time you attended a patriotic 
rally, or an assembly at school when the flag was 
presented. What similarities would you say there 
were in such a rally or assembly to the part of the 
synagogue service at which the Torah is taken from 
the Ark? 

3. When people suffer. a great sorrow, they usually 
look to their £i:iends for comfort. What would you 
ccinsider the best way of cheering up your friend? 

4. Who do you think gets most out of worship: the 
person who goes every week to the synagogue, or 
the one who goes once a year? Why? Who gets 
most out of a concert: the music lover who o-oes fre-o 
quently, or the one who goes once in a while? 
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5. "Wha"t' a God-forsaken spot!" This is usually said 

about a place where very few people live. What 
would one mean if one said that a particular syna
gogue was "God-forsaken," even though there was 
a Torah in the Ark and many prayerbooks in the 
pews? 

6. The opinion has often been expressed that people 
pray best when they do not understand the mean
ing of the words they say. Is that altogether true? 
Is there any value in chanting Hebrew prayers, if 
one does not know the translation of every word? 

7. Should the synagogue service be more like a per
formance on a stage, or more like a community 
sing? Should there be a lot of singing by the cantor 
and little by the congregation, or the oilier way 
round? 

8. Parents sometimes say: "I don't want to impose my 
ideas on my children. I will teach them all they 
need to know, but I will not take them with me to 
the synagogue. When they get older, they can 
decide for themselves whether or not they wish to 
attend." Do you agree with this? If not, Why not? 

9. How should a Jew behave in a non-Jewish place of 
worship? Should he remove his hat and recite the 
prayers? How would you expect a non-Jew to act 
in a synagogue? Explain your reasons. 

CHAPTER VII 

PESAH: 

SYMBOL OF FREEDOM 

w HEN OUR ANCESTORS 
originally settled in Eretz Yisrael ( or Canaan, as it was 
then called), they brought with them certain practices and 

• celebrations which they had developed in the desert. The 
Canaanites, who had been living in Canaan before the 
Israelites came, had also observed certain of their own 
holidays and celebrations. In the course of time, the 
Israelites learned to live in some respects like the Canaan
ites, just as we in t_his country have learned to live in 
many ways like the Americans. Now, one of the Canaanite 
holidays was a Spring festival, which celebrated the first 
harvest. This was knm-m as the Hag-Ha-Matzot (the Feast 
of Unleavened Bread). 

After many years, this . Feast of Unleavened Bread 
was also observed by the Israelites, for they too had be
come farmers, and the harvest beca:me important to 
them also. But according to their own traditions it 
was in the Spring that their ancestors had been freed 
from Egypt, where they had been slaves. It soon be
came the practice, therefore, to set aside one whole week 
in the Spring to celebrate both the harvest and the free
dom of the Israelites from Egypt. Thus the Festival of 
Pesah became a kind of double celebration; but 
throughout Jewish history our ancestors always 
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stand by..-·the idea of freedom. Does it mean, for ex
ample, that each and every person shall have the right 
to do absolutely anything he wants? Can it mean that 
the strong shall have freedom to persecute the weak, 
without interference? Let us see what freedom means 
by trying to.understand what slavery means. 

l. What Does Freedom Mean? 

If we study the history of human slavery, we find 
that the one thing slaves have always suffered from was 
the fact that their lives were lived for others. That is 
to say, they themselves were unimportant; their masters 
alone were important. The slaves' lives counted for 
nothing. Their wishes were not consulted. It did not 
matter what they desired or what they disliked. Their 
purpose in life was to serve their masters, to make the 
lives of their masters happy. 

The earliest kind of slavery that we know of arose 
as a result of wars. The leaders of armies, after captur
ing thousands of enemy soldiers, would sell those sol
diers as slaves. At first, they used to kill the captives; 
but then they realized that they could make a great 
deal of money out of the captives by selling them. This 
provided the rich with men who could perform the hard 
labor of the farm and the home, while they themselves 
could devote their time to study and to music and art. 
Thus the slaves were just like tools and animals. Tools, 
like hammers and ploughs and rakes, helped to get 
work done; animals were used to help draw ploughs 
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and wagons; and now slaves were used like tools. To be 
a slave means to be used as a tool, to make life happy 
and good for others, without any regard for the life of 
the slave himself. 

Although we today have officially abolished slavery, 
slavery contin1:es to exist. Where? Wherever people 
have to work m order that others may enjoy a happy 
and good life. Wherever people are used as tools, we 
have sl~ve~. There are still many people who think 
that this kind of slavery is right. They say: if we 
want to produce great books and works of art and 
music, we must give the "best" people time and leisure. 
In order to give them time and leisure, the average man 
must do the "dirty work."' Jewish religion says no. 
Slavery is contrary to the laws of God. No human being 
should live only for the sake of another person. No man 
should be a tool for another. 

This does not mean that all of us are born with the 
same abilities, and all should do the same kind of work. 
It does not mean that we can possibly get along with
out somebody's doing the "dirty work."' It does mean, 
however, that the people who do the toiling should have 
a say in the government. A person who toils is not a 
slave so long as he has a voice in decidino- what the 

" work shall be, and for what purpose the work shall be 
done. Democracy is the form of government which at
tempts to do away with slavery, because it gives each 
and every person a voice in the government of the 
nation. 

But we make a mistake when we imagine that slavery 
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thought m Pesah as, first and foremost, the Festival of 
Freedom. 

There are, however, two remarkable facts about 
Pesah which we should talce note of: (1) that the Israel
ites reminded themselves every year of the fact that 
they were descended from slaves. This is very unusual. 
Most nations would wish to forget ahout their lowly 
beginnings. Most people today who are fairly well off 
usually take a great deal of trouble to hide the fact that 
their parents or their grandparents were poor. Why 
did the Israelites go out of their way to be reminded 
that the Jewish nation was born at a time when most of 
the people were just newly freed slaves? 

(2) The second unusual fact to take note of is 
this: the Exodus from Egypt (exodus means ''going 
out") became a symbol for the Jews. That is, they saw 
in this freedom from Egypt the work of their God, the 
work of a God who believed in freedom, wh_o was a 
powerful Force protecting the weak against the strong, 
the few against the many. The whole story of their 
escape from Egypt was not merely one event ih the life 
of the Israe_lites; it was for them a sign that God loved 
freedom more than slavery, and that, therefore,_ freedom 
and not -slavery was to be fought for and worked for, 
not only by Jews but by all peoples. 

That is why the Exodus from Egypt played such a 
very important part in the life of the Jewish people. 
In the morning prayers and in the evening prayers, in 
the Sabbath Kiddush and in the grace after meals, men
tion was always made of the Exodus. And every year, 
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at Pesah time, a very happy celebration took place at 
which the whole story of the Exodus was retold. In fact, 
during the most unhappy periods in the life of the 
Jewish people, the memory of the Exodus encouraged 
the Jews. They said to themselves: "Today we are 
slaves, we are strangers in strange lands; we are being 
persecuted and driven; but we have hope because God 
once freed our ancestors from slavery in Egypt, and if 
He could free us once, He can free us again, and He 
will." 

Today, the Festival of Pesah should be particularly 
important for us, because thousands of Jews as well as 
millions of other people, are in bondage. That is, they 
are living th_e lives of slaves: they do not have the free
d~m to act or think as they please; they are forever 
worried about the future; their lives are not safe. Has 
the Festival of Pesah some message for them, as well as 
for us? If we study the Festival of Pesah carefully and 
try to understand exactly what it meant in the lives of 
our ancestors, we shall certainly learn a great deal from 
it about how we too may be freed from slavery. We 
shall also learn one additional fact, and that is that the 
freedom of the Jewish people today cannot be achieved 
unless all the persecuted peoples of the world are also 
set free. Let us see if Pesah can teach us something 
about what we and they must do in order to be free 
again. 

But it is not enough to say we believe in freedom; 
for so many people misunderstand what freedom really 
means, It is necessary to define exactly what we under-
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applies only to individual men and women. It applies 
to groups as well. For example, a minority group 
within a nation is being_ enslaved when the majority 
forces it to become like the majority. We Jews would 
be living as slaves if we were not permitted to live our 
OVvll lives, to be ourselves, if we were forced to become 
exactly like the non-] ews in religion and in home and 
synagogue life. Freedom means the right to be different, 
the right to be oneself. 

Freedom means, however, not only the right to be 
different from others who are not of the same religion 
or traditions; it means also the right to be different 
from one's own ancestors in the sam_e group. There are 
many people who tell us that we must accept everyt..liing 
that our ancestors taught us about life and the world 
and ideals and ethics. They tell us that our elders were 
always wiser than we, and that we can do best by follow
ing in their footsteps. Such an attitude makes it diffi
cult for us to be ourselves, or to make the most of our
selves. 

Unless we ·are free· to make up our own minds, or to 
follow our o-wn best judgment, we are slaves, slaves to 
tradition and to authority. Certainly, according to the 
ideals of freedom handed down to us by our ancestors, 
it is our right to create our own standards of ethics and 
conduct. Instead of merely following blindly the beliefs 
and practices that have come dmrn to us, we should seek 
to make the most of our lives in accordance with our 
own ideas of what is best for ourselves and for so~iety. 
Many intelligent people become impatient with reli-
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gion, and with Jewish religion, because they are told 
that they must not think for themselves, but must 
accept blindly the advice and guidance of the past. We 
should be doing religion a great deal of harm if we did 
not emphasize tlie ideal of freedom in religion itself. 

2. What Stands in the Way of Freedom? 

If we were to ask the people we know whether they 
agree with these ideas or not, we should probably dis-· 
cover that very few would have any objections to them. 
Most people believe in freedom as it has been described 
here. Why then is it so difficult to bring about this free' 
dom? What stands in the way? In general, we might 
say that the first and most important obstacle to free
dom is the desire for power. In all ages and in every 
country, the masses of people have found that there are 
always a few strong and rich people who love to rule 
over others, to dictate to them how they should live, to 
control their lives. Sometimes the rulers of a nation, 
not satisfied with their position as rulers of only one 
land, go out and conquer other nations. They do this 
because they have a strong desire to exercise p~wer. 
For example, in our day we find nations ruled by dicta
tors, who not only dictate what their citizens shall read 
in the newspapers, and hear over the radio, and learn at 
school, but who in addition send armies out to other coun
tries to rule over their people. This is what the German 
people did when Hitler and his gang were in power. 
This is what is gOing on in the communist countries. 
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We are Sometimes told that the only way to overcome 
this obstacle is to have the people who are enslaved rise 
up in revolt. But here we meet a second obstacle. That 
is, the men who are enslaved are so often discouraged 
and weary and weak that all their spirit has gone out 
of them. • They are too tired to fight back. This hap
pened, for example, when Moses came to the Israelites 
in Egypt and wanted to organize them for freedom. 
They had grown so used to being slaves that the 
thought of freedom did not attract • them. Freedom -
means responsibility, as we have seen. Freedom means 
that one has to be one's own master; this means one 
has to fight one's own battles. 

The slave gives up his freedom to work for his mas. 
ter, but he is sometimes rewarded by knowing that he 
need not worry about his food and his shelter. Not to 
have to worry about these things is a very great advan
tage. The Negroes in the South were slaves; but they 
knew that they would always have enough to eat, and a 
bed to sleep in, and even protection in old age. When 
Lincoln freed th_em, many Negroes refused to leave 
their masters. Why? Because from then on they would 
have to look after their own affairs and make their own 
livelihood. 

Is slavery, then, better than freedom? Jewish reli
gion says no. l t is better to be free than to be a slave, 
even though freedom is sometimes harder than slavery. 
Freedom gives one an opportunity to make something 
of oneself. Slavery encourages laziness of the mind. 
Let us see how slavery makes our minds lazy: In former 
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times most people did not get an education. They did _ 
not know how to read and to write, and as a result they 
knew very little about the world. Not knowing any
thing about the world, they gave no thought to the 
many problems that the world had to solve. A little 
boy at the age of three, for example, seerris to be ex
tremely well satisfied if he has enough to eat and to 
drink; he does not have to think about problems; he 
does not even have to think about the things we are now 
discussing: whether freedom is better than slavery. His 
mind is not troubled by ideals. 

But if we give the matter a bit more thought, we 
realize that the desire to be "let alone," being satisfied 
with slavery, if accepted by all people, would have 
made of this world a very sad place to live in. For, let 
us ask ourselves these questions: To whom do we owe 
our houses, our electric lights, our radios, our tele
graph, our telephone, our airplanes, our steamships, 
our bridges and roads, our automobiles, our knowledge 
of medicine, our X-ray machines and telescopes, all those 
inventions and discoveries that make our lives so com
fortable and interesting? To whom do we owe the 
printing press, with its books and magazines, and news
papers and libraries? n·o we not owe all things to just 
those men who refused to let well enough alone, and 
who, like pioneers, explored the unknown and the dan
gerous wilderness? 

If everyone bad been mentally lazy, we would today 
be living in a jungle., and travel by ox.cart, and live 
in terror of wild animals, and die from the many dis-
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eases which-"today we know how to figfit. Is it not clear, 
then, that in the long run freedom of the mind is 
better for everyone? All that we know of by the name 
of civilization has come to us through the -efforts of 
those who overcame the obstacles that stand in the 
way of freedom. Pesah teaches us that if we want to 
make of this world a happy place to live in, we must 
never forget that freedom is better than slavery. 

3. The Force That Makes Men Free 

If there is such a great temptation to be slaves, how 
does it happen that people have been able to over
come that temptation? If strong tyrants who love power 
have always tried to dictate to their people, how is it 
that these people have again and again rebelled? Human 
history, as we know, is filled with stories of revolutions. 
We know that within the last 200 years there was a 
revolution in France against the King and nobles, in 
America against Great Britain. One who has studied 
history is bound to have come across numerous. cases 
of people rising up against their rulers. How did this 
come about? 

We can get some idea of the answer to this question 
by studying the story in the Bible of the way Pharaoh 
treated the Israelites when Moses tried to set them 
free. We must recall that each time Pharaoh decided 
to send out the Israelites, God "hardened the heart 
of Pharaoh," and once again he cha.'lged his. mind. 
Pharaoh did this again and again. How can we under-
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stand this story? Has it any meaning for us? Is it . 
logical? After all, why should Pharaoh have been pun
ished for his cruelty, if "God hardened" his heart? 

To put the answer into our own language, we should 
say: God helps the slave to go free by making the mas
ter more and more cruel. Somehow or other, whenever 
masters own slaves, the slaves seem willing to remain 
slaves so long as they get food and shelter. But after a 
while the master, in his cruelty, goes too far, and tries 
to make his slaves work for him without giving them 
what they need in order to live. He is not satisfied only 
to profit by their work. He tries to get more and more 
from them. In the end, they rebel. This is the story of 
every revolution. If the rulers used their intelligence, 
they would understand that their slaves would be satis
fied as long as they did not go hungry; but, in every 
case God hardens the hearts of the rulers. They become 
gre:dy. They want everything for themselves, and do 
not trouble to think about their slaves. Then they are 
faced with rebellion. 

Thus there is a Force in the world that helps men 
become free by urging the oppressors to 1m1tate 
Pharaoh. If we understand this correctly, we will see 
in every tyrant and oppressor a reminder to us that 
we must make use of the Power in us that demands free
dom. Unfortunately, so many of us have to be re
minded. But once we are reminded, we fight for our 
freedom. 

Pesah teaches us, therefore, that there is a Power in 
us that seeks freedom, and a Power in the world that 
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helps us tO remember that freedom is precious: It 
teaches us that we must not be satisfied until slavery 
has been abolished from the world. Pesah teaches us, 
furthermore, that God, the Power in the world that 
makes us continually seek freedom, will not let us rest 
until the goal has been reached. He will bring Pharaohs 
upon us in every generation to remind us of the horrors 
of slavery, until the time comes when we appreciate the 
beauties of freedom and watch over it so that it is never 
again taken from us. 

SOME THOUGHTS ON CHAPTER VII 

I. People who come from poor families, and prosper, 
usually prefer to forget and to have Others forget 
that they were once poor. Wby is it that a people 
like the Jews, whose ancestors were once slaves, con
cern themselves in their religion with the common 
man? Is this a contradiction? 

2. You often hear people say that the Jews will never 
achieve freedom until all the peoples of the world 
are free. Does this mean that Jews should devote 
themselves first and foremost to solving the prob
lems of the Negroes, the Chinese, etc.? 

3. Political freedom means little -without economic 
freedom. What does this refer to? 

4. "Slavery in the midst of freedom," refers to Jews 
who are afraid to be different from the non-Jews. 
Do you know any Jews like that? How do they 
show it? 
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5. Psychologists tell us that a frequent occurrence is 
the refusal of people to "grow up." They want to 
be like children, and act like children. This is 
called "infantilism." Why, do you think, should 
anyone want to refuse to grow up? Has it anything 
to do with the problem of freedom? 

6. How would you interpret the phrase "Divine dis
content"? When is discontent "Divine"? When is 
it not? 

7. A study of Wor Id War II reveals a case of God 
"hardening the heart of Pharaoh." Discuss the 
rise and fall of Hitler from this point of view. 

8. Habit is both an obstacle to freedom and a means 
to freedom. It is an obstacle to freedom when it 
prevents you from changing your behavior in such 
a way as to improve yourself. It helps you by mak
ing it unnecessary for you to waste your time mak
ing up your mind every time you want to do some
thing you know you ought to do. What does this 
mean? Give some examples of each. 

9. According to Jewish religion, people have the free
dom of choice; they can decide whether to do the 
right thing or the wrong thing. How is this re~ 
lated to our discussion about "Fate," and belief in 
"God as Creator"? 

10. Do you believe that freedom should have no limits? 
That is, that people should be free to do anything 
they wish? If not, wbat limits should be placed on 
freedom of speech or freedom of religion? 



CHAPTER VIII 

SHABUOT: 

SYMBOL OF RIGHTEOUS LAW 

ORIGINALLY, 
the Festival of Shabuot was only a nature festival. On 
that day our ancestors celebrated the ingathering of 
the first fruits. Later, however, they came to believe 
that it was at this season of the year that the Israelites 
received the Torah from God at Mount Sinai. "When 
the Jews were exiled from Eretz Yisrael and were no 
longer farmers, the whole idea of celebrating the in
gathering of fruits became unimportant compared with 
the celebration of the Torah. 

For our ancestors, the Torah was the most valuable 
gift ever given by God. They believed that in the Torah 
they could find laws which were the most just and 
righteous in the world. As long as they had the Torah 
to live by, they• did not mind any of the suffering 
which they had to undergo, for they believed that by 
living in accordance with the laws of the Torah they 
would not only gain happiness here on earth, but also 
everlasting life in the future world. 

Today, Jews no longer feel about the Torah as their 
ancestors did. Our -study of history and science has made 
us quesdon whether the .Torah really came to Our an
cestors in the way described in the Bible. And if the 
events described did not really happen, it is difficult for 
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us to observe the Festival of Shabuot with the same kind 
of enthusiasm as did our ancestors. But has Shabuot 
a meaning for us today? We believe so. If we follow 
carefully this study of the Festival and what it has 
meant, we shall be able to find in Shabuot once again a 
most important message. 

I. Gods Were Always Interested 
in Men's Actions 

No matter which nation or tribe we might study, we 
would always find that people have believed in gods, 
and have believed that the gods were interested in how 
men acted. They always believed that the laws govern
ing the group or the tribe had been given to them by 
their gods. The Greeks, for example, believed that their 
chief God, Zeus, sent out thirty thousand messengers all 
over the world to watch how people behaved, and to 
report back to him. 

One of the reasons why Judaism, and later Chris
tianity, became so popular with the people of other 
nations was that they accepted the idea of a God who 
was not only interested in how people behaved, but 
who demanded that they act in a particular way. The 
God of Jewish religion demanded justice and right
eousness; these qualities, they believed, were the only 
ones which a real god should demand; if a god did not 
expect people to act righteously~ he was not entitled to 
be called a god. 

It is thus clear that two important facts must be 
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kept in mind always when we think about people's 
ideas about religion, and about Judaism in particular. 
(1) People always want to feel that their moral laws 

are not just their own inventions, but are the commands 
of God. Otherwise they will accept those laws half
heartedly. They will obey them when it is convenient 
to do so, but they will disobey them if the laws prove to 
be too difficult to follow. Only when people believe that 
moral laws come from God will they obey those laws in 
good times and hard times, when it is easy to obey them 
and when obeying them means self-sacrifice. 

(2) Jewish religion emphasized the idea of right
eousness more than any other religion did. The most 
typical statement which the Prophets . made was the one 
made by Isaiah when he said, "The Lord of Hosts is 
exalted through justice, the God, the Holy One, is 
sanctified through righteousness." By this he meant 
that the only proper way to worship God was to prac
tice justice and righteousness; God cannot be "exalted" 
or praised except through the highest moral conduct. 
Since our ancestors believed that the Torah contained 
all the laws of justice and righteousness, they natura11y 
came to the conclusion that God was the author of the 
Torah. 

When our ancestors, therefore, proclaimed that the 
Torah was "revealed by God," they were saying in 
their way what we should say somewhat differently; 
namely, that we can come to see the working of justice in 
the world. v\Thenever we see someone doing an act of 
justice, we should realize that that person is making use 
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of that Power in him which we call God. We have seen 
in previous chapters that we can recognize the working 
of that Power-God-whenever people seek the per
fect life, when they try to remake the world or to re
make themselves, when people try to cooperate with one 
another, and when people strive for freedom. Now we 
should understand that all of these efforts are part of a 
larger one, and that larger effort is to bring justice into 
the world. 

2. Why We Need Religion 
to Guide Us 

We have all heard people say that in our age religion 
is being neglected. What is meant by that statement? 
Some people mean that, whereas at one time practically 
everybody went either to church or to synagogue, today 
many people do not attend services at all. But the most 
important meaning that this statement has is that 
people, for the most part, do not any longer turn to 
their religion in order to learn how to behave. In for
mer times almost everyone was guided in his conduct 
by his religious beliefs; today religion plays little part 
in guiding conduct. 

Why is that? Mostly because, in modem times, 
people have grown to depend largely upon their reason 
and their experience. They say: we do not need any 
beliefs about God in order to know what is best to do. 
If we use our intelligence, our reason, we will soon learn 
what is right and what is -wrong. Unfortunately, they 
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are mist.a.k;_. When we look about us, we find that very 
often people use their intelligence for wicked purposes. 

For example, we have been taught that in nature the 
"strongest" always survive. Some scientists try to convince 
us that, in the struggle for existence among animals 
and plants, the weak are destroyed, that in this way the 
best and the strongest manage to come through, and a 
better type of living being is produced. Therefore, they 
say, the same should apply to human beings; if we per
mit people to fight against one another, the strongest 
and "fittest'" will win, and we will thereby do away with 
the weaklings and those who are not tough and strong. 
In this way, they justify wars. In this way, the strong 
is made to feel that he is doing the world a favor by 
destroying all his weaker opponents. What is the 
result? We do not have justice-but war, conflict and 
hatred. 

Sometimes people say that we ought to base our con
duct on experience. They say: let us ex.amine how 
people have acted throughout the ages, and then we w!ll 
know what the "natural'~ and normal way to act 1s. 
This, too, is a sad mistake, because we would certainly 
find that throughout the ages people have acted un
justly. Would this make it right to act unjustly? Is it 
not possible that people have been on the wrong track 
for centuries? Is it not just as logical to learn from ex
peri~nce that injustice always leads to war and conflict, 
and to conclude, therefore, that we ought to act dif
ferently? 

On what, then, should we base our conduct? The 
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only basis we can find for moral conduct is the basis 
which religion gives to us. It teaches us that each and 
every human being has in him something of God, of 
that Power which makes for freedom and justice, and 
that therefore we must base our conduct upon whatever 
helps to bring out this Power in man. If we find that 
a certain type of conduct injures freedom and justice, 
prevents a person from being at his best, stands in the 
way of his making the most of himself, then we know 
that that conduct is bad. 

Will a person be willing to obey such a law of 
morals? We believe so, because he knows that if he 
obeys that law, others will obey it too, and if others obey 
it he himself will benefit. He is interested in being at 
his best, in being free, and in having justice done to 
him; he will therefore respect those rights in others. 
But if he believes that men are just animals, then he 
will not believe that there is any Power for good in his 
felJow men, and he will try only to destroy them. 

Belief in God, therefore, will lead to justice to others 
and to oneself; refusing to believe that people are en
dowed with the force of God wilJ lead only to injustice 
and cruelty. 

3. Religion in International Affairs 

Just as individual human beings need religion to 
guide them in their conduct toward one another, so 
nations need religion. When nations fail to understand 
that peace and prosperity depend upon the justice 
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which is done to each and every country, large and small, 
war breaks out. Now, the experience of World War II 
has shown us how terribly destructive war has become. 
In fact, with the new weapons invented in recent years, 
like atomic bombs and missiles, another war might blot 
out civilized life as we know it. Unless the peoples of 
the world show a new and altogether different spirit of 
brotherhood and cooperation, the future will bring only 
suffering and death. 

Nations must become as interested in the welfare of 
the world as in the welfare of their O'Wll citizens. They 
dare not center their attention alone on power and 
wealth-at the expense of other peoples. They must 
work toward helping all the men and women and chil~ 
dren of the world to live in security and plenty. 

One of the encouraging results of the last horrible war 
has been the creation of the United Nations. The pur
pose of this organization is to set up laws that will gov
ern the relations between nations, and to see to it that 
these laws are actually lived up to. The various nations 
have even agreed to the idea of an international army, 
which would stop any nation from breaking the law. 
But, with the best machinery in the world for prevent
ing strife between nations, we cannot look forward to a 
peaceful world unless this new spirit of brotherhood and 
cooperation is present. It is only a religion which makes 
righteousness and love its most important teachings that 
can make a United Nations organization work. I£ the 
will is dead, or even weak, the machinery will be of no 
use. That is why it is so important for nations, as well 
as for individuals, to believe in, and obey, a re_ligious 
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law of ethics, and to make the teaching of that law their 
most import.ant task. 

But it is not only the attitude of one nation toward 
another that must be changed. It is also the attitude of 
a nation to its citizens. It must make as its goal that of 
helping each and every human being within its borders 
to work together for the benefit of all. Belonging to a 
nation should be the means of making the most of one's 
life, of being at one's best. This means setting up those 
laws within each country which will make certain that 
the citizens have a chance to do that for which they are 
best fitted. It means doing away with race and religious 
hatred. It means outlawing discrimination. It means 
assuring that each person will feel so safe and so satis
fied that he will not seek to harm others, or want to pre
vent them from enjoying their full rights. In other 
words, the goal of every nation should be social right
eousness. 

This is what Jewish nationhood has always stressed. 
To be a patriotic Jew always meant to live in accord
ance with the Torah. We should act in the spirit of 
Samuel, who, we are told, was very hesitant about grant
ing our ancestors a king. They wanted to be like the 
other nations which were organized for the purpose of 
fighting. Samuel believed that this was absolutely the 
v.,rong reason for any group to organize itself into a 
nation. He believed that a group of people should or
ganize itself into a nation only in order to cooperate 
better with one another., and to give each person a chance 
to make the most of himself. That is why, even when our 
ancestors did get a king, and set up their own govern-
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whenever he tried to make the kingdom an instrument 
for war. If the king did not rule by the law of right
eousness and justice to all men, that king was disobey
ing God, according to their way of thinking. 

In the minds of our ancestors, it was not the king that 
made the Jews a nation; it was the Torah, their laws, 
their schools and all their institutions for bringing out 
the best in people. And so it happened that even after 
the king was taken captive, and the state was conquered 
and the Temple -was destroyed, the Jews continued to 
live as a people; this was possible because nobody could 
take the Torah aWay from them. During all the cen
turies since the year 70 C.E., when our ancestors were 
sent into exile by the Romans, the Jewish people kept 
itse1f alive by means of loyalty to the Torah. 

4. The Art of Living Together 

How can we b~ing about righteousness? This is 
a very important question because very often we may 
want soniething very much and yet not know how to 
obtain it. Everyone agrees that righteousness is desir
able, and yet we seem to find it very difficult to bring 
about. The Torah helps us to understand what must·be 
done if -righteousness is to be achieved. What does the 
Torah teach Us? That justice and righteousness. must 
become part of law. That is, we cannot succeed in mak
ing people righteous merely by convincing them that 
they ought to be righteous .. Righteousnes_s is not only 
a matter of one's attitude; it is a matter of one's actions. 
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A man may be a very "good hearted'" person; he may 
mean well; he may have very good intentions. But his 
actions may be very harmfuL Law and action must go 
together in bringing about righteousness. 

Our ancestors made a wonderful discovery; they dis
covered that if people are to become moral and honest, 
they must learn a "technique." They must learn to 
follow certain rules. We, too, must learn to follow cer
tain rules. We have since learned that this is. true of 
all things: to play the violin, one must develop tech
nique.,· to carry on experiments in the scientific labora
tory, one must learn certain definite techniques. The 
art of living together, too, cannot be learned merely by 
wishing to live together in peace and harmony; society 
must develop certain techniques. The Torah was the 
technique which our ancestors learned. Now, if we want 
to learn how to live together in harmony, we too must 
learn a technique for our time; and if we examine what 
the Torah taught, we may get a clue as to the technique 
which we must develop. 

The Torah contains three major ideas about right• 
eousness: the ideas of love, justice and purity. With 
these three, we can master the art of living together. 

Love: Without love, human beings are not really 
human. No one can hope to achieve righteousness with
out the use of love. Love means sympathy, kindness, 
and the desire to be helpful. The Torah teaches us to 
respect and honor our parents, to treat the stranger 
with consideration, to have pity on all living beings. 
The Torah teaches us to be grateful for the good 
things of life, and to remember that we have the good 
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-things of life through the cooperation of other people. 
We should, therefore, love our fellow men and under
stand that without them we should be helpless and alone. 
If we want to have peace and righteousness, we must 
cultivate the habit of loving our fellow men. 

Justice: Justice means- honesty, fair dealing, a11d re
warding each person according to what he deserves. 
Justice means taking into consideration the needs of 
human beings, and seeing to it that those needs are sat
isfied. The basic needs are food, clothing and shelter. 
Unless every human being has those needs satisfied, we 
shall never have peace in the world. Dissatisfied people 
will always create disturbances and unrest so long as 
they are deprived of these three necessities. The Torah 
tried to work out a system whereby each and every per~ 
son would have food, clothing and shelter. The laws 
contained in the Torah were very advanced for the 
times when it was composed. Today the legislatures 
make many, many laws, but unless thes~ laws provide 
for the three needs of all human beings, they do not 
serve their purpose. -

Purity: The Torah realized that happiness can best 
be achieved through living in peace and harmony with 
one's family; and many laws are contained in the Torah 
which try to arrange family life in accordance with 
these ideals. Today the laws dealing with the family, 
with the relations of husband and wife, -with the rela
tions of children and parents, must be so worked out 
as to lead to the harmony of the whole family. A happy 
husband and father, a happy wife and mother, and 
happy son or daughter, make happy human beings, 
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human beings who are more likely to become honest and 
worthwhile citizens of society than those who have not 
the blessings of a loving home life. 

Very often it is found that young men and women 
who are convicted of crimes against the city or state are 
people who have not had a loving home life. The influ
ence of the family is very great upon growing young 
people, and if righteousness and peace are to reign in 
society, family life must be strengthened. 

These three, then, are the general laws which must be 
observed if righteousness is to be achieved. But we must 
understand that times change, and that, in different 
ages, different opinions arise as to what love or justice 
or purity means. Even our own Jewish laws. did not 
remain the same all the time. The basic laws of our 
Torah were studied and interpreted, and sometimes 
changed as time went on. The Mishnah and the Tal
mud, and the later Jewish literature, contain endless 
discussions of these laws. Rabbis realized that certain 
changes had to be made, and the law developed. A 
slow evolution took place. But throughout all these 
changes, one basic idea remained; that is, that the art 
of living together can be mastered only when we have 
learned the laws that govern human life. We must try 
at all times to discover what these laws are. We shall 
recognize them when we find that they express our 
highest conception of love, justice and purity. 

In summarizing the Festival of Shabuot as the sym~ 
bol of righteous law, we should always bear in mind 
that, if law is to be our guide in life, we must think of it 
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as being the result of that Force in us which leads us to 
righteousness. Unless we believe that righteousness is 
caused by God, by that Power in us and in the world 
which helps it to come about, then we shall frequently 
be discouraged and feel hopeless. We must repeat here 
what was pointed out in earlier chapters, that belief in 
God means belief that the ideals which we hold dear are 
possible, that mankind can achieve them. This is true 
not only of the ideals of cooperation, or bf remaking 
the world, or of remaking ourselves, or of freedom, but 
also of the ideal of righteousness. 

We cannot ever prove that these ideals are possible; 
we must have faith that they are. The difference be
tween the religious person and ·one who is irreligious is 
just this: the irreligious person says: "I accept these 
ideals as my own and I will try my best to achieve them; 
but I am pretty sure that I will not succeed," The reli
gious person says: "These are my ideals and I know 
that they can be achieved because I believe in God, I 
believe that the desire which I have to see these ideals 
realized is the reuslt of a Power in me that makes me 
want justice,_ peace, cooperation and righteousness. 
This Power in me is also in all other people. Together, 
with the help of this Power, with the help of God, we 
shall build a new world, a world based upon justice and 
peace." ' 

Thus, the belief in God gives us courage and 
strength, determination and the will to do our best, to 
be at our best, and to remake the world. With that 
belief in God, we can never be defeated. 
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SOME THOUGHTS ON CHAPTER VIII 

I. Our ancestors believed that God had revealed the 
entire Torah to Moses in the wilderness. What led 
them to believe this? Can we believe this today? In 
what sense is it true that the Torah was "revealed"? 

2. According to many Christian teachers, Judaism 
stresses justice, while Christianity stresses love. 
According to Jewish teachers, Judaism stresses both, 
because there is no real justice without love or mercy. 
Why is justice incomplete without love? 

3. The Nazis, during World War II, insisted that 
cruelty was better than kindness. Jews, and other 
enemies of Nazism, insisted that kindness was bet
ter than cruelty. How would you prove that one is 
better than another? On what would you base your 
argument that peace is better than war? On logic? 
On experience? On faith? 

4. "Faith in Man" means believing that people want 
to do what is right, and if given a chance will 
choose the right rather than the wrong. How is 
"Faith in God" related to "Faith in Man"? Can 
you have one without the other? 

5. Jewish 'religion always stressed the "rule of law" as 
against the "rule of men." Why is the rule of law 
better? How does the rule of law prevent tyrants 
from oppressing their people? 

6. If you want to love your fellow men, you have to 
understand them. If you want to understand them, 
you must first understand yourself. Explain. 
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7. Om!Z-of the strongest pillars of society is the family; 

and in order for the family unit to be strong, the 
command "Honor thy father and thy mother" 
must be observed. Do you think parents should 
"honor their children"? What does. that mean? 

8. In the course of Jewish history, many laws have 
been changed, some added, others discarded; but 
certain laws have never changed. Try to list those 
which you believe have never changed, and never 
will be changed as long as Jewish religion continues. 

9. Studies have been made of young men and women 
in reform schools, and evidence has been gathered 
to show that there are at least as many among the 
inmates who had a "religious education" as there 
are who did not have such an education. Does this 
mean that religious education has no effect upon 
character? Does it mean that ethical character 
cannot be developed by teaching? Is there any 
other explanation? 

I 0. Some people believe that discrimination because of 
religion, ra':'.e or nationality can be overcome by 
passing laws punishing such discrimination. Do 
you think passing Jaws will do any good? Will that 
solve the problem? Will it do no good? 

CHAPTER IX 

HANUKKAH AND PURI.M: 

SYMBOLS OF THE POWER OF RELIGION 

w HEN, IN THE YEAR 165 B.C.E., 

the Maccabeans, under the leadership of Judas Maccabeus, 
defeated the Syrian Greeks in battle, the most important 
result in -the minds of our ancestors was the fact that 
they were once again free to practice their religion. 
Neither the victory in battle nor the political independ
ence which they had won seemed to them to matter as 
much as the rededication of the Temple. That is why 
the Festival of Hanukkah commemorates only the rededica
tion of the Temple, and nothing else. 

Our ancestors were absolutely correct in emphasizing 
the religious victory, because it was religion which 
helped the Jewish people to survive. Years later, the 
Jews lost -their political independence; still later Bar 
Kokba tried again to win independence from Rome, 
and failed; yet Judaism continued on. The religion of 
the Jewish people has meant much to the Jews and to 
the world simply because it was more important and 
more lasting than any political power. Thus Hanuk
kah, by reminding us of the times of Judas Maccabeus, 
reminds us each year of the truth that religion is the 
surest way of keeping a nation alive. 

In the darkest hours of our history, the memory of 
the lighted Menorah helped our people to have faith in 
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their fut!fte, because they believed firmly that God had 
saved Israel, and would therefore save Israel again. It 
is not enough, however, for us to say that religion saved 
the Jewish nation. We should ask: how did religion do 
this? What was there about the Jewish religion which 
made it possible for Israel to survive? This question 
will be answered in the section that follows. 

I. How fewish Religion 
Saved the fewish People 

When the Greeks began to live in and around Pales
tine, our ancestors soon learned many of their ways and 
their habits. In fact, they were very much attracted to 
the Greek way of living, just as today many of our 
own people are attracted by the ways and habits of the 
nations among whom they live: American, French, 
English, and so on. Yet our ancestors were loyal 
to the Jewish way of life. Why? Because through 
it they learned a religion which they could respect. 
Why did they respect their religion? Because it 
created in them a loyalty not only to their offll. 
nation, its history, literature, customs, habits and 
language, but also a loyalty to the highest ideals of 
mankind. If their religion had made them loyal only 
to their political state, then. with the destruction of the 
state, their way of life would have come to an end. But 
their religion created in them the desire to achieve great 
human ideals, such as justice and peace; that is why 
they continued to be loyal to that way of life, no matter 
what happened to their state. 
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Let us see how, in the various periods of Jewish his- . 
tory, Jewish religion helped the Jewish nation to sur
vive. When the Israelites first came to Canaan, they 
found living there a population of Canaanites with 
whom they gradually merged. Why was it that in this 
merger the Canaanite religion did not win out, and the 
new people which grew out of the merger was not one 
big Canaanite nation? Why was it that Palestine became 
a Jewish land? The answer is: the Baal, which the 
Canaanites worshiped, did not represent high ideals. The 
God of the Israelites came to be the symbol of justice, 
freedom and peace, and the people, therefore, flocked to 
the worship of the God of Israel and forgot about Baal. 

In the Babylonian exile, the Jews were tempted to 
forget their God. Had He not permitted them to be 
exiled; and did they not now find themselves in a rich 
and prosperous country? Why should they not have 
adopted the God of the Babylonians, since there seemed 
to be no future for the Jewish people? But again, the 
leaders interpreted the events of the Jewish people in 
an original way. They said, "The exile to Babylonia 
did not come about because the God of Israel was weak. 
On the contrary, it was He who brought the Babylonians 
to Palestine to destroy it and to exile the Jews. It was 
all part of His plan to show His people that He was 
God, not only of one people but of all the earth." 

As a result of this interpretation, the Jews realized 
that the God of Israel ruled the world according to a plan. 
This had been the message of the Prophets, and now the 
people realized that the Prophets had spoken the truth. 
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As a resuit, they brought together the writings of the 
Prophets and the traditional writings containing the laws 
and history of their nation, and they introduced the 
practice of studying them and reading them regularly 
in meetings. Thus the synagogue came into existence. 
Here the J ~.ws learned that it was possible to live in 
accordance with God's laws even outside their mm land. 
Of course, the Jews hoped fervently to return to their 
land, but they now understood that if they expected to 
be given the privilege of returning, they must be prepared 
to live in accordance with the laws bf God. 

Thus, when they did have an opportunity to come 
back to Palestine, they planned a new kind of society; 
not one based upon the leadership of a king, but one 
based upon the Torah as the constitution. The new 
society, they believed, would become a model one for the 
whole world, and thus they would be able to teach the 
world the principles of justice and righteousness. The 
Jewish people would then have a mission in the world, 
a purpose, and a goal. 

Thus ,the exile to Babylonia, far from destroying the 
Jewish people, gave it new strength and new purpose. 
All this came about through the religion of the people, 
through thinking of God as standing for human ideals 
such as justice and peace. 

When the Jews, back in the Land, came into contact 
with the life of the Greeks who had settled there and 
who in fact became the political rulers there, many of 
them were tempted to find in Greek life attractive 
features which they did not find in their own. The 
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Greeks were famous for their artists and sculptors, . 
their dances and their games, their theatre and their 
philosophy. The Jews wondered whether they ought 
not to abandon their Judaism for this new Hellenism 
(Greek life). But soon they began to realize that the 
Greek way of life, for all its attractiveness, was only a 
thin covering-over of cruelty and hatred. The Greeks 
as a whole were not interested in kindness and peace; 
they loved to fight and they oppressed their slaves. 
They had nice manners, but underneath they were 
heartless and violent. 

The leaders among the_ Jews realized that they must 
teach their people the truth about the Greeks and 
about Judaism. How were they going to show their 
people that even -though the Greeks were for the time 
being the powerful group, in the long run their culture 
and civilization were bound to be destroyed? This they 
accomplished by teaching the Jews that God planned 
to remake the world some time in the future, and re
build it on the basis of justice and kindness. The 
leaders tried to make the Jews understand that they 
must not judge the world by the present time. It is 
true, they said, that today the Greeks rule the world; 
but the time will come when the ideals of Israel will 
triumph; in the "World to come," the Torah will become 
the law of the whole world. 

By restoring the faith of the Jews in the future, the 
religious teachers helped their people to survive. And 
what they predicted came true: the Greeks and their 
civilization died out, and the Jews continued for cen-
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tur~~er. ,_,,..~ same thing happened later, when the 
Jews came under the rule of Rome. Rome seemed so 
powerful that for a time it looked as though no power 
would ever be able to destroy it. But the religious 
teachers among the Jews insisted that any empire, built 
upon power and violence, was bound to disappear, and 
that only th6se nations which lived in accordance with 
peace and justice would sunrive. 

The Jews clung to their religion in the hope that the 
time would soon come when God would remake the 
world; Rome disappeared and the Jewish people lived 
on. Thus the Jewish nation survived as a result of 
their religion, which taught them to be loyal to great 
human ideals. The Babylonians, the Greeks, the 
Romans and all other powerful empires taught their 
people to have faith in their kings and their armies. In 
the end, the kings died and the armies were defeated 
-and the nations died out. The Jews were taught to 
have faith in high ideals, and they lived on. 

2. Can Jewish Religion 
Save the fews Today? 

Today we find many Jews who, like some of ,their 
ancestors, think that they ought to imitate the non
Jews in whatever they do. We are only too familiar 
with Jews who are "social climbers"; that js, Jews who 
always try to act like the non-Jews, and even to conceal 
their names and their Jewishness in order to appear as 
though they were not Jews. Usually, these people imi-

HANUKKAH AND PURIM !55 

tate the worst features of non-Jewish life: the love for 
money and power, the desire to be stylish and sophis
ticated. People who are social climbers usually become 
so because they think that the most important goal in 
life is success, usually success in money-making. These 
people are always afraid that some one may think they 
are too Jewish, and such people are very often most 
unhappy. Any human being would be unhappy if he 
were always in the grip of fear, fear of any kind. 
Hanukkah should teach us that the Jewish people can
not survive m a healthy and normal way by this 
method. 

We will prosper and get along well with our fellow 
men only if we try to be ourselves. Non-] ews will not 
like us any better-in fact, they may dislike us-if we 
insist upon trying to imitate and ape them. The Hellen
ists among the Jews thought that they were going to 
improve their condition by imitating the Greeks; in the 
end, their own Jewish people developed contempt and 
disrespect fbr them. If Jews want to gain the love and 
respect of their fellow men, they should strive to live up 
to the high ideals which their people and their religion 
teach them. 

On the other hand, Jews should learn to adopt that 
which is fine and wholesome in the lives of their non
Jewish neighbors. We should not reject everything that 
is non-Jewish simply because it is non-Jewish. There 
was a time when Jews felt that they had to reject what
ever the non-Jews accepted. This would be a mistake 
today. Our Jewish lives can become all the richer and 
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more irite't:esting if we find some ideas or habits or cus
toms among our fellow men which can be of help in 
bringing about justice, peace and brotherhood.. For 
example, most synagogues have adopted the practice of 
observing Thanksgiving Day, Memorial Day and other 
American holidays. These new customs have not weak
ened Jewish life; on the contrary, they have made it 
more meaningful. A healthy Judaism need not be afraid 
to absorb good ideas and habits from others. 

Problems of social and political nature should become 
part of our religious study and discussion; our religion 
should help us to understand the burning questions of 
the day, even though they are not strictly Jewish; these 
problems we share with our non-Jewish neighbors. But 
if we hope to make Jewish religion a powerful force in 
our lives, we must try to understand what our tradition 
has to teach us concerning these problems. If not, many 
of our people will wonder what religion has to do with 
their lives altogether. 

What is true of Jewish religion is trne of everything 
Jewish. Jewish l.iterature, language, customs, celebra
tions, education: all these must be developed in such a 
way as to make them helpful to us in being at our best 
and in bringing to our society justice, freedom and 
peace. Jews will be happy to be Jews when they can 
find in their life as a people the inspiration for "the 
perfect life." If we should lose sight of this truth, we 
should be in danger of transforming the Jewish people 
into the kind of people which the Greeks and Romans 
were. If we develop loyalty among Jews only to the 
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Jewish people and its political ambitions; if we are 
going to become patriots of the Jewish people in a way 
that will bring out in us hatred toward other nations, 
we are nmning the danger of becoming a menace to the 
world, instead of a blessing. 

The Jewish people will survive in our day only if we 
do what our ancestors did; they learned from their 
Judaism to be loyal to the. highest human ideals. We 
too must learn to be true to the highest human ideals 
through our Judaism. If we do, the Jewish people will 
survive; the Jews will not want to give up their peoplehood, 
if that peoplehood helps them to be at their best. In 
addition, the hopes which Jews cherish will have a better 
chance to come true. 

3. Jewish Survival as a 
Power for Good 

The Festival of Purim is celebrated because, in 
ancient times, when the Jews lived under Persian rule, 
a wicked man by the name of Haman tried to get the 
king of Persia to do away with all the Jews, and he 
failed in his purpose. The heroine of the story, as it is 
told to us in the Biblical Book of Esther, is the Jewish 
queen by -that name; and the hero was her uncle, Mor
decai. When we celebrate this holiday, we do so with a 
great deal of hope in our hearts, because in our day we 
find many Hamans in many lands who are trying in 
their way to do exactly what Haman tried to do in his 
way. And we express the hope that the modem Hamans 
may fail, just as the original Haman failed. 
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But expressing this hope is not enough for modem 
Jews. In ancient times, our ancestors had faith in God. 
They believed that God would protect them \inder all 
conditions, and if they suffered, they believed it was 
because God wished them to suffer. Our ancestors be
lieved that their suffering was part o.f God's plan in 
the world. Today, however, Jews do not accept their 
suffering in the same spirit. They are not quite so cer
tain that they suffer for a cause, or in the name of some 
great purpose. And if they are told that their suffer
ing has a meaning, they want to know what that mean
ing is. vVhen our ancestors were persecuted, they 
became all the more loyal to their Judaism; when present
day Jews are persecuted, they begin to wish that they 
had never been born Jews. 

If the Jewish people is to continue to live as a mi
nority people among the other nations of the world, the 
Jews must understand clearly what their situation 
really is, and what sacrifices must be made in order to 
survive. Jews must come to an understanding with 
themselves as to the meaning which their survival has. 
Has it a meaning? We think so. Let us see what it is. 

We can get some idea of the meaning which Jewish 
survival can have from .the description in the Book of 
Esther of how Haman felt when Mordecai refused to 
bow down to him. Haman became very angry at Mor
decai, and decided to destroy all the Jews. This is 
exactly what happens whenever a minority refuses to 
be treated by the majority as though they (the mi
nority) were slaves. When a minority insists ~pan equal-

i 
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ity and respect, the majority's pride is hurt. Soon the 
majority begins to fear the minority; then they begin 
to persecute. 

In almost every other case, whenever a nation was 
conquered by another, it would be absorbed by the 
conqueror, and disappear. Not so in the case of the 
Jews; even though other nations conquered them, they 
still insisted upon remaining a nation; and, what was 
more, they predicted that the time would come 
when their God would rule over the whole world, and 
they themselves would be the most important nation in 
the world. Naturally, this made the conquering nations 
angry. Thus, the Persians, the Greeks, the Romans, 
and, during the Middle Ages, the Christian Church 
treated our ancestors poorly because they refused to be 
converted to the religion and the nationhood o.f the 
majority. Instead, they demanded equality and respect. 

Today, we Jews should in our way do what our an
cestors did in their way. Instead o.f saying, "Well, that 
is how we must be treated. Minorities have no right to 
live. They should become merged with the majority," 
we should insist on the right to be different. We should 
demand that even if one group differs from another in 
religion, or traditions, or national history, or race, 
there should not be any persecution or injustice done 
to the differing group. The Jews today should .feel 
that it is ,their mission to teach the world how minorities 
ought to be treated; and when Jews are persecuted, 
they should not only think about their own condition 
but should realize that they are snffering for all mi-
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noritie~~sh~d:work together with all .liberal and 
fair-minded people who believe in human rights, to see 
to it that the Jews and all minorities are treated with 
respect. 

Until the time comes when we Jews are no longer 
hated and persecuted, we shou.Id understand that our 
suffering is part of the growing-up process of the 
world. We should measure the progress which mankind 
makes by the way we are treated. When conditions are 
bad for us, we should realize that justice and freedom 
have not yet been achieved; when we live in peace and 
security, we will know that some of our ideals have been 
realized. This 'is the meaning which our suffering as a 
people can have for us. 

We must, therefore, continue to survive as a people, 
for if we disappear, we shall have surrendered to force 
and power. As. long as we continue to live on, we 
shall be the living symbols of the power of the spirit, 
the power which no physical force can ever defeat. Thus 
our survival will be an influence for good. 

The desire to survive, in spite of persecution, develops 
only from the faith • in God which our religion gives 
us. So long as we understand the significance of the 
Sabbath and the Festivals, and get our inspiration 
from them; so long as our belief in God helps us to be 
at our best and to work for the highest human ideals; 
so long as our religion keeps before our eyes at all times 
a clear picture of the perfect world, and makes us want 
freedom, cooperation, and righteous law; so long as 
our belief in God, in the Force that is within us, helps 
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us to remake ourselves and the world-we will want to 
live on as a people. The:r;i, in spite of whatever the 
wicked of the world may do, we shall be able to say, as 
the writer of a Psalm said twenty-five hundred years 
ago: "No weapon that is forged against you will suc
ceed; and every tongue that will rise against you in judg
ment you will answer." 

SOME THOUGHTS ON CHAPTER IX 

I. "I am a Jew and I am proud of it." Have you ever 
said that? Have you heard others say it? What 
are you ( or they) proud of? What would you say 
has been the Jews' most important contribution to 
the world? 

2. Nationalism means loyalty to one's nation. "Uni
versalism" means loyalty to all mankind. Can one 
be loyal to both? Is there a conflict always? Never? 
Sometimes? 

3. Jews were tempted, in every age, to imitate the 
people around them. Jews in America, too, imitate 
the ways of their neighbors. Which American traits 
can you mention which, you believe, Jews ought to 
adopt? Which do you think ought to be left alone? 

4. Is it possible to have fine manners and a mean char
acter? How should people be judged? Do you 
think fine manners are unimportant? Does Juda
ism have anything to say about etiquette? Look 
up derekh eretz in the encyclopedia and discuss. 
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act, with~a~tfQes, their ideas of what is good and 
what is bad, with their ideals. Belief in God has to do 
with our attitude toward life itself. Do we find life 
good? Is life worthwhile? If we believe that life is 
worthwhile, that it is good, that, in spite of sickness 
and accidents, in spite of poverty and war, in -spite of 
all the sad and ·-difficult conditions in the worl<l:, the 
world is a wonderful place to live in and can be made a 
still better place, then we believe in God. When we be
lieve in God, we cannot be discouraged because we be
lieve that all the misery in the world is due, not to the 
£3:ct that misery must be there, that it is a necessary 
part of life, but to the fact that we have not yet dis
covered how to do away with that misery. 

One of the reasons we get discouraged so often is 
that we tend to forget that there is God in the world. 
Most of us live very busy lives. We go about our busi
ness, and we are so taken up with our duties that we 
have little time to think about the goodness, or the 
beauty of the world. It is very difficult to be always 
aware of God. The result is that we get the impression 
that the evils of the ·world are bound to remain with us 
for all time. For that reason, it is necessary for us to 
set aside definite days or parts of certain days just for 
the purpose of fixing Our thoughts upon seeking God. 
That is the purpose of the Sabbath and .Festivals which 
we have studied. 

What do we mean by seeking God? We mean, first 
of all, opening our eyes to the goodness that already 
exists in the world, recognizing it, becoming aware of 
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it. We all know people who are always looking at the 
black side of everything. They fail to recognize good
ness even when it is there. It is, of course, not easy to 
see the encouraging side all the time. This requires 
training and practice. Seeking God means being on the 
lookout for the goodness in life. It means, secondly, 
concentrating upon good ideals in order to bring out 
the goodness in ourselves. There is a great amount of 
goodness in ourselves which we never make use of. It is 
stored away somewhere inside us. The problem is: how 
can we get to it so that it begins to influence our 
thoughts and actions? 

The answer is: we can do this by prayer. Now, we 
must remember that prayer, like belief in God, has un
dergone serious changes since long ago. For example, 
When belief in God had to do with changing nature 
(such as bringing rain or raising crops), prayer dealt 

with rain and crops. Today we can no longer pray for 
rain, ·but we should pray for the wisdom to use that 
rain properly, the courage to face the difficult tir1:1es 
when rain is sCarce, the knowledge necessary to give 
us a substitute for rain if rain does not come. Will such 
prayers come true? Such prayers have a very good 
chance of coming true because the very praying has a 
strange effect upon us: it gives us the determination 
to go ahead and accomplish those things for which we 
pray. Our natures are such that we can generate ~ur 
own power, that is, we can, by sincere prayer for cour
age, gain courage; we can, by sincere prayer for under
standing, be inspired to seek understanding. When we 
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explore our hearts, looking for goodness, praying and 
hoping that that goodness will come, we bring it out. 
This is what we mean by prayers coming true: the 
godliness in ourselves answers the prayer_ 

Prayer also fixes our attention upon the goodness, 
beauty or truth outside ourselVes. When we sing hymns 
of praise, we do not do what the ancient.s did; they were 
flattering the gods to make them feel good. We sing 
praises in order to bring to our attention all that is 
beautiful and fine in the world, to make ourselves real
ize that God is in the world, and that sometime in the 
future the whole world will be filled with beauty and 
goodnesil. 

The question arises: how can we translate these ideas 
about belief in God, seeking after God, and prayer, into 
actual activity as Jews? If Jewish religion is to be for 
us a living force in our lives, we must show how it can 
help us to discover the worthwhileness of life, the good
ness in the world; it must inspire us to act in such a way 
that we shall add to the goodness and beauty of life. At 
the present time, we Jews live in two separate worlds 
which seem to have no connection with each other. For 
the greater part of the week, we live in the busy world 
of everyday activities, never giving a thought to these 
ideas; on Sabbaths and Festivals w·e live in a world of 
memories, memories of the ancient glories of the Jewish 
people, or vague hopes in some distant future, which 
have very little to do with the lives we lead. Our task is 
to make Jewish religion work, to make it change our 
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usual attitudes, to have it make a difference in the way 
we live. 

In order to do this, we have re-examined the special 
occasions which our people have created for the pur
pose of seekiug God, namely, the Sabbath and the 
Festivals. We have tried to understand what there is 
about these days and their celebrations which would 
enable us to make the best use of them for the purpose 
of creating in us the sense of the worthwhileness of life_ 
We -have tried to find out what ideals and what hopes 
our ancestors had in mind in connection with these 
days. We have then translated those ideals aod hopes 
into modem ideals and hopes. In this way, we have 
built a bridge between the past and the present, which 
should make our history meaningful to us. 

If the meaning of these holidays is now clear in our 
minds, however, we should not feel satisfied until we 
have done two things: (1) find out how we may best 
express these ideas iu prayer; and (2) find out how we 
may best apply these ideas in our relations with our 
parent.s, friends, teachers, fellow citizens. 

Bear in mind that the purpose of prayer is to keep 
us always aware of our ideals, and to give us the en
thusiasm to work for our ideals. Our job, then, is to 
interest ourselves in the synagogue service. Learn 
thoroughly the prayers that have come down to us from 
the past. Study them. Ask: "Do these prayers express 
the ideas which I believe?" If they do, learn to say 
them sincerely and with enthusiasm. If they do not, 
try to compose new prayers. In every synagogue, to-


