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W h e n It Is G o o d T o D e n y T h e E x i s t e n c e o f G o d 
There is no quality and there is no power in man that was created to no purpose. And even 

base and corrupt qualities can be uplifted to serve God. When, for example, self assurance is 
uplifted, it changes into proud assurance of the ways of God. But to what end can the denial of 
God have been created? It too can be uplifted through deeds of charity. For if someone comes to 
you and asks your help, you shall not turn him off with pious words, saying: "Have faith and 
take your troubles to God!" You shall act as though there was no God, as though there were 
only one person in all the world who could help this man—only yourself. 
Martin B u b e r , Ten Rungs: Hasidic Sayings, N e w York: S c h o c k e n B o o k s , p . 8 5 . 

I . P r e f a c e 

IT was m y r a b b i 1 w h o first s ens i t i zed 
m e t o t h e o b s e r v a t i o n that it has be

c o m e u n f a s h i o n a b l e , i n d e e d o f t e n e m 
barrass ing , to s p e a k publ ic ly a b o u t G o d . 
It w o u l d a p p e a r by w h a t w e say o r don ' t 
say, as wel l as by w h a t w e u r g e o u r fel
low J e w s t o d o o r va lue , that w e as a 
sectarian c o m m u n i t y h a v e d e c i d e d for 
G o d that o u r De i ty m a y n o w be o u t o f 
style. A rev iew o f articles in t h i s j o u r n a l 
w o u l d s u b s t a n t i a t e this v i e w as ev i 
d e n c e d by t h e fact that a p p a r e n t l y n o 
articles h a v e b e e n p u b l i s h e d in recent 
m e m o r y re la t ing G o d a n d J e w i s h c o m 
m u n a l serv ice as m u t u a l l y i n t e r d e p e n 
d e n t subjects . 

T h i s o m i s s i o n is e v e n m o r e s igni f icant 
w h e n o n e c o n s i d e r s that sec tar ian c o m 
m u n i t i e s are , by d e f i n i t i o n , built u p o n 
the f o u n d a t i o n s o f s h a r e d re l i g ious be
l i e f s . F u r t h e r m o r e , r e l i g i o n s a r e 
t h r o u g h the ir v iew o f the ir G o d , a m o n g 
o t h e r t h i n g s , a t t e m p t i n g to d e v e l o p a 
va lue s y s t e m w h i c h has a n i m p a c t u p o n 
behav ior . T h e G o d o f any re l ig ion is t h e 

* Presented at the Annual Meeting of the Con
ference o f Jewish C o m m u n a l Service, Min
neapolis, June 16, 1982. 

t I would like to thank Tamara Eskenazi whose 
extensive research and deep interest helped to 
create this article. 

1 Bernard E i s e n m a n , Rabbi, C o n g r e g a t i o n 
Rodef Shalom, Denver, Colorado. 

ul t imate ro le m o d e l a n d v a l ue s o u r c e 
for that g r o u p a n d sets a t o n e f o r all e l se 
that is d e v e l o p e d . I n a f ie ld s u c h as o u r s , 
wh ich is large ly c o n c e r n e d with va lues 
a n d b e h a v i o r , it b e c o m e s d o u b l y c u r i o u s 
that G o d a p p e a r s t o b e s o e f fec t ive ly a n d 
cons i s tent ly p r o g r a m m e d o u t o f o u r 
work . I v i ew it as i m p o s s i b l e to s e p a r a t e 
any r e l i g i o u s g r o u p f r o m its G o d . S i nce 
an in t imate i n t e r r e l a t i o n s h i p o f G o d , 
t h e J e w i s h c o m m u n i t y a n d e a c h indi 
v idual J e w is so basic to J u d a i s m , it is m y 
a s s u m p t i o n t h a t J e w i s h c o m m u n a l 
w o r k e r s a n d any m e a n i n g f u l inst i tu
t ional s t ruc ture , b o t h wi th in a n d o f t h e 
J e w i s h c o m m u n i t y , o u g h t to ref lect this 
c lose r e l a t i o n s h i p . W i t h o u t this w e s tand 
o n the v e r g e o f c o m m i t t i n g p e r h a p s t h e 
m o s t b a s i c o f J e w i s h s i n s , t h e e n 
c o u r a g e m e n t a n d pract ice o f ido latry . 
( U n d e r s t a n d i n g that in J u d a i s m idolatry 
is o n e o f o n l y t h r e e c a r d i n a l s i n s , 
idolatry may b e s u m m a r i z e d . . . 

. . . in this manner. There are two orders o f 
being and only two. God, on one hand, and all 
else, on the other hand. Sin, quite simply, oc
curs when man fancies anything in the order of 
creation, including himself, as divine or as a 
god. That is, sin is, in any way available to 
man's imagining, crossing the line o f distinc
tion. T o deny God in any way is for man to set 
himself up as his own power; or to succumb to 
any force in creation is the loss of freedom, or 
sin, that comes from relaxing one's commit
ment to the sole Giver and Sovereign of all 
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forces in creation. T o obey God (and nought 
else) is to be free of all g o d s . 2 

T h e c o n c e p t o f idolatry is e v e n m o r e 
o u t o f f a s h i o n , a n d , t h e r e f o r e , m a y b e 
e v e n m o r e a w k w a r d to d iscuss . G o d a n d 
idolatry , J e w i s h a n t o n y m s , are at t h e 
c o r e o f w h a t w e are a b o u t . It w o u l d b e 
a p p r o p r i a t e , t h e n , to b r i n g G o d o u t o f 
t h e c loset . 

I I . I n t r o d u c t i o n 

A . T h e s t r u c t u r e a n d b e h a v i o r o f a 
sectar ian c o m m u n i t y s p e a k m o r e l o u d l y 
a n d accurate ly t h a n its c u r r e n t l y art icu
lated v a l u e s , v i ews a n d v i s ions . 

I f b e h a v i o r i n d e e d s p e a k s m o r e 
l o u d l y t h a n rhe tor i c , t h e n h o w an in
s t i t u t i o n o r c o m m u n i t y a c t u a l l y 
s t ruc tures i tse l f is a m o n g its basic m e s 
sages . S a n c t i o n e d s t ruc ture m a y b e c o n 
s i d e r e d t h e ac t ing o u t o f c o m m u n i t y 
va lues t h r o u g h behav ior . 

In a B u b e r i a n s e n s e , h o w w e re late to 
e a c h o t h e r is a m o d e l o f h o w w e re late to 
G o d . 3 It w o u l d s e e m to b e des i rab le , 
t h e n , to try a n d r e c o n c i l e c o m m u n i t y 
s t ruc ture , b e h a v i o r a n d re la t ionsh ips to 
m a n a n d t o G o d in a m a n n e r c o n s i s t e n t 
wi th tradi t ion a n d t e a c h i n g s as d o c 
u m e n t e d t h r o u g h o u r basic re l i g ious 
s o u r c e s , speci f ical ly t h e J e w i s h Bib le , t h e 
Tanach. T h i s is m o s t i m p o r t a n t in J e w i s h 
t rad i t i on b e c a u s e o f t h e e x p e c t a t i o n 
p laced u p o n J e w s to imi tate the ir G o d . 4 

I f o n e o f t h e p r i m a r y reve la t ions o f 
God's n a t u r e , as w e shall s ee , is a u t h e n 
tic e m o t i o n with a u n i q u e persona l i ty , 
t h e n it w o u l d fo l low that J e w s m a y d o a 
h i g h d u t y t o G o d a n d to the ir fe l low 
m e n by a d h e r i n g to a u t h e n t i c b e h a v i o r 
as e x e m p l i f i e d by G o d . 

2 James A. Sanders, Torah Csf Canon, Fortress 
Press, 1972, p. 78. 

3 Martin Buber, / and Thou (2nd Edition). New 
York: Charles Scribner & Sons, 1958. 

4 Leviticus 19.2. 

B. At t h e o u t s e t , t o e x p e d i t e this p r e 
s e n t a t i o n , t h e r e a r e s e v e r a l a x i o m s 
w h i c h will b e a s s u m e d : 

1. T h e r e is a basic s imilarity b e t w e e n 
i n d i v i d u a l a n d g r o u p b e h a v i o r . T h e 
basic d y n a m i c s a re essent ia l ly t h e s a m e 
for b o t h . It is pos s ib l e to e x t r a p o l a t e 
f r o m o n e a n d t h e n a p p l y t o w a r d s t h e 
o t h e r — i n t e r c h a n g e a b l y — a n d in e i t h e r 
d i rec t i o n . In this s e n s e t h e i m p a c t o f 
Israel's G o d o u g h t to a p p l y to e a c h ind i 
v idual , ins t i tut ion a n d to t h e J e w i s h 
c o m m u n i t y as a w h o l e . 

2 . I f i n d i v i d u a l s a r e v h e l d a c c o u n t a b l e 
for b e h a v i o r a n d a re e x p e c t e d t o b e h a v e 
in cer ta in f a s h i o n s , t h e n this s h o u l d a lso 
b e t r u e for ins t i tut ions a n d c o m m u n i t y . 
Each a d h e r e s t o t h e s a m e G o d m o d e l 
a n d t h e s a m e J e w i s h tradi t ions . 

3 . A sec tar ian c o m m u n i t y has by its 
very n a t u r e , t o w o r k t o w a r d s s o m e re
l a t i onsh ip with its G o d if it is to r e m a i n 
an a u t h e n t i c sec tar ian c o m m u n i t y . 

4 . I f t h e s t ruc ture a n d b e h a v i o r o f 
that g r o u p a re a n i m p o r t a n t s t a t e m e n t , 
t h e n t h a t c o m m u n i t y ' s p r o f e s s i o n a l 
l e a d e r s h i p (civil service) o u g h t to u n d e r 
s tand t h e c o m m u n i t y ' s raison d'etre a n d 
work t o w a r d s t h e crea t ion o r m a i n t e 
n a n c e o f a s t r u c t u r e w h i c h ref lects a n d 
s u p p o r t s t h e s e u n d e r l y i n g va lues . 

5 . B e h a v i o r t e n d e n c i e s m a y b e e n 
c o u r a g e d , but not accurate ly p r e d i c t e d , 
in a m a n n e r not u n l i k e p lant p r u n i n g . 
In o r d e r to a c h i e v e a n d to e n c o u r a g e 
g r o w t h in o n e part o f a p lant it is o f t e n 
neces sary to d e p r i v e the plant o f o t h e r 
parts w h i c h are a lso perfec t ly g o o d a n d 
h e a l t h y , but w h i c h d o not a c h i e v e t h e 
d e s i r e d e f fec t . Similarly , it is a n essent ia l 
t e n d e n c y a m o n g sectar ian g r o u p s to 
d i scard o n e l e g i t i m a t e v a l u e p a t t e r n 
(part) for a n o t h e r (part) w h i c h is p e r 
ce ived as m o r e des irab le . 

6. I n d i v i d u a l a n d g r o u p b e h a v i o r 
are , at least in part , m o d e l e d af ter t h e 
G o d s e l e c t e d by a spec i f i c s ec tar ian 
g r o u p . A v iew o f G o d f o s t e r e d f r o m 
birth is a p o w e r f u l i n f l u e n c e o n b e h a v -

218 



J O U R N A L OF JEWISH C O M M U N A L SERVICE 

ior since that God model is the vehicle 
through which values and views are 
communicated. 

7. Sectarian ethics based upon the 
God model of a specific religious group 
must prevail over other professional 
ethics at points of apparent conflict. 

8. In Judaism, idolatry, reactions 
against idolatry and perceptions of it 
are also necessary to understand. Not to 
follow the ways of the God of Israel is to 
follow another god. 

C. This presentation will trace one 
view of 1) God, 2) idolatry, 3) some ef
fects on the interaction between God 
and the Jewish community and 4) then 
try to explore some possible influences 
stemming from these views on commu
nity structure as well as our role as 
Jewish community professionals. 

I I I . T h e G o d o f I s r a e l 

Because the relationship between 
God, Jews and the Jewish community is 
fundamental let's begin by talking about 
God, first to try and review some of 
God's attributes and then to explore 
how these attributes as concepts might 
affect behavior and a Jewish view of life. 

Perhaps the most obvious and most 
basic fact Jews must accept is that this 
God has no clearly identifiable physical 
image to which Jews can relate. 

—no appearance. At best God ap
pears in pieces or as metaphor, i.e., 
"with an outstretched hand . . ."5 

—nor a name which Jews may speak. 
In teres t ing ly , whi le in normal 
human relationships we place great 
emphasis on addressing each other 
by name as an aid towards relating, 
Buber's Eternal Thou, the model of 
meaningful relations, is never to be 
referred to by name. 

What is most clearly shown- are indi
viduality and emotions. What a wide 
range of emotions and personality are 
revealed to us!!! 

—anger 6 

—love 7 

—jealousy 8 

—remorse 9 

—playfulness—even to the point of 
apparent insensitivity to persons 
the Lord would appear to wish to 
pity or protect and on and on. 

Hardly any emotion is hidden or 
missed. God can be flattered and occa
sionally even loses an argument. The 
Lord bargains, makes deals (or cove
nants) and is vulnerable to being called 
to account. Our God is even challenged 
or chastised when it appears this Deity 

5Deuteronomy 5.15. 
« Hosea 11 .5 -7 . 
1 Hosea 11.5-7.' 
8 Deuteronomy 5.9. 
" Genesis 6 . 5 - 7 . 

219 



G O D C O N C E P T S AND C O M M U N I T Y S T R U C T U R E 

has par t i c ipa ted in a p e r c e i v e d injus 
t i c e . 1 0 G o d c a n b e a r r o g a n t , h u m b l e or 
c a r i n g . 1 1 

T h e L o r d is o f t e n u n f o r g i v i n g , in
d e e d at t i m e s d e a d l y , t o t h o s e w h o 
crea te ido l s o r pract ice i d o l a t r y . 1 2 

Since G o d d o e s not a lways c o n t r o l o r 
p r e d i c t e v e n t s , occas iona l ly r e p e n t s a n d 
b a c k t r a c k s , 1 3 it m a y b e r e a s o n e d that 
t h e L o r d is far f r o m o m n i p o t e n t — a l l 
s e e i n g , all k n o w i n g a n d all c o n t r o l l i n g . 
I f t h e C h i l d r e n o f Israel are God's c h o 
sen s t u d e n t s , o n e m a y e v e n q u e s t i o n t h e 
Lord's t e a c h i n g abil it ies a n d skills. 

T h i s De i ty a l so a l lows " d e m o c r a t i c ac
c e s s " 1 4 by a n y p e r s o n . M o s h e G r e e n b e r g 
o b s e r v e s that a n o r m a l m o d e o f p r a y e r 
i n t h e B i b l e — o v e r 7 0 r e c o r d e d 
e p i s o d e s — i s f r o m t h e i n d i v i d u a l 
( t h r o u g h n o i n t e r m e d i a r y , pr ie s t o r 
g r o u p ) d irect ly a n d p e r s o n a l l y t o G o d . 
Prayers , a n d the r e l a t i o n s h i p impl ic i t in 
t h e m , are n o t d e l e g a t e d . 

T h i s is a n e m o t i o n a l l y a u t h e n t i c G o d , 
w h o by very n a t u r e d e m a n d s a u t h e n t i c 
ity in r e t u r n . T h e r e are f ew h u m a n 
e m o t i o n s that a r e n o t s a n c t i f i e d by 
God ' s o w n r e p o r t e d b e h a v i o r . It m a y b e 
a r g u e d , t h r o u g h this m o d e l , that d iver 
sity o f e m o t i o n a n d u n i q u e n e s s are not 
only a c c e p t e d b u t des irab le . 

W h a t ex is t s is a g l o r i o u s m o d e l o f a 
cer ta in t y p e o f a h u m a n o r "extra-
h u m a n " persona l i ty , wi th n o tang ib le 
phys ica l a t tr ibutes ; a s o m e w h a t fall ible 
G o d w h o s e fallibility s ignals a c c e p t a n c e 
o f i m p e r f e c t i o n in o t h e r s . 

J e w s are a s k e d to e n t e r i n t o re la t ion
s h i p w i t h th i s E n t i t y w h i c h c a n b e 
n e i t h e r s e e n , n o r cal led by n a m e , n o r 

1 0 Genesis 1 8 . 2 2 - 3 3 . 
"Hosea 1 1 . 1 - 5 . 
"Numbers 2 5 . 1 - 1 5 . 
1 3 Genesis, 6.5—7. 
1 4 Rabbi Moshe Greenberg, Ph.D. , Prof, o f Bible 

at Hebrew University, Jerusalem, Israel; pre
sented "Personal Prayer in the Bible" at the Uni
versity o f Denver's Jewish Culture Center, March 
23, 1982. 

t o u c h e d . I n d e e d , o u r tradi t ion takes us 
to t h e p o i n t o f expl ic i t ly f o r b i d d i n g a n y 
e f for t s to p lace a f i x e d ident i ty u p o n t h e 
Dei ty . B y n o t o f f e r i n g a c l ear -cut p i c t u r e 
o f Go d ' s a p p e a r a n c e , ye t a very c lear 
g l i m p s e i n t o God's full i n n e r l i fe , t h e 
d i r e c t i o n is set w i t h i n J u d a i s m (just as 
t h e p lant is p r u n e d ) for a s y s t e m w h i c h 
e n c o u r a g e s c o n c e p t u a l t h o u g h t , a 
search for i n n e r r e a l i t y — t h e p s y c h e , a n 
a p p r o a c h to o p e n , a u t h e n t i c i n t e r a c t i o n 
t o g e t h e r wi th a d e - e m p h a s i s o f v a l u i n g 
phys ica l o r t a n g i b l e at tr ibutes . 

A r e l a t i o n s h i p o f this t y p e m u s t b e 
u n c o n d i t i o n a l in trust w i t h o u t a g u a r 
a n t e e o f r e c i p r o c i t y . It m a y a p p e a r 
e i t h e r as a o n e - s i d e d r e l a t i o n s h i p or , as 
w i t h m a n y h u m a n r e l a t i o n s h i p s , 
" o p e n - e n d e d . " 

Inc identa l l y , this t e n d e n c y t o w a r d s 
" o p e n - e n d e d n e s s " , r e l u c t a n c e t o a lways 
o f f e r a d e f i n i t i o n or c l ear -cut black a n d 
w h i t e a n s w e r s — e v e n o n se l f - ident i ty by 
G o d , whi l e p e r h a p s n o t t h e m a i n t h e m e 
o f the B ib le a p p e a r s o f t e n e n o u g h that it 
o u g h t n o t b e d i s c o u n t e d as a pers i s tent ly 
c lear m e s s a g e in a n d o f itself. 

E x a m p l e : "I a m w h a t I a m , " 1 5 Go d ' s 
a n s w e r t o M o s e s s u g g e s t s a n o p e n 
m o d e l w h i c h will n o t b e p i n n e d d o w n . 

E x a m p l e : N o n e o f t h e t h r e e major di
v i s ions o f t h e B ib le , T o r a h , P r o p h e t s , • 
a n d Wri t ings e n d s with a c l earcut f in i sh , 
ra ther e a c h e n d s as a p r e l u d e t o o r at 
the br ink o f a n o t h e r e p o c h . 

C o n s i s t e n t wi th this G o d m o d e l is a 
d e - e m p h a s i s o f t h e c o n c r e t e . Signif i 
cantly , w h a t is n o t sanct i f i ed or m a d e 
ho ly are p laces a n d t h i n g s . T h e r e is a 
m o v e m e n t a w a y f r o m t h e sanct i f icat ion 
o f p laces a n d t h i n g s to t h e sanct i f icat ion 
o f t i m e a n d e v e n t s , t o w a r d in tang ib le s . 

O n e m a y c o n s i d e r , t h e n , that at least 
o n e p o r t i o n o f t h e J e w i s h t rad i t i on 
w o u l d e n c o u r a g e a v iew o f l i fe w h i c h 
c o u l d a r g u e : 

If the Jewish people have consciously, and 

1 5 Exodus, 3 .14. 
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with great effort and sacrifice, avoided the 
evolution of a tangible God, Judaism must 
place a high value upon being reluctant to 
place matters in the concrete and should 
structure itself accordingly. It has placed a 
higher value on choosing to live in the con
ceptual and has structured itself accordingly. 
It has placed itself in the realm of time—of 
relationships—of give and take—in a world 
colored by shades of grey. 

T h i s t r a d i t i o n w o u l d a l s o d e f i n e 
" m e m o r y " as b e i n g c o n s i s t e n t l y re 
m i n d e d o f this r e l a t i o n s h i p t h r o u g h 
r e g u l a r l y a s s o c i a t i n g G o d w i t h o u r 
t h o u g h t s a n d ac t ions . It cons i s t en t ly 
c o n n e c t s G o d with e v e n t s . As wi th any 
o t h e r p r i m a r y r e l a t i o n s h i p this o n e t o o 
m u s t b e r e i n f o r c e d , w o r k e d o n a n d 
d e e p e n e d . A s wi th o t h e r re la t ionsh ips it 
b e c o m e s " m o r e " o r "less" m e a n i n g f u l . It 
d o e s n o t r e m a i n cons tant . 

At t i m e s it is d i f f icul t to project o m 
n i p o t e n c e u p o n this Dei ty . It c o u l d b e 
an error to d e - h u m a n i z e Y H W H . It 
c o u l d b e t h e u l t i m a t e i rony t o ido l i ze t h e 
Dei ty w h o a b h o r s idolatry . 

W h a t has b e e n m a d e avai lable to us 
t h r o u g h this m o d e l is the G o d o f Re
la t ionships . 

I V . O n I d o l a t r y 

"Thou Shall Have No Other Gods Before 
Me" 

2 n d C o m m a n d m e n t 
If, for t h e J e w , it is essent ia l to s t rug

g le with t h e n a t u r e o f G o d , it m a y b e 
equal ly i m p o r t a n t a n d h e l p f u l to u n d e r 
s tand what G o d is not . As s u g g e s t e d 
at the out se t , G o d a n d idol are an
t o n y m s — o p p o s i t e s . I n that s e n s e , if 
the J e w i s h G o d m o d e l r e p r e s e n t s t h e 
u l t imate o f w h a t is g o o d a n d des i rab le in 
b e h a v i o r , it s h o u l d fo l low that ido latry 
r e p r e s e n t s what is u n d e s i r a b l e in be
hav ior a n d t h e t e n d e n c i e s it fos ters 
a m o n g h u m a n s . It is t h e o t h e r e n d o f 
the s a m e c o n t i n u u m . 

T o e m p h a s i z e h o w a b h o r r e n t ido latry 

is in o u r t r a d i t i o n , in t h e Talmud16 

idolatry is c o n s i d e r e d o n e o f o n l y t h r e e 
cardinal s ins for w h i c h o n e is e n j o i n e d 
t o s u f f e r m a r t y r d o m r a t h e r t h a n 
transgress . ( T h e o t h e r t w o are inces t 
a n d m u r d e r ) . 

W h a t d o e s it m e a n w h e n w e s p e a k o f 
idolatry? It is , in part , a p r o c e s s wh ich 
leads t o d e - h u m a n i z a t i o n a n d to the 
a v o i d a n c e o f r e l a t i o n s h i p s , ra ther t h a n 
to t h e sanct i f icat ion o f t h e m . 

It is t h e o p p o s i t e o f Buber ' s "Eternal 
T h o u " — G o d . C o n s i d e r his d i s t inct ion 
b e t w e e n "I - thou" a n d "I-it." "I - thou" is a 
w o r d w h i c h s p e a k s to a re lat ional state. 
"I-it" is a w o r d w h i c h s p e a k s to t h i n g s . 1 7 

J u s t as the d i s c u s s i o n o f G o d c o n 
c l u d e d by e m p h a s i z i n g a p r o c e s s w h i c h 
l eads to re la t i onsh ips , b o t h to G o d a n d 
to h u m a n s , idolatry s h o u l d b e v i e w e d as 
d e s c r i b i n g t h e p r o c e s s away f r o m re
la t ionsh ips , t o w a r d s d e h u m a n i z a t i o n . 

T h e p r o c e s s , ra ther t h a n t h e e n d re
sult , is o f c o n c e r n h e r e b e c a u s e b o t h 
( r e l a t i o n s h i p a n d i d o l a t r y ) a r e a p 
p r o a c h e d in a s t ep -by- s t ep fash ion a n d 
rarely t h r o u g h a q u a n t u m l e a p . W h a t 
is i n s i d i o u s a b o u t the p r o c e s s l e a d i n g 
t o w a r d s ido latry is that it m o s t o f t e n be
g ins with g o o d i n t e n t i o n s but is o f t e n 
taken t o u n f o r t u n a t e l e n g t h s . 

T h i s p r o c e s s l e a d i n g away f r o m G o d 
t o w a r d s ido latry , t o w a r d s t h e glorif ica
t ion o f t h i n g s ra ther t h a n re la t i onsh ips , 
i s g r a p h i c a l l y d e s c r i b e d b y 
M a i m o n i d e s 1 8 in a r e m a r k a b l y c o n t e m 
p o r a r y f a s h i o n . W h i l e s o m e w h a t 
l e n g t h y it bears r e p e a t i n g : 

In the days of Enosh, the people fell into 
gross error, and the counsel of the wise men of 
the generation became foolish . . . 

T h e i r error was as follows: "Since God," they 
said, "created these stars and spheres to guide 
the world, set them on high and allotted to 
them honor, and since they are ministers who 

1 6 Babylonian Talmud, Sanhedrin 74A. 
1 7 Buber, / and Thou, passim. 

1 8 Isadore Twersky, Ed., A. Maimonides Reader. 
New York: Behrman House , Inc. pp. 7 1 - 2 . 
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minister before H i m , they deserve to be 
praised and glorified, and honor should be 
rendered them; and it is the will o f God, 
blessed be H e , that men should aggrandize and 
honor those whom H e aggrandized and hon
ored just as a king desires that respect should 
be shown to the officers who stand before him, 
and thus honor is shown to the king." When 
this idea arose in their minds, they began to 
erect temples to the stars, offered u p sacrifices 
to them, praised and glorified them in speech, 
and prostrated themselves before them—their 
purpose, according to their perverse notions, 
being to obtain the Creator's favor. This was 
the root o f idolatry and this was what the 
idolaters who knew its fundamentals said. 
They did not, however, maintain that there 
was no God except the particular star (which 
was the object o f their worship). T h u s Jeremial 
said, "Who would not fear You, O King of 
nations? For it befits You; for as much as 
amon g all the wise men o f the nations and in all 
their k ingdom, there is none like You. But in 
one thing they are brutish and foolish. T h e 
vanities by which they are instructed are but a 
stock" (Jer. 10 :7 -8 ) . This means that all know 
that You alone are God; their error and folly 
consists in imagining that this vain worship is 
Your desire. 

F r o m this g r a p h i c d e s c r i p t i o n o f h o w 
w e l l - i n t e n t i o n e d p e r s o n s can ini t iate a 
p r o c e s s o f ins t i tut iona l izat ion a n d d e -
h u m a n i z a t i o n , M a i m o n i d e s c o n t i n u e s 
with a d e s c r i p t i o n o f h o w the priests as
ser ted t h e m s e l v e s , g a v e ins truc t ion o n 
speci f ic re l i g ious rites a n d tradi t ions 
unt i l , in t i m e , o n l y t h e pr ies ts a n d t h e 
rites r e m a i n e d . T h e or ig ina l in tent , to 
re late wi th G o d , was f o r g o t t e n . P u r p o s e 
a n d h i s tory w e r e g o n e . T h e s y m b o l s re 
p l a c e d t h e e s s e n c e . T h e pr ies ts w e r e in a 
p o s i t i o n t o m a n i p u l a t e for t h e r e was n o 
o n e wi th t h e c o u r a g e to raise q u e s t i o n 
unt i l A b r a h a m , w h o r i sked d e a t h in 
o r d e r t o q u e s t i o n a n d recall the e s s e n c e 
a n d p u r p o s e o f G o d . It was in his t i m e , 
M a i m o n i d e s says , a major c h a l l e n g e to 
p o w e r , a ca l l ing t o task o f t h o s e w h o 
t h o u g h t t o l e a d in a m a n i p u l a t i v e 
m o d e , aga ins t t h e e s t a b l i s h m e n t a n d 
aga ins t t h e p o p u l a c e w h o w e r e a p p a r 
ent ly c o n t e n t t o g o a l o n g . By his ac t ions 
h e b e c a m e t h e first in o u r tradi t ion to 

a s s u m e t h e tradi t ional ly J e w i s h p r o 
p h e t i c ro le . 

H i s c h o i c e t o r e a f f i r m c o m m i t m e n t 
t h r o u g h ar t i cu la t ing a r e l a t i o n s h i p wi th 
G o d s tarted us o n t h e p a t h w h i c h w e , 
o v e r t h r e e t h o u s a n d years later , a r e still 
c o m m i t t e d to fo l low. 

T h e e f f e c t s o f i d o l a t r y a r e m o r e 
v i v i d l y d e s c r i b e d b y R a b b i D a v i d 
H a r t m a n : 1 9 

—"ido la try takes t h e f o r m o f man's 
inabil ity t o l ive wi th his finitude." I n ef
fect , m a n a t t e m p t s to b e c o m e m o r e t h a n 
what h e can b e — e v e n i m m o r t a l . T h e 
s a m e m a y b e t r u e o f c o m m u n i t i e s a n d 
ins t i tut ions . 

— " t h e c o n c e p t o f a b s o l u t e p o w e r (or 
any a b s o l u t e — E d . n o t e ) is ido latry ." 
J e w i s h t r a d i t i o n p r o v i d e s v e h i c l e s 
w h e r e i n p e r s o n s m a y d i s c ip l ine t h e m 
se lves n o t t o s tr ive for p o w e r , t o c h o o s e 
to g i v e u p p o w e r . H e o f f e r s as a n e x a m 
ple t h e s e l f - i m p o s e d cons tra in t s o f Sab
bath o b s e r v a n c e . 

— " a n y g r o u p that is b e y o n d cr i t ic i sm 
has c r e a t e d idolatry ." R e m e m b e r , e v e n 
G o d is n o t b e y o n d cri t ic ism. 

E x t e n d i n g H a r t m a n ' s t h o u g h t s , 
idolatry a l so p r o v i d e s a n s w e r s that are 
t o o easy a n d d e p r i v e s o n e o f t h e o p 
p o r t u n i t y to g r o w , t o re late a n d to th ink 
fully for onese l f . 

T h e r e is o f t e n a risk in a p p l y i n g 
t h e o r y t o spec i f i c s i tuat ions . H o w e v e r , it 
is o f t e n t h r o u g h t h e s e speci f ics , e a c h 
o f t e n ins ign i f i cant as a n i n d i v i d u a l s t e p , 
that this p r o c e s s o c c u r s . 

T a k e , f o r e x a m p l e , t h e e v o l u t i o n o f a 
s i m p l e i d e a s u c h as t h e "Central A d 
d r e s s o f t h e J e w i s h C o m m u n i t y : " — a 
very n ice p r o m o t i o n a l s l o g a n . T a k e n 
l ightly a n d wi th t o n g u e - i n - c h e e k — i t has 
an a p p e a l i n g rhetor ica l r ing . H o w e v e r , 
t h r o u g h a ser ies o f smal l s teps : 

Rabbi David Hartman, Director, Sholom 
Hartman Institute of Jewish Studies, Hebrew 
University; in an address delivered to Interna
tional Conference of Jewish Communal Service, 
Jerusalem, August 25 , 1981. 
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— t h e t o n g u e - i n - c h e e k , t h e h u m o r , 
g o e s a n d 

— t h e r h e t o r i c m a y d e v e l o p a 
m e a n i n g o f its o w n a n d 

— C e n t r a l A d d r e s s o f the J e w i s h 
c o m m u n i t y b e c o m e s a c o n c r e t e goal 
w h i c h m a y t h e n b e c o m e 

— r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s o f t h e J e w i s h 
c o m m u n i t y , w h i c h m a y t h e n b e c o m e 

— T h e J e w i s h c o m m u n i t y , wi th its 
w e l l - i n t e n t i o n e d a d h e r e n t s p r e s u m 
i n g to a s s u m e l e a d e r s h i p o v e r am 
ha'aretz, the m a s s e s , u s i n g s l o g a n s a n d 
s y m b o l s , o f t e n with n o real m e a n i n g . 
T h i s s c e n a r i o e v o l v e s a g a i n a n d a g a i n 

in m a n y types o f ins t i tut ions a n d in 
m a n y d i f f e r e n t s i tuat ions . 

At what p o i n t in t h e smal l s teps o f this 
p r o c e s s h a s t h e m o v e m e n t t o w a r d 
i d o l a t r y b e c o m e f a c t u a l a n d c l e a r , 
p e r h a p s irrevers ible? A mat ter o f j u d g 
m e n t ? Probably! ! In s o m e ways , it is l ike 
d i l u t i n g s o u p to m a k e it g o f u r t h e r by 
very s lowly a d d i n g water . At what p o i n t 
is the w a t e r e d - d o w n s o u p n o l o n g e r 
s o u p ? Similarly, at w h a t p o i n t o n t h e 
c o n t i n u u m is t h e d i l u t e d p r o c e s s o f re 
la t ionsh ip n o l o n g e r a re la t ionsh ip? 

"As in t h e days o f E n o s h " — i t w o u l d 
a p p e a r that this is a regu lar ly r e p e a t e d 
r o u t e f r o m w e l l - i n t e n d e d serv ice del iv
ery t o w e l l - r a t i o n a l i z e d e v o l v e m e n t 
t o w a r d s p o w e r . 

T h e proces s o f idolatry a n d the p r o 
cess o f bureaucra t i za t ion are similar. 
B o t h lead to t h e p u r p o s e o f r e p l a c i n g 
the inst i tut ion as a pr imary c o n c e r n . 
T h i s m a y not o n l y h a p p e n with inst i tu
t ions , but b e t w e e n ins t i tut ions , wi th in 
c o m m u n i t i e s a n d a m o n g c o m m u n i t i e s . 

T h i s " e v o l u t i o n - t o w a r d s - p o w e r " syn
d r o m e a l m o s t inev i tably i n c l u d e s b l a m 
i n g o t h e r s , d i s c o u r a g i n g d i s sent a n d dis
c o u n t i n g p e r s o n s . It re l ies u p o n s l o g a n s , 
s y m b o l s , a n d i n t i m i d a t i o n . It is very , 
very u n - J e w i s h . 

T h e c h o i c e to g ive u p p o w e r is no t a 
s ign o f w e a k n e s s but an a f f i rmat ion o f 
J e w i s h p o w e r t h r o u g h J e w i s h b e h a v i o r . 

I n d e e d , a g e n c i e s , as ind iv idua l s , h a v e a 
respons ib i l i ty to l ook for ways to g i v e u p 
p o w e r r a t h e r t h a n to seek it. 

In a s e n s e , t h e s t r u g g l e o f t h e J e w s 
a n d t h e J e w i s h c o m m u n i t y h a s n o t 
c h a n g e d o v e r t h e years . T h e J e w i s h 
a g e n d a c o n t i n u e s to b e to s t r u g g l e 
against a very h u m a n t e n d e n c y t o w a r d s 
idolatry . Probably c o n s c i o u s d i sc ip l ine 
a n d a w a r e n e s s e x p a n d t h e o p p o r t u n i 
ties w e h a v e to e n t e r in to t rue re la t ion
sh ips but d o e s not totally p r e v e n t s l ip
p i n g in to t h e p r o c e s s w h i c h l eads toward 
idolatry , what B u b e r w o u l d descr ibe as 
t h e e n t e r i n g in to I - t h o u re la t ionsh ips 
a n d t h e n out a g a i n i n t o an I-it state; 
f r o m m e a n i n g f u l h u m a n re lat ions to 
d e - h u m a n i z a t i o n , to th ings . It can p r o b 
ably b e safely s tated that t h e r o a d t o 
idolatry is p a v e d with g o o d i n t e n t i o n s . 

V . T h e A r g u m e n t w i t h G o d 

A n a d d i t i o n a l a n d i m p o r t a n t aspect o f 
this p r e s e n t a t i o n d e a l s specif ically wi th 
t h e in terac t ion b e t w e e n m a n , c o m m u 
nity a n d G o d . It s t e m s f r o m an article 
w h i c h a p p e a r e d in Commentary s o m e 
t i m e a g o t i t led, " T h e J e w i s h A r g u m e n t 
with G o d . " 2 0 I n his article, Dr . Kaplan 
s u g g e s t e d that u n i q u e to the J e w i s h 
tradi t ion , a l t h o u g h not n o r m a l l y the 
d o m i n a n t thrus t o f o u r re l i g ion , is that 
e v e n "God h a s s o m e t h i n g to a n s w e r for . 
. . ." H e a lso writes: 

There is a stream of Jewish thought which 
holds that God needs man . . . 

God unquestionably cares about man, the Jew 
argues, it's in his own interest. God himself is 
everlasting, but His kingship . . . comes to an 
end when man refuses to acknowledge Him . . . 

. . . (which) leads to the paradoxical conclusion 
that it is man who created God . . . His being 
the God of worship does depend on there 
being worshippers. "God" is a relational term 
like "wife" . . . she could not be a wife were 
there no man to marry her . . . 

2 0 Dr. Abraham Kaplan, "Thejewish Argument 
With God", Commentary, October 1980. 
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We must identify ourselves—that is, give our
selves, an identity. Only then does H e have an 
identity . . . 

Abasement of the self denigrates the only thing 
man has to offer God—himself . . . 

Between God and man, who is the employer, 
and who is the employed, for the Jew, is also 
subject to negotiations. 

T h i s u n u s u a l ser ies o f p r o p o s i t i o n s 
c o u l d l e a d t o cer ta in c o n c l u s i o n s w h i c h 
are a p p r o p r i a t e in this c o n t e x t o f a dis
c u s s i o n o n c o m m u n i t y s t ruc ture . 

— e a c h p e r s o n , e a c h ins t i tu t ion , has a 
respons ib i l i ty t o d iscuss a n d to c h a l l e n g e 
regard le s s o f t h e potent ia l p o w e r o f t h e 
o t h e r . 

— e a c h p e r s o n , e a c h ins t i tu t ion , h a s a 
respons ib i l i ty care fu l ly t o arr ive at his o r 
its o w n c o n c l u s i o n s as part o f d e v e l o p 
i n g a n ident i ty . 

— c o v e n a n t s , a g r e e m e n t s a n d c o n 
tracts are by the ir very n a t u r e t w o - w a y 
a g r e e m e n t s . E a c h party o f f ers s o m e 
t h i n g n e e d e d by t h e o t h e r . 

— a r g u i n g , r e a s o n i n g , b a r g a i n i n g a n d 
c o n f r o n t a t i o n wi th G o d (or a m o n g o u r 
selves) s t e m s f r o m o u r o w n se l f - respec t , 
w h i c h o u g h t to b e v i e w e d as part o f a 
d e v e l o p i n g ident i ty . Certa in ly , if it is ac
c e p t a b l e , i n d e e d e x p e c t e d , that G o d will 
b e h e l d a c c o u n t a b l e for act ions t h e n , 
t o o , i n d i v i d u a l s a n d ins t i tut ions w o u l d 
also b e h e l d a c c o u n t a b l e . 

It o u g h t t o fo l l ow , t h e n , that in J e w i s h 
life t h e r e is n o abso lu te h i erarchy . I n 
d e e d , o u r tradi t ion w o u l d a p p e a r t o 
s p e a k cons i s t en t ly aga ins t it. 

V I . S o m e P o s s i b l e E f f e c t s 
U p o n B e h a v i o r 

A t this p o i n t it w o u l d b e best t o i n t r o 
d u c e a caveat . It is n o t m y i n t e n t i o n t o 
talk a b o u t J e w i s h b e h a v i o r traits or t o 
c o m p a r e t h e m wi th t h o s e o f o t h e r rel i
g i o u s g r o u p s . H o w e v e r , I a m c o m f o r t 
able in r e v i e w i n g s o m e p o s s i b l e b e h a v i o r 
t e n d e n c i e s w h o s e d e v e l o p m e n t m i g h t b e 
e n c o u r a g e d , albeit m i n i m a l l y , by e n 
c o u n t e r i n g wi th t h e G o d m o d e l w h i c h 
I've d i s c u s s e d . S o m e o f t h e s e t e n d e n c i e s 
m i g h t be: 

1. An encouragement to think more con
ceptually. W h y ? Wel l , t h e G o d o f Israe l is 
a c o n c e p t u a l G o d , O n e w h o c a n o n l y b e 
re la ted t o in terna l ly . R e m e m b e r , t h e r e 
are n o phys ica l a t tr ibutes . E x t e n d this to 
w h a t is a l so v a l u e d in t h e J e w i s h tradi
t ion: t i m e ra ther t h a n p lace , b e h a v i o r 
r a t h e r t h a n p h y s i c a l c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s . 
T h e r e is a c o n s c i o u s d i s c o u r a g e m e n t o f 
p l a c i n g m o s t t h i n g s i n t o tang ib l e f o r m ! 

2. An encouragement to be more accepting 
of each other in relationships. H o w ? B y rec 
o g n i z i n g that t h e e s s e n c e o f re la t ion
sh ips is i n t erna l a n d at t h e c h o i c e o f t h e 
o n e w h o c h o o s e s to re late . W e l earn 
a b o u t a c c e p t a n c e f r o m l iv ing wi th o u r 
o w n (and God's) i m p e r f e c t i o n s . T o w o r k 
with t h e s e is an e x c e l l e n t e x e r c i s e in 
l e a r n i n g to accept i m p e r f e c t i o n s a n d 
f laws, b o t h in o u r G o d a n d , u l t imate ly , 
in e a c h o t h e r . 

3 . An encouragement to live with external 
uncertainty, but with internal reality. T h i s 
G o d m o d e l e n c o u r a g e s r e l a t i o n s h i p s 
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more through the mind and the heart 
and less through the eyes. 

4 . An encouragement to avoid 
absolutes—because of their tie-in to 
idolatry and the previously mentioned 
tendency towards "openendedness." 

5. An encouragement to feel free to chal
lenge power and centralization, because of 
the tradition of questioning, dialoguing 
and challenging and the idolatrous im
plications inherent in the seeking of 
power or the centralization of power. 

6. An encouragement to be more authentic 
emotionally in an effort to imitate our 
God. 

7. An encouragement to enter into sym
biotic21 relationships, a recognition that 
there is a meaningful interdependence 
among both persons and institutions. 
Leaders and followers need each other 
and are often situationally interchange
able. 

8. An encouragement to accept and live 
with differences. If God and man can dis
agree, certainly man and man can dis
agree. The Talmud represents an exten
sion of this attribute. By its structure the 
Talmud recognized that one could be a 
good Jew and still differ with main
stream views; the Talmud carefully and 
respectfully recorded different and 
often conflicting views for posterity. 

VII. One View of Community 

For the purpose of this presentation 
"Jewish community" represents the 
system which includes all Jewish indi
viduals, families, small groups, large 
g r o u p s , i n s t i t u t i o n s — i n d e e d each 
smaller system interacting with and be
coming part of a larger system of com
munity. In this sense it is possible to 

2 1 In recent years some confusion seems to have 
clouded the meaning o f this word. Webster's 7th 
New Collegiate Dictionary, G. & C. Merriam Co., 
Springfield, Mass., 1969, defines symbiosis: 

"the intimate living together o f two dissimilar 
organisms in a mutually beneficial relationship." 

speak of institutions, local communities, 
regional, national and international 
communities. Each of these systems is 
dynamic, vital and interactive with 
others. Within this context it may be ex
pected that it is incumbent upon Jewish 
institutions, as well as Jewish individu
als, to strive for the attributes which are 
consistent with the Jewish God, to strive 
for a model of behavior and to attempt 
to r e f l e c t t h e s a m e b e h a v i o r a l 
guidelines. 

Institutions, as individuals, are vul
nerable to idolatry by 

—taking themselves too seriously 
—believing they may be beyond error 

and, therefore, criticism 
—taking away from others (institu

tions and persons) the responsibility for 
self-determination and growth 

—telling other institutions and indi
viduals how they should think, feel and 
behave 

—often placing themselves upon a 
pedestal and thus prevening others 
from emerging, growing, and entering 
into true relationships 

—and trying to achieve immortality, 
often at the expense of others. 

Without the same cautions and con
scious effort expected of individuals, in
stitutions may also become the antithesis 
of the model for which Jewish institu
tions ought to be striving. Institutional 
narcissism is every bit as unfortunate, 
every bit as idolatrous, as is narcissism 
by individuals. 

Institutions are, by definition, created 
to serve, to meet certain expressed or 
perceived needs, to be a means, not to 
become their own end product. The in
stitutionalizing of service delivery is 
often self-defeating in that the person 
or service recipient is too often forgot
ten in the thrust of the institution to 
strengthen and to perpetuate itself. 

If the relationship between God and 
man is symbiotic, this would suggest 
that the relationship between institu-
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tions is equally symbiotic. Another way 
of suggesting this is that leadership in 
effect is situational, with certain institu
tions assuming legitimate leadership 
depending upon expertise and circum
stances. Leadership emerges, it cannot 
be imposed. In each situation, lead
ership is valuable only to the degree that 
there are groups or individuals who will 
willingly accept that leadership. 

A Possible Model 

Consistent with this view, the model 
of Jewish community which appears to 
me to make the most sense is horizontal, 
and de-centralized with no competition 
for a "central address of the Jewish 
community". (Jews decide that with 
their feet and/or checkbook.) Cen
tralizing communi t i e s increases the 
chances of creating the conditions for 
idolatry by putting too much potential 
power in the hands of too few persons. 
Leadership emerges with need (and 
t h e n q u i e t l y f a d e s a w a y ) in an 
"open-ended" structure that "hangs 
loose." In short, the structure is built 
and altered by the members of the 
community to reflect their needs. 

This structure allows for more in
volvement, makes it more difficult to 
d i s c o u r a g e d i s s e n t a n d p r o v i d e s 
m a x i m u m opportuni ty for Jews to 
choose how they wish to make Judaism a 
part of their lives. 

This is, in effect, the way it is anyway, 
the way it ought to be. It should be no 
surprise that those exposed to the God 
model discussed earlier would function 
best in this type of structure. It is built 
into the tradition. If there is occasional 
frustration or confusion it is on the part 
of persons or groups who try to control 
others who, by this tradition, are en
couraged to be independent thinkers 
and independent actors. 

V I I I . T h e J e w i s h C o m m u n i t y 
P r o f e s s i o n a l a s " H i r e d H a n d " , 

A n d a s P r o f e s s i o n a l 

Let's face it. All Jewish communal 
workers are hired hands, employees, 
hired to do a job and to be an extension 
of someone else's will and ego. This is a 
reality with which we live and of which 
many of us are reminded daily. I say this 
because we Jewish communal workers, 
bureaucrats, are also at times in danger 
of taking ourselves too seriously and too 
easily becoming functional narcissists. 
In so doing it is not difficult to forget 
the purpose for which we were hired, to 
provide service not to place ourselves 
into the center of the agency or to have 
the agency revolve around us. 

Having said this, not only to make a 
point but to express a view of reality, is 
that all there is to it? 

I believe that the image of ourselves as 
employees, an extension of agency ser
vices and volunteers' wishes, is O.K. It's 
a reminder of our service orientation 
and why we receive our paychecks with 
some regularity. 

However, a Jewish employee comes 
from the tradition which has just been 
discussed. That worker is expected to be 
authentic, to speak out, to bear witness 
as a part of his job expectation. That 
worker is expected to care, to relate, to 
understand interdependency without 
confusing it with denial of difference. 
T h e worker's impact is by action, by af
firmation of self, not by rhetoric. T h e 
impact is from understanding that each 
agency needs its staff every bit as much 
as the staff needs the agency. 

Understanding the role of the worker 
as a Jew ought to include enough self 
comfort to guide, teach, learn, en
counter, be aggressive, back off when 
necessary and so on. And here is where 
the Jewish communal worker makes the 
most profound contribution and that is 
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to b e a ro l e m o d e l , to b e as a J e w s h o u l d 
b e in imi ta t ion o f G o d . 

T h i s role m a y in t i m e affect o t h e r 
J e w s , o t h e r J e w i s h ins t i tut ions a n d t h e 
J e w i s h c o m m u n i t y . I n this s e n s e w e 
"hired h a n d s " are ac t ing o u t o n e o f the 
m o s t i m p o r t a n t a spec t s o f o u r j o b . Each 
o f u s faces d o z e n s o f smal l , o f t e n subt le , 
c h o i c e s every day . T h e s e are o u r o w n 
little c r o s s r o a d s w h i c h l ead u s in smal l 
s teps e i t h e r t o w a r d s v a l u i n g re la t ion
s h i p s ( G o d ) o r t o d e h u m a n i z a t i o n 
( idolatry) . T h e s e c h o i c e s are o u r s . N o 
o n e e l se c a n m a k e t h e m for us . 

IX. Summary and Conclusion 

T h e r e is s o m e t i m e s a p a r a d o x in 
b e i n g a J e w . W h i l e J e w s are u r g e d to act 
a n d t o b e h a v e a s i f G o d w e r e 
e v e r y w h e r e , it c o u l d b e a r g u e d I s u p 
p o s e , that if G o d is e x p e c t e d t o b e 
e v e r y w h e r e , G o d c o u l d j u s t as easily b e 
n o w h e r e . It m a y b e that n e i t h e r v i ew is 
terribly i m p o r t a n t . It m a y also b e that 
t h e G o d o f Israel a n d t h e c h i l d r e n o f 
Israel c h o s e e a c h o t h e r prec ise ly b e 
c a u s e n e i t h e r was w i t h o u t f laws ( o m 
n i p o t e n t ) a n d , in that s e n s e , w e w e r e 
b o t h r e a s s u r i n g t o a n d very m u c h l ike 
e a c h o t h e r . 

T o an o u t s i d e r it m a y a p p e a r that a 
J e w acts for h i m s e l f a n d n o t for G o d 

b e c a u s e t h e m o t i v a t i o n s a n d c h o i c e s a re 
internal . F o r t h e J e w , it m a y n o t a lways 
b e easy t o r e m e m b e r God's p r e s e n c e . I f 
G o d c a n n o t b e s e e n , t h e n G o d a n d re
la t ionsh ip t o G o d as p u r p o s e h a v e to 
stay as a c o n s t a n t d i s c i p l i n e d r e m i n d e r . 
W i t h o u t th i s , e v e n b e h a v i o r c a n b e 
e m p t y a n d its s i g n i f i c a n c e f o r g o t t e n . S o , 
t o o , w i t h i n s t i t u t i o n s in a s e c t a r i a n 
s e t t i n g — t h e m o t i v e s for s t ruc ture a re 
o f t e n invis ib le , b u t w i t h o u t p u r p o s e a n d 
u n d e r s t a n d i n g t h e y t o o can i n d e e d b e 
e m p t y a n d p o i n t l e s s . 

Rabbi Z u s y a a n d h i s b r o t h e r R a b b i 
Elimelekh were once discussing the subject o f 
humility. El imelekh said: "If a man con
templates the greatness o f the Creator, he will 
arrive at true humility." 

But Zusya said: "No! A man must begin by 
being truly humble . Only then will he recog
nize the greatness o f his Creator." 

They asked their teacher, the maggid, who 
was right. H e decided it in this way. "These 
and those are the words of the living God. But 
the inner grace is his who begins with himself, 
and not with the Creator." 2 2 

Before his death, Rabbi Zusya said "In the 
coming world, they will not ask me: 'Why were 
you not Moses?' They will ask me: 'Why were 
you not Zusya?' " 2 3 

2 2 Martin Buber, Tales of the Hasidim: The Early 
Masters, New York: Schocken Books, 1964; p. 
243. 

2 3 Ibid., p. 2 5 1 . 
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