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FroM THE EDITOR

As the Jewish community moves well beyond the time when the impact
and issues of modernity first called into question issues of interaction with
surrounding cultures, we find ourselves facing ever-more complex questions
of identity and boundaries. Where earlier generations could assume a com-
monality of ethnic-religious identity, Jews of the 21st century face a whole
range of questions unanticipated by our ancestors.

Among the most challenging issues are those that focus on what exactly it
is that people who are identified as or who identify as “Jews” share in com-
mon. A related issue is what the various versions of "Judaism" are able to
identify as being held in common, when so many of the assumptions, as well
as the content, of those versions are at odds with each other.

Add to this the ever-expanding challenge of how “the Jewish community”
and “Judaism” intersect and interact with other ethnic groups, cultures and
religious traditions — when we cannot always identify our own place in the
world, let alone understand that of the Other — and we are increasingly
aware of having entered uncharted waters. In this issue, we offer several per-
spectives on different dimensions of these issues.

Rachel Adler analyzes the area she labels “the borderland,” places where
Jews and non-Jews are enmeshed with each other, and traditional concepts
and categories may not be adequate for negotiating issues of relationship.
Ilan Peleg raises thoughtful and complex questions about how, and if, the
old assumptions about the State of Israel being easily “Jewish” as well as
“democratic” can hold in a time of increasingly complex relations with Arab
Israelis and with Palestinians. In a related essay, Ellen Bernstein offers a more
personal perspective on the impact of Israel on Jewish identity.

The encounter with Judaism’s most significant theological Other, Chris-
tianity, is examined by David Sandmel through the prism of the contested
theological title of “Israel.” Shaul Magid uses the work of Zalman Shachter-
Shalomi to raise provocative questions about the future of Jewish theism,
and of the impact on Judaism of eastern religious traditions as well as of
Islam. Seth Goldstein reviews a new book that surveys the political history
of Judaism’s attempts to work out issues of identity, status and membership.

In addition to these essays, we are privileged to offer two important re-
flections on innovative approaches to Jewish spiritual life. Sandy Eisenberg
Sasso challenges us to (re-)discover the opportunities inherent in the art of
storytelling, using narrative to support spiritual discovery. Dayle Friedman,
a pioneer in lifting up the sanctity of the spiritual that can be found in the
lives of the older members of our community, shares some of the Torah she
has learned from her work with that community.
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And as education is always a topic of interest, Shai Gluskin reviews a new
volume on visions for Jewish education, and shares some of his own visions
for Reconstructionist Jewish learning.

In the Movement

Our readers will want to know about:

- The upcoming convention of the Jewish Reconstructionist Federation
(JRF), November 11-13, 2004 in Portland, Oregon, at which the JRF will
celebrate its 50th anniversary. For more information, see www.jrf.org or call
(215)782 8500.

- Readers in the greater New York area should mark their calendars for
December 5th for the annual New York Reconstructionist Rabbinical Col-
lege event, with a luncheon to be held at the Museum of Jewish Heritage.
For more information see www.rrc.edu or call (215) 576 0800.

We wish our readers a relaxing summer, and early wishes for a Shana Tova.

— Richard Hirsh
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“To Live Outside the Law,
You Must Be Honest™ —
Boundaries, Borderlands

and the Ethics of
Cultural Negotiation

By RAacHEL ADLER

live in Los Angeles, a city in love
I with cultural negotiation: on the

west side, strictly kosher sushi
bars and Asian-French fusion cooking,
and at the east end of town, pastrami
burritos and my favorite shop, strad-
dling Korean and Salvadoreno neigh-
borhoods, Hacienda Oriental Foods.
L.A. culture, with its fusion cuisines,
its natty metrosexuals, and its constant-
ly mutating and mingling argots from
the film industry and rap music, attests
to a phenomenon some find frighten-
ing: the porous boundaries that allow
for flow among communities.

Cultural Negotiations

I am a theologian and an ethicist and
not a social scientist. My focus is not
cultural diffusion in general, how lan-

guage, ideas, and practices ooze across
cultural boundaries. My concern is,
rather, with how people of integrity,
people who value their Judaism con-
sciously, conduct cultural negotiations
in a diverse environment. What I pro-
pose to present is a theological ethics
of boundary negotiation informed by
feminist insights into this issue.
When we talk about diversity, we are
talking about the positioning and tex-
ture of boundaries — the boundaries
different religious or cultural groups
maintain with one another and the
boundaries religious groups maintain
with the pluralistic secular cultures in
which they are embedded. A group’s
boundaries are eloquent about how
easy or difficult the group finds it to
maintain its distinctness and its integ-
rity. Can anyone participate, or are

Dr. Rachel Adler holds a joint appointment as Associate Professor of Modern
Jewish Thought and Judaism and Gender at the School of Religion, University
of Southern California and at Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Reli-

gion in Los Angeles.
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there strict membership requirements?
Is it forbidden to watch TV or to listen
to popular music? Are there special
clothes or dietary laws that maintain
the distinctness of group members and
bind them socially to one another? Fea-
tures like these attest to the extent to
which the group feels at home or at
odds with an inevitably homogenizing
larger environment.

For Jews, boundaries have always
been a vexing issue. The ancestors of
Judaism, the ancient Israelites, inhab-
ited a narrow strip of land between the
desert and the sea that offered the only
access between great rival empires north
and south of it. Empires competed to
annex it; armies tramped through it,
seeking to transplant their gods, their
words, their visions. Israelites were exiled
or immigrated to surrounding lands,
where other tongues and other ways pre-
vailed. Small wonder that fears of in-
undations and pervasive anxieties about
the boundary integrity of this permeable

social world have marked Judaism!

Anxiety at the Boundary

The anthropologist Mary Douglas
sees this anxiety about the social body
inscribed in rules governing the indi-
vidual body as well.! Hence, Leviticus
legislates what is to be taken in or cast
out, pure or impure, permitted or for-
bidden. Categories such as zevel, that
which creates chaos in the natural
world, and roevah, that which imitates
idolatrous cultic practices or under-
mines definitive Israelite practices, map
the boundaries of the natural and so-
cial worlds. This boundary map pro-
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tects the distinctions that demarcate the
creation from the erosions and erasures
that could uncreate the world and re-
turn it to undifferentiated chaos.

What is more remarkable about
Leviticus is that conjoined with rules
whose symbolisms no longer resonate
for us are others we would characterize
as ethical.? Leviticus constitutes a code
for how to construct boundaries that
will maintain not merely boundary in-
tegrity but the integrity we call justice.?
To the extent that justice is a legal as
well as an ethical value, it is not static
and absolute, but must take into ac-
count the specific social and historical
settings in which it is situated.

Even if P and H and their hypotheti-
cal colleagues did not realize that their
understanding of justice as a form of
holiness would introduce contextuality
and contingency into their social vi-
sion, that is just what they did; for jus-
tice occurs in the realm of time, the
world of human societies in which
people and their boundaries are end-
lessly mutable. And therefore, despite
the lasting Jewish concern for bound-
ary maintenance, and despite the last-
ing fear of having our distinctness
erased, of being flooded by other cul-
tures and uncreated as a people, there
can be no pure Jewish culture unsul-
lied by outside influences.

Encounter and Influence

A nostalgia for such a time is a nos-
talgia for what never was. There never
was a time when ancient Israelite reli-
gion or the Judaism that succeeded it
were not being influenced by the cul-
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tures and religions they encountered.
And there were many, many encoun-
ters.” If the boundaries of Judaism in-
evitably change with changing histori-
cal-cultural settings, if our Judaisms are,
as David Myers claims, “radically hy-
bridized,” what does boundary integ-
rity mean?® Is there a difference be-
tween porous boundaries and outright
inundation? And how will we deter-
mine what kinds of boundaries pro-
mote justice? Boundary maintenance,
then, turns out to be a much more slip-
pery affair than it would have been had
there been a single, pure and static set
of boundaries to maintain.

To complicate matters still further,
this motif of boundary maintenance is
counterbalanced by a narrative motif
of boundary crossing. Some biblical
narratives represent the Israelites as the
people other peoples called the He-
brews, the 7vrim, literally, the crossers-
over, those whose progenitors Abraham
and Sarah came from the other side of
the river Euphrates.” Indeed, Scripture
uses ivrim only when Israelites inter-
act with non-Israelites. Jvri-narratives
affirm a deity who transcends bound-
aries and localities altogether, a God
who through covenant bridges even the
boundary between divinity and hu-
manity.

To be an 7v7i is to know that there
are other places, other perspectives. To
remember having been an 7v7i is to
know what it means to be an Other.
What I term 7v77 -narratives are narra-
tives that transfigure the moral possi-
bilities of boundaries by demonstrat-
ing the possibility of crossing over. A
slave can become free, a Moabite can
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become an Israelite, and an Assyrian
city doomed to destruction can turn
in repentance and be saved.

Trespassing and Transgressing

The slipperiness of boundary main-
tenance is matched by a similarly pro-
tean problem about boundary crossing.
Sometimes, I am supposed to be a
boundary-crosser, an ivri(a), to go forth
as Abraham and Sarah did to a land
they did not know. But this same root,
a-v-7, can mean to trespass, to trans-
gress. This is the dilemma that con-
fronts me in cultural negotiations.
When, where, and how am I called
upon to trans/pose, trans/act, or trans/
mute, and under what circumstances
would my act be a trans/gression, an
averah, an unmaking of some bound-
ary that maintains a distinct and irre-
placeable meaning?

When should I guard the boundary?
When should I cross the boundary?
When should I resituate the boundary
or perhaps uproot it altogether? These
are questions of halakha in the root
meaning of that term: going, making a
path. How do I make my path so that
I am mindful of the One toward whom
I walk, and of those who walked be-
fore me, those who walk with me, and
those whose path is adjacent to mine
and who may have something to teach
me?

These questions are complex, be-
cause religions and cultures are not
fixed or static, nor are they completely
separate from one another. Religions,
after all, imply, reflect and create cul-
tural worlds and are embedded in cul-
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tures. Cultures have environments —
natural, social, historical — to which
they are constantly responding. This
being so, the contents and boundaries
of both religions and cultures are con-
tinually being renegotiated.

Being conscious of this reality car-
ries a sobering obligation: If the bound-
aries and content of our Judaism are
fluid, and if they are altered by cultural
negotiation, then we have a responsi-
bility to be aware when we are negoti-
ating and a responsibility to figure out
how to negotiate with integrity. And
that requires answering the slippery 7v7i
questions I have posed.

Opportunities for Growth

The nebemta (consolation) is that
along with dilemmas posed by cultural
and religious diversity come enriched
opportunities for spiritual and moral
growth. When religions and cultures
are imaged as shifting territories whose
boundaries are constantly in flux, cul-
ture becomes more than a medium
through which revelation is mediated.
Cultures themselves are sources of rev-
elation; new truths are born out of their
struggles and dilemmas.

For pluralistic societies where people
of many races and ethnicities share citi-
zenship, the relationship between jus-
tice and an ethics of difference is newly
illuminated. Post-industrial societies,
where rigid distinctions between gen-
der roles are eroding, offer unprec-
edented opportunities to accord full
humanity to women. A culture’s cre-
ativity in shaping and describing its
world can offer new insights into the
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complexities of our humanity and
glimpses of the intricate universe of
which we are a part. These discoveries
can move us to reevaluate our obliga-
tions to one another and to the rest of
creation and to rekindle our sense of
awe. Opportunities like these are worth
a risk.

I do not mean to suggest that boun-
dary negotiation should be an easy or
painless process. That would be true
only if what we were negotiating did
not matter to us very much. I am only
suggesting that if we were able to see
religious cultures and the cultures in
which they are embedded as contigu-
ous rather than as antipodal, and if we
were able to see ourselves as conscious
and competent negotiators rather than
as defenders of the Alamo, we would
be more responsible participants in the
ongoing recreation of nomos, universes
of meaning to be inhabited.

“A Leaky Community”

This is not to minimize the anxieties
of American Jews about boundary re-
lations with other religious and ethnic
groups and with an imperialistic popu-
lar culture. In her path-breaking study,
Prayer & Community, Riv-Ellen Prell
describes American Judaism as a “leaky
community,” one whose boundaries are
so porous that there is some risk of in-
undation.® Because there is no total
Jewish experience differentiating Jew-
ish American cultures from the cultures
around them, American Jews make
their chief concern the preservation of
Jewish identity.

Not surprisingly, many Jews tend to
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regard the Jewish enterprise as a fragile
one. Suspicious, they patrol Judaism’s
leaky boundaries, sounding the alarm.
Every innovation is a potential Arma-
geddon in which Judaism’s ultimate
redemption is at stake. Each intermar-
riage is a nail in the communal coffin.
Every outside influence is a hole in the
dike through which the surrounding
cultures may pour in as an annihilat-
ing flood. Not so long ago, feminism
was accused of being just such an in-
fluence. In some Orthodox circles, the
accusation is still current. Yet the trans-
formation of gender boundaries has
been the most successful cultural rene-
gotiation to occur in American Juda-
ism.

A little more than thirty years ago,
in no form of Judaism did women have
equal access to communal participa-
tion, leadership, or religious education.
In no branch of Judaism could women
be rabbis or cantors. There were no
women Judaica scholars teaching at
seminaries or universities. No women
were high officials in Jewish commu-
nal organizations, although women
were their largest source of volunteer
labor. Jewish law was invoked not only
in Orthodoxy, but also in other branch-
es of Judaism to exclude women from
the minyan, and hence from leading
worship services. Most women had
never been near a Torah scroll. They
were usually told (contrary to halakha)
that because women menstruate, they
would defile the sacred object.

Today, women are represented in all
the structures and institutions that sus-
tain and reproduce American Judaism.
They are ordained as rabbis in Reform,
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Reconstructionist, Conservative and
Renewal Judaisms, and there are per-
sistent rumors of Orthodox women be-
ing secretly ordained. There has been a
revolutionary loosening of the bound-
aries between men’s and women’s roles
in Judaism.

A Jewish Nun?

The yearnings that drove this revo-
lution came out of confrontations with
the gender assumptions of other cul-
tures, religious and secular. A case in
point is a story my mother used to tell
about me. I was five years old, taking a
walk with her, and she said, “So what
do you want to be when you grow up?”
Without skipping a beat, I said, “A
nun.” My mother was appalled. “You
can’t be a nun. You're Jewish. Jews don’t
have nuns.” “Well then,” I replied, “I
will be the first one.”

When I ask myself why I wanted to
be a nun, the answer is clear. I lived in
a mixed Jewish-Catholic neighbor-
hood, and in that other religious cul-
ture, I saw a model I did not see in my
own community: a way to be a woman
and also be holy. My mother saw me
looking across the boundary and, hor-
rified, pulled me back: This isn't what
Jews do, she was telling me.

Because our boundaries are perme-
able, we can be moved by desires or
troubled by problems that enter from
the outside. Cultural negotiation with
integrity demands that instead of
uncritically sucking in what is foreign
to our Judaisms — founding an order
of Jewish nuns, for instance — that we
engage thoughtfully with Jewish tradi-
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tions and the experiences of concerned
Jews about the matter that needs to be
addressed. The innovation that emerges
from such a process is less likely to be
mere bricolage. I did not become the
first Jewish nun. I became one of sev-
eral feminist theologians, which is an-
other kind of “first” for Judaism. And
happily, there isn’t even a celibacy re-
quirement!

Jewish feminisms were connected to
the larger secular American feminist
movement, not only borrowing from
its theoretical formulations and benefit-
ing from its social impact, but also ben-
efiting from Christian feminism. Jew-
ish feminists learned new modes of
feminist critique and new modes of
spiritual expression at interfaith femi-
nist conferences. Thus, Jewish femi-
nisms undermined not only rigid gen-
der boundaries but also rigid bound-
aries with the non-Jewish world.

Defending Deviance

I do not mean to suggest that these
borrowings were promiscuous or un-
critical. As early as 1979, the deviations
of Jewish feminists from the categories,
methods and concerns of Christian and
post-Christian feminists were suffi-
ciently marked to require an explana-
tion from the editors of a pioneering
religious feminist anthology, Woman-
spirit Rising” These deviant concerns
included the critique and reconstruc-
tion of Jewish law, the interpretation
of classical texts, and the creation of
new rituals for women’s life cycle.

What is perhaps most distinctive is
the emphasis Jewish feminists put on
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entering the conversation previously re-
served for men about the texts, values,
and practices of Judaism. Jewish femi-
nists brought to this conversation a re-
newed emphasis on the historicist
premise that distinguishes all non-fun-
damentalist Judaisms: that societies and
their institutions, including gender, are
human constructions, contingent upon
specific historical and cultural contexts.
Their insistence on the contingency
and, hence, alterability of gender ar-
rangements challenged non-funda-
mentalist Judaisms to act on their his-
toricist principles. In concert with post-
modernist Jewish historians and cul-
tural critics, feminists have stressed the
fluidity of Judaism and the cultural,
ethnic and social diversity of Jews,
breaking up the monolithic assump-
tions of the normative conversation.

The concern with Otherness that
feminism brought to Jewish thought
has piqued curiosity about Jews who
deviate from the popularly assumed
norm: non-Ashkenazic, racially mixed,
homosexual, working class, disabled,
unmarried, intermarried, children of
intermarriage, converts to Judaism who
for one reason or another do not as-
similate fully, converts to other reli-
gions who retain some Jewish bonds.
Ironically, when added all together, the
deviants outnumber the so-called nor-
mative, but this is not unusual. How
many American families consist of a
homemaker mother, a wage-earner fa-
ther, and two children?

Borderlands

Some of these Jews inhabit a social
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location that, borrowing a term from
the Chicana feminist Gloria Anzaldua,
we might call “the borderlands,” the
vague transition points on the margins
of the Jewish world where other worlds
merge with it or intersect it."” Those
who view the boundary between Juda-
ism and other worlds as clearly defined
and non-porous would deny the very
existence of borderlands, while others
would deny at least their legitimacy.
Indeed, the questions of whether the
denizens of the borderlands count as
Jews and, if so, how they are to be
counted, are controversial among de-
mographers.'! These borderlands of the
Jewish domain, illegitimate, fluid, shift-
ing, fraught with tension and ambiva-
lence, harbor those whose identities are
marginal or transgressive.

The existence of borderlands sharp-
ens the questions we posed earlier: In
the presence of borderlands that attest
to the fuzziness or ambiguity of Jewish
boundaries, what does boundary integ-
rity mean and how should we enforce
it? When should we guard the bound-
ary? When should we cross the bound-
ary? When should we resituate the
boundary or perhaps uproot it alto-
gether?

Boundaries that Reform and Re-
constructionist Judaisms have already
uprooted include those that divide the
mamzer from other Jews; those that for-
bid the union of a kohen with a divor-
cee, a convert, or a hallal;'* those that
involve the unions of gay or lesbian
Jews; and those that distinguish be-
tween Jewish women and Jewish men
in matters of witnessing and commu-
nal prayer. We have only to read the
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narratives of lesbian rabbinical students
at the Jewish Theological Seminary or
see the film Trembling Before G-d to be
reminded that in Conservative and Or-
thodox Judaisms, gays and lesbians in-
habit a particularly brutal borderland."
A feminist critique can demonstrate
systematically that these interdictions
enforce patriarchal hegemony and sex-
ual hierarchies that do not promote jus-
tice." An example of a resituated bound-
ary would be the Reform movement’s
decision to count as Jews those who
claim Jewish descent through their fathers
but not their mothers.

Boundary Integrity

But that leaves us with the paradig-
matic case of people who opt for the
borderlands: the couples who transgress
the most basic of Jewish boundaries,
the boundary that encircles the people
Israel and distinguishes Jew from non-
Jew. If we removed the boundary en-
tirely, we would be inundated; Jews and
Judaism would become indistinguish-
able from the external environment.
Even a biological cell has at its perim-
eter a membrane that keeps the inside
and outside from merging and governs
exchanges between the two environ-
ments.

The late Lionel Trilling once re-
marked, “Some people are so open-
minded that their brains fall out.” The
same is true of voluntary organizations.
If everyone is already a member, there’s
no need to join, much less to meet
membership requirements. Boundary
integrity would require a definition in
which Jewishness has particular con-
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tent and substance.

Perhaps the question for the trans-
gressors and those who help them
should not be, “How do we avoid the
transgression?” but rather, “How do we
commit the transgression thoughtfully
and in good faith?” That would require
acknowledging that intermarriage is a
transgressive Jewish union. Any ritual
celebrating such a relationship is extra-
legal. There are Reform and Recon-
structionist rabbis who will perform an
intermarriage using the classical Jew-
ish wedding liturgy, but is this not a
dishonest use of Jewish language to
normalize what is in truth not normal?
I am talking here of religious norms
rather than sociological ones. Intermar-
riage may be common, but no branch
of Judaism embraces it as a positive
good. What I would like to argue is that
people who are intermarrying can en-
rich Judaism by modeling how to trans-
gress in a way that retains integrity.

Case Study

At this point, I would like to offer a
case history about some people who
chose to settle in the borderlands and
the friends who helped them. There is
a perfectly clear ruling in classical Jew-
ish law on the case we are about to con-
sider, and this ruling is going to be vio-
lated. All of the participants, includ-
ing the transgressor, have a deep com-
mitment to the study and praxis of Ju-
daism. Rebecca, a member of a Talmud
study group to which I belong, an-
nounced her upcoming marriage to
Jay, her delightful non-Jewish Chinese-

American partner. Like the other mem-
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bers of the group, Rebecca studies,
prays with a community, keeps a ko-
sher home, and, with her partner, cel-
ebrates Sabbath and festivals. She and
Jay wanted a child, and agreed that the
child would be brought up as a Jew.
But just as Jay honors Rebecca’s Juda-
ism, Rebecca honors Jay’s desire to
maintain his difference from it. Jay does
not have a conflicting faith commit-
ment, but he feels that to become a Jew
would be to assume an inauthentic iden-
tity, one that does not belong to him.

The question, then, is not whether
but how Rebecca and Jay will wed. The
corollary questions are both whether and
how Rebecca’s study community will
engage with them in their efforts to find
an experimental language for this wed-
ding that is in dialogue with Jewish texts
and values. As Bob Dylan sings, “To live
outside the law, you must be honest.”

Rebecca is not asking for a Jewish
ceremony to normalize the difficult
choice she has made. She knows her
choice to be transgressive. What she is
asking for is to be taken seriously in
her attempt to articulate a sanctifying
language she can bring to the border-
land where she is establishing her par-
ticular Jewish household. Beyond for-
bidding her act, Jewish legal tradition
is interested neither in the specific char-
acter of Rebecca’s situation nor in help-
ing her to find a language with which
to remain in communication with Ju-
daism. But Rebecca and her study part-
ners groped for such a language.

Theological Reflection

Meanwhile, I was doing some of my
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own boundary crossing. I talked about
our dilemma to friends who are Chris-
tian educators. They suggested to me a
field-education process called “theo-
logical reflection,” designed to help
seminarians reflect critically and cre-
atively on the connections between text
and context.” The seminarian brings
in a “critical incident” she has experi-
enced. She is encouraged to give the
experience a theological name. This
theological renaming serves as a bridge
back to the appropriate classical texts.
In the final stage of the reflective pro-
cess, the seminarian brings the critical
incident into conversation with the
texts, determining both what the tra-
dition says to her experience and what
her experience speaks back to the tra-
dition.

What is most appealing about this
process-model is the way it links sacred
text and real-world experience. It bears
some resemblance to the case-law pro-
cess of the Jewish responsa literature,
which also juxtaposes text and con-
text.'® The legal process asks how an
experience is legally categorized in or-
der to determine how one ought to act
in that context. Theological reflection
asks what an experience means to a par-
ticular person of faith when placed into
the theological categories of tradition.
Each model locates the experience
within traditional categories. Each gives
the experience an opportunity to re-
valuate or reshape those categories,
although in the legal model this de-
pends more heavily on the authority
and the vision of the decisor.

The two models might usefully
complement one another. The legal
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model needs to ask the broader ques-
tion, “What does this mean?” while the
theological reflection model must also
address the question, “Now, what ought
I to do?” What I find most useful about
the theological-reflection model is its
potential for keeping open a conversa-
tion with tradition that the legal model
closes off. As such, it offers a way of navi-
gating transgressive situations.

Covenants with Non-Jews

In Rebecca’s theological reflection,
she focused on the language of cov-
enant and noted that there are biblical
covenants with non-Jews. Among the
various legal and theological sources the
study partners explored, the group di-
rected Rebecca and Jay’s attention to
narratives that challenge or destabilize
the legal norm regarding marriage with
non-Israelites: Judah and Tamar in
Genesis 38; Joseph and Asenath in
Genesis 41:45; Moses and Zipporah in
Exodus 2:21; and, most notably, the
book of Ruth, in which Ruth, Naomi
and Boaz pass from one to another
lovingkindnesses that leap the boundary
between stranger and Israelite. Together,
they conspire to undermine the legal rules
of inheritance and thereby paradoxically
bring about the possibility of redemption.
Transgression, then, is not always a nega-
tive. It is a risk for which the transgres-
sors must assume responsibility, and the
motives are important, but it can be a
source of blessing. Jay was particularly
drawn to this text.

Rebecca said she was searching for a
language of dialogic transgression, a
language that was both responsible and
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responsive. It had to affirm both the
pressure she was putting on Judaism’s
boundaries and the vitality of her en-
gagement with Judaism’s content.
Within this framework, she and her
partner, with the support of her
studymates, reconsidered every rite and
symbol and weighed every liturgical
expression related to wedding ceremo-
nies in their effort to shape an honest
trans/action.

That trans/action was clearly ac-
knowledged as a boundary-trans/gres-
sing commitment in their ceremony.
Moreover, as Rebecca thankfully ob-
served, neither the process required to
formulate the wedding ceremony nor
the liturgical results lend themselves to
mass production. They can be brought
to birth only through a rigorous en-
counter with tradition within the con-
text of a community.

Shaping a Ceremony

The ceremony Rebecca and Jay de-
signed was held at a private home."”
Rabbis were present as friends, but not
as leaders. Non-rabbis facilitated the
ceremony. Instead of kiddushin, Rebec-
ca and Jay used a variant of the Bt
Abuvim legal partnership I propose in
Engendering Judaism, drawing up a
brit document that enunciated the spe-
cific commitments they were undertak-
ing.'®

The texts on which Rebecca and Jay
had reflected were incorporated into
various parts of the ceremony. Repre-
sentatives from Jay’s Chinese family,
Rebecca’s Jewish family, and friends of
both spoke to the couple about their
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joy and about the borderland nature
of their relationship. The huppah, held
by families members and friends, was
embroidered with the Chinese charac-
ter for double happiness, and the
kiddush cup from which they drank
was a wedding gift inscribed with the
double happiness symbol.

Rebecca and Jay are not a typical in-
termarrying couple, but they represent
a growing number of couples in which
one partner has a strong Jewish com-
mitment. The tendency of communal
Jewish institutions is to ignore differ-
ences between kinds of intermarriages
and to lump all of them together as
failures and betrayals that threaten to
doom the Jewish people to extinction.
But drawing the boundaries sharply
without allowing for borderlands is
simply an attempt to extrude non-con-
formers rather than to live as a whole
community with the ambiguities pre-
sented by porous and intersecting social
worlds.

When Jews do not live in ghettoes
or in the 17" century, intermarriages
will sometimes occur. Same-sex mar-
riages will occur. There will be Jews
who do not look or act the way insti-
tutional Judaisms expect. They will be
transgendered or have black or Asian
faces or fierce nostalgic longings for
barbecued pork and Christmas trees.
They will view with puzzlement the Re-
constructionist movement’s gift of a
recipe for kugel in a holiday mailing.

Guarding and Crossing

And they and all the rest of us with
them will face the 7v77 questions again:
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When should I guard the boundary?
When should I cross the boundary?
When should I resituate the boundary
or perhaps uproot it altogether? New
communal consensuses will form
and the borderlands will shift. But the
borderlands will not cease to be inhab-
ited.

While some Jews want boundaries
without borderlands to exclude all non-
normative Jewish identities, others
want to argue that borderlands are un-
necessary because there are no norma-
tive Judaisms and no trans/gressions.
consider these equally disastrous
moves. Although Judaism is not mono-
lithic, and there are now and have been
many credible or defensible Judaisms,
I would contend that it is also possible
for the Judaisms of individuals or com-
munities to be intellectually and spiri-
tually impoverished, untenable and
inauthentic.

And as long as I am being cantan-
kerous, let me add that not everything
people do has to be stamped OK (or
OU) in order for them to have self-es-
teem and to feel cared about by rabbis
or Jewish communities. I fear being
part of a community in which there is
no way to sin because everything one
does is just fine. Mindless relativism is
a great a menace as mindless orthodoxy,
because it leaves no way for people to
be reflective about what they believe
and do and to be responsible for what
they choose. Rebecca and Jay would
argue for the recognition of border-
lands and against patronizing or in-
dulging the people who choose to dwell
in them. What is needed, they would
say, is not automatic affirmation but
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serious, thoughtful, respectful dialogue.

On the Outer Edges

While it is not an easily replicable
model, Rebecca and Jay’s marriage does
demonstrate a cultural negotiation with
integrity on the outer edges of the bor-
derlands, a wild and lawless place. Do
such trans/gressions threaten religious
cultures? They do, but they also re-
vivify, suffusing religious content with
new perspectives and new urgencies,
new visions. Jay and Rebecca’s son, with
his Asian face and his happy chatter in
English, Hebrew and Mandarin, incar-
nates these hopes.

When we treat religious cultures as
too fragile to withstand any stress, we
behave as if they were dead, as if they
were brittle as dry bones. We can pre-
serve them as artifacts, shielding them
from the battles and negotiations that
compose our real lives. But only if we
prophesy over them will these bones
live."
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Israel as “Jewish and

Democratic’

— Revising

the Sacred Formula

BY ILAN PELEG

ne of the most significant ten-
O sions faced by contemporary

Israel is between the commit-
ment of most Israelis to the Jewishness
of the state, on the one hand, and their
commitment to the democratic prin-
ciples of the country (as they under-
stand these principles), on the other
hand. The legal scholar David Kretz-
mer summed up this dilemma suc-
cinctly: “As a democratic state Israel must
serve the needs of all its citizens; as the
state of the Jewish people its function is
to pursue particularistic goals.”

This tension is at the center of what
could be described as a full-fledged Ku/-
turkampf, a political struggle about the
very essence of the state fought in Is-
rael for the last three decades.? In some
ways, this tension between loyalty to
the demands of universalistic democ-
racy and the tenets of a particularistic
nationalism (that is, Zionism), has been
present in the Zionist movement from
its very beginning.

Universal and Particular

The contrast between “universalists”

and “particularists” among early and
late Zionists has been somewhat over-
emphasized by liberal interpreters of
Israeli politics. Although this often was
part of an effort to demonstrate that
their camp was less nationalistic than
itactually was, the distinction between
the two approaches has at least some
merit.

Thus, the dual commitment to the
principles of democracy and to the Zi-
onist agenda has been incorporated
into official documents forming the
Israeli state. The foundational Decla-
ration of Independence of May 1948,
for example, asserted that Eretz Yisrael
was the birthplace of Jewish people,
and declared a Jewish state in Palestine,
promising that it would be open to the
immigration of Jews from all countries
of their dispersion. At the same time,
this document promised the develop-
ment of the country for the benefit of
all its inhabitants, and committed the
new state to the “full social and politi-
cal equality of all its citizens.” Several
Israeli Basic Laws explicitly enshrined
the notion that Israel is “Jewish and
democratic,”as did a number of rulings
by the Israeli High Court of Justice.

Dr. Ilan Peleg is the Dana Professor of Social Science at Lafayette College and
on the faculty of the Reconstructionist Rabbinical College.
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There is hardly a question that the
tension inherent in this dual commit-
ment will continue to dominate Israeli
politics for many years to come, and
that it will affect the most important
questions facing the state. These in-
clude the future of the West Bank and
Gaza, the relations between Jews and
Palestinians inside Israel, and the sta-
tus of organized religion (particularly
Orthodox Judaism) within the Israeli

polity.
The Israeli Duality

The dual commitment inherent in
the Israeli political reality has led Israel
to adopt, since its establishment, both
“Jewish” and “democratic” policies.
Such policies, however, have often col-
lided, and are likely to continue to col-
lide even more severely in the future.
Acting Jewishly, the state sponsored the
immigration of millions of Jews under
a controversial Law of Return (1950),
acquired lands specifically in order to
“Judaize” the country® and especially
areas inhabited by Arabs (e.g., the Ga-
lilee), developed an educational system
designed to inculcate Jewish values,*
adopted Jewish myths and symbols,’
and granted special status and recog-
nition to Orthodox Judaism.

Acting democratically, the State of
Israel established an elected legislature
and conducted orderly elections at reg-
ular intervals, adopted most (although
significantly not all) Western freedoms,
enacted Basic Laws (although, signifi-
cantly again, not a constitution or a bill
of rights) to regulate important aspects
of public life, recognized an indepen-
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dent judiciary, and allowed vibrant and
open debate on most political issues.

Despite those significant democratic
achievements, recognized by some of
the most prominent political analysts,°
Israel’s democracy has been problem-
atic in several areas, mostly because of
its particularistic commitments. The
largest minority within the state, Pal-
estinian Arabs who are Israeli citizens
(or “Israeli Arabs,” as they are often
known), have not been able to achieve
full equality, either as individuals or as
agroup. Systematic discrimination has
been noted in numerous areas, includ-
ing education, employment, housing,
land purchasing, immigration and citi-
zenship.”

Civic Equality

Despite some improvements in the
conditions of the Arabs,® it is hard to
maintain that Israel is moving deci-
sively toward civic equality. Although
the Supreme Court recently decreed
that road signs must also be in Arabic
(an official language in Israel, along
with Hebrew), and on occasion has
taken even more meaningful positions,
majority-minority relationships have
deteriorated since the outbreak of the
Al-Aqsa intifadah and the riots that
resulted in October 2000.

Israel’s dual commitment to Jew-
ishness and democracy impacts not
only on Arab-Jewish relations, but also
on relations within the Jewish major-
ity. Many so-called secular, non-reli-
gious or non-observant Jews deeply
resent the continuous interference of
the Orthodox establishment in their
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lives, interference rooted in the so-
called Status Quo Agreement of 1947
and enshrined in several pieces of Is-
raeli law. In terms of Western standards
and, increasingly, worldwide standards,
religion is unusually intrusive in Israel.
If freedom from religion, along with
freedom of religion, is one of the fun-
damental values of modern democracy,
Israel’s democracy is flawed indeed.

Moreover, since the establishment of
the state, some ultra-Orthodox groups
have enjoyed special privileges in vio-
lation of democratic principles, par-
ticularly equality before the law (see
below). Thus, not only have yeshivor
received generous financial allocations
of public funds, but in 2002 the Knes-
set approved, officially and legally, the
exemption of their students from mili-
tary service.

Critical Questions

The frequent, ongoing collision be-
tween the state’s commitment to de-
mocracy and the Jewishness of the
majority — defined religiously, ethni-
cally or ideologically — raises several
critical questions as to the relationships
between the two:

* Is the dual commitment itself oxy-
moronic in the sense that Israel cannot
possibly be truly democratic while its
majority is loyal to its Jewish agenda,
especially in view of the existence of a
large non-Jewish minority?

* If we reject the proposition that Is-
rael cannot be both democratic and
Jewish, the question is, how can it
achieve both goals? If we assume that
not every mix of “Jewish and demo-
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cratic” meets the minimal requirements
of democracy, we need to identify an
acceptable balance between these two
value systems.

¢ Is the real choice for Israel between
being a fully democratic Western state,
where religion and ethnicity are priva-
tized and all citizens are treated equally
(both as individuals and as groups) and
being an ethnonational polity or, un-
der the best of circumstances, “ethnic
democracy”?’

e If religion is not privatized, as it is in
democracies that have not established
state-religion separation, how can it be
“contained” in a manner that guaran-
tees equality to those citizens who do
not belong to the majority?

Political and Scholarly Camps

Insofar as the Israeli public is con-
cerned, three major camps are discern-
able in relation to the “Jewish and
democratic formula.” The first camp,
on the particularistic end of the spec-
trum, believes that Israel ought to be
committed primarily or even exclu-
sively to its Jewishness. While it gener-
ally recognizes democracy as a desirable
common good, it views it as second-
ary.'

This position is common among na-
tionalists, and especially in religious
circles. The position of the particular-
ists can be summed up by two propo-
sitions: a) the requirements of democ-
racy and the interests of the Jewish
people are sometimes incompatible; b)
if and when such incompatibility oc-
curs, the interests of the Jewish people
and their state (Israel) should prevail.
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While the State of Israel has never
formally accepted this position — in
fact, it denied it by consistently main-
taining its equal commitment to both
Jewishness and democracy — most Is-
racli governments to date have argu-
ably adopted this position, most of the
time. Steps toward a more balanced ap-
proach have been hesitant at best, al-
though the Supreme Court’s March
2000 ruling on the equal rights of land-
purchasing by Arabs in Israel consti-
tutes a significant move toward a more

balanced approach.

Either/Or?

The second camp among Israelis ar-
gues that Israel must decisively and
openly choose democracy over Jewish-
ness. While people who belong to this
camp agree with their right-wing op-
ponents that democracy and Jewishness
constitute often incompatible value sys-
tems, they prefer democracy to Jew-
ishness on the grounds of universalism.

Within the second camp, we find,
in fact, two political solutions to the
Jewishness-democracy tension. Some
analysts support the transformation of
the “Jewish and democratic” state into
“a state of all its citizens,” a formula
that would presumably turn Israel into
a typical Western liberal democracy,
with equality of all citizens as individu-
als and state neutrality toward all of its
ethnic and religious groups. Other ana-
lysts within the second camp would
support full equality of individuals
(“liberalism”) but insist that, in addi-
tion, the state must become an Arab-
Jewish binational entity, where power
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is shared by the two national groups.
This camp includes Arab intellectuals
such as Azmi Bishara, Asad Ghanem,
and Nadim Rouhana, but also Jewish
analysts such as Baruch Kimmerling,
Ilan Pappe, Yoav Peled, and Oren
Yiftachel.!!

The largest camp in Israel endorses
the definition of the state as “Jewish
and democratic” on the basis of three
main arguments: a) Israel’s commit-
ments to Jewishness and democracy are
fundamentally compatible; b) Israel
has, in fact, kept both of its commit-
ments; ¢) the “formula” is a reasonable
compromise between two competing
forces."?

Necessary Conditions

My thesis is that while historically
Israel’s democratic record has not been
particularly good, " especially in regard
to the broad and substantive require-
ments of modern, Western, liberal de-
mocracy (see below), in principle, “Jew-
ishness” and democracy might be com-
patible — but only if the ethnonational
nature of the Israeli state is significantly
curtailed, and the democratic require-
ments are maximized and enhanced
even more fundamentally.

My inclination is to endorse a solu-
tion by which the old formula of the
Israeli state — often called “ethnic de-
mocracy” — is completely discarded
and replaced by a new formula based
on symbolic attachment to the state’s
Jewishness, but with the elimination of
all material manifestations of ethnic
discrimination. Put differently, only
substantive equality of all citizens as
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individuals and groups can guarantee
Israel’s future as a genuine democracy,
a condition that has not been achieved
to date.

I believe that my proposal for change
is required in view of the fact that the
old formula has demonstrably failed,
and that it is even less likely to main-
tain stability and enhance justice in the
future. The violent clashes between
Arabs and Jews in October 2000 are,
possibly, a sign of things to come.
Moreover, intellectual and liberal circles
in Israel (including the state’s Supreme
Court in its Katzir decision of March
2000 and other rulings) have now
come to recognize that new ideas for
strengthening Israel’s democracy are

needed.

Defining Democracy

All arguments about the compatibil-
ity of Israel’s Jewishness and its democ-
racy depend, to a large extent, on what
precisely one means by “democracy.”
As “an essentially contested concept,”'*
“democracy” is open to numerous defi-
nitions. A particular problem in regard
to Israel’s democracy is that many ana-
lysts do not define precisely what they
mean by democracy. The discussion on
how democratic Israel can be despite
its Jewish commitment is not very fruit-
ful unless we are clearer as to the re-
quirements of democracy and apply
those requirements rigorously to the
Israeli case.

First, it is important to view democ-
racy not as an absolute (that is, a polity
either has it or not), but as a continu-
um. The question is, how much de-
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mocracy does a polity have? Secondly,
we should adopt a broader position on
what constitutes democracy. Thus, I
am uncomfortable with approaches
that identify democracy with a set of
“liberties” that are guaranteed through
formal procedures and institutions,
despite the fact that this is the essence
of the position taken by some promi-
nent analysts.” Third, my approach to
democracy is hierarchical: it identifies
the requirements for democracy by
going from lower (that is, less demand-
ing) requirements to higher (more de-
manding) levels. Such an approach
allows one to deal not merely with the
issue of whether a country is or is not
democratic, but to what extent it is
democratic. It thus facilitates a discus-
sion of the quality of a country’s de-
mocracy.

This three-pronged approach leads
me to offer this definition of democ-
racy: A fully-fledged democracy must
meet the following progressively
tougher requirements:

a. Conduct regular, fair and free elections
in order to establish the rule of the ma-
jority (a minimalist requirement);

b. Legally protect the fundamental free-
doms of all citizens, including speech and
assembly, as well as freedom of and from
religion (a mid-range requirement);

c. Guarantee equality of all individual
citizens and social groups before the
law, as well as in practice (a maximalist
requirement).

Mixed Record

In the case of Israel, the record has
been rather mixed. Moreover, most of
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the problems in terms of the quality of
Israel’s democracy stem directly from
the country’s adherence to its “Jew-
ishness.” In terms of the first require-
ment, since its establishment, Israel has
conducted, on the whole, regular elec-
tions freely and fairly. Nevertheless, the
tension between Jewishness and de-
mocracy has been manifested when
parties judged to be running against the
Jewish or democratic nature of the state
were banned by the Supreme Court,
by the Knesset, or by the Central Elec-
tion Committee. A recent decision by
the Supreme Court allowing two Arab
parties to run in the 2003 elections de-
spite allegations that they have chal-
lenged Israel’s “Jewishness” suggests
that Israel might be liberalizing in re-
gard to the first requirement of democ-
racy.

In regard to the second requirement
of democracy, the Israeli record is sig-
nificantly weaker. First, the various
freedoms and liberties given to Israeli
citizens are yet to be codified in a con-
stitution, a bill of rights, or any other
such comprehensive and protected
document. Secondly, while the state has
progressed enormously since 1948 in
terms of certain freedoms (e.g., free-
dom of speech, enshrined in the Su-
preme Court decision known as Ko/
Hdaam), in regard to freedoms related
to the state’s Jewishness, as perceived
by Israel’s Founding Fathers and ever
since, the democratic record has not
been satisfactory. Thus, the State of Is-
rael is today extraordinarily intrusive
in regard to issues defined by it as “re-
ligious” but viewed in most other coun-
tries as matters belonging to a citizen’s
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“private sphere.” The requirement for
Orthodox marriage under the supervi-
sion of the state-supported rabbinate,
for example, violates the worldwide ac-
ceptance today of civil marriage.

Seeking Full Equality

The most difficult situation, how-
ever, arises in regard to the third re-
quirement of democracy, equality of all
citizens before the law and in practice.
In terms of equality, particularly be-
tween national groups and their mem-
bers (that is, between Arabs and Jews),
the Israeli democracy has proven to be
flawed indeed. The main forms of le-
gal discrimination are to be found in
regard to the acquisition of citizenship
(where Jews are given an advantage
through the Law of Return) and the
acquisition of land, where non-Jews are
prevented from purchasing land held
by the state, roughly 93 percent of the
total area.'® The lack of full collective
rights to minority groups impacts nega-
tively on the individual rights of their
members,'” as shown in detail in sev-
eral books.[18] Chief Justice Aharon
Barak has called publicly for full equal-
ity for Arabs, stating that there can be
no true democracy in Israel without
ic.”?

The lack of equality stemming from
the state commitment to “Jewishness”
is, however, not limited to Arab-Jew-
ish issues. Thus, the imposition of Or-
thodox halakhic law in Israel leads also
to the discrimination of women as a
group and as individuals, and the state
has systematically privileged the Ortho-
dox population, a discriminatory prac-
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tice toward the secular population (e.g.,
special exemption from military ser-
vice, autonomous educational system,
generous allocations to yeshivot, etc.).

Moving Toward
Democratic Inclusion

If, in its best interests, and in order
to enhance long-term stability and
democratic justice, Israel must change,
how could this change be achieved?
Can the traditionally sacred formula
“Jewish and democratic” be salvaged,
or does it have to be completely dis-
carded as inevitably undemocratic?

In principle, if the Jewish majority
decides to create a more inclusive Is-
rael, it can move in two distinct but
practically linked directions. First, Is-
rael can move in what might be called
an integrative-liberal direction, dis-
mantling all discriminatory policies
toward the Arabs as individuals and
establishing a genuine liberal democ-
racy. Under this formula, Arab citizens
would be able to buy land anywhere in
the state, obtain jobs (including gov-
ernmental positions) in accordance
with their skills, and so forth. More-
over, discriminatory practices directed
against Arabs, such as organized cam-
paigns against selling them apartments,
would be eliminated.

Second, Israel could move toward a
more inclusive democracy by going in
a “consociational direction,” which
would involve enhancing the recogni-
tion and the protection given to the
Arab minority as a distinct national
group. Consociational arrangements
and public recognition already exist
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within the highly diverse Jewish ma-
jority and they could be expanded to
the Arab minority.

Autonomy and Stability

Thus, Arabs could be given full-
fledged personal autonomy, [20] grant-
ing them direct control over the most
important aspects of their communal
lives (e.g., education). In fact, in the
interest of political stability in Israel,
“functional autonomy . . . may be nec-
essary to counter . . . support for terri-
torial autonomy or total separation.”!
Arabs should also be given a propor-
tional share of the national wealth; their
more moderate parties could be invited
to serve in the government; and their
symbols might be incorporated into the
country’s civil religion, so as to create a
common Israeli identity that is civic
and overarching.

While liberal and consociational
changes could ease the interethnic clash
within Israel, they are unlikely to turn
Israel into a binational project, a result
that the Jewish majority would never
accept. Such changes will merely rec-
ognize the already existing binational
reality of contemporary Israel and in-
corporate it into the country’s govern-
mental structure, thus increasing con-
gruence between society and polity for
the benefit of long-term stability.

A decisive action of the type dis-
cussed here could possibly give Israeli
Arabs a reason to identify with the state.
The continuation of a policy of dis-
crimination and exclusion would ne-
gate such a possibility. The role of the
Israeli leadership in bringing about
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such a change is crucial. To date, we
have witnessed insufficient attention to

this problem.

Prospects for Change

The definition of Israel as “Jewish
and democratic,” heavily used by Is-
rael’s political institutions and accepted
by the majority, has not worked well
over the first 56 years of the state. The
term “Jewish” has been translated into
exclusivist, hegemonic control of the
majority in all areas. Short of declar-
ing Israel a halakhic state, the term
“Jewish” has been interpreted as broad-
ly as possible. The term “democratic,”
on the other hand, has been applied
rather narrowly: majority rule and fun-
damental liberal freedoms to all citi-
zens, but pointedly not political equal-
ity for minorities in what has become,
in effect, a “Jewish Republic.” There is
still no full recognition or protection of
minorities, and lack of equality on either
an individual or a group basis persists.

If the Israeli majority is determined
to maintain an Israel that is both Jew-
ish and democratic, the existing bal-
ance between those two components
might have to change so as to increase
decisively the weight of the state’s dem-
ocratic qualities, and proportionately
decrease the state’s “Jewishness,” espe-
cially in areas where such an overtly
particularistic definition is injurious to
the democratic quality of the state.
Such a transformation could be imple-
mented in a balanced and measured
manner, so as to maintain some, but
by no means all, of the traditional
formula’s components.
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The Material and the Symbolic

On the basis of what principle could
such a transformation be effected? I
would argue that a polity might define
itself particularistically (as many poli-
ties indeed do) only insofar as such
definition does not result in the sub-
stantive and material discrimination of
members of the polity (that is, its citi-
zens). Self-definition that results in sys-
tematic discrimination is, by definition,
democratically unacceptable.

Inherent in my position is the argu-
ment that in the case of Israel, as in
numerous other cases, we need to
maintain a distinction between the
symbolic level (where the majority’s
particularism may prevail without se-
rious injury to democracy) and the
material level, where particularist fea-
tures of a regime result in real discrimi-
nation.

An Israel that eliminates all the par-
ticularist features that result in the dis-
crimination of non-Jews would still be
“Jewish” in several important ways. The
Jewish majority would be sustained, the
dominant language would remain He-
brew and the culture Hebraic and Jew-
ish, and most of the symbols accepted
within the Israeli society would con-
tinue to be rooted in the Jewish tradi-
tion.

Even the controversial Law of Re-
turn could survive the type of recon-
struction suggested here, especially if a
Palestinian state with its own law of re-
turn is established side-by-side with
Israel. Not only could the Law of Re-
turn be defended as a historical, col-
lective act of affirmative action taken
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by the international system toward the
Jewish people, but on the level of prin-
ciple, one can defend discrimination in
admitting people to the polity (a prac-
tice used by many nations). It is im-
possible, on the other hand, to defend
discrimination against individuals or
groups once they are already citizens:
Such discrimination negates the most
important principle of democracy.
The transformation of Israel into a
genuine liberal democracy via the
elimination of all forms of material dis-
crimination could be achieved without
endangering the overall Jewish charac-
ter of the state. Numerous countries all
over the world, after all, have an estab-
lished dominant culture, side-by-side
with minority cultures, but with no
substantive (let alone formal) discrimi-
nation against minorities or their mem-
bers. If the reform offered here is imple-
mented, the sacred formula “Jewish
and democratic” could survive, a re-
minder of an archaic, ethnically based
discrimination that has been passed on
Israel’s way toward genuine democracy.
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Who Is Israel?

By Davip Fox SANDMEL

raditionally, both Jews and

Christians have considered

themselves to be the heirs of
biblical Israel, God’s chosen people.
Perhaps more than any other difference
between Judaism and Christianity, this
claim to be God’s covenantal partner
has defined the tragic history of rela-
tions between Jews and Christians. It
is also the single aspect of Christian
theology that has changed most radi-
cally since the Shoah, as a result of the
process of Christian self-examination,
of the dialogue between Jews and
Christians, and of advances in critical
scholarship concerning religion in the
Greco-Roman world.

After a brief look at the meaning of
“Israel” for Jews, I will examine some
classical and contemporary Christian
understandings of what it means for
Christians to be Israel.

Jews as Israel

For Jews, the word “Israel” has three
interrelated meanings. Firs, it refers to
a people descended from the patriarchs
and matriarchs. Second, this people
Israel has a special covenant with God,

first established with Abraham and sub-

sequently renewed at Sinai. Third, ac-

cording to our tradition, God has given
us a specific land, the land of Israel.

In English and in most other mod-
ern languages, we refer to ourselves as
“Jews” (French, Juifs; German, Juden).
The word “Jew,” however, is not the
original name. “Jew” occurs rarely in
the Tanach or in the siddur.! Our old-
est name is Yisrael, Israel; we call our-
selves am Yisrael,“the people of Israel,”
and benei Yisrael, “the children of Is-
rael.”

In non-Orthodox prayer books, one
of the first benedictions to be recited
in the morning is “Praised are You our
Eternal God, Sovereign of the Universe
who has made me Yisrael (an Israel-
ite).”* Similarly, in the Talmud we find,
“a Yisrael, even though he [or she] sins
is still a Yisrael.”® The fact that most
translators render Yisrael in both the
morning benediction and the talmudic
dictum as “Jew” underscores the point.
Indeed, the Shema doesnt make sense
to some Jews until it is rephrased as
“Hear, O Jews! The Lord is our God,
the Lord alone.” We, and others, may use
the word “Jew;” but our name is Israel.

An Open Family

As the children of Israel, we are the

David Fox Sandmel is the rabbi of K.A.M.Isaiah Israel Congregation in Chi-
cago. This essay is adapted with permission from Christianity in Jewish Terms,
edited by Tikvah Frymer-Kensky, David Novak, Peter Ochs, David Fox Sandmel
and Michael A. Signer (Boulder: Westview Press, 2000).
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descendants of our ancestors: Abraham
and Sarah; Isaac and Rebecca; and
Jacob, Leah, and Rachel. Jacob was
given the name Israel during his en-
counter with God described in Gen-
esis 32. And Jacob had twelve sons who,
in turn, became the twelve tribes of Is-
rael. Thus, Israel is a people, an ex-
tended family in which all Jews are re-
lated. But the family is open. Those
who become “Jews by choice” are
adopted into the Jewish people and
become indistinguishable members of
the family.*

“Israel” also refers to a particular
event, since we are the people who en-
tered into the covenant with God at
Mount Sinai:

Israel encamped there in front of
the mountain, and Moses went up
to God. YHVH called to him from
the mountain, saying, “Thus shall
you say to the house of Jacob and
declare to the children of Israel:
“You have seen what I did to the
Egyptians, how I bore you on
eagles’ wings and brought you to
Me. Now then, if you will obey Me
faithfully and keep My covenant,
you shall be My treasured posses-
sion among all the peoples ”(Exo-
dus 19: 2-5).

Finally, as Israel we have a deep emo-
tional attachment to a particular place
that we also call Israel. The phrase “land
of Israel” is much older than the mod-
ern State of Israel; it is found in the
book of Samuel, and is used regularly
by Ezekiel. In the light of a history
marked by persecution and genocide,
the existence of an independent Jew-
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ish state, also called Israel, has made
the connection to both the land and the
state an integral part of what it means for

contemporary Jews to be Israel.

Christians as Israel

The Christian understanding that
the church has become God’s covenan-
tal partner — has become Israel — can
be divided into three stages. The first
stage was quite short, lasting only a gen-
eration or two after Jesus execution,
and can be found in the writings of
Paul. During this stage, the earliest fol-
lowers of Jesus, both Jewish and Gen-
tile, saw themselves as part of, or at least
in relationship to, the Jewish people
and the Jewish tradition.

The second stage began as Christian-
ity started to develop an identity inde-
pendent of Judaism, as early as the
composition of the Gospels, and con-
tinued into the modern period. In this
stage, Christianity came to view itself
as the “new Israel.” Christians are part-
ners with God in a “new” covenant
through Christ, and God’s covenant
with old Israel, with the Jews, is no
longer in effect.

As a result of their unfaithfulness to
God, as recorded in the Tanach itself,
and culminating in their rejection of
Jesus Christ, the Jews are disqualified
from continuing as God’s covenantal
partners. In its extreme and most dan-
gerous forms, the church as “spiritual
Israel” is diametrically opposed to the
Jews as “carnal Israel”; the church is the
“true Israel” and represents God and
good; the Jews are the “false Israel” and
represent Satan and evil.
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During the third stage, in the years
since the Shoah, official church bodies
and Christian theologians have been
reconsidering what it means for both
Christians and Jews to be “Israel.” T will
now briefly examine each of these

stages.

Paul’s Perspective

Christianity began as one of many
groups within the complex religious
world of Second Temple Judaism. As
the movement that evolved from the
followers of Jesus grew, it attracted rela-
tively few Jews, but was taken up by
many Gentiles. By the middle of the
second century of the common era,
Christianity and rabbinic Judaism were
well on the way to becoming separate
religions.

One of the challenges for emerging
Christianity was defining the relation-
ship between an increasingly Gentile
church and Christianity’s Jewish roots.
What did it mean to be a Gentile who
believed that Jesus as the risen Christ
was the Messiah promised to Israel by
the God of Israel, especially when most
Jews — Jesus’ own people — did not
accept Jesus? How could Gentiles share
in God’s promise to Israel and worship
the God of Israel without being Israel?

Whereas the Gospels portray the ten-
sion between Judaism and emerging
Christianity in the harsh rhetoric of reli-
gious polemic, it is the apostle Paul who
first tries to provide a theological resolu-
tion for the question of the relationship
of Christianity to the God of Israel. This
attempted resolution is found most suc-
cinctly in Romans 9-11.

The Reconstructionist

Covenant and Choice

Paul begins by affirming God’s cov-
enants with the people Israel. He then
suggests that God's promise is not lim-
ited to the physical descendants of
Abraham, that is, to the Jews. Rather,
the essential aspect of God’s covenant
with the Jews is not the Jews per se but
the fact that God made a choice and
that God continues to have the power
to choose whomever God wants. Paul
states, citing Exodus 33:19, that it is
God’s choice, or God’s grace, that ulti-
mately determines whether mercy is
bestowed upon a person or not. Like-
wise, and here Paul cites Hosea 2:23,
God can choose other covenantal part-
ners if that is God’s will.

In this section of Romans, Paul also
discusses the place of Jewish law in the
new covenant. Paul believed that the
law by itself was insufficient to ensure
redemption or salvation. Faith in the risen
Christ is essential: “If you confess with
your lips that Jesus is Lord and believe in
your heart that God raised him from the
dead, you will be saved” (Romans 10:9).

Thus for Paul, although God’s
choice of Israel is a historical fact and
remains valid, God retains the freedom
to choose whomever God wills; God’s
salvation is not restricted to Israel sim-
ply because God has a covenant with
it. “There is no distinction between Jew
and Greek; the same Lord is Lord of
all and bestows his riches upon all who
call upon him” (Romans 10:13).

Continuing Covenant

As a Jew, Paul was greatly distressed
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that Israel had not heeded God’s mes-
sage of salvation brought through Jesus
(Romans 10:14-21). Nonetheless, Paul
steadfastly proclaims God’s continued
covenant with the people of Israel as
well as his own allegiance to them.

I ask, then, has God rejected his
people? By no means! I myself am
an Israelite, a descendant of Abra-
ham, a member of the tribe of
Benjamin. God has not rejected
his people whom he foreknew
(Romans 11:1-2).

Indeed, Paul’s mission to the Gen-
tiles is, in part, an effort to bring Israel
to faith in Christ by provoking their
jealousy(Romans 11:13)!

At this point, Paul invokes the fa-
mous metaphor of the olive tree from
which some branches have been bro-
ken and onto which other branches
have been grafted (Romans 11:16-24).
The tree, both roots and branches, is
Israel, the people with whom God
made an everlasting covenant. The bro-
ken branches are those of Israel, the
nation that has rejected the gospel of
Jesus Christ. The grafted branches are

those of the nations who have accepted

the gospel.

Old and New Israel

Gentiles who believe in Jesus be-
come part of Israel — that is, God’s
covenantal partners — and are able to
share in the salvation brought by the
Savior who comes from Israel. In Paul’s
view, it is Israel’s rejection of Jesus that
has made possible the election of the

Gentiles, and the faith of the Gentiles
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is an essential part of God’s plan for
Israel.

Paul has described a “new” or, more
accurately, “true” Israel consisting of
those who have faith in Jesus Christ.
This true Israel is not made up of the
descendants of Jacob/Israel (though
they are not necessarily excluded from
it); rather it is the community of both
Jewish and Gentile believers, that is, the
church.®

Paul understood the relationship
between the old Israel (the descendants
of Jacob) and the new Israel (the
church) to be reciprocal; each needed
the other in order to achieve final sal-
vation. At the same time, Paul believed
that God’s promises to the old Israel
were irrevocable and would be fulfilled,
although admittedly, his understand-
ing of that fulfillment — inasmuch as
it required faith in Jesus as Christ —
was not one that his contemporaries
among the Jews would have accepted.

The Church as the True Israel

The first and second centuries were
years of self-definition for both Juda-
ism and Christianity. As Christianity
grew and spread through the ancient
world, it had to assert its own identity.
As part of this process of self-defini-
tion and differentiation, each tradition
drew distinct boundaries that excluded
the other, and each claimed to be the
exclusive heir of biblical Israel.

The Christian understanding of the
church as the “new” Israel came more
and more to exclude the “old” Israel.
This exclusion is found even in Gos-
pel documents, which often portray the
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Jews rejecting Jesus and Jesus (and/or
God), in turn, rejecting the Jews and
turning to the Gentiles.” Whereas Paul
saw a new Israel that included both
“Jew and Greek,” later Christianity saw
(and some Christians today continue
to see) the new Israel (Christianity) su-
perseding the old Israel (Judaism).

Justin Martyr (c.165 CE), an impor-
tant early church father, uses the term
“true spiritual Israel” in referring to the
church in his Dialogue with Trypho.
Justin argues that since the God of Is-
rael acted in Jesus Christ, it is in the
church rather than in Israel that the
God of Israel is now found.

An important difference between
the position of Justin and the one ar-
ticulated by Paul in Romans 9-11 is
that Paul affirmed the irrevocable na-
ture of God’s promise to the people of
Israel. Justin, and thereafter most of
Christianity into the modern era,
viewed God’s relationship with “Abra-
ham’s physical descendants” as tran-
sient, at best.® The historical conse-
quence of this theology was a growing
antipathy to Jews and to Judaism in
most of the Christian world.

Christianity Reconsiders Israel

We now come to the third stage in
the development of Christian identity
as Israel, in which the Shoah becomes
a defining moment for Christianity.
The long tradition of Christian anti-
Semitism made the Shoah possible.’
Many of the people who carried out
Hitler’s Final Solution considered
themselves Christians.

In confronting this stark reality,
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some post-Holocaust Christians have
reexamined aspects of traditional
Christian teaching, especially the con-
cept of the church as the “true Israel,”
and have offered new definitions that
differ from those of Paul and classical
Christianity. Among the fundamental
questions probed by theologians such
as Paul van Buren, Rosemary Radford
Reuther, George Lindbeck, and Frank-
lin Littell are:

e What are Christians to make of the
persistence of the Jewish people?

e Is the church the new Israel? If so,
who are these people? If not, what hap-
pens to the doctrines of promise and
fulfillment, law and grace?

* Is Jesus of the people Israel? For whom
is he the Messiah?

e What of Israel’s land and state?

In addition, many official church
bodies have issued public statements
that reflect these concerns. In the docu-
ments of Vatican II, the Roman Catho-
lic Church reassessed its teachings
about Jews and Judaism; it has contin-
ued this reassessment in subsequent
documents.

Protestant churches have made simi-
lar pronouncements. For example, in
1987, the General Synod of the United
Church of Christ adopted a resolution
titled “The Relationship Between the
United Church of Christ and the Jew-
ish Community.” It stated:

The United Church of Christ af-
firms its recognition that God’s
covenant with the Jewish people has
not been rescinded or abrogated by
God, but remains in full force, in-
asmuch as “the gifts and the call of
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God are irrevocable” (Romans 11:

29)."
Rejecting Triumphalism

The moral imperative to disavow
triumphalist teachings that have led to
atrocities in the past is the driving force
behind the Christian theological re-
evaluation of Jews and Judaism. Hans
Kung, a Roman Catholic theologian,
examines the history of Jewish-Chris-
tian relations and states:

Only one thing is of any use now:
a radical metanoia [reorientation],
repentance and re-thinking; we
must start on a new road, no longer
leading away from the Jew, but to-
ward them.!?

Kung concludes that the church’s
opposition to the Jews is tantamount
to opposition to God. Furthermore, the
church “must seek in every way to en-
ter into sympathetic dialogue with the
ancient people of God.” Kung also ar-
gues that the church and Israel are two
distinct peoples of God:

Like Israel and following Israel, the
Church sees itself as the journey-
ing people of God, constantly be-
ing delivered from bondage, con-
stantly wandering through the wil-
derness of this age, constantly
maintaining the tension between
thankful commemoration and
hopeful expectation and preparing
itself for its entry into the prom-
ised land, the messianic kingdom,
the goal that always lies in the fu-
ture. "

The Reconstructionist

The Place of Jewish History

The realities of history are also the
starting point for Kendall Soulen’s
book, The God of Israel and Christian
Theology. 1n his critique of traditional
Christian theology, Soulen argues that
it has essentially omitted the history of
Israel/Jews from its telling of its own
story. In his reconstruction of what he
calls “the standard canonical frame-
work,” there are four stages of history.
First, God creates the world and hu-
manity. Second, humanity, through the
sin of Adam and Eve, disobeys and falls.
Third, “lost humanity” is redeemed in
Christ. Fourth, God brings the final
redemption of the world at the “end of
time.”

The church (that is, those who be-
lieve in Jesus as Christ) is Israel inas-
much as it has become the people of
God through its fidelity to Jesus Christ,
not because it is descended from a
single ancestor. Its status as a people is
not defined solely by the promises of
Sinai, nor does it necessarily entail a
connection to any particular land.
Noticeably missing from this rehearsal
of the Christian sacred story is any
mention of what we Jews would con-
sider the core of our history. In this
view, the Jews and their story are irrel-
evant to the story of the new, true Is-
rael, Christianity.

Soulen notes, however, that signifi-
cant parts of the Christian church to-
day reject supersessionism and affirm
God’s fidelity to the Jewish people.
From there we ask: What are the im-
plications of this new development for
the rest of Christian theology?'
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Soulen offers his own answer:

Christians should acknowledge
that God’s history with Israel and
the nations is the permanent and
enduring medium of God’s work
as the Consummator of human
creation, and therefore it is also the
permanent and enduring context
of the gospel about Jesus."

Rather than viewing the history of
Israel and the nations as preparation for
the gospel, Soulen argues that this his-
tory “surrounds the gospel as its con-
stant horizon, context, and goal.”"® He
suggests that Christianity cannot un-
derstand itself unless it posits an Israel
whose covenant with God coexists with
and informs the new covenant.

Scott Bader-Saye, another Christian
theologian who has considered the
meaning of election for contemporary
Christianity, refers to the church as
“God’s chosen people with Israel.”"”

Along with/Instead of

The concept of the church as the
people of God along with the Jews, a
concept that does not depend on de-
nying Jews our identity and covenan-
tal legitimacy, is a radical shift in Chris-
tian thinking. This step has required
painful soul-searching and theological
courage on the part of those Christians
who have taken it. The Jewish commu-
nity should view this shift positively; it
signifies a real change in Christian un-
derstandings of Jews and Judaism and
creates a profound basis for coopera-
tion and exchange.
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Above and beyond this basis for ex-
change, however, we ought to ask an-
other question: Does this new shift
among Christians have theological im-
plications for Jews? Does the recogni-
tion on the part of some Christians that
we Jews continue to be Israel in cov-
enant with God require that, in turn,
we must acknowledge the legitimacy
of the church’s claim to identify with
the name “Israel”?

As T have tried to show in this brief
essay, Jewish and Christian definitions
of what it means to be Israel are quite
different from one another. Jewish tra-
dition already recognizes and affirms
Gentiles who acknowledge the oneness
of God. Jews can recognize Christians
as people who believe in the God of
Israel. From a Jewish perspective, how-
ever, that belief, in and of itself, does
not make Christianity part of Israel, as
we understand Israel, that is, a people
that has a special covenant with God
who has given us a specific land.

Although Christians can acknowl-
edge that Israel’s covenant with God is
eternal, fidelity to Jewish tradition pre-
cludes our recognition as Israel of those
who do not meet our definitional cri-
teria. This is but one of the enduring
differences between Jews and Chris-
tians, and we must not only accept but
also affirm this difference if we are truly
committed to supporting each other’s
integrity.

Changes in Christian theology re-
garding Jews and Judaism, however, do
challenge us to find new ways to relate
to Christians and Christianity. Now
that some in the Christian world af-
firm God’s continuing covenant with
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the Jews, we need to consider the theo-
logical implications of their claim to
be in covenant with that same God.

1. The Hebrew word yehudi in its various
forms appears twenty-four times outside
the book of Esther, where it is used regu-
larly. Though most often translated into
English as “Jew,” in context the best trans-
lation may be “Judean.”

2. In the Orthodox prayer book, the same
benediction is found in a negative formu-
lation: “who has not made me a Gentile.”
3. See B.T. Sanhedrin 22a.

4. Thus a Jew-by-choice is given a Hebrew
name reflecting the family relationship —
X the son/daughter of Abraham and Sa-
rah.

5. Paul uses the plural “covenants,” prob-
ably a reference to successive covenants
with Abraham as well as to the covenant
at Sinai. It should be remembered that
what we have of Paul’s writings is a collec-
tion of occasional letters, not an organized,
worked-out theology. All interpretations of
Paul are, by necessity, constructions.

6. Cf. Galatians 3:7, 9, 14, 29; 6:19.

7. See, for but one example, Matthew
22:33-41.

8. Much of Christian anti-Semitism can
be traced to the view that the Jews (“car-
nal Israel”) had rejected Jesus, indeed, had
crucified him.

9. The term “anti-Semitism” is problematic.
It is important to differentiate between reli-
giously based and racially based prejudice
against Jews. Some consider only the latter
to be “anti-Semitism.” Nonetheless, although
it is important to distinguish different types
of “Jew-hatred,” it seems to me that the term
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“anti-Semitism,” despite its shortcomings, is
now understood to encompass both “reli-
gious” and “racial” Jew-hatred.

It is also important to stress that al-
though Christian anti-Semitism made the
Shoah possible, “Nazism was not a Chris-
tian phenomenon,” to quote “Dabru Emet:
A Jewish Statement on Christians and
Christianity,” in Christianity in Jewish
Terms, edited by Tikvah Frymer-Kensky,
David Novak, Peter Ochs, David Fox
Sandmel, and Michael A. Signer (Boulder:
Westview Press, 2000), xix.

10. See Peter Ochs, “Jewish and Christian
Theology,” in The Modern Theologians: An
Introduction to Christian Theology in the
Twentieth Century, second edition, edited
by David Ford (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1987), 607. Ochs’ article
provides a good synopsis of this trend in
contemporary Christian theology.

11. For more on this resolution and its
implications, see Denise Dombkowski
Hopkins, “God’s Continuing Covenant
with the Jews and the Christian Reading
of the Bible,” in Prism: A Theological Fo-
rum for the UCC 3, no. 2 (Fall 1988), 60-
75.

12. Hans Kung, The Church, translated by
Ray and Rosaleen Ockenden (London:
Burns and Oates, 1967), 138.

13. Ibid., 148.

14. Kendall Soulen, The God of Israel and
Christian Theology (Minneapolis: Fortress
Press, 1996), 3.

15. 1bid., 110.

16. Ibid., 176.

17. Scott Bader-Saye, Church and Israel
After Christendom: The Politics of Election
(Boulder, Colo.: Westview Press, 1999),
148.
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Rainbow Hasidism in
America — The Maturation
of Jewish Renewal

A Review Essay of
Wrapped in a Holy Flame: Teachings and Tales of the Hasidic Masters
by Zalman Schachter-Shalomi
(San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2003)

BY SHAUL MAGID

“Sometimes legends make reality, and

become more useful than the facts.”
— Salman Rushdie,
Midnights Children

“When Kabbalah came, it made of God

a human; when Hasidism came, it

made of the human, a God.”
—Rashbatz

“The primal danger of man is ‘religion.””
—Martin Buber, "Spinoza, Sabbatai
Zevi, and the Baal-Shem Tov”
() Zalman Schachter-Shalomi
(Reb Zalman) has developed

what is arguably one the most creative
and influential movements in America
Judaism in the past half century. Now
known as Jewish Renewal, this move-

ment has made an impact on all exist-
ing Jewish denominations. Beginning

ver the last 35 years, Rabbi

with Havurat Shalom in Somerville,
MA and continuing with B’nai Or
(later changed to P’nai Or) in Phila-
delphia, PA, Reb Zalman’s vision of cre-
ating a modern and countercultural
American “post-Hasidic” Hasidism has
expanded into a national and interna-
tional phenomenon. Annual confer-
ences and kallor (gatherings) are com-
monplace, and scholars of religion are
beginning to take an interest in Jewish
Renewal as a unique dimension of
American religion.

This essay is not only a review of a
new book by Reb Zalman, Wrapped in
a Holy Flame: Teachings and Tales of the
Hasidic Masters. More specifically, it is
about the way Wrapped in a Holy Flame
is a lens through which one can view
the maturation of Jewish Renewal. As
is well known, the organizational, com-
munal, and ideational vision of Reb
Zalman’s Jewish Renewal arises out of

Dr. Shaul Magid holds the the Jay and Jeanie Schottenstein Chair in Jewish
Studies at Indiana University in Bloomington, where he is associate professor of
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the Hasidic movement in Eastern Eu-
rope and its transplantation to America
initiated by Habad Hasidism in the
early decades of the 20" century. Ha-
sidic teachings, devotional practices
and lifestyle (tapered to fit the particu-
lar needs and values of countercultural
America) are the foundation of Reb
Zalman’s ongoing project. Practical
guidebooks, such as the 7he First Jew-
ish Catalogue in the early 1970s were
the first popular manifestations of his
new approach to Hasidism.'

Writing and Teaching

Reb Zalman’s writings were not as
widely influential as his public teach-
ing and mentoring. Although he served
as a professor of Judaism at several uni-
versities (University of Winnipeg, Tem-
ple University, and now at the Naropa
University in Boulder, CO), he rarely
chose academic venues for his publica-
tions. In the spirit of Habad Hasidism,
the source of his own Hasidic training,
Reb Zalman’s early works were in-
tended for a young, estranged Jewish
audience, many of whom were travel-
ing the country and globe in search of
an alternative lifestyle that was organic,
joyful, non-materialistic and spiritual.
His later work widened this narrow lens
and contributed to the burgeoning
new-age religiosity of contemporary
America.

Reb Zalman is a master organizer,
creating a network of Renewal groups
that have started to become part of the
existing American synagogue structure,
as well as creating their own grass-roots
prayer and ritual centers. In some way,
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Jewish Renewal has become the pan-
denomination of contemporary Juda-
ism, recently adding to its organiza-
tional structure a decentered course of
study toward rabbinical ordination
mediated through the Internet and a
network of devoted mentors around
the country.

Trilogy of Major Works

Although Reb Zalman has been
quite prolific (his works include trans-
lations of Yiddish poetry as well as of
Hasidic literature, theology and spiri-
tuality), to date two main works stand
out: Fragments of a Future Scroll (1975)
and Paradigm Shift (1993).* The first
is largely selected translations of Ha-
sidic texts accompanied by Reb Zal-
man’s modest commentary. [t is a work
that breaks the ground for what will
become a more mature statement of
Jewish Renewal in Paradigm Shift al-
most 20 years later.’

Before Wrapped in a Holy Flame, Par-
adigm Shift was the most comprehen-
sive statement of Jewish Renewal. In
it, Reb Zalman addresses the major
themes of his humanistic, universal,
ecumenical, yet deeply ritualistic Juda-
ism. Paradigm Shift is a collection of
previously written essays, interviews,
meditations, theology, practical advice
(e.g., “transcending the Sefer Barrier”)
and even politics (e.g., “An Open Let-
ter to the Honorable Teddy Kolleck”).

The book has a stream-of-conscious-
ness (some would say disorganized)
feel, but I have always thought at least
part of this was intentional. Reb Zal-
man’s Judaism is one that seeks to chal-
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lenge the linear and scholastic way of
thinking about religion. In this sense,
the literary style of Paradigm Shift ac-
curately reflects the literary style of
many Hasidic works, although many
Hasidic texts import the order of the
Hebrew Bible or the yearly cycle as a
structure.” Paradigm Shiff's non-linear
trajectory moves from theology to
prayer to ritual to politics to the Holo-
caust almost inadvertently. It does not
seem to be a book that is intended to
be read cover to cover.

Hasidic Spirituality

The final piece to Reb Zalman’s tril-
ogy is Wrapped in a Holy Flame. This
book is much better organized, struc-
tured as a collection of Hasidic teach-
ings and stories according to Hasidic
masters. However, underlying this
seemingly non-ideological guise, it is a
radical reconstruction of Hasidic spiri-
tuality. It seeks to do what Paradigm
Shift and his other works do not — it
is Reb Zalman’s attempt to place him-
self in a particular modern trajectory
as a Jewish theologian of Hasidism. In
short, it is his personal summa of Jew-
ish Renewal. In this work, one can most
readily discover Reb Zalman’s “project,”
although it is easily missed if one reads it
only for the retelling of Hasidic teach-
ings.

Reading this book, one can under-
stand how Jewish Renewal is both an
outgrowth of, and also an impetus for,
a radical reconstruction of Hasidism.
That is, Jewish Renewal’s success be-
yond its own cultural context requires
an unambiguous revaluation of Hasid-
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ism. This work moves far beyond pre-
vious similar exercises (for example, in
the works of Aryeh Kaplan or Adin
Steinsaltz)® because there is no reso-
nance of apologetic thinking.

Reb Zalman is not trying to present
Hasidism, and by doing so, to defend
it. As he puts it, “Jewish Renewal dif-
fers from Restoration, which seeks to
hold on to a dying or former para-
digm.”"" In fact, at moments he is quite
critical of Hasidism and is quick to
point out areas where a particular
Hasidic value or teaching simply can-
not be salvaged. It is in this sense that
it is post-Hasidic and neo-
Reconstructionist. (A chapter in Para-
digm Shift entitled, “Reconstructionism
and Neo-Hasidism: A Not-So-Imagi-
nary Dialogue” addresses this issue di-
rectly.)

Creative Reconstruction

For readers interested mainly in the
tales and teachings of the Hasidic mas-
ters as retold by Reb Zalman, the first
chapter, “A Renaissance of Piety,”
might seem merely prefatory. However,
this chapter is one of the most impor-
tant in the book. Without it, one can
easily overlook the underlying purpose
of Reb Zalman’s retelling and recon-
structing these Hasidic teachings into
something useful for the new age. This
creative reconstruction is scattered
throughout the book, and is largely an
extension of this chapter, where Reb
Zalman reflects on the trajectory of
modern interpreters of Hasidism and
finds his place among them. The chap-

ter also contains some important au-

Spring 2004 * 36



tobiographical material in that it traces
Reb Zalman’s thinking over 30 years
on the two fundamental questions that
this book attempts to answer: “What
is Hasidism?” and “How can one be a
Hasid?”

In order to analyze this important
chapter, I have taken the interpretive
license of dividing it into four distinct
parts: the situational, the psychologi-
cal, the theological and the method-
ological. In each part, Reb Zalman
demonstrates how Hasidism has and
can continue to survive the test of time,
as well as create and carry us to a new
paradigm.

Reb Zalman and Buber

Martin Buber and Abraham Joshua
Heschel are the two most influential
figures who introduced Hasidism to a
modern, North American audience.
Reb Zalman engages both thinkers in
a way that resembles Buber’s analysis
in his essay, “Spinoza, Sabbatai Zevi
and the Baal Shem Tov.”® There, Buber
argues that Spinoza and Sabbatai Zevi,
both of whom waged their critique of
normative Judaism in the mid-17® cen-
tury, each had the right idea (albeit
manifest differently). Yet each lacked
something to enable that idea to ma-
ture and blossom — more specifically,
to become a full-blown devotional life.

The Baal Shem Tov came along in
the mid-18" century and served as a
corrective — not that the others were
“wrong” in principle (in fact, Buber
argues, both offered accurate critiques
of Judaism), but they simply did not
go far enough in what was right about
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their respective theories. And, Buber
adds, each failed by overextending his
respective critique: Spinoza by elimi-
nating the personal God completely,
and Sabbatai Zevi by overextending the
universality of Jewish messianism by
converting to Islam.

The historical, or theological, accu-
racy of Buber’s argument is not at is-
sue here. What is relevant is that Reb
Zalman claims that, in a similar way,
both Buber and Heschel paved the way
for Jewish Renewal, but could not take
their theological observations into the
realm of a devotional life. Each con-
tributed to a revaluation of Hasidism,
but neither answered the fundamental
question, “How can one be a Hasid?”

Reb Zalman understands Buber’s
neo-Hasidic project and agrees with it
up to a point. Yet for Reb Zalman (and
this is still his early thinking, c. 1960),
Buber gives us the individual “I,” and
even gives us a systematic philosophy/
theology of the “Thou,” but he doesn’t
give us a human other who can point
the way. For Buber, at least as Reb Zal-
man reads him, the Rebbe is not an
integral part of the Hasidic experience.
And Buber would agree with this — as
an existentialist, it is the individual who
points the way; it is subjectivity that cre-
ates the possibility of living authentically.

For Reb Zalman, Buber got it right
about the subject, but he was afraid
“that the word would become flesh,”
that dialogue would yield to obligation.
Buber’s fear of “objectivity” made “be-
coming a Hasid” impossible. He could
not submit to a devotional life (even
in the non-Orthodox way Reb Zalman
constructs it), because his commitment
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was principally to the moment alone.
And he could not commit to the cen-
trality of the 7zaddik or Rebbe, be-
cause, for Buber, the individual was the
ultimate authority.

Reb Zalman and Heschel

For Reb Zalman, Heschel comes
closer, but he still does not give us what
we need for a new paradigm. He gives
us a theory of “radical amazement” and
“divine pathos,” models whereby Aa-
lakha can survive, where we no longer
need to respond to Buber’s fear of in-
carnation as the destruction of the sub-
ject. Heschel gives us a Judaism that
can be lived, an alternative piety that
will not submit the subject to the het-
eronymous dictates of the law, but nei-
ther will it make the law inoperative.
Heschel can teach us alot about Hasid-
ism, suggests Reb Zalman, but his the-
ology is just that — a theology of
Hasidism. It cannot teach one how to
become a Hasid.

Reb Zalman’s critique of Heschel is
quite undeveloped, even transparent.
He never explains what he means by
Heschel’s limitations, implying only
that for Heschel, like Buber, God is
mediated through the experience of the
individual alone. In short, Reb Zalman
ends his “old thinking” (here refracted
through an abbreviated critique of
Buber and Heschel) with the procla-
mation that to be a Hasid, one needs a

Rebbe.

Renewing the “Rebbe”

With Wrapped in a Holy Flame, we
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pick up again some 25 years later.
Much has happened: the ’60s, the Viet-
nam War, psychedelic drugs. Reb Zal-
man has left the Lubavitch movement
and Orthodoxy; Far Eastern religions
have saturated the American land-
scape and Reb Zalman’s imagination.
If Judaism can survive these seismic
changes, Reb Zalman believes, it will
be because of Hasidism.

But what about Hasidism? What
about the Rebbe? The Rebbe model,
he concludes, must stay, since being a
Hasid necessitates having a Rebbe. But
the old hierarchical model of reb-
behood, one person around whom a
community gathers and submits itself,
cannot and should not survive — it
must undergo a transformation. The
Rebbe can no longer be a specific per-
son. The hierarchical nature of com-
munity that this requires has not sur-
vived the progressive movement of con-
temporary culture.

Yet relation, what used to be the re-
lation between the Rebbe and the
Hasid, must survive. “Relation is fill-
ing the space between a subject and an
object. It is the process bridging the
two. Renewal is always a process of
‘togethering,” of partnering with some-
thing else. For in truth there is noth-
ing in the physical world that is not of
a dependent nature” (85). Re-envision-
ing the Rebbe is perhaps the first seis-
mic move Reb Zalman makes from
Hasidism to Renewal.

If the Rebbe does not survive in
some manner, all we are left with is a
“theology of Hasidism,” but nota lived
devotional practice. That is, we are left
with Buber and Heschel. Part of being
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a Hasid is an act of submission, the feel-
ing of being less rather than more, in
need rather than in command. And
here we are introduced to Reb Zalman’s
“organisimic” model of rebbe-ing (13).
Rebbe-ing is a function whereby we all
serve each other at different times and
for different purposes. “The Rebbe” is
no longer a title but a station; I can
serve the community as a Rebbe and
then walk away and resume my ordi-
nary life. It is a type of “playing Rebbe”
(Reb Zalman even uses that language,
14). “So I've come understand that the
Rebbe of the future is not going to be
‘the Rebbe’ we knew in the past. For
some time, the Rebbe will serve as the
Rebbe, and when that’s done, the per-
son will have dinner and go to see a movie
and not necessarily be a Rebbe” (14).

Becoming Expansive Hasidim

In other words, we teach one an-
other to be Hasidim, not Hasidim of
one person, but Hasidim in the wide
sense, that is, living Judaism, or sim-
ply living, in an expansive way (24).
“So, to be open and fluid, ‘walking’ is
the way of the Hasid. When one is
static and certain of life’s limits, when
one stands still, one is closed to the joy
of endless possibilities, even on a spiri-
tual path” (31).

Reb Zalman attempts to substanti-
ate this claim — that Hasidism’s origi-
nal intent was not about the Rebbe per
se — in portraits of Hasidic masters.
The Rebbe/ Tzaddik model was a par-
ticular, and necessary, instantiation,
given the religious and cultural climate
of the time. Thus, this book makes a
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quasi-apostolic claim, a reconstruction
of origins, attempting to revive a gene-
alogy of the internality (penimiut) of
Hasidism as expressed by its great mas-
ters. And yet, its apostolic claim is but-
tressed by a positivistic claim of cre-
ative progress.

Reb Zalman does not claim to have
rediscovered the past, but only to have
viewed a dimension of the past through
the lens of a new future, making extra-
neous all that does not cohere to the
internal message of Hasidism as he sees
it through his contemporary eyes. This
new vision of the Hasid directly con-
nects to the second theological piece
of his introduction, the new theologi-
cal paradigm.

From Deism to Pantheism

One of the advantages of being
trained in, or at least conversant with,
the study of religion more generally is
the ability to employ categories in or-
der to explain the internal movements
of specific traditions. Reb Zalman em-
ploys the language of the study of reli-
gion (albeit a language that is now
somewhat dated in the academy) to
place Hasidism within a certain spiri-
tual trajectory.

The theological component of this
prelude is to view Hasidism as moving
from deism (the old paradigm) to pan-
theism (the new paradigm), using bib-
lical and post-biblical characters. In this
reading, biblical and rabbinic figures
embody or represent world views ex-
pressing certain theological positions.
Again, the historical accuracy of this
exercise is not an issue, as it wasn't for
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Hasidic masters who thought similarly,
albeit without Western theological cat-
egories. When we no longer look at
Jewish tradition as a seamless tapestry
where there is essentially no theologi-
cal difference between Abraham, Moses
or Rabbi Akiva (and here the histori-
cal method does plays an important
role in Reb Zalman’s thinking), we can
posit how different epochs (the biblical
period, the talmudic period, the Middle
Ages) offer different and contesting world
views.®

Historical events (the destruction of
the Temple or the Holocaust, for ex-
ample) also serve as markers for para-
digm shifts, making the God of the old
paradigm (or the particular way God
is envisioned and served) obsolete.” In
some way, the success of a new para-
digm is the extent to which it can read
itself back into the old paradigm with-
out succumbing to the theological limi-
tations of that paradigm. That is, to
transform the old into the new with-
out detection.!’

Without giving us a detailed account
of “why” (this can be found in Para-
digm Shifi), Reb Zalman suggests that
the new theological paradigm of our
age is pantheism, that is, that every-
thing is God. He rightfully discounts
panentheism (God is in everything) as
basically meaningless and, I would add,
a kind of uncourageous pantheism
(20). Pantheism undermines the hier-
archical structure of classic theism and,
by extension, threatens the theological
suppositions of classical Judaism." For
Reb Zalman, pantheism’s most useful
dimension is the notion of the divine
in the person, something that he ar-
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gues stands at the center of Beshtean
Hasidism."? This suggests a new model
of leadership whereby we all contain
within us both the Rebbe and the
Hasid, depending upon the situation.
Each person contains a manifestation of
the divine that can serve another, whose
divine nature lies elsewhere.

Seeking God

For Reb Zalman, his new-fangled
Hasidism is the Jewish “philosophy” of
this new pantheistic age. The Baal
Shem Tov already did much of the
work by chipping away at the hierar-
chical structure of classic theism (here
Reb Zalman is in full agreement with
Buber). “Where may God be found, if
not in space or time? In person, because
it turns out we are not doing so well
with time today; time is not shared as
much as it used to be. .
sought God in space, in o/am. The new
started to look for God in time. And
now we are looking for God more in
person” (21)."

This, of course, is Reb Zalman’s take
on the triadic division of worldly ex-
istence in Sefer Yetzira; olam (space),
shana (time), nefesh (person). Instead
of a description of existence more gen-
erally, Reb Zalman presents this triad
as a developmental description of how
human beings envision God (“where
we find God”). Taking Hasidism’s re-
direction of kabbalistic metaphysics to
the person, Reb Zalman offers us a
model tracing God-consciousness from
classical theism to pantheism.'

New theological epochs, as it were,
are never clean. “Primitive” polytheis-

. . First we
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tic elements remain in all religions as
civilization moves to different theologi-
cal positions. To soften apologetically
the edge of these polytheistic-like ritu-
als in Judaism is not aligned with para-
digm-thinking. Rather, Reb Zalman
acknowledges that these rituals
emerged during a different theological
epoch and thus they are seen for what
they, in all their limitations, are, and
not viewed negatively.

Abandoning Old Paradigms

This does not mean that everything
in the past, practically and theologi-
cally, must remain. What can be sal-
vaged should be, and what is too deeply
rooted in the old paradigm should be
abandoned.' It was Hasidism, after all,
that took us away from the more dual-
istic constructs of good and evil that
dominated classical Kabbala and of-
fered a more dialectical model of the
good in the evil (Buber’s “hallowing the
mundane”). While this surely existed
in earlier Kabbala (e.g., in Moshe Cor-
dovero and Isaac Luria and even the
Zohar), what Hasidism added was the
centrality of the person, the nefesh, as
the new paradigm where God is most
readily found.’ Implied here is that
apologetic thinking, a part of the old
paradigm, impedes theological prog-
ress. For Reb Zalman, to reconstruct
unapologetically Hasidism is both to
bind us to it and liberate us from it.
Or, perhaps, to make it useful by free-
ing us from having to defend some of
its outdated values.

Accompanying this, Reb Zalman
readily admits the fissures and the en-
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demic weakness that lie at the heart of
monotheism — the tendency toward
irreconcilable divisions between good
and evil, yielding fundamentalist theo-
ries that are presently threatening our
civilization. This is manifest in many
ways, including patriarchal language,
intolerance toward the other, hatred of
nature and human desire, and “ethnic
cleansing” as a religious precept. “One
thing people don't like about religion
is the hierarchical and patriarchal lan-
guage, the antifeminist sentiment that
goes all the way through the Vatican
to the Taliban, Meah Shearim to the
Laws of Manu, and that is a big part of
the problem” (293).

The equating of Meah Shearim with
the Taliban is intentional — it is to state
that, rooted in monotheism, both paths
are susceptible to the same dangers. To
argue for a disanalogy between the two,
arguing that one is more susceptible to
distortion than the other, is simply to
misunderstand the problem."”The
problem of the Taliban isnt Islam per
se (although it surely manifests there);
it is a corrupted deism endemic to all
monotheistic religions.'®

The rise of Far Eastern religions
(e.g., Buddhism, Hindusim, Shin-
toism) in the West plays a positive role
in the correction of corrupt versions of
monotheism. These non-monotheistic
religions do not share the particular
dangers of monotheism (although they
have their own vulnerabilities). For Reb
Zalman, the appearance of these a-the-
istic or non-monotheistic religions is a
sign that Western civilization has en-
tered a new paradigm, a more “organ-
ismic way of looking at the universe.”
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Hasidism Anticipates
New Paradigms

Those committed to a particular
monotheistic faith (and Reb Zalman
is, in the end, deeply committed to
Judaism) are challenged to search out
dimensions of the old paradigm that
can be reformatted, transformed, even
reconstructed, to fit this new organistic
model."” He views Hasidism as a move-
ment that contained fundamental com-
ponents of this new paradigm. Here,
he is in full agreement with Buber’s as-
sessment of Hasidism as a “Jewish
Orientalism.” The problem with tra-
ditional Hasidism is that, given the fact
that it was living in a world still wed to
the old paradigm, it oftentimes lacked
the courage of its convictions.

Among the last great religious move-
ments in that second religious age —
and not only for Judaism — was Hasid-
ism. Coming on the very eve of mo-
dernity, it represents the second age
of religion trying to transcend itself; it
steps forward and peers beyond the
blinders of its age, but then moves back
again out of understandable fear or
hesitation. Its original claim, that 4a-
vannah (inwardness) is what true reli-
gion is all about, was still too revolu-
tionary for its day (213).

Hasidism thus becomes the model,
but cannot be the solution to Reb Zal-
man’s project. Without significant ref-
ormation, Hasidism remains stuck in
cultural, ideological and even spiritual
values of an old paradigm, even as it
may have felt the confines of its own
world and, at moments, tried to expand
beyond it own limitations. To employ
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computer terminology so common in
Reb Zalman’s later writings, Hasidism
needs to be reformatted. That is what
Wrapped in a Holy Flame attempts to
do.

History and “How to Read”

In order to contextualize what I un-
derstand has happened in this new
book, I want to suggest four major
trends in reading Hasidic texts in the
modern period: the traditional, the
quasi-scholarly, the scholarly and read-
ing for renewal. The traditional reader
studies these texts as sacred canon.
Their sacrality prevents historical or
critical analysis and denies, or at least
ignores, contextualization or the im-
pact of foreign influences. The texts are
read solely for inspirational purposes,
that is, to understand “how to be a
Hasid.” (As stated above, this is also Reb
Zalman’s concern, which is why reading
for renewal is, in a sense, closing a circle.)

The quasi-scholarly has two sub-
groups. The work of the first subgroup
constitutes a kind of scholarly apolo-
getics, presenting Hasidic material to
a wider audience, not necessarily Jew-
ish, applying a critical and historical
method but still viewing the texts as
sacred, although the intent of their pre-
sentation is not purely devotional.
Buber falls into this camp, although his
interests were more philosophical, as
does Samuel Abba Hordetzky, Zalman
Shargai, and, to a certain extent, Hillel
Zeitlin (who, interestingly, Reb Zalman
includes as a Hasidic master). This
group was popular in Europe in the first
part of the 20" century, but has not
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really reproduced itself either in Israel
or the Diaspora.?

Making Hasidism Accessible

The second subgroup is more openly
apologetic and less wed to scholarly
discourse. This group has flourished in
the latter part of the 20™ century, con-
sisting largely of Orthodox thinkers
who translate and comment on Hasidic
texts as a way of making them more
accessible to a wider Jewish audience.
The purpose of this group is largely
inspirational (kiruv), geared toward
fostering the religious life, but it is more
knowledgeable of scholarly method
than the first traditional model, al-
though scholarly method is only super-
ficially deployed. Examples include
Aryeh Kaplan (although I think his
agenda is a bit more complicated), Adin
Steinsaltz, Nissen Mindel, and Jacob
Immanuel Schochet of Lubavitch, and
Chaim Kramer and Avraham Green-
baum of the Breslov Research Institute.
In many ways, this group is a direct
outgrowth of the kiruv movement in
North America.

The third group consists largely of
academics whose interests are more
critical and less theological, reading
Hasidic literature in order to under-
stand how and why it emerges when it
does. Many are historians interested in
Eastern European Jewish culture more
generally, and some are scholars of Jew-
ish mysticism who view Hasidism as
the “latest phase” (to borrow Gershom
Scholem’s phrase from Major Trends in
Jewish Mysticism) of this genre. These
individuals are not necessarily Jewishly
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affiliated, some are not even Jews, and
their intended audience is primarily
academe and not religious communi-
ties.

Reading for Renewal

These three groups all have perme-
able boundaries, especially the latter
two. Many academics also have more
theological interests, just as some in the
second group live and write in the acad-
emy. Many write for multiple audi-
ences, either simultaneously or via dif-
ferent venues of publication. My point
is simply to present a map of Hasidic
readers in order better to situate where
Reb Zalman, his literary oeuvre, and
his emerging school fit.

Reb Zalman’s reading of Hasidism
exhibited in this book constitutes the
fourth group — reading for renewal.
His intended audience is both Jews and
non-Jews (the distinction is, in fact, ir-
relevant, as Reb Zalman’s quasi-syncre-
tistic theology makes all spiritual lit-
erature useful for all traditions). He
writes with the hope that the reader will
be inspired but not necessarily return
to tradition (i.e., Hasidism or conven-
tional Orthodoxy).?! He does not read
Hasidic texts as an academic, yet freely
employs scholarly terminology and cat-
egories when it suits him. The reading
is not historical in any conventional
way, but utilizes, and even needs, a
historical/critical approach. He does
not read apologetically, but does read
theologically.

More crucially, I suggest that Reb
Zalman reads “paradigmatically.” That
is, he assumes that Hasidism was the last
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vestige of an old paradigm and sometimes
touched on the first stage of a new one.
Reading for renewal looks for the para-
digm shift in these texts. He also readily
acknowledges that Hasidism’s para-
digm has progressed and therefore the
contemporary world cannot use all of
what Hasidism has to offer.

Finding the Fissures

In some way, Reb Zalman’s reading
is always looking for the fissure, the
break — not to exploit it but to show
how these fissures serve constructive
purposes and productive ends toward
serving God. He bridges the historical
and the ahistorical. “If I try to judge
the paradigm of the past with my un-
derstanding of the present, I am going
to find myself in trouble.” And, “. .. 1
believe that we still need to understand
how to learn what they were saying, to
look at things through their eyes and
to apply their method” (23). Our need
to understand their world (the histori-
cal) is not because that is the best or
most accurate way to read (the aca-
demic approach) or because we need
to mirror their world in our world (the
traditional approach), but simply be-
cause "theirs was a unique approach to
God and to life” (23).While it is often
correctly argued that historical recon-
struction can weaken a text’s inspira-
tional potential, Reb Zalman holds that
while it does reveal the weaknesses of
the theological position, it also provides
the necessary material to reenvision
what is valuable for a future paradigm.

An example Reb Zalman gives of
how reading for renewal is a departure
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from the old paradigm is the abandon-
ment or at least attenuation of the
proof-text. “We don’t treat proof-texts
the same way nowadays. What does a
proof-text mean to us? If I want to say
something is really so, we mean that it
corresponds to a pattern that sits very
deep in the reality map. So by refer-
ring to scripture, we want to say, this is
a very strongly shared thing” (121).%
When scripture was the fundamen-
tal reality map of a community and
truth was determined solely through it,
the proof-text was the strongest case
one could make for truth. This is com-
mon in pre-modern Judaism.” When
other reality maps emerged in the
Middle Ages (e.g., philosophy), the use
of proof-texts began to change. Taking
Maimonides as an example, both
sources (philosophy and scripture) are
used to argue for truth, but the under-
lying assumption was that both were
essentially expressing the same truth.**
Maimonides would sometimes use a
proof-text to illustrate a philosophical
point in his Guide for the Perplexed and
other times he would not. In fact, there
are cases (e.g., GuideIl: 25, on creation)
where Maimonides acknowledges that
he can make the text (here, Genesis 1:1)
support any position he finds philo-
sophically most viable.”” And, when he
does cite a proof-text, it is legitimate
to assume that the point in question
was not true for Maimonides because of
the proof-text but independent of it.

New Reality Maps

Reb Zalman’s point exists along this
trajectory; however he takes it one step
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further. What happens when there are
other reality maps (for example, Freud,
neuroscience, other metaphysical sys-
tems) that are so far removed from the
reality map of scripture that citing a
proof-text to justify a point from these
reality maps becomes futile??® Reb
Zalman writes that in the old paradigm
(even in its last stages in Hasidism) “the
text is proof of what you are saying”
(121).

However, today we have accepted
things as truth that are not founded in
scripture and are often a contradiction
to scripture. How do we then read
scripture as a reality map; that is, what
are we looking for in an era of conflict-
ing reality maps? Or, more strongly,
how do we read when the new reality
maps upon which we build our lives
undermine the reality map that is scrip-
ture? Regrettably, Reb Zalman never
gives us any detailed discussion on this
important matter.

Hasidism as an Approach

Finally, Reb Zalman concludes this
chapter with an important observation.
“This book is not a book about Hasid-
ism. I don’t want to talk about Hasid-
ism as a static thing; Hasidism is an
approach. It is an approach to Juda-
ism” (24).” What Reb Zalman does
not tell us explicitly is what exactly this
book is really about. My suggestion is
that this book is an attempt to create a
Hasidic text in English, an example of
Hasidic anthology with a very specific
agenda. We have numerous examples
of this in Polish Hasidism (e.g., Yo-
akhim Kim Kadish’s three-volume Sizh
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Sarfei Torah, Shmuel of Shivaneh’s
Ramatayim Zofim to Tanna d'b’ Eliyahu,
and various examples in Bratslav litera-
ture). But this book is a kind of radical
anthology, one where Reb Zalman’s
commentary is not meant to clarify a
text or present a coherent statement of
a Hasidic school, but to turn, re-shape,
in some cases transform the texts be-
ing retold from their original paradigm
to the present paradigm.?®

Below, I will discuss what I see as
the central method utilized to accom-
plish this. Here, I just want to point
out the way in which Reb Zalman ap-
plies the distinction he draws between
earlier readers of Hasidism, between
theologians of Hasidism (i.e., Buber
and Heschel) and himself. The latter
two were writing books, Reb Zalman
implies, about Hasidism, whereas he is
writing a Hasidic text by reading other
texts and retelling older stories. Where-
as Paradigm Shift delineates the archi-
tecture of Jewish Renewal, Wrapped in
a Holy Flame is its applied dimension.
It is only here where the genealogy of
Renewal is revealed, albeit in a largely
implied fashion.

To Retell and to Interpret

As a Hasidic anthology, Wrapped in
a Holy Flame is trying to accomplish
two things: to retell and to interpret.
But what is interpretation? This age-
old question stands at the center of this
book, but it is never explained in any
systematic way. Conventionally, one
could say that to interpret is to explain,
to explore, or to understand a text. Or,
to interpret could be to make a text
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one’s own, to manipulate or massage a
text, to enable it to speak to you. But
there are limits; anarchic interpretation
will always evoke ire among more con-
ventional readers. The great talmudic
scholar Saul Lieberman once warned a
student who was offering a far-fetched
reading of a talmudic text, “You can
seduce a text, but you can’t rape it.”
Philosophers interested in herme-
neutics, such as Martin Heidegger, Paul
Riceour, Georg Hans Gadamer, E.D.
Hirsch, Wolfgang Isser, Jacques Der-
rida, Stanley Fisch, et al., always at-
tempt to navigate between text and
reader, between exegesis and eisogesis,
between what a text says and what it
can say, or, whether a text says anything
at all. Reb Zalman offers his under-
standing of interpretation through the
voice of the Baal Shem Tov. “All right,
let’s take a little detour. I am the Baal
Shem Tov, and [ am about to interpret
Torah. What am [ trying to do by in-
terpretation? I am trying to modify re-
ality . . . How we interpret something
will make a difference in reality. It is
almost as if to say that this interpreta-
tion that I am going to give determines
how the world will come out”(40).

Bringing the Text to Life

To interpret here is not to under-
stand the text at all — in fact the text
(once read) loses all meaning until it is
given new meaning by the reader. More
importantly, it is not the text here that
is ultimately important; it is how the
reader brings it to life and, by so do-
ing, changes the life of subsequent read-
ers.”” The claim made here argues that
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the meaning garnered through inter-
pretation changes the way we (the
reader and the listener) live in the
world. Textual interpretation as reality
modification is quite compelling as a
Hasidic theory of reading, especially
when put in the mouth of the Baal
Shem Tov.

The hagiographical literature of the
Baal Shem Tov is replete with instances
where his “interpretation” of a text
changes someone’s life, in fact, creates
disciples. The most well-known in-
stance is the story (extant in numerous
versions) of the Dov Baer of Mezritch’s
first meeting with the Baal Shem Tov,
in which the Baal Shem Tov explained
a passage from Isaac Luria’s £tz Hayyim
that transformed Dov Baer’s life, in-
stantly making a devoted disciple.
There are many similar stories in Hasidic
literature related to other masters.

Reb Zalman’s notion of interpreta-
tion as reality modification suggests
that truth is created through reading,
not the truth of the text but the truth
of reality as lived by the reader.? Is this
what Reb Zalman is trying to do in this
book? That is, instead of showing how
Hasidism reflects and serves as a foun-
dation for Jewish Renewal (this would
still be a book about Hasidism), he is
interpreting Hasidic texts to modify
reality, to bring about and not just il-
lustrate a paradigm shift through these
texts.

Fusion of Soul and Mind

Our world is no longer the world of
miracles or of zzaddikim traveling long
distances in a matter of seconds. That
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is an old paradigm, where fantasy and
reality were blurred, a method popular
in Yiddish storytelling and also cap-
tured in the description of Gabriel
Garcia Marquez’s novels as “magical re-
alism.”' Our paradigm, teaches Reb
Zalman, is more mind-oriented, where
spirituality has been psychologized,
where miracles are phenomenological
and not ontological, where the soul/
spiritand the mind have become fused.

Psychology plays an important role
in Jewish Renewal. The work of Carl
Jung and Vikor Frankl and contempo-
rary figures such as Edward Hoffman
and Ken Wilber serve as models for Reb
Zalman’s theory of reality modification.
He takes these new models and applies
them to the interpretation of texts in
general and Hasidic texts in particular.
To read is to create — not only to cre-
ate meaning in the text but to create
worlds into which one can then enter
and live. New religious schools and
communities begin with reading, and
recreating through rereading, old texts.
This seems to me Reb Zalman’s first
lesson for the new paradigm.

Encounter with
Other Religions

Someone comparing this volume as
an anthological Hasidic text in English
to other classical Hasidic texts will no-
tice that Reb Zalman offers us frequent,
in fact almost constant, references to
masters and teachings of other religious
traditions. While this is not uncom-
mon in classical Jewish literature — for
example, in medieval philosophical and
pietistic literature, such as Maimonides’
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Guide for the Perplexed, Bahya ibn
Pakuda’s Duties of the Heart, or
Abraham Maimonides Zreatise on Be-
atitude — Hasidic literature rarely, if
ever, offers a positive assessment of
other spiritual paths.*> The non-Jew is
depicted as inferior at best, demonic
at worst. Other religions, when not de-
scribed as idolatrous, are deemed infe-
rior to Judaism in both substance and
form.?

It is surely the case that contempo-
rary constructive Jewish thinking, even
in a more traditional context, employs
other religious traditions. However, in
most cases, these sources are employed
pragmatically, that is, to entice the
reader, who has likely been exposed to
other traditions, into taking Hasidism,
or Judaism, seriously. In other words,
it is a tool of kiruv.** While this may
have also been true in Reb Zalman’s
early writings (he begins his career as
an emissary of the Rebbe of Lubavitch
in the late 1940s), I think his more
mature works, and this work in par-
ticular, has a different end in mind.

Misunderstanding the Other

It is appropriate that Reb Zalman
begins his discussion of the other with
an admission of guilt. That is, he feels
compelled to undermine popular
Hasidic apologetics by acknowledging
Hasidism’s (and Judaism’s) past failure
in understanding the non-Jewish other,
both as person (the Gentile as neigh-
bor) and thought (Gentile religions).
The following is another good example
of how Reb Zalman expresses his own
ideas through the mouth of another, a
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tactic that filters through this entire
book and is quite common in Hasidic
literature more generally. Speaking
about Hillel Zeitlin, a fascinating and
complex personality from early 20*
century Eastern Europe who was mur-
dered by the Nazis on the road to
Treblinka, wrapped in phylacteries and
a prayer shawl, Reb Zalman writes,

For Jews, Christians were expend-
able. Often they were only seen as
useful expedients — Shabbos
Goyim — and the rest were super-
fluous. This was the attitude that
they took. We are finally emerg-
ing from that attitude. But there
he was in his time (1930s), and
how was he going to say that?
Zeitlin reached into what people
have called the second Isaiah and
that universal vision, and he real-
ized that nobody can be redeemed
without everybody else being re-
deemed. When a person becomes
fully aware of that, it ushers in a
whole new way of thinking (283).

How bizarre yet powerful to make
such an admission of guilt about the
Jewish attitude toward the non-Jew
through someone who was brutally
murdered for no other reason than his
own Jewishness! It is true, as Reb Zal-
man recounts, that Zeitlin saw a deep
and corrosive fissure in Judaism’s an-
tipathy toward the non-Jew. How-
ever, surrounded by the dark cloud of
Nazism and baseless anti-Semitism,
Zeitlin had no audience, and no pro-
gram, to correct this.

But this is why Reb Zalman includes
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him as a Hasidic master. He is viewed
as a proto-advocate of Renewal, a vi-
sionary of a new paradigm that would
only arise from the ashes of the Holo-
caust, from his own ashes. Reb Zalman
views the lifting of that cloud as an
opportunity (one part of a paradigm
shift) once again to confront the fis-
sure Zeitlin described, a blemish that
prevents us from moving forward and
meeting the shifting paradigm of post-
war reality. And so the attitude toward
the non-Jew must be addressed and the
incorporation of non-Jewish religions
must be programmatically employed to
create a new Hasidism for the future.

Ending Isolation

Comparisons with other religious
traditions serve an essential function in
this reconstruction of Hasidism. While
the comparisons are not detailed or par-
ticularly sophisticated, they function to
open the mind of the reader, who may
be accustomed to viewing Judaism in
isolation. Reb Zalman’s comparative
exercise is not academic, that is, it is
not historical, nor is it polemical in any
way. Rather, it implicitly suggests that
when one views Judaism refracted
through the lenses of the other, even
one that is/was your enemy, one’s vi-
sion of Judaism is both attenuated and
deepened. That is, Judaism becomes
smaller because it is severed from its
myth of exclusive superiority. Yet it
becomes deeper because it is now un-
derstood as one very creative and of-
ten profound way of addressing peren-
nial issues of human existence.

Such comparative analysis also di-

Spring 2004 * 48



minishes (although it does not erase)
the propensity for exclusivist and fun-
damentalist readings. When these com-
parative readings of religion are
contextualized within the secular via
psychology and science, what emerges
is a Judaism that is both usable and
malleable.

For example, when Reb Zalman ex-
plores Shneur Zalman of Liady’s theory
of the animal soul (nefesh ha-behamir),
in conjunction with the Sufi concept
of nafs (“the soul seeking its own plea-
sure”) (119), he is not suggesting any
historical confluence. He is also not
using Sufism as a foil to show how the
“Jewish” idea is superior. He is simply
arguing that Shneur Zalman’s theory
of the animal soul is not original, and
its very unoriginality is an indication
of Shneur Zalman’s deep thinking (the
Hebrew saying barukh sh’kavanti,
“thank God I have independently un-
derstood an already existing observa-
tion,” is quite apt here). That is, by iso-
lating the nefesh ha-behamit and trying
to understand its place in the human
condition, Shneur Zalman enters into
one of the great perennial spiritualist
struggles.” And further, Sufism’s long
tradition of struggling with the issue
of human desire and the human spirit
can, and should, be a resource for Jews
trying to make sense of Shneur Zal-
man’s thinking.

I would go even further to say that
the logic of this argument suggests that
utilizing Sufism in this case may en-
able us, in this new paradigm, to have
a broader sense of what the nefesh ha-
behamit means than Shnuer Zalman’s
own contemporaries. The question is
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no longer, “Is it permitted to study
other religions?” — a question that
reaches back to the Mishna and served
as the foundation of many internal
medieval Jewish debates. For Reb
Zalman, that is a question of the old
paradigm. The new question is, “Is it
permitted not to?”

Undermining Tradition

This raises another important di-
mension of paradigm-shift thinking
that needs further exploration. Reb
Zalman’s broadening of the Jewish dis-
course through the necessary incorpo-
ration of non-Jewish sources and tra-
ditions and the implicit belief that these
“external sources” (seforim hizonim)
can deepen one’s understanding of Ju-
daism, undermines an important con-
cept in traditional Judaism — “the de-
scent of the generations” (yeridat ha-
dorot), one fundamental component of
rabbinic authority. While it is true that
this doctrine does not appear before the
geonic period in the work of Sherira
Gaon and was, as Menahem Kellner
has argued, likely rejected by figures as
seminal as Moses Maimonides, it has
become a dominant trope in traditional
Judaism.

Most non-traditional modern
Judaisms, including Zionism, have
largely rejected this notion, even as
some try to retain it by bifurcating le-
gal (halakhic) and non-legal (aggadic)
dimensions of Judaism. However, Reb
Zalman is constructing his Judaism
from the ultra-traditional sources of
Hasidim and Kabbala, traditions that
prima facie accept this idea. I think
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paradigm-shift thinking unapologetic-
ally undermines “the descent of the
generations,” and it would be a desider-
atum for Reb Zalman to weigh in on
this. It shows, on my reading, an un-
derlying positivism in Reb Zalman’s
thinking, a kind of spiritual reconfigu-
ration of Auguste Comte’s foundation
for secularism.

Here again, I think there is an inter-
esting, yet still unexplored, correlation
between Reb Zalman and Mordecai
Kaplan. How does one create a life of
devotion and piety wed to a traditional
body of classical literature while espous-
ing a positivistic theory of civilization?
While Kaplan has much to say about
this, it remains largely undeveloped in
Reb Zalman’s work, yet constitutes and
important part of the Renewal project.

Stretching the Paradigm

More generally, what this book at-
tempts to do, and I think does so quite
successfully, is to rend the veil of the
so-called traditionalist mind-set of
Hasidism — not by arguing that
Hasidic masters were overt heretics, but
that they were, in a sense, engaged in
stretching their own paradigm to its
limit. In some cases, they may have
broken momentarily into the next para-
digm and then quickly retreated, fear-
ing the sociological consequences of
marginalization and exclusion from tra-
ditional society.

To illustrate this, Reb Zalman shows
both the radical underside of Hasidism
as well as the instances where Hasidism
fails to remain true to its inner drive
and becomes a product of its time and
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place. This is exhibited through its in-
ability to engage seriously in, among
other things, the question of gender
and the truth of non-Jewish religions.
By freely exhibiting both, Reb Zalman
opens up a treasure chest containing
jewels and charcoal and asks his reader
not to discard the former for the latter
or to deny the existence of the latter in
order to salvage the former.

Creative Act of Translation

In the broadest sense, Reb Zalman’s
deconstruction and revaluation of the
Hasidic legacy is enacted through the
creative act of translation. By transla-
tion, I do not mean simply rendering
a word or phrase from one language
into another. Rather, I refer to an act
whereby a value expressed in a word or
phrase is subverted to mean something
other than what it has come to mean
(what it was intended to mean, no one
really knows), yet the initial term re-
mains, albeit in a new state.

This is perhaps captured in the
zoharic phrase milin itin haditin (new
ancient words).”” If successful, tradition
is transformed but not effaced. In many
cases, especially in esoteric literature,
the transition of translation is not be-
tween one term and another, one lan-
guage and another, even one culture
and another — it is between language,
any language, and the experience it
seeks to express. This is a common
theme in translation theory from
Dryden to Benjamin and appears in a
different form in Gershom Scholem’s
attempt to define Jewish mysticism in
the beginning of his Major Trends in
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Jewish Mysticism. Reb Zalman is sim-
ply applying it to Hasidic teaching.

Translation and Experience

For example, writing about the He-
brew term bittul ha-yesh as “the anni-
hilation of the self,”he notes: “It is not
that it is a poor translation of the He-
brew, but the words are a bad transla-
tion of the experience” (76). I do not
read this claim to be transhistorical.
That is, at one time, and under certain
historical and ideational circumstances,
bittul ha-yesh could very well have
meant “‘the annihilation of the self.”
That is, at one time this could have
been an accurate description of a hu-
man experience that was deemed a
positive part of the devotional life. In
this time, given the paradigm shift of
postwar postmodernity, Reb Zalman
claims the annihilation of the self is not
an experience we deem healthy or use-
ful. (Perhaps the brutal program of
annihilation of “the other” in Nazism
destroyed any positive value of annihi-
lation more generally?) Hence the
translation, once appropriate, now be-
comes obsolete.

Looking for a concept that better
represents what we may be trying to
achieve, Reb Zalman suggests “becom-
ing transparent” to express a notion
whereby distance between the self and
God is narrowed without the efface-
ment of the self in the process:

And so the Hasidic masters are us-
ing old language about the body
to talk about the ego. If you do
bittul ha-yesh, if you take your

The Reconstructionist

‘selfness,” your ego, and you anni-
hilate it, you ‘bash’ it, that is go-
ing to take you closer to the love
of God. But today I don’t even
think it is a good strategy to bash
the ego. I think a better strategy is
to make the ego transparent(171).

“Transparency” is not set in stone.
and Reb Zalman seems open to other
possibilities. What is accomplished here
is simply that the open engagement
with the conscious act of revaluation
creates a new strategy for the aspiring
paradigm-thinker.

Generosity, Not Fear

Hence, while creative translation is
a classic exercise of all religious systems,
Reb Zalman’s self-conscious and open
deployment of this method offers his
readers a transparency that is both re-
freshing and productive. In Reb
Zalman’s Hasidic text, the reader is in-
vited to evaluate, accept, expand, or re-
ject a particular translation precisely
because she becomes part of the very
act of translation. The hidden agenda
of creative translation in tradition, of-
ten protected through the concealment
of its method, is a reflection of the old
paradigm. The new paradigm, built on
the principle of generosity and not fear,
unity and not polarity, pantheism and
not deism, can abandon the protective
garments of hidden translation, since
progress and change become positive
values for religion and not ones that
threaten to undermine it.

The best way to illustrate Reb Zal-
man’s tools of translation is through a
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series of brief examples. In them, I hope
to show that translation is the core to
Reb Zalman’s thinking. I will begin
with a simple list of seven translations
and briefly explore how I think these
translations function.

1) olamot — usually rendered as
“worlds”; Reb Zalman suggests “genres”
(154).

2) sinat ra — usually rendered as “ha-
tred of evil”; Reb Zalman suggests
“aversion to evil” (151).

3) tumah [related to niddah, menstrua-
tion] — usually rendered as “spiritual
uncleanliness”; Reb Zalman suggests
“aversion-therapy” (161).

4) bittul ha-yesh — usually rendered as
“self-nullification”; Reb Zalman sug-
gests “transparency” (172).

5) aimeh — usually rendered as “fear”
or “trepidation”; Reb Zalman suggests
“paralyzing anxiety” (166).

6) kelipot — usually rendered as “ex-
traneous matter’ or “demonic forces’;
Reb Zalman suggests “energy systems”
(150).

7) devekut — usually rendered as “com-
munion with God”; Reb Zalman sug-
gests “One-ing” or “sticking to God”
(53).

Reb Zalman never suggests that his
new translation is what the term actu-
ally means. This would render his
project scholastic, even apologetic, but
not constructive. In fact, he is often
clear that his rendering is not what the
term has come to mean or even origi-
nally meant. There is rarely any philo-
logical basis for his translation (an ex-
ception would be aimeh, 166). There
is often a hyperliteralism (e.g., devekur
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as “One-ing” or “sticking to God”),
which is a classic kabbalistic way of
translating.

Saving Torah

On the other hand, one could sug-
gest that what Reb Zalman is doing
here is classic Maimonideanism. In the
first part of his Guide for the Perplexed,
Maimonides engages in a lengthy ex-
position of biblical terms, translating
and defining them as a necessary pre-
lude to the remainder of his philosophi-
cal treatise. Maimonides, of course,
believed he was actually telling us what
the term “really” meant; that is, phi-
losophy was employed as the hand-
maiden of philology, but that is beside
the point.

In one sense, there is a Maimoini-
dean strain throughout Reb Zalman’s
thinking, perhaps in the trajectory of
Maimonides’ more spiritualistic dis-
ciples, his son Abraham and his grand-
son Obadia. Yet Maimonides was ar-
guably looking for synthesis between
philosophy and scripture, whereas Reb
Zalman has no such illusion. He is not
seeking to merge “reality maps,” but,
in fact, to make a new reality map of
Torah (here exemplified in Hasidism)
by reenvisioning it through a series of
new reality maps. In this way, Torah is
not coming to save civilization (an
older apologetic stance) but, rather, the
new paradigm is coming to save Torah
through its devoted and creative reader
— saving Torah from obsolescence and
the dustbin of history.

When he speaks of olamot as genres,
he views them as “reality systems that
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are perpendicular to one another”
(154) — that is, a web of different but
not mutually exclusive intersecting sys-
tems through which and into which we
live. Olamot ceases to mean something
“out there.” They are stripped of their
metaphysical characteristics and be-
come modes by which one can ascer-
tain, explain or simply think about the
human condition and one’s relation-
ship to others, be they organic or inor-
ganic. If Reb Zalman’s work is success-
ful, the term olam will enter into the
lexicon of contemporary reality that
Reb Zalman is always looking to ex-
pand. Once the term enters, its multi-
valent meanings from the past can im-
pact on the present. In this sense, trans-
lation is a vehicle for confluence. We
must remember that for Reb Zalman,
the new paradigm is not a “Jewish”
paradigm, but one of human civiliza-
tion. Judaism can contribute to this
new era to the extent to which it al-
lows (and trains) itself to enter into its
emerging and developing discourse.

Understanding Evil

The translation of 7z, or evil, as
“aversion” is another telling example.
Evil is a concept from the old deistic
paradigm, a term that thrives on the
bifurcation of reality into God and not-
God — good and evil. Even if we un-
derstand this in terms of negative the-
ology (i.e., evil as the absence of good)
or the more modern dialectical ap-
proach of classic Beshtean Hasidism, I
think Reb Zalman is suggesting that
evil is a term that cannot survive the
pantheism of the new paradigm. Reb
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Zalman’s pantheism is not fully
antinomian; that is, all is not permit-
ted. There are things that we should
simply avoid for all kind of reasons:
They are destructive, unhealthy, cor-
rosive; they take us away from loving
God and loving others. In Renewal,
prohibitions remain.

Reb Zalman’s question — which is
metahalakhic at its core — is not,
“What is prohibited ?” or even “Why
is this or that prohibited?” Rather, the
question that concerns him is “How do
we succeed in distancing ourselves from
that which is prohibited?” Calling it
“evil” is one sure way, since it presents
the prohibited object or idea as threat-
ening. Evil is a tool used by religious
authorities to assure compliance with
religious standards. The downside is
that evil breeds a desire, even an obli-
gation, to destroy or annihilate. When
the object or act is ontologically “evil,”
its very presence in the world under-
mines the religious life. The “sacred”
act of killing in a religious war, the en-
emy being the embodiment of evil, is
the obvious example of how evil func-
tions negatively. Sadly, this corrosive
language has been revived in a quasi-
secular context by the current president
of the United States.

Reb Zalman suggests the term “aver-
sion” as an alternative. Healthy aver-
sion (Reb Zalman brings Stanley
KubricK’s film, A Clockwork Orange, as
an example of unhealthy aversion ther-
apy) is born out of love. “ In my life,
I'm totally connected with the energy
of God, and I so love God that to do
anything contrary to God’s will is
something I couldn’t handle. If I did
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that, my consciousness would be cut
off from God. It is an aversion driven
by the resultant separation from the Be-
loved” (153). That which is contrary
to God exists, as it always will, but it
only threatens me when I give it my
attention. When I ignore it, it remains
“out there,” but it is outside the sphere
of how I want to live my life. And, more
importantly, when it is ignored, its
power is diminished, an interpretation
of the classic kabbalistic idea that the
life-force of the demonic realm is de-
pendant upon its interaction with the
holy.

“Paralyzing Anxiety”

The final example of translation that
I will discuss is the term aimeh, usually
rendered as “fear.” Reb Zalman calls it
“paralyzing anxiety.”To illustrate this
example, he retells a teaching he heard
from Rabbi Yisrael Jacobson, a teacher
of his in the Lubavitch yeshiva, that
aimeb is a fear that is malevolent, one
that is not healthy, but yet many have
to overcome to get to the healthy fear
of God, or yeriah. Reb Zalman uses the
example of a peyote ritual and the fear
of impending doom that often accom-
panies a hallucinogenic experience. The
heightening of one’s senses through
these stimulants often brings about a
feeling of uncontrolled movement.
When this is coupled with fear (as it
often is initially) it results in a con-
sciousness of impending doom and the
inability to do anything about it — the
fear one experiences immediately be-
fore one is hit, anticipating the pain.

This experience, he suggests, cap-

The Reconstructionist

tures the Hebrew term aimeh. His ren-
dering is based on a loose philological
observation. Ai-mah, “Where is it?” or
“What is i?” That is, “I dont know
what it is, I don’t know where it is, but
I got this uncanny feeling something
is impending” (166). Reb Zalman ad-
mits, “nobody says that we need to have
this kind of fear of God”(166). Yet it is
an anxiety that is all too common, even
under normal conditions, a fear that
can only be overcome by succumbing
to it — moving past it and not allow-
ing oneself to get stuck in the paralyz-
ing moment. This kind of fear is natu-
ral and, unless one can move beyond
it, the true fear of yeriah may elude one.

In these brief examples — and there
are many more — Reb Zalman builds
his theory of reading for renewal: read-
ing as an act of creative reconstruction.
His translations are not meant to be
scholarly but useful; they serve one who
needs and wants Hasidism, but refuses
to dwell in the old paradigm where it
resides. These terms, this new Hasidic
lexicon, are the building blocks of Jew-
ish Renewal. It is only in Wiapped in a
Holy Flame that Reb Zalman explores
this systematically and comprehen-
sively, exposing the reader to his theory
of reading for renewal, one that would
allow the reader herself to continue his

work.
Engaging Islam

There are two brief and intercon-
nected observations that will serve as a
conclusion to this essay. First, one of
the lesser-known dimensions of Reb
Zalman’s contribution to contempo-
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rary Judaism is that he was one of the
first constructive Jewish theologians
seriously to engage Islam as a well-
spring for Jewish devotional life. Much
of 20™-century Jewish theology in
America was rooted in the European
tradition, where the only serious
“other” was Christianity.

A good example of this, in fact the
exception that proves the rule, is Franz
Rosenzweig’s somewhat pathetic treat-
ment of Islam in his 7he Star of Re-
demption (and this was likely the prod-
uct of Hegel’s superficial assessment of
Islam and not of any serious engage-
m