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MITZVAH AND MODERNITY

Several times a year I am I am privileged to make pilgrimages to Los

Angeles with soon to be Jews-by-Choice. For months in advance,

prospective converts study with me and participate in the congregation in

preparation. We meet privately several times to discuss their interest in

and attraction to Judaism. If, and when, they decide to convert, we arrive at

a mutual decision as to when that will be.

In order to convert to Judaism a prospective Jew-by-Choice must

appear before a Beit Din, a Rabbinic Court. Conversion candidates meet

with three rabbis who ask them questions about their background,

knowledge, and readiness to become a Jew. These sessions are

conversational rather than prosecutorial. The Beit Din is more concerned

about motivation, thoughtfulness, and commitment than converts

answering nine out of ten questions correctly.

One of the Beit Din’s favorite questions is: “Please tell us about your

favorite holiday or mitzvah.”

Candidates love this question. It gives them the opportunity to share
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their Jewish experiences and how they have brought meaning and joy to

their lives. They often answer Passover, because this is the time when

entire families join together in celebration, and because the symbols and

foods are rich with meaning. Another favorite answer is Sukkot. They love

building a sukkah and eating outside under the stars. 

Sometimes candidates will answer Shabbat because it is the one day

a week they can rest and spend time with their families.

Occasionally, they even say Yom Kippur, not because they like to

fast or sit in the synagogue all day, but rather, because it allows them time

to review their lives, put things in perspective, and get a fresh start.

Many cite lighting Shabbat, holiday, or Chanukah candles because

they usher the warmth and glow of God into their lives. Another favorite is

performing acts of tzedakah, charity, or gemilut chasadim, acts of loving-

kindness, because this is how Judaism animates the collective

responsibility of all human beings toward one another.

In recent years, one of my colleagues on the Beit Din, playing off of

the question: “What do you love about Judaism?” has begun asking

another kind of question, one which is more challenging and thought
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provoking.

He begins by stating that according to Jewish tradition there are 613

mitzvot in the Torah. While most are beautiful and meaningful, others are

not. He then asks: “Please tell me about a mitzvah that you find difficult or

impossible to do.”

 One quick witted candidate immediately answered, “Since we no

longer have the Temple, I find it impossible to follow the Torah’s

commandment to sacrifice animals.”

He got a good laugh, but my colleague persisted. He would not allow

him to take the easy way out. He wanted him to answer the question

underlying the question: given the vast amount of mitzvot imposed upon us

by the Torah and halacha, Jewish Law, is it really possible to observe all of

them? And if we cannot, how do we decide what is important and what is

not?  Furthermore, are there mitzvot so odious that it does not suffice to

ignore them. We must also challenge their morality and sanctity.

Let me give you an example of one such mitzvah. It is found in the

book of Deuteronomy:

ëÌÄÍéÎúÄù ÀîÇò áÌÀàÇçÇú òÈøÆéêÈ àÂù Æø ÷' àÁìÉäÆéêÈ ðÉúÅï ìÀêÈ ìÈù ÆáÆú ù Èí ìÅàîÍÉø: éã éÈÍöÀàåÌ

àÂðÈù Äéí áÌÀðÅÍéÎáÀìÄéÌÇòÇì îÄ÷ÌÄøÀáÌÆêÈ åÇéÌÇãÌÄéçåÌ àÆúÎéÍù ÀáÅé òÄéøÈí ìÅàîÉø ðÅÍìÀëÈä åÀðÇÍòÇáÀãÈä
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.àÁìÉäÄéí àÂçÅøÄéí àÂù Æø ìÉÍàÎéÀãÇòÀúÌÆÍí

“If you hear it said, in one of the towns that the Lord your God is

giving you to dwell in, that some scoundrels from among you have gone

and subverted the inhabitants of their town, saying, ‘Come let us worship

other gods’...If it is true...put the inhabitants of that town to the sword and

put its cattle to the sword: gather all its spoil into the open square and burn

the town and all its spoil as a holocaust to the Lord your God...Let nothing

that is doomed stick to your hand in order that the Lord may turn His

blazing anger and show you compassion, ...” (Deut. 13:13-18)

According to the book of Deuteronomy, one of the worst sins a

human being can commit is idolatry. The punishment for idolatry is death. If

an Israelite city is proven idolatrous it must be utterly destroyed. Every

man, woman, and child is to be put to the sword. No mercy may be shown.

Not even animals are spared. They are to be killed and the entire city

destroyed.

This is a mitzvah of the Torah that I have a problem with. Although

idolatry is a terrible offense against God, the mandated punishment is

extreme. Even if all of the adults are guilty, in and of itself a challenging

assumption, how can one hold small children and babies responsible for
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their parents’ evil? And what have the poor chickens and cows done, for

God’s sake?

I am not the first person to have a problem with this mitzvah. Modern,

and ancient, commentators do as well. Our Etz Hayim Torah Commentary

tries to rationalize the law: “Why so comprehensive a punishment for an

entire town, rather than simply punishing the guitly? In all likelihood, the

Torah deemed it inconceivable for a good person to remain in a town

totally give over to idolatry. In the absence of a supportive community loyal

to God, the lonely individual would either leave in disgust or remain and

become corrupt.”

In other words, the entire town is justifiably destroyed because only

the evildoers remain. Everyone else has left, assumedly taking their

chickens and cows with them. 

The Talmudic sages chose another approach to resolve the moral

dilemma. They taught that a town so evil never existed and the punishment

never carried out. Why does the Torah include it? As a hypothetical case

from which to learn the enormity of the sin of idolatry.

These are nice explanations, but neither deals with the heart of the

problem: how can a loving God command a punishment which sweeps
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away an entire population: the innocent, young, and naive, along with the

guilty?  Is God really so demanding, so jealous, and so cruel? Critical

thinkers must ask the question: Is this commandment the word of God, or

our distorted understanding of what God wants?

There are many mitzvot in the Torah which are subject to similar

critique. The laws governing the “wayward and defiant child” (he is stoned

to death), the sotah, the woman suspected of adultery (she, but not her

alleged lover, is forced to undergo a demeaning ritual to “prove” her

innocence), and homosexuality (it is an abomination), are some of those

mitzvot about which I, and in some cases the rabbis of the Talmud,

question their morality. Are such laws truly God’s Will, or a human

perversion of it?

The conundrum is, however, if we assert that the words of the Torah

are not God’s exact will, but rather God’s will as filtered by human beings,

then how can we ever know what God really wants from us? What is the

yardstick by which we may measure right and wrong? Although we may

innately feel we know the difference between good and evil, historically

human beings have committed horrible crimes in the name of what they

define as “good.” The Crusaders slaughtered thousands on their quest to
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returning Jerusalem to Christendom. The Nazis thought that they were

doing the world a favor by ridding civilization of Jewish vermin. Suicide

bombers blow themselves and innocent bystanders to smithereens in the

name of Allah.

On the other hand, if we believe that the Torah is in any way the

Word of God, on what basis are we permitted to pronounce any section of

it as wrong or immoral? Is it when the Torah’s commandments do not

conform to social norms? If everyone works on Saturday, should we

overturn Shabbat? If the majority population bans circumcision, should we

abandon brit milah? If society believes that assisted suicide is morally

acceptable, does that mean the Torah is antiquated or wrong?

Furthermore, the Torah was never meant to conform to social norms; it

was meant to establish them.

Can we set aside the Torah when we believe it to be irrational or

“meaningless?” Are human beings, whose lives are guided by the most

irrational of instincts - just watch “Jersey Shore” if you don’t believe me - 

really capable of deciding what is eternally true?

Just because we may find no rational reason to observe the mitzvah,

for example, of shatnez, not mixing wool and linen in the same garment,
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does not mean the mitzvah is without purpose. Perhaps that purpose is

beyond human reason.

“How do you balance tradition with change?” asks Rabbi Elliott Dorff

in “Conservative Judaism: Our Ancestors to Our Descendants.” “It is easy

to accept all of tradition: you simply follow whatever code you choose...

blindly and mechanically. That may require a lot from you in terms of

action, but it certainly does not require any judgement on your part or

attention to the complications of modern life. You practice Judaism as if

nothing has changed in the last 2,000 years...

“On the other hand, to change the Tradition at will or to give it little

weight in deciding how to practice Judaism is to create your own religion...”

(p. 50-51)

On one hand, I am not prepared to follow the Torah blindly. On the

other hand, at what point do I negate or ignore so much of the received

tradition that what I practice is no longer Judaism, but a perversion of it?

Unfortunately I don’t have a good answer to that question. Unlike

religious fundamentalists who can find the answer in the Book, religious

liberals will never truly know what God wants us to do. But that does not

stop us from trying, and being proud of the effort.
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As Rabbi Gordon Tucker wrote, “We have not shunned or feared the

notion that the texts of the Torah itself, and of the Talmud, were the

products of historically unfolding processes involving human hands, and

not infallible, self-authenticating formulations of the transcendent divine will

in human language. In fact, such notions have been consciously taught in

our educational institutions, as characterizing our understanding of such

foundational concepts as God, covenant, revelation, and mitzvah. They

have powered a compelling synthesis between modern thought and

traditional piety, and have been rightly lauded among all sectors of our

broad Movement as having brought theology and truth closer together.”

As a Conservative Jew I am committed to struggling to know God’s

will. But as a committed Jew, my struggle begins with the tradition. I

believe that Judaism, as it has percolated through the generations, is the

closest thing to God’s desires that I know of. I begin from that assumption,

and anchor my life in it. Unless I find a good reason to challenge the

tradition, and find support for that challenge is in the larger religious

community, I follow the Torah and the received tradition as closely as I

can.

Some Jews look at the Torah and find it old fashioned, antiquated,
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irrelevant, and out of touch. When you study Torah, if that’s what you’re

looking for that is what you will find. As our sages taught, finding meaning

in the Torah is a human endeavor.

In the book of Deuteronomy Moses said to the Israelites,

 îæ ëÌÄé ìÉÍàÎãÈáÈø øÅ÷ äåÌà îÄëÌÆí ëÌÄéÎäåÌà çÇéÌÅéëÆí åÌáÇãÌÈáÈø äÇæÌÆä úÌÇÍàÂøÄéëåÌ éÈîÄéí

òÇìÎäÈàÂãÈîÈä àÂù Æø àÇúÌÆí òÍÉáÀøÄéí àÆúÎäÇéÌÇøÀãÌÅï ù ÈîÌÈä ìÀøÄù ÀúÌÈÍäÌ: 

 “Take to heart all the words with which I warn you this day. Enjoin them upon

your children that they may observe faithfully all the terms of this Teaching.

For this is not a trifling thing for you: it is your very life; through it you shall

long endure on the land...” (Deut. 32:46-57)

The phrase,  ëÌÄé ìÉÍàÎãÈáÈø øÅ÷ äåÌà îÄëÌÆí “For this is not a trifling thing for

you” means literally “It is not an empty thing for you.” From this understanding

of the Torah the rabbis of the Talmud declared:

àí øé÷ äåà, îëí

If anything in the Torah seems empty or meaningless, it is because

of us, because we have not invested the time and energy to study it and

sift out its significance and importance.
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I, on the other hand, see Torah as divinely inspired. As imperfect a

document it is, I still see it as reflecting God’s will. As I decide on a daily

basis how I will make my way in this world, I therefore do not start with

modernity and then see how Judaism fits into it. Rather, I begin with

Jewish tradition and then see what I can glean from it to help me live in the

modern world. 

This is not the easiest road to travel, but I believe it to be the most

spiritually and intellectually honest one. I believe it to be what Judaism

demands.

To be on this journey means making Torah the center of one’s life,

and believing it not to be a book of fables, but eternal truths as sifted and

refined by countless generations. To be on this journey means to study

and debate traditional sources, as well as modern scientific, psychological,

and social theories. To be on this journey means to be brave enough to

sometimes take a stand which says that just because something is old,

does not make it antiquated, and just because something is new or popular

does not make it right.

Judaism is a living tradition. It has never been static, but it has

constantly changed depending when and where Jews have lived. It is
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about, to paraphrase Rabbi Abraham Kook, renewing the old and

sanctifying the new. It is about living in the present while reaching toward

the future with our roots in the past.


