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Befleab

Today religion in America is as private and diverse as New England
colonial religion was pyblic and unified. One person we interviewed bas -
aceually named her seligion (she calls it her “faith") after herself, This
suggests the logical possibility of over 220 million American religions,
enc for each of us. Sheila Larson is a young nurse who has received a
good deal of therapy and who describes her faith as “Sheilaism.” “I be-
lieve in God. I'm not a religions fanatie. I can't remember the kst time I
wenis to church. My faith has carried me a long way, IUs Sheilzism. Just
my ewn little voice.” Sheila’s faith has some tenets beyond helief in Ged,
theugh not many. In defining “my own Sheilaism,” she said: “It’s just try
te love yourself and be gentle with yourself, Yon know, I guess, take care
of cach other. 1 think He would want us to take care of each other. Like
sany others, Sheila would be willing to endorse few more specific in-
Junctions. We will requrn to Sheila later in this chapter, for her experi-
ence and heliefare in some ways significantly reprosentative. Bur figss we
must consider hew it came about that *Sheflaism” somehow seems 2
perfectly nasural expression of current American relipious life, and what
thattells us about she role of refigion in the United States today. How did

Ghen avd Eisen

The principal authority for contemporary American Jews, in the ab-
sence of compelting religious norms ey loyales, has become
the sovereign self. Each person now performs the labor of fashioning his
or her own self, pulling together eléments from the various Jewish and
non-Jewish repertoires available, rather than stepping into an “inescap-
able framework™ of identity (familial, communal, tadiional) given at
birth. Decisions about ritual observance and invoivement in Jewish institu-
_Honsare made and made again, considered and reconsidered, year by year

and even week by week. Ameérican Jews speak of their lives, and of their

Jewish beliefs and commitments, as a jowrney of ongoing questioning

age of arrival. There ave no Anal an-

Sopputments. The Jews we metin the course sf our
. the right to choose anew in the future, amending or
reversing the decisions made today, and defended their children’s right to
do so for themselves in tum. Personal meanings are squght by these Jews
for new as well as for inherited observances. If such meanings are not
fashioned or found, the practices in question are revised or discarded~—or
not undertaken in the first place. .
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Authority Markers

Another important marker of a teenager’s place in the social

-order is his or her place vis-2-vis adult authority. True authority

is based upon superior competence, wisdom, and experience.
-Pawer, in contrast, is based upon superior force. A number of
‘récent changes in our society have undermined the authority
.of both parents and teachers, the two classes of adults with
-whom teenagers interact the most. When these adults lose their
~authority, their claim to superior competence, wisdom, and
authority, teenagers lose an all-important marker of their place
‘in the social order.
In many ways, the next two chapters deal with the con-
‘temporary decline in the authority of both parents and teachers.
Those chapters, however, are concerned with the specific un-
placing effects of declining adult.authority in the contemporary
family and school. Here we need to recognize its marker quality
and that it can be looked at as another way in which the society
as a whole is becoming homogenized with respect to age and
authority. Such homogenization deprives teenagers of still an-

other important marker of their once-special status. ‘ k :

It is not only parents whose authority has declined in rece
" times. The authority of teachers has diminished as well. L

Relations between the lay public and the teaching profe
sion . . . changed in significant ways. In the 1940's, few teac
ers belonged to a union; strikes were uncommon; admini
trators were powerful within their school building or the
district and in hiring, promoting and assigning teache:
Though their pay was low, teachers had more education th:
did the parents-of their students and commanded the respe
that went with the authority they wielded. Teaching attracts
a niinber of gifted women, for whom career opportuniti
were [imited. In some communities, there were substanti
. restrictions placed on teachers” behavior; as models for ¢
community’s youth, teachers were expected not to smoke

drink or otherwise set 2 bad example.”

It is hardly necessary to compare that description with wh

" ¢btains.for teachers today. There has been a radical change

the respect and authority that were once accorded teachers 1
both students and parents.
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2. Authority, as it is most penerally understood, has reference to
the basic social fact that individuals are differentiated with respect to
the possibility of their affecting each other’s conduct. The religious
speciglist is said to have sacred authority because he legitimizes his
authority in terms of an ultimate value system and because he is able
te affect the behavior of others so that it will be in accordance with
this system of ultimate values. There are three aspects of the authority
of a teligious specialist which should be kept in ntind:

. {a) The manner in which this authority is legitimated, e.p., by a
claim of direct communjon with the transcendental order, by ordina-
rion from a legitimate representative of the sacred, or by intimate
knowledge of the rules governing sacred authority,

(b} The type or kind of authority that the religious specialist
possesses: Imperative authority (characterized by the possibility of
applying organized, relatively specific sanctions which include use of
ccercion), ot influential awthority, which by hortatory and exemplary
conduct involves the imposition of unorganized, diffuse sanctions. !

{c) The extent of the authority of the religious specialist—how
many individuals act in accordance with the rules he espouses.
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A Tribute to the Rebbitzen of Talne

pass on? T admit that T am aot able to define previsely the mas-
soretic role of the Tewish mother. Only by cixﬁ%m_sﬁﬁp,ﬁgn_lvp__qu
‘i‘}.‘_&ﬂ#m Permit me to draw upon my own ex-
periences, 1 used to have long conversatigns with my mother,
‘Infact, it was a monclogue rather than a dialogue. She talked
and [ “happened” to overhear, What did she talk about? T must
-use an halakhic term in order to answer this question: ghe talked
me-inyana_de-yoma, 1 used to watch her arranging the house
"Tn horior of a holiday. T used to see-her recite prayers; [ used
to watch her recite the sidra every Friday night and I stll
remember the nostelgfc tune. I learned from her ver
| biost _Judalsin expresses jtself Iy .
a formal compYiatice Witk the law DUL AlEo (.8 [IVINg exp !
She taught me that there 1§ a Havor, 2 scent and warfth to |
mitzvor. 1 learned from her thE most (Hiportant thing 1 Bk ——

€ presepce of 1he Altnighty and the gentle pressare of
% hand restig upon my Frail shou%@ Without her teachings,
which quifs often were ransnitted to me in silepde, L.would have
grown up a soulless beinE; dry and intensitive. o
The laws of at, for instance, were passed on to me by
_my father; they-are a part of mussar avikha, The Shabbat as a
living entity, as a queen, was revealed to me by my mother; it i
a part of terat imekha. The fathers knew much about the Shab-
bat; the mothers fived the Shabbat; expericnced her presence, and
pesasived her beauty and spiendor.
The fathers taught generations how to observe the Shabbat;
mothers taught generations how to greet the Shabbat and how
to exjey her twenty-four hour prevence. ' '
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Character education of the student begins with an acceptance of the
unigueness of the teacher. The teacher must be at home with the exis-
tential joy and pain of his individuality, not hide from it. Although it is
impossible to communicate utter solitude to another, it is not impossi-
ble to articulate that 2 teacher can be both traditional and autcnomous.
Nor is it difficolt to convey that a teacher is not a completed, perfect
being but is still himself part of a learning community. Role models who
are not afraid to show their own struggles are no less role models; they
may, in fact, show the student a good deal more about personal growth.
It is easier to hide from individuality when the teacher and student
both live by the same code of law and ethics. But what will ultimately
make an impression upon the student is the individual recipe that the
teacher created for his or her Judaism, the unique personal inter'preta-
tion that the teacher struggled to arrive at in his hours of “utter soli-
tude As more and more educational institutions in the Orthodox
community strive to create codes of dress, speech and behavipr that are
easily mimicked, the teacher’s task becomes more daunting. Where the
fanguage of convention flattens, dulls and provides a slip-in identity for
students and teachers alike, the teacher must resist and instead show his
students what they will learn with time if they do not learn it in a class-
room—humanity compels complexity. The teacher can offer up this
complexity in the searching portrait he offers of himself or he can resort
to cliches and social norms, all the while denying inteliectual and spiri-
tual ferment. Instead of a self-confident sense of arrival, the teacher can
present character education as a process or journey which she herself is
still engaged in and to which she invites the student to join. The invita-
tion to be part of this process can cut the form of an enriching diagonal
line upon which both student and teacher find themselves, rather than
the vertical ascension of the student to the height of the teacker.
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As soon as he saw that Abraham was not to be moved, he went
and assumed the form of a large river. Forthwith Abraham
plunged into the waters which reached as far as his knees. He
said to his young men, Follow me. They plunged in after him.
As soon as they reached midway, the waters came up to his neck.
At that moment, Abrakam cast his eye heavenward and said be-
fore Him: Lord of the Umiverse, Thou didst chose me, and re-
vealed Thyself to me and said to me: T am one and thou art
one. Through ther shall My name become known in My world,
so offer up Ysaac thy son before Me for a burnt offering. I did
not hold back and behold I am enpaged in Thy command, but
now the waters ase endanpering life itself. If Isaac or myself doth
drown—who will fulfii Thy word? Who will proclaim the unity
of Thy name? Said the Holy One blessed be He to him: By thy
life! Through thee, shall the unity of My name be proclaimed
in the world. The Holy One blessed be He forthwith rebuked the
spring and the river dried up and they stood on dry ground.

{(Tanhuma)
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“And rose up and wenmt”—The Satam accosted him and appeared
to him in the guise of an old man. The latter nsked him: Whither
goest thou? Abraham replied: To pray. Said the Satan: If a
man going to pray, why the fire and the knife in his hand and the
wood on his shoulder? Abraham answered: Peradventure we
shall tarry a day or twe, slaughter, cook and eat. Said he: Old
man! Was ¥ not there when the Holy One blessed be He did say
to thee: "Taks thy son..." Natwithstanding en old man the likes
of thee will go and put away a son vouchsafed him at the age
of a hundred! (Yalkut: Gaffer! Thou'rt out of thy mind! Gone
to slaughter the son given to thee at an hundred year!) Abraham
replied: Just for this. ~~ And if He tries thee more than this, canst
thou withstand it? Said he: And more. The Satan retorted: To-
morrow He will tell thes, a shedder of blood art thou for
shedding hic blood! Abraham replied: Just for this,

Lesbowita, ¢ 196

What is the significance of this dialogue which constitutes, as
in many similar cases, a symbolic repregentation of an internal
strugple? The voice of the tempter in the guise of an old man
is none other than the promptings of Abraham's own heart dur-
ing those three momentous days. One by one doubts assail him—;
the voice of the tempter. First his paternal instinct: “‘the son
given thee at an hundred year?” The voice of conscience: “To-

morrow He will tell thee, A shedder of blcod art thou...” The
veice of the one who was familiar with the ways of serving his

creator can be detecied in the question: “If a man going 10 pray,

why the fire and knifs in his hand.” In other words, does prayer

involve human sacrifice? These are all the promptings of the

tempter. As soon as he saw that Abrabam was not be moved

he assumed the form of a large river. What does this signify?

The objective difficultics that block a person’s path. I wanted to

do it but I was prevenied by circumstapces beyond my conirol.

The Sages pictured it as a natural obstacle—a river (in modem

parlance: the bus or train was late etc.). Could Abraham have

reached mount Moriah if 2 river stood in his path? But he who

teally desires to fulfil his duty is deterred by nothing. goes

just the same “just for this,” and plunges into the river even

as far as his neck.
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directed was alrsady an Rom WK P a wrong in which he sinned”, and
that need not have misled us, or worried us. The Toreh never presents
our grest men a8 being perfect; it deifies no man, says of none “here you
have the ideal, in this man the Divine became humas”. Altogether it puts
the life of no man before us as the pattern out of which we are to learn
what is right and good, what we have to do, what refrain from doing.
Where the Word of God would st a pattern before us for us to imitate,
it places no man born of dust, there God says ‘"Look at Me, imitate Me,
wander in My Ways”. We are never to say: This must be right for did
not so-and-so do it! The Torah is no “collection of examples of saints™. 1t
relates what occurred, not because it was exemplary but because it did occur.
The Torah never hides from us the faults, errors and weaknesses
of our great men. Just by that it gives the stamp of veracity to what it
selates. But in truth, by the knowledge which is given us of their faults and
weaknesses, our. great men are in no wise made lesser but actually greater
and more instructive. If they stood before us as the purest models of
perfection we should attribute them as baving a different nature, which has
been denied to us. Were. they without passion without intemnal struggles,
their vithues would seem”to us the outcome of some higher pature, hardiy
a merit and certainly no model that we could hope to emuiate. Take, for
instance Mases's may. Did we not know that he could also £ly into 2 passion,
his meskaess and modesty would seem to us to be his inborn natural dis-
position, and lost to us as.an example. Just his DO X3 1950 gives his miy
its true greatness, shows it to us as the result of a great work of seif-contro
and self-ennoblement’ which we 2ll should copy because we afl could copy.
The Torah also shows us no faults without at the same time letting us see
the greater or lesser evil consequences. From our great teachers of the
Totah, and truly ¥'257 can be reckoned amongst the very greatest, we would
accordingly learn that it may never be our task to whitewash the spiritual
and moral heroes of out past, to appear as apologists for them. They do
not require ous apologies, nor do such attempts become themn. Truth is the
seal of out Torah, and truthfulness is the principle of all its true and great
commentators and teachers. All this, if we would have to say with 1"'329:
TOWD T XU APAK DT Ko, )
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CH XXVII 1. And it came
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to pass that when Isaac had be- I P PI':I'B’ ]E'F; o Tl

CHAPTER XXVII

V. 1 -As repeatedly remarked, we Follow the opinion of our sages,
and do not consider it our task to be apologists for our great men and
women, just ss the Word of God, the Torzh itself never refrains from
inforfning us of theiv errors and weaknesses, If Rebecca brought it about
that Jacob deceived his father, it says guite unequivocally M3 TR X3
Reb. Chanina expresses himself about the events recorded in this chapter,
as follows:- (W3 67) K1 rWn nvam S2wp % 5 “anybody who says
that God is not so particular with His “pious ones”, that “frum™ people
need not be s panicular in certain directions, YR NP, “deserves to
have his inwards torn out” ZpYY PUENT DMK SPYT VT OAN MO CTRRD KR
AR TTTA AIPYT DU STRER W3 17§02 nmw woyd waw {Esther IV.1 and
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