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There I was, on the plane traveling to Israel this past summer. I was not alone. To 

my left was a big, burly man. To my right was another big, burly man. It was hot, 

and it was close. The back of the seat in front of me was but inches from my face. 

But that wasn’t the worst of it. What made it worse was the book that I had picked 

up at Logan Airport in which I was thoroughly engrossed. It was so interesting, I 

could hardly put it down. The book is entitled: God is Not Great: How Religion 

Poisons Everything and its title is prominently displayed on its bright yellow cover. 

That cover was practically screaming itself out at everyone around me, including, 

perhaps especially, my seatmates, who just happened to be ultra-Orthodox 

(hareidi) Jews. As I looked from one to the other, all I kept thinking to myself was, 

“Thank God they’re sleeping!” What would I say if one of them asked me why I 

was reading the book? How could I begin to explain to them that, for the most part, 

I was enjoying it?” 

God is Not Great, written by Chrisopher Hitchens, is one of about a half-dozen 

books that have been published recently that excoriate religion and the allegedly 

pernicious role it has played in human history. 

Hitchens has a simple set of arguments: First, the metaphysical claims of religion 

are false. Religion should therefore have no greater claim on our thinking or our 

behavior, than anything our minds can rationally apprehend. 

Moreover, religion has been more than simply false. Religion has been destructive 

throughout history: it’s been cruel, abusive, and violent. 

Finally, religion is a palliative. It offers false hopes and illusory happiness. It 

cannot bring us true comfort from the anxieties of human life. Since it has done far 

more harm than good, the sooner it is gone from the world’s stage, the better. 

Hitchens recalls the exact moment that led to him writing this book. It was an 

incident that happened when he was nine years old. He was out on a school trip 
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with one of his favorite teachers, a woman named Mrs. Watts, who brought the 

children out into the forest. She pointed to the lush English foliage and said, “So 

you see, children, how powerful and generous God is. He has made all the trees 

and grass to be green, which is exactly the color that is most restful to our eyes. 

Imagine if instead, the vegetation was all purple, or orange, how awful that would 

be.” 

At that moment, Hitchens felt intense embarrassment for his teacher. At the time, 

he didn’t know anything about chlorophyll or photosynthesis, much less evolution. 

But somehow, he knew that his beloved teacher was pathetically wrong. For it was 

clear to him that it is our eyes that have adjusted to nature—and not the other 

way around. (p. 3) 

For Hitchens, this incident was eye-opening. To him, this revealed the fundamental 

falseness of religious doctrine and also the way religious belief can suppress 

human creativity and impede human progress. 

But that’s not the worst it can do. 

Once—as it happens, it was the week before 9/11—Hitchens was debating Dennis 

Prager, a Jewish talk show host from California who strongly advocates religious 

affiliation and observance. Prager challenged Hitchens in public to answer what he 

called a straight yes or no question. Imagine yourself, Prager said to Hitchens, in a 

strange city as evening is coming on. Imagine you see a large group of men 

approaching. Now, answer me, he said, would you feel safer, or less safe, if you 

knew that they were just coming from a prayer meeting? 

That question was intended to be a trap. (Remember, this was before 9/11.) How 

scary are we when we come out of our Friday evening Minyan Shira services? 

How scary are the folks coming out of the Needham Congregational Church at any 

time of day or night? 

Hitchens responded immediately by saying that he had had precisely that 

experience—of seeing a large group of men approaching him—in—just staying 

within the letter “B”—Belfast, Beirut, Bombay, Belgrade, Bethlehem and 

Baghdad, and “in each case,” he said, “I can say absolutely … why I would feel 

immediately threatened if I thought that the group of men approaching me in 

the dusk were coming from a religious observance.” 

In his book, Hitchens describes each of these incidents in detail. After reading 

those descriptions, all of us would have to agree that although prayer meetings can 
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be, on the one hand, edifying, civilizing environments, they can also, on the other 

hand, inspire xenophobia, paranoia and mindless expressions of rage. 

Hitchen’s point is that, although religion often sounds benign, especially when it is 

preaching about universal brotherhood, virtually whenever and wherever it has 

gained power, people have suffered—whether it was during the crusades or the 

inquisition in medieval times, or within theocratic regimes or religious “hot-spots” 

today. 

Hitchens is right. People have done and continue to do terrible things in the name 

of religion. For example, there are plenty of religious leaders in the world today 

who, in the name of religion, would like us to go back to the Middle Ages or even 

earlier. 

As CNN recently reminded us with its series on religious fundamentalism, there 

are Jews—admittedly, not many, but enough to pose a threat to all of us—who 

would like to blow up the Dome of the Rock and the El Aksa mosque in order to 

rebuild the Temple on the Temple Mount in Jerusalem and offer animal sacrifices 

there, as in the days of the first and second temples. Even if there weren’t obvious 

political difficulties with this demolition project, that goal—which is tied in with a 

desire that Israel should become more theocratic—would be problematic. 

There are Christian leaders in this country who, notwithstanding the Constitution, 

would like America to have more of a Christian identity. For example, consider the 

evangelical minister and broadcaster, D. James Kennedy, who died last week at the 

age of 76, who founded a mega-church in Florida with—get this—10,000 

members! (Just imagine their High Holiday appeal!) Kennedy maintained that it 

was a myth that our country was founded on the principle of the separation of 

church and state. Instead, he said, “America was founded on Christ and His word,” 

and Kennedy’s goal was to “reclaim America for Christ.” (NPR Fresh Air, 9/6/07) 

And then there are Islamic leaders who would like to bring back the caliphate: who 

would like to overthrow the secular Arab leaders in the Middle East and bring back 

a theocratic Muslim empire, and who are willing to employ suicide bombers 

against civilians, killing hundreds, thousands, or even millions at a time to achieve 

their objective. (See NYTimes, 09/12/07) 

Incidentally, Christopher Hitchens, who is an equal opportunity condemner of 

religious faith, has received plenty of death threats—from the sort of people who 

threatened Salman Rushdie’s life. 
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Christopher Hitchens has done us all a great service by writing his book. He’s 

highlighted for us not only how false religion can be but also how dangerous it can 

be. 

But if that’s the case, if religion is false, and dangerous, then why are we all here 

today? Isn’t it possible that it’s not only foolish but even evil to perpetuate the 

primitive attitudes expressed in our ancient texts? 

Why gather here today—or any other day? Why observe the Sabbath? Why read 

the Torah? For that matter, why should we identify ourselves as Jews? What is 

worth preserving—if anything—once we have pulled the rug out from under 

religious faith and it lies exposed before us as worthy of contempt? 

Because, on the one hand, Hitchens is right; on the other hand, he has it all wrong. 

Hitchens has written a brilliant critique of traditional faith. But the faith he 

critiques is not the essence of Judaism today—or, at least the Judaism in which we 

believe, the Judaism we aspire to, the Judaism to which we are loyal. 

For Judaism has evolved. 

Just as Talmudic Judaism was not Biblical Judaism, Medieval Judaism differed 

from Talmudic Judaism. Modern Judaism differs from all of its antecedents, and 

today, it’s even fair to say that we are living in a post-modern world. Our religion, 

therefore, rightly reflects rather than rejects the philosophical insights of the 

Enlightenment that are at the core of Hitchens’ critique. 

There is an even stronger argument. Judaism never was a faith based on creed 

or catechism. It is the ever-developing religious civilization of a people with a 

unique language and culture and homeland. Yes, I know, one can always point to 

Maimonides’ 13 principles of faith. But Judaism was never truly creedal, not only 

before Maimonides but also since then. That well-known High Holiday piyyut, 

“V’chol maaminim”—“And everyone believes,” that we will sing in a few minutes, 

is definitely not an empirical statement. Yes, there are some core theological 

principles in Judaism, but Jews have neither understood nor applied them 

uniformly—especially not today. Today, there are pious Jews all over the 

theological spectrum. 

A colleague of mine, Rabbi Sharon Cohen Anisfeld of Hebrew College, recently 

told me that once, several years ago, when she was living in Israel and her kids 

were little, she took them to the Jerusalem Zoo, which is a very popular destination 
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for observant families in the neighborhood. They were talking about the nature of 

the Jewish people and Jewish unity, and so she asked them, “What do you think all 

Jews have in common?” 

Her four year old daugher looked around at the other people visiting the zoo, and 

said, “Is it that they all wear tzitzit?” 

Her son, a good three or four years older, thought for a moment and said, “They all 

believe in one—or fewer—gods.” 

As Rabbi Anisfeld put it, this is actually a commentary on Jewish mathematics: the 

distance between zero and one is less than the distance between one and two! 

This may be frustrating to those of us who expect theological coherence. But listen 

to this reflection by Abraham Joshua Heschel: “The essence of Jewish religious 

thinking does not lie in entertaining a concept of God but in the ability to articulate 

a memory of moments of illumination by His presence.” 

What Heschel meant by that is that any attempt to describe God must, of necessity, 

be inadequate. “However subtle and noble our concepts may be, as soon as they 

become descriptive [or] definite, they confine [God] and force [God] into the 

triteness of our minds. Never is our mind so inadequate as in trying to describe 

God.” (p. 78) 

Articulating principles about God, then, is not the answer. As Heschel puts it, 

“When faith is completely replaced by creed, worship by discipline, love by habit 

… when religion speaks only in the name of authority rather than with the voice of 

compassion, its message becomes meaningless.” (p. 35) 

So where does it all begin, if it doesn’t begin with faith? 

The place to start is with awe. “Awe precedes faith,” Heschel writes. And “awe, 

rather than faith, is the cardinal attitude of the religious Jew.” 

That is the essence—or it should be the essence—of our experience on these days. 

They’re known in Hebrew as Yamim Noraim, the Days of Awe. Not the “Days of 

Faith” or the “Days of Devotion,” but the Days of Awe. 

When and how do we feel awe? It may come at a happy moment, such as the birth 

of a child. It may come as a result of a scare we get in a doctor’s office, or when 

we learn of an untimely death or of a reprieve from an untimely death. As Rabbi 
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Daniel Gordis describes in his book, God Was Not in the Fire, “It can be a simple 

pause in the hectic pace of life.” 

William James, the great American philosopher of religion, once ascended Mount 

Marcy, the tallest peak in the state of New York. On his way down, as described by 

Christopher Shaw, a journalist for the Times who, this past summer, followed the 

path James took over 100 years ago (see: “The Geography of Religious 

Experience,” New York Times, September 9, 2007), he stayed overnight in a place 

called Panther Gorge, one of the most remote destinations in the Adirondacks. That 

night, James couldn’t sleep. He got up and walked out to the brook that drains the 

gorge. The moon rose and hung above the scene. And then something happened to 

him. As he put it later, he “entered into a state of spiritual alertness of the most 

vital description.” It was a turning point in his life. “After that night, … he 

understood spiritual reality not as a concept, … but as an unexceptional property of 

human consciousness and a fact of life.” That experience led to his writing his 

famous work, Varieties of Religious Experience. I am sure that James is not the 

only one to have such an experience on a hiking trail. 

Our goal, of course, in gathering together on this day is to achieve such an 

experience here. This is not easy. Dr. Arnold Eisen, who was recently inaugurated 

as Chancellor of the Jewish Theological Seminary of America, is the co-author of 

The Jew Within, a sociological study of moderately affiliated contemporary Jews. 

Many of the Jews Eisen studied claim to have had religious experiences, but few of 

them claim to have had them or expect ever to have them in shul. I would like to 

suggest that each of us be open to the possibility of overcoming the distractions 

that interfere with our ability to achieve spiritual insights, and to connect with God 

and each other. Let’s be open to this possibility throughout the High Holiday 

season. 

The Hebrew term for piety reflects this focus on awe rather than faith. In Hebrew, 

the word for religiosity is “yirat shamayim”, which means, “awe of the divine” or 

“reverence for the sacred.” It is awe, rather than belief (in one or another 

proposition) that distinguishes the pious. 

Indeed, the closest word to “faith” in Hebrew is the word “emunah,” which really 

means “faithfulness” or commitment. In a verse we’ll be reading from the Torah 

this coming Shabbat, “El emunah v’ein avel,” God is called a God of emunah, 

meaning that God is faithful, God is reliable—not that God believes some 

contrary-to-fact hypothesis. And that’s what we are called upon to be: faithful, 

reliable, dependable. That’s where awe leads. 
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To be a faithful Jew is to be faithful to our collective understanding of the demands 

of a Jewish way of life. That implies, in Heschel’s words, that we take a leap of 

action—rather than a leap of thought—in the pursuit of the holy. (“We are asked to 

do more than we understand in order to understand more than we do.”) In the 

words of the late Rabbi Seymour Siegel, the mitzvot that comprise the Jewish way 

of life constitute a guide, a goad, and a goal. Faithfulness demands that we seek to 

align ourselves with these distinctly Jewish ways of pursuing the holy. 

One final point. Even if we can satisfy ourselves that our Judaism is neither based 

on false premises nor is evil, is it—as some would claim is true of all religions—

just a palliative? To quote Freud, is it just an illusion, just collective wishful 

thinking, to satisfy infantile needs? Or, to quote Marx, is it just “the opium of the 

people” promising “illusory happiness”? 

“The truth is,” as Rabbi Louis Jacobs once put it, “there are two views of what 

religion [is]. Some see it as … an ever present refuge in times of trouble, a relief 

from pain, hopelessness and anxiety. Others, while acknowledging these aspects, 

prefer to lay greater stress on the idea of religion as a challenge.” 

This duality is at the heart of the High Holiday experience. Think of the Unetaneh 

Tokef, that powerful prayer that chills us to the bone. Adam ysodo me-afar v’sofo 

le’afar: “The origin of the human being is dust and our end is dust.” And it isn’t 

the religious skeptic that is teaching us this truth; it’s the pious poet seeking to 

capture the essence of the work of this season in the words we recite year after 

year. “We are like a fragile vessel, the grass that withers, the flower that fades, the 

shadow that passes, the cloud that vanishes, the wind that blows, the dust that 

scatters, the dream that flies away.” These are hardly the soothing words of an 

escapist faith. 

That’s where we start on this day. Fortunately, we don’t end up there. Yes, we are 

weak, fragile, and vulnerable. But we are also capable of striving for moral 

greatness. We can, through teshuvah, tefillah and tsedakah, be different from 

whom we have been. We are not prisoners of our past, or captives of our fate. As 

challenging as it is to accomplish, we are capable of being as menschlich, as pious, 

as faithful as we’d like to be. 

If this is our religion, it is hardly a palliative, just as it is hardly a poison. If 

anything, it’s an elixir that empowers us. It can provide us with the motivation, the 

means, and the reward for making the kinds of changes we can and should. 

* * * * * * * * * * * * 
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All in all, Christopher Hitchens can lead us right into shul. He reminds us that we 

shouldn’t close our eyes to the world around us. We should seek out a religion that 

is true, one that incorporates, rather than rejects, scientific and historical insights 

concerning the empirical world. Also, Hitchens teaches us that religion and 

political power don’t mix. The separation of church and state keeps religion pure 

and politics free; their adulteration pollutes both. 

Yes, religion can poison everything. Bad religion, that is. It can separate us from 

others. It can legitimate sanctimoniousness, judgmentalism, and a host of other 

negative virtues. It can be corrupt. But good religion can provide us with virtues, 

like caring, fairness and integrity, to live up to and to incorporate into our lives. It 

can inspire us, helping us to set goals for ourselves and to face the toughest of 

challenges. 

Let’s try to live up to the great challenges Judaism puts before us. 

Let’s do our best to reject the worst, and to live up to the best, 

that religion can be, for us and for the entire world. 

Shanah Tovah. 

 


