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Texts 

(1) Baruch Spinoza, Political Theological Tractatus 
 "God is the sum of the natural and physical laws of the universe and certainly not an individual 
entity or creator.” 
 
(2) Baruch Spinoza, Ethics 
 “Those who wish to seek out the cause of miracles and to understand the things of nature as 
philosophers, and not to stare at them in astonishment like fools, are soon considered heretical and 
impious, and proclaimed as such by those whom the mob adores as the interpreters of nature and the gods. 
For these men know that, once ignorance is put aside, that wonderment would be taken away, which is the 
only means by which their authority is preserved.” 
 
(3) "The Rabbi Writes" (1993) 
 "Where is my power? The power question is the basic question of any practical philosophy of 
life. Where do I find the strength that I need to cope with the problems and challenges of life? The 
traditional answer was God. Divine power, made available through prayer and worship, was the major 
source of needed strength. But God is only interesting if he has power. A God who creates the world but 
is unable to respond to human needs is irrelevant to the human agenda. The existence of God is not the 
issue. The power of God is very much the issue. If God has no power to give me in my hour of crisis then 
his existence makes no practical difference. Humanistic Judaism does not deny the existence of God. It 
simply denies that the power that is available to me in my moment of need is a divine supernatural power. 
For Humanistic Jews the source of power and strength is human. Human power comes into forms. There 
is the personal power of me as a person and as an individual. There is also the collective power of friends 
and community who offer me their support. In the end – God or no God – that is the locus of my power. 



Training the power and celebrating that power is more important than prayer and worship. It is the 
foundation of my dignity and self-esteem.  
 
(4) "Jews and Christmas" in The Jewish Humanist (1976) 
 All Jews in America must celebrate Christmas in some fashion or other. Since our whole 
American culture makes of this holiday a national festival, more Jews abstain from work on Christmas 
(through no choice of their own) than stay home for Rosh Hashana. All work stops; all business closes. 
Even Jewish families are forced to be together and to eat together. Some of our people celebrate the day 
with uncomfortable hostility, wasting its potential...Like the Sabbath in Israel, even nonbelievers have to 
observe it as a day of rest. If we are honest about the holiday question, we never ask: should American 
Jews celebrate Christmas. We rather inquire: how should American Jews celebrate Christmas? 
 ...Given the fact that Christmas is a holiday for Western Jews, however imposed, rabbis cannot 
close their eyes to its presence. Even Reconstructionists wax eloquent with programs for Memorial Day, 
Independence Day, and Thanksgiving. But Christmas as a national day of leisure is conspicuously 
ignored. It is as though the experience is too painful to acknowledge or too embarrassing to admit. After 
all the protestations about the virtues of Hanukkah, no one takes off for Hanukkah, but Christmas ends up 
as our day of rest. Even the dullest child can see the power of that difference. One fact is clear. Hanukkah 
is no substitute for Christmas. First of all, it rarely ever falls on Christmas Day. And secondly, after one 
has finished with eight days of candles, dreidels, gifts, potato pancakes, and holiday-streamers, Hanukkah 
is a second-rate aesthetic experience next to its rival. As a winter festival for northern climates, Christmas 
with all its greenery, lights, and snowy songs is incomparable. Not even Judah Maccabee and his brave 
brothers can change that reality... 
 In this regard, the “religiously indifferent” and the “crass commercialists” are our allies. It is 
absolutely ludicrous and masochistic for Jews to attempt to reverse historical evolution and to “put Christ 
back into Christmas.” Why should we want to encourage a parochial mythology at the expense of a 
universal ethical message? Why should we allow stuffy and irrelevant clergymen to wreck Christmas? Is 
it not enough that the historic Church took-a perfectly charming Roman festival of the winter solstice and 
ruined it by identifying it with a myth about gods and mangers that had to be taken literally? Are we then 
to regret the death of the story? Ought we not to rejoice that young American children (despite their 
priests’ and ministers) prefer Jingle Bells to crèches? Japan has evolved a Christless Christmas which has 
become one of the major festivals of its calendar year. The Japanese have made of the holiday what they 
wanted to make of it – to serve their needs – without guilt or anguish... 
 Just as Christianity took the Roman “Christmas” and transformed-it to serve Christian needs; so 
can modern secularists use it to express humanistic needs. With millions of non-Christian Christmas 
observers in Russia, Japan and in Western Europe, and with the inevitable assault of the scientific age on 
all mythologies, our winter festival ought to inevitably evolve into an aesthetically charming holiday of 
international goodwill devoid of any serious theological implications. Of course, the Christian legend will 
linger indefinitely. But it will be on the defensive. A delicious irony will have evolved. Like Chinese 
food, the holiday will become more pleasurable for the tourists than for the natives. If such a procedure 
hardly seems “cricket”, the Christian traditionalists, given their past record of sympathy for others, richly 
deserve it... 
 The either-or alternatives of distinct ideologies are quite irrelevant to the realities of 
contemporary religious belief. Educated Jews and Christians are much closer to each other in their 
humanistic dispositions than they are to the more traditional uneducated members of their respective 
denominations. Jewish and Christian belief on the university level are not very distinct. Hanukkah and 
Christmas emerge only as aesthetic options identified with childhood memory and family loyalty. To 
convert them into irreconcilable symbols is to distort the truth. It is to turn ideological molehills into 
ceremonial mountains. 
 
 


