
MODERN LIFE
In a modern context, Albert Einstein also described "awe of Heaven":

The most beautiful experience we can have is the feeling of the mysterious; it is the 
fundamental emotion that stands at the cradle of all true art and true science. ... It was the 
experience of mystery—even if mixed with fear—that engendered religion. A knowledge of 
the existence of something we cannot penetrate, our perceptions of the profoundest reason 
and most radiant beauty, which only in their most primitive forms are accessible to our 
minds—it is this knowledge and this emotion that constitute true religiosity. (Ideas and 
Opinions, ii)

Einstein continues, "In this sense, and this sense only I am a deeply religious man." And 
then, like Antigonos, he immediately discusses reward and punishment by God, and in fact 
rejects the concept: "I cannot conceive of a God who rewards and punishes his creatures."



Jewish philosopher Martin Buber also did not accept the notion of individual reward and 
punishment. He found awesome mystery and beauty in human relationships. In open and 
honest relationships there is, he said, a mysterious creative, transcendent element that at 
times leads us to experience holiness, a divine presence in our lives—a presence such as 
that which Einstein felt in the order of nature.

This religiosity rejects the concept of an interventionist God, yet still sees holiness as vital 
to humanity. It should be noted that neither Einstein nor Buber found meaning in 
traditional Jewish ritual and prayer. Rabbi Mordecai Kaplan also rejected the concept of 
an interventionist God, but he created the foundation of Reconstructionist Judaism, 
which does include traditional ritual practice.

Thus, the tension between the Hebraic and Hellenistic ideas that Antigonos tried to 
resolve still remains. The challenge to those who accept the traditional view is to show 
how divine reward and punishment can be viable in the face of modern science and 
history. The challenge to those who believe in a non-interventionist God is to show how 
this belief can provide us with as powerful an inspiration and guidance as traditional 
religious beliefs have.



Antigonus, leader of Socho, received [his Torah] from Shimon the Just. He used to say: 
"Don't be like servants who serve their master for the sake of receiving a reward; 
instead be like servants who serve their master with the understanding that they will 
not receive a reward. And let the awe of heaven be upon you."



Antigonus, a third-century Talmudic sage (with a notably non-Hebraic name), 
lived during a period of profound Hellenistic influence on Jewish culture. The 
inclusion of this Jewish man with the Greek name in the canon attests to 
Judaism's ongoing and complicated interaction with a dominant, non-Jewish 
culture—be it Hellenistic, Ottoman, Christian, or secular. Antigonus, and his 
Greek name, reminds us that we dare neither embrace nor reject all truths of 
the surrounding culture. He judiciously filtered Greek values and maintained 
the absolute integrity of his Torah scholarship. Nor was Antigonus unique in 
this approach. The Sages permitted the embrace of Greek language, cultural 
norms, and names when these choices did not contradict immutable Jewish 
values and practice. We are expected to live in two worlds yet remain 
completely loyal to our holy Torah.



This mishnah describes the moral yoke clapped upon the Jewish peop1e: we are not to 
follow religious teachings blindly in search of some sort of material reward. Our task—as 
individuals and as a people—is to share the burden as well as the opportunity to show 
moral leadership to a broken world. Through this rigorous ethical structure, we can
Grapple with difficult truths honestly and embrace the complexity of the moral tasks.  

What were the implications of this moral yoke then? What are the
implications now? Then, as now, we have been guided from an anthropocentric worldview 
toward a theocentric worldview. Humans are not the center. God is. Therefore, neither our 
human reputations nor our longevity nor any other reward for good behavior matters. 
Rather, we matter when we invest in the eternal. When we love good, when we do good, 
good is its own reward. The eternal is its own reward—that's what Antigonus means when 
he says, "And let the awe of heaven be upon you."



Through this mishnah, the Sages deal with the complicated issues that underlie 
tangible religious motivation. Lawrence Kohlberg, the late psychology professor at 
Harvard University and founder of the academic field of moral development, suggests 
there are six stages of moral development.'4 Elucidated through many academic 
pieces during his career, Kohlberg's thesis evolved over time but kept the same basic 
three-part structure. In the earliest stages,one is concerned with reward and 
punishment. In middle stages one is most concerned with adhering to the law and 
following cultural norms. In the actualized, final stage of moral development, we live 
by principled conscience and universal ethics. As we mature, our motivations develop 
toward meansthat go beyond the personally selfish and toward the (broadly) 
egalitarian and communal. This is the stage that Antigonus describes here.

It is striking that the mishnah here refers to us as "servants." The Renaissance-era 
rabbi S'forno teaches that this theological concept of avadim, or servants to God 
motivated by fear or awe, contrasts with ben, the child, who is driven by love.'5 When 
we serve God from yirah (awe, fear), we are part of the less-actualized cycle of 
reward and motivation. When we serve God from love, we do not seek reward.



Neither, however, is it religiously empty to consider reward and punishment. In fact, a later 
mishnah in pirkei Avot tells us, "Calculate the cost of a mitzvah against its reward" (2:1). 
There is a place for self-interest, which can sometimes guide and motivate. But it should not 
overtake us. The Sages say that one can do righteous acts when motivated by some reward:

If one says, "(I donate) this money to charity in order that my son will live" or "in order that I 
will merit life in the world-to-come," that person (remains) fully righteous. (BT Bava Batra lob)

The story of Antigonus is also closely linked to the emergence of the Sadducees, a Jewish 
sect that originated around the second century BCE. According to legend, the Sadducees 
were created based upon a translation error by Tzadok and Boethus, students of Antigonus. 
They broke from tradition by denying the authority of the Oral Law (what we now call the 
Talmud) and the concept of life after death. They taught that God does not provide rewards 
at all°



The last line of this passage reminds us that even living in our current era, which so 
privileges reason and conscience, we would do well to hold the "awe of heaven" in 
our consciousness. This awe, this spiritual awareness, reminds us to go beyond the 
zealous arrogance of certainty to the productive humility of doubt. In our lives, we 
should remember how unintentional errors have real consequences—and even 
reinforce from time to time that we live in a world of justice, where all will be 
accounted for. These steps can inspire deeper faith as we strive to be our best on 
challenging days.


