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Saturday 18 January 2014 – 17 Shevat 5774      B”H 
Dr Maurice M. Mizrahi  
Congregation Adat Reyim 
D’var Torah on Yitro 

 

The spectrum of Judaism: 
Producers and Achievers 

 
In this week's Torah portion, Yitro, God tells us Jews: 

Ve-atem tihyu li mamlekhet kohanim vegoy kadosh 
You shall be unto me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.  
[Ex. 19:6] 

 
Later, through the prophet Isaiah, God tells us Jews: 

Untaticha l’or goyim 
I will give you as a light to the nations.  [Is. 49:6] 

 
What exactly do these words mean?  What ARE we?   
 
I am a longtime student of the history and traditions of Judaism, and 
when you stare at something long enough, you begin to see patterns. 
Whether the patterns are really there or not, nobody really knows, but 
you see them anyway! So, it's no wonder that I do see patterns in 
Jewish history, and I'd like to share some of them with you today. 
 
I've always been amazed by the sheer number of achievements of 
this tiny minority called the Jewish people.  
 
Material wealth is the most visible aspect of this success, but it is not 
the only one.  Jews also possess intellectual wealth.  Only one 
person in 500 is Jewish in the world today, yet one Nobel Prize in 
three goes to a Jew.  So Jews are getting Nobel prizes at a rate more 
than 150 times higher than you might expect given their small 
numbers.  Jews enjoy disproportional representation in the 
professions, such as among physicians, lawyers, accountants, 
teachers, researchers, etc.; disproportional representation among 
college graduates; disproportional representation wherever social 
action is needed or revolutionary ideas are brewing.  Jews exhibit 
military prowess, witness tiny Israel being victorious against large and 
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mighty Arab armies.  Jews also exhibit economic prowess, witness 
Israel's meteoric rise in the world of modernity and technology.   
 
This is an objective testimony to the continued vitality of our people, 
to the fact that we do well what we set out to do -- and there's no 
need to feel uncomfortable in saying that. Wherever we go, and 
whenever we are given the opportunity, we tend to rise to the surface.  
We have accomplished a lot of things in 4,000 years of history. 
 
I've also always been amazed by the variety of the Jewish experience, 
what I call the spectrum of Judaism.  There are Ultra-Orthodox, 
mainline Orthodox, and Modern Orthodox Jews; there are Hassidic 
Jews; there are Conservative, Reform and Reconstructionist Jews; 
there are Zionist Jews and yes, there are anti-Zionist Jews.  There 
are secular Jews and atheist Jews who nevertheless insist on their 
Jewishness and take pride in it.  And then there are Jews who hide 
their Jewishness, self-hating Jews, antisemitic Jews, Jews who 
support terrorists, court Jews, and Jews who convert to other 
religions. 
 
It is a very wide spectrum indeed, one that no other people seems to 
have. I've always been amused by the fact that antisemitic 
communists always accused the Jews of having invented oppressive 
capitalism, and antisemitic capitalists always accused the Jews of 
having invented godless communism.  And both were right! 
 
So we are faced with this bewildering variety, and we ask ourselves: 
Is this variety good or bad?  I have concluded that there are two kinds 
of Jews. All the Jews I just talked about boil down to essentially two 
kinds: There are the producers and there are the achievers. 
 
Now let me define the terms. 
 
The producers are those who keep the tradition alive. They are the 
ones who spend a lot of time studying Torah and Talmud, who have 
this very deep and very burning love of God, of Judaism, and of the 
Tradition, and who want very badly to keep it alive. They pass it on to 
the next generation and they have large families.  They literally 
*produce* Jews.  They are the source, they are the font, and have 
been for 4,000 years.  When God said, "You shall be unto me a 
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kingdom of priests and a holy nation" -- "mamlekhet kohanim v'goy 
kadosh", [Ex. 19:6] He was talking to them. 
 
At the other end of the spectrum, there are the achievers. They are 
those who go out into the world at large and do things for which the 
world remembers them. They are the Einsteins and Freuds and 
Houdinis and Disraelis of this world. They are the Sandy Koufaxes 
and Steven Spielbergs and Leonard Bernsteins and Siegel-and-
Schusters of this world. They are the Nobel prize winners to whom I 
referred.  They are the ones who most fulfill the mission of the Jew to 
perform "tikkun 'olam", the "repair the world", to be a "light unto the 
nations", God was talking to them when He said that. 
 
God was talking to two different kinds of people. 
 
Now, the producers typically don't achieve in the sense of social 
action or scientific progress.  Keeping the tradition, studying the 
Torah and the Talmud, raising large families, are full-time jobs. They 
don't have time to go out into the world at large and to do things.  
Here is a sampling of what the Talmud says about the centrality of 
Torah study: 

-[Very important are] honoring father and mother, performing 
loving deeds, and making peace between two people, but the 
study of the Torah is greater than all of them [v'Talmud Torah 
k'negged kullam]. [Shabbat 127a] 
-Rabbi Meir said: When one studies Torah for its own sake..., 
the creation of the whole world becomes worthwhile for his 
sake alone. [Pirkei Avot 6:1] 
-Our Rabbis taught: The Holy One, blessed be He, weeps 
every day... over those who are able to [study] Torah but do not 
do so. [Chagigah 5b] 

 
The achievers, on the other hand,  typically don't produce in that 
sense. In going to the world at large, they assimilate. Their children 
are not raised Jewish and usually don't identify as Jewish. The 
Jewish line ends with them. This is the price they pay for their 
achievements. 
 
Some gladly pay the price. They are the universalists. They are the 
ones who don't believe in chosenness. They are the ones who 
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believe that the world is one large family, and we should not put 
divisions between people by calling some "Jews" and some "non-
Jews", and assigning different "missions" to different groups. They 
reject any claim of uniqueness to Judaism. 
 
The philosopher George Santayana once said, in answer to these 
people: "I cannot be religious without belonging to a particular religion, 
any more than I can talk without using a particular language." This is 
the point missed by the achievers. 
 
One can legitimately ask the question then: In what sense are the 
achievers Jewish, other than by name and origin? In what way do 
they represent Judaism, if they purposely keep it at arm's length?  To 
answer that question, we have to understand the fact that Judaism is 
more than a religion and a culture. It is more than the sum of its parts.  
Judaism, like every religion, is an attitude, a way of looking at the 
world. It's a way of facing life, and its origins are in the Tradition.  It is 
transmitted from generation to generation whether or not individual 
Jews are aware of it, acknowledge it, or even call themselves Jewish.  
They don't know it. They go out and "achieve", but they don't know 
they owe these "attitudes" to Judaism, transmitted to them from their 
ancestors. 
 
What are these attitudes?  First, a spirit of synthesis. Jews like to take 
concepts that are very dissimilar, and unify them -- prove that they 
originate from a single, even more basic, concept. This is what has 
been done consistently by Jewish scientists attempting to unify the 
laws of nature. And this attitude comes from...  Hashem echad -- God 
is One. This is the practical manifestation of the idea that God is One. 
 
Second, Jews tend to do rather than theorize. We are a nation of 
doers. And that comes from the fact that Judaism is a religion of 
commandments, not a religion of belief and theology. We are very 
much centered on the idea of practically fulfilling commandments. 
 
Third, Jews tend to have a critical mind, one that is irreverent towards 
authority of all kinds, one that is always questioning, probing, 
overturning established truths -- the revolutionary mind. It comes from 
the commandment of not allowing idolatry. Not allowing worshiping 
idols of wood or stone can easily be extended to not allowing idolatry 
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of ideas. That's why the great Jewish scientists have been able to 
overturn what was the conventional wisdom of their time. 
 
So these are the two sides; the two, some will say, caricatures that I 
have painted. Because, of course, they may not exist in their pure 
form.  Neither is a complete individual. Neither fulfills all of the 
mission of Judaism.  Well, perhaps no ONE group can fulfill all of the 
mission of Judaism. It takes producers and achievers, working 
together, to fulfill that mission. 
 
The pure producers alone operate in a closed world.  They produce 
great Torah sages, but their impact on the world at large is limited.  If 
all Jews were producers, there would be no achievers.  You can't 
have only achievers either, because then Judaism becomes a one-
generation affair. If you cut the source, then you won't have anybody 
to actually go out and do things. You need both ends. They may not 
work hand in hand, but then, as they say, "The Lord works in 
mysterious ways".  God uses both groups to achieve His ends, even 
if they don’t work in coordination, even if they don’t understand the 
big picture I am talking about. 
 
In fact, it is even possible to calculate mathematically the best ratio of 
producers to achievers, given the objective of maximizing the total 
number of achievers over a given number of generations.  The 
question is: What is the optimal fraction of Jews that should become 
producers in every generation?  If that fraction is too low, there aren't 
enough producers of future generations.  If it is too high, there aren't 
enough achievers to benefit humankind.  I did the calculations.  A 
sample conclusion is that 81% of the Jews should be producers to 
maximize the number of achievers over five generations, given six 
children per couple.  I can show you figures and graphs. 
 
Now, obviously, the question on everybody's mind is: Is it possible to 
be both?  Or is it a zero-sum game: The more you are of one, the 
less you are of the other?  It is possible to argue that you have to find 
your place somewhere in between, to be part one and part the other, 
but you cannot be fully one and fully the other. One reason one could 
advance for this, is that when you are very close to the Tradition and 
accept it piecemeal, you lose the revolutionary mind, the ability to go 
out and completely overturn the established order in various fields of 
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thinking.  The achievers, on the other hand, having their mind set on 
revolution, on change, on upsetting the established order with clever 
new ideas, cannot accept the totality of the Jewish Tradition. The 
FACT is that they are usually not observant and don't follow the 
rituals of Judaism.  
 
But then one can argue: What about Maimonides, who was not only 
one of the greatest Torah sages of all time, but also a skilled and 
much sought-after physician, who wrote pioneering books on 
medicine?  What about observant Jewish scientists today?  Are they 
exceptional individuals, at a level inaccessible to the rest of us?  It is 
certainly a fact that they are far and away a tiny minority.  The 
burning question is:  Can one have unlimited doubt in one direction, 
and unquestioned acceptance in another?  I honestly don't know.   
 
And what about the rogue Jewish groups I mentioned earlier, the 
ones I am not happy exist: The traitors, the turncoats, the self-haters?  
Do they also have a use in the wide spectrum of Judaism?  
Sometimes. 
 
Converts have occasionally acted as a benevolent bridge between 
Jews and non-Jews.   
 
Even a traitor such as Flavius Josephus turned out useful.  He was a 
Jewish general in the war against Rome in the first century.  He 
defected to the Romans and gave them military information to help 
them win the war and kill fellow Jews.  Yet he was instrumental in 
helping Rabbi Yochanan ben Zakkai establish his academy at Yavne, 
which ensured the continuation of Judaism in a different form. Yet he 
looked after Jewish interests after Emperor Vespasian gave him all 
property, a pension, and kinds of honors. Yet he wrote the history of 
the war, and it's thanks to him that we know anything about it, about 
Masada, and about this turbulent period in general.  
 
And Esther, the revered Esther of the Bible. Hers is a story of 
intermarriage with conversion. After all, you don't go marry the King 
of Persia, and refuse to worship whatever it is that he is worshiping.  
Especially if you haven't bothered to tell him that you were Jewish in 
the first place. Yet she did in the end come through and save the 
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Jewish people from annihilation.  But this was not anticipated as a 
scenario when she married. 
 
Again, "The Lord works in mysterious ways." 
 
The Talmud says that we are supposed to recite a special blessing 
when we see a Torah scholar, and a different special blessing when 
we see a secular scholar.  [Ber. 58a]  The implication is that both 
pursuits are valid.  The Midrash says that if someone tells you there 
is wisdom among the nations, believe him [Lam. R. 2:13].  The implication 
is that there is wisdom everywhere.  The Midrash also says that the 
four species we wave vigorously on Sukkot represent four kinds of 
people: Those who are scholarly and perform good deeds, those who 
do only one of the two, and those who do neither.  [Lev. R. 30:12] The 
ceremony requires that all four species be held tightly together, 
implying that all four types have their use.   
 
So Jews indeed span a very wide spectrum.  Each component of this 
spectrum is useful, each in its own way, even when they are at odds 
with one another.  Each shows our vitality and makes sure that we 
continue to be wherever the action is and contribute significantly to 
deciding what the future will be. We owe our continued survival to the 
width of this spectrum. 
 
Shabbat shalom. 
 


