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Jewish Unity without Chauvinism 

One of  the most common pieces of  advice one receives after bringing home a newborn infant is “sleep when 
the baby sleeps.” Somewhat less common advice is “write a drasha when the baby sleeps.” I understand why 
that advice is so uncommon. I wrote a very, very long drasha, my chief  editor was unable to offer any 
comments as she was otherwise occupied, and the printer ran out of  paper midway through printing. So here 
goes… 

For more than half  of  my life I have been haunted by a challenge. In one of  his weekly discussions on the 
weekly Torah portion broadcast on Israeli television, the late philosopher Yeshayahu Leibowitz threw down a 
gauntlet that I have been struggling to contend with for more than twenty years. 

When I was a teenager I picked up a thin book titled, simply enough, “Notes and Remarks on the Weekly 
Parashah by Professor Yeshayahu Leibowitz.” The book is comprised of  short English translations based on 
Liebowitz’s televised parashah discussions which were broadcast in 1985 and 1986. The cover of  the book 
has an egregious spelling mistake, n-o-a-t-s on the weekly Parashah instead of  n-o-t-e-s, but the ad hoc and 
informal nature of  the publication only made the book seem more authentic to me. Being unable to spell 
correctly was a sign of  authenticity when I was a teenager.. 

The final verses of  Parashat Shelach contain the mitzvah of  tzitzit. This passage should be familiar to us as the 
final paragraph of  the Shema. This passage says quite clearly that tzitzit are meant to remind us to perform all 
of  the mitzvot that the Torah imposes upon us, and to that by performing mitzvot we will become holy.  
 לְמַ֣עַן ּתִזְּכְרּ֔ו וַעֲׂשִיתֶ֖ם אֶת־ּכָל־מִצְוֺתָ֑י וִהְיִיתֶ֥ם ְקֹדׁשִ֖ים

Next week, and in the very next section of  the Torah, we will be introduced to the figure of  Korach whose 
main idea is one with great simplicity and great power. “All the people are holy.” כָל־הָֽעֵָדה֙ ּכֻּלָ֣ם ְקֹדׁשִ֔ים  

Leibowitz draws our attention to this juxtaposition and says quite simply, that there are two theories of  
holiness. Holiness can be understood as the outcome of  people choosing to serve God. It is our dedication 
and our devotion and our commitments that create holiness. This is the theory of  holiness that the mitzvah 
of  tzitzit endorses. This is the theory of  holiness that is endorsed by the Shema.  

Korach’s theory is that holiness is something inherent in the Jewish people. God’s people are innately holy. 
Holiness, according to Korach, is the product of  who one is and not what one does.  

The Torah juxtaposes the section on tzitzit to the story of  Korach to teach us that Korach was not a 
scoundrel who somehow got a portion of  the Torah named after him. (Rabbi Brovender once remarked that 
none of  us have a parashah named after us, why did Korach deserve one?)  Korach represented and 
advocated on behalf  of  an idea with real power: the notion that every Jew is holy. The notion that there is 
something positive and pure in every Jew, and that a Jewish soul is created differently and is naturally drawn 
towards God, is a powerful idea. It is a captivating, an enticing idea, and a dangerous idea that is 
fundamentally at odds with the entire way of  life that is centered on mitzvot. (And is contrary to any basic 
reading of  Tanakh). 

Leibowitz goes on, quite provocatively and audaciously, to say that Korach’s idea, like any powerful idea, was 
not fully defeated, but merely went underground and continues like a subterranean stream to course through 
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the history of  Jewish thought, emerging over the centuries to sustain the thought of  Rabbi Yehudah Halevi, 
who believed that only Jewish souls have a capacity for prophecy, and to nourish the teachings of  the Baal 
HaTanya who taught that Jews are a fundamentally unique creation and that it is in our very nature as Jews to 
live our lives inclined towards God. Rav Avraham Kook as well was condemned by Lieboiwtz as being a 
follower of  Korach’s philosophy for hinting that there was something different about Jews that was prior and 
more basic than our choice to observe mitzvot.  Only someone like  

The weight of  the halakhic tradition has been opposed to Korach’s theory. Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik taught, 
time and again, “ein kedushah bli hakhanah” there is no holiness without preparation. This is not a fluffy line 
about spirituality, this is an expression of  halakhic principles that span the corners of  halakhic thought. There 
is no such thing as innate holiness. Holiness is the product of  human choices and human actions. In Rav 
Soloveitchik’s own words, “objective kedushah smacks of  fetishism.” 

Indeed, according to classic halakhah, a Jew who throws off  the yoke of  mitzvot, thereby loses his or her 
status as a Jew. In classic halakhah a Jewish man who keeps his store open on Shabbat cannot be counted for a 
minyan or receive an aliyah to read from the Torah. A Jewish woman who writes on Shabbat cannot recite 
kiddush or read megilah or say any berakhah on behalf  of  another Jew. If  Jews and gentiles have the same 
“hardware” and we differ only in the “software” that we run, how could someone be Jewish if  he or she isn’t 
running the Jewish operating system? And here we begin to see the danger in cementing Jewish identity so 
securely to mitzvot. Where would one draw the line? How much deviance can be tolerated before one’s status 
as a Jew is questioned? Can any one of  us be sure that our own halakhic failures have not compromised our 
Jewish status? How can a diverse and inclusive community be possible if  it is based on conformity? 

In 1864 Rabbi Yaakov Ettlinger wrote that the old categories no longer made sense. “I don’t know what to 
think about contemporary sinners,” he wrote.  Once upon a time, a Jew who violated Shabbat was 
demonstrating that he did not believe that God created the universe and for that reason lost his or her status 
as a Jew. But in 1864 there were many thousands of  committed Jews who attended shul each Shabbat 
morning before leaving to return to their work in the afternoon. Something had changed. They acknowledged 
God. They pray. They recited kiddush. They were not denying God as the Creator. Why should they lose their 
Jewish status?  

Two generations later Rabbi Dovid Tzvi Hoffmann wrote that in classic halakhah a Jew who violated Shabbat 
in public was performing an action that was demonstrably offensive to the norms and values of  the 
community and was explicitly stating his desire to separate from the Jewish community. But in contemporary 
times, Rabbi Hoffmann wrote, it is Sabbath observant Jews who are acting in an unusual way. We are the 
minority, he wrote so how can we condemn the majority for offensive behavior? They’re the normal ones, not 
us.  

Today it is obvious that a comprehensive commitment to mitzvah observance is not the sine qua non of  being 
a serious and committed Jew. And for the past 20 years I have struggled to reconcile my commitment to 
religious pluralism and an inclusive Jewish community where everyone is welcomed, and a determination not 
to base that acceptance and openness on a false belief  that Jews are somehow different and distinct no matter 
how we live our lives. 

This dilemma has pursued me for twenty years. I have three approaches towards mapping out an answer. I’ll 
share two of  them today with a promise to return to this topic in the coming months. 

In 1956 Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik delivered a lecture that was later published as Kol Dodi Dofek, a modern 
classic of  Jewish thought. In this essay, devoted to adumbrating the attitude that the American Orthodox 
community should take towards the State of  Israel and the Zionist movement, Rav Soloveitchik explores two 
covenantal moments in Jewish history. The exodus from Egypt created a “brit goral”, or “covenant of  fate” 
that unites all Jews around a shared journey through history. Receiving the Torah at Sinai created a “brit ye’ud,” 
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or “covenant of  destiny” that unite all Jews who are receptive to the commanding voice of  God that issued 
forth from Sinai. Even though we may only share a common destiny with a portion of  the Jewish people who 
share a religious way of  life, we all travel through history together, buffeted by occasional storms of  
antisemitism, and finding solace in the support and solidarity of  other Jews. 

This distinction between brit goral and brit ye’ud is a philosophical articulation of  the idea that Rabbi Yaakov 
Ettlinger and Rabbi Dovid Tzvi Hoffmann were struggling to understand decades earlier. Many Jews who can 
not be characterized as being faithful to Judaism in a comprehensive way, are nonetheless loyal to the Jewish 
people and contribute to our people in profound and significant ways.  

There are two perspectives from which Rav Soloveitchik’s idea can be critiqued. Replacing loyalty to Judaism 
with loyalty to the Jewish people as a foundation for Jewish solidarity gives rise to a curious phenomenon that 
can be described as a sort of  “blue-washing”where marginalized or otherwise peripheral or controversial 
Jewish groups prove that they belong by demonstrative proclamations of  their loyalty to Israel. This becomes 
harmful when one rigid orthodoxy is replaced by another. There are prominent Jewish leaders who adopt a 
persistent hermeneutics of  suspicion when analyzing Jewish tradition or the pronouncements of  rabbis, and 
yet hold firm to a “first naiveté” regarding, for example, the mythic history of  Zionism. It might be true that 
Israeli politicians have more integrity than rashei yeshiva and poskim, but that is a contention that would need to 
be argued rather than assumed. 

Second, as some of  Rav Soloveitchik’s own students have noted, the dichotomy is too simple and total to be 
fully accurate. Do we really share no spiritual destiny with Jews who practice Judaism differently than we do? 
Indeed, taken to the extreme, doesn’t each individual understand his or her religious destiny in a unique way? 
How can any common destiny be possible if  it is built on something so personal and idiosyncratic? 

Instead, we can try to rethink what it means to share a common purpose as a shul community . There is a 
natural tendency for mission-centered institutions, like shuls, to become united around their mission in a way 
that excludes those who are not fully committed to that mission. I spent considerable time some years ago at 
a lovely shul in a different state that was deeply committed to a liberal vision of  Modern Orthodoxy with a 
six-point mission statement on its website explaining exactly what that meant. And, because it was a mission-
centered institution those who were slightly different couldn’t be fully accommodated. A woman who wore 
tefilin at weekday minyanim there was asked not to do so since it was a halakhic expression out of  step with 
the values of  the shul and made other female worshipers uncomfortable. An Israeli emigre, famous in Israel 
for his solidarity with the Palestinian cause, was told he could no longer read Torah for the congregation since 
he could not represent them ritually if  his political beliefs were so foreign to those of  the majority. 

Rabbi Avi Weiss taught us that although a shul was indeed a mission-centered institution, a shul should 
primarily act as a family in which everyone is always welcome. A true shul, he advocated, should be more 
similar to a hospital than a country club. We don’t come to shul to look good and enjoy ourselves with the 
company of  other beautiful and successful people. We come to shul in our weakness and in our vulnerability 
to support one another, to find acceptance from one another that can give us the courage to heal and to grow.  
All of  us are flawed. All of  us are vulnerable. Each one of  us has done things that can fill us with shame.  If  
Jewish communities are hospitals for healing and support, then we can strive towards righteousness without 
indulging in self-righteousness and we can open our arms in radical inclusivity without a false assumption of  
superiority.


