
8QBMAH IAMH \ < V * T \ 3 > A 
THE JEWISH C3HIKB MARCH U, l ?6 l 

SLEEPING GODS 

V'lmn, as recorded SJI today 's dramatic Haftorah, the prophet Elijah 

ascended Mount Carraal in what today i s the c i t y of Haifa, he faced the 

hundreds of p r i e s t s of the Baal and the crowds of the people of I s r a e l , 

and flung a challenge a t the diss ident and confused masses to make up 

the i r minds and decide -where t he i r loya l t i e s l ay . "How long hal t ye 

between two opinions?* mm Why are vou as indecisive as a small bird 

hopping from one branch to another, unable to make up i t s Blind on which 

branch i t wishes to perch? t flf the Lord be G-d, follow Him| but i f the 

Baal, follow him." Tou can ' t have i t both ways. Xou can ' t escape the 

necessity for choosing, peinful though i t be . Indeed, Sl i jah speaks t© 

a l l men of a l l t i nes when he presses Hi to make a choice between (Vd and 

the Baals of a l l ages . 

Especially in te res t ing in h i s h i s to r i c challenge i s the piquant 

description of idola t ry when he presents the a l t e rna t ives from which the 

choice i s to be made. His searing sarcasm contains a nugget of wisdom 

about ido la t ry both ancient and modern which i s most important for u s . 

11 And i t came to pass a t noon1* — a t a time when a l l a man.'3 act ions are 

oren and revealed and he can hide nothing *- Hha t Eli jah mocked them 

and said 'Cry aloud, for i s he not a god? — e i the r he i s musing, or he 

has gone as ide , or he i s in a journey' — and most important — 'o r pa r -

adventure he s3eepeth, and must be awaked.' * 5he nature of ido la t ry , 

Slijah declares in the measured accents of mockery, i s t ha t of s leep . 

When you most need him, he i s most fas t as leep . 1 would add tha t the 

difference between a man asleep and the sleeping god i s th i s? A sleeping 

man looks l i f e l e s s but he i s alive% a sleeping god looks a l i v e , but i s 

very much dead. The idol appears r e a l enoughs i t has eyes , e a r s , nose, 

hands, bu t , as King David said , "They have mouths but they speak no t , 

they have eyes but they see not , they have ears but they hear not.B 
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What Elijah called ths sleeping god refers not only to ths idolatries 

sf the ancient days ©r tho vulgar variety prevaleat in some countries 

today — cows aad ©slvsa, t rees and stataes MM but whatever i t i s tha i , ia 

ths miad and heart of maa. replaced the Ribbons, shel 01am ss ths ©eater of 

my universe, the source of my values, that i a which I have «ltimate faith 

and ultimate confidence and in which I place ay ultimate hopes, 

Mlii th is kiad ©f definition, assd we look far for ths slashing gods 

of ths twentieth century? Is not science such a sleeping godf la rea l i ty , 

science i s no mw® than a certain method of ordering knowledge which has 

proved very affective. Sfcfcj i t i s worshipped by so many modems with a 

passion worthy of faaaties, fboss who kaeel a t tbs sarins of se leat is ts 

show a l l tbs si gas of having sstablisbsd aa organised cult competing with 

other religious systems* Science i s regarded as a nay of l i f e , I t s 

worshippers place ia i t the hope for the future — whatever i s wrong, 

fear not, for science w i n sows day find a solution. The dogma of 

infa l l ib i l i ty i s loudly proclaimed* "Science says* i s the ultimate stamp 

of pontifical authority, There i s i priesthood of f^h.D.a, All disbelievers 

are damned to eternal ignorance. I t i s regarded as th# source of salvation 

for the world. l e t th i s mm$ Modern idol i s a sleeping god. I t i s 

itpersonal md impervious to man, ao matter how loudly he cal ls upon i t . 

There i s no certainty that this god will hear. As a matter of fact, 

scionce a$ay yet be our ruination. 

Saeurity i s another such sleeping god. The modern American, despite 

a l l his talk about Indepeadeaec aad private enterprise* pursues security 

wit* a religious devoutaeas. He imagines that i t i s absolute. With a l l 

his hospitalisation plans aad social security aad insurance policies, his 

cup ruarieth ©verj he puts his hope aad t rus t in those aad ia ^mrr form 

of welfare guaraateed by the government. l e t at crucial moments of his 
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l i fe he suddenly realises that real and absolute security o u t s i t of G~d 

i s a dangerous i l lusion. Security Is a sleeping god* 

Communism, to those who hairs adopted I t either out of their misery 

or out of Intellectual conviction, has also premd to be a sleeping gocU 

As a divinity, those who have worshif>t)@d i t have discovered that as a 

source of salvation i t Is dead, Unfortunately, as a demon i t hss oroved 

very muen a l ive . 

"Whether with regard to thea« or any of our other modem sleeping 

gods, we aaist understand that the ohoioe between idolatry and true religion, 

bstws&a slssping gods and the Living 0*d, Is not always m easy choice to 

raafcs. Tdolstry will always appear, superficially, more attractive and more 

appealing| otherwise, everyone wowld be deeply religious in the true sense. 

l e t , the attractiveness, the ease, and the happiness promised by Idolatry 

are illusory• I t i s a delusion. 

lbs nature of this choice, between the appeal of idolatry and the hard 

h i t t e r truth of religion, reminds m of the words of the failed Hasidlc 

teacher, fabbi Kachum Tehernobeler, who said, tongue in cheek, "If I had 

the choice between wealth and poverty, I most certainly «f©uld choose for 

myself poverty* After aU # I t costs l e s s , i t i s more easily attained, you 

m^4 not struggle against eomoetitton, md when you have i t you nm4 

answer no questions or brook any suspicion." That i s why he would ehoose 

poverty! 

So i t I s with the choice between Torah and Avodah Zaraha between the 

living 0-d and the sleeping gods. Hke poverty, the sleeping gods may 

appear more a t t rac t ive . But in the end they mm overwhelmingly 

disappointing* 

Allow me to bring to your attention another and west painful case of 

a sleeping god, a god that failed i t s worshippers no matter how loudly they 
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invoked i t s name. The name of tha t god 1st l ibera l i sm — not the 

economic and p o l i t i c a l theory (about which I do not feel competent t o 

speak from the pu lp i t ) but i t s general i n t e l l ec tua l form. When 1 my 

t h i s I do not mean to d i scred i t l i b e r a l ideas in any f i e l d . On the 

contrary, seme of the most cherished doctrines of modern l iberal ism hare 

been inspired by the Terah m4 the prophets and prefigured in Jewish law 

or Halakhahi the digni ty of individual man| the defence of the underdog 

and exploi ted | the brotherhood of a l l mankindj freedom from tyrannyj and 

the r igh t of every man to choose for himself* What X mean, r a t h e r , i s 

to express a brooding sadness when I find that l iberal ism has been t r a n s ­

formed from | p rac t i ca l philosophy t o a r e l ig ion , from a point of view t® 

a cul t which i s expected to have the f ina l and absolute answer to a l l the 

problems of mankind, I am sad Vtoni I observe how l iberal ism i s beginning 

to suffer from a hardening of the a r t e r i e s , when i t s blood coagulates 

because i t reaches too high and f a l l s too low* 

I refer spec i f ica l ly to a rash of comments from some of the greatest 

and most distinguished .American l i b e r a l s concerning I s r a e l , .and pa r t i cu ­

l a r l y the HHtWm case . People l ike Sr5.ch ffmmt the groat psychologist* 

Oscar Handlin, the renowned Harvard h is tor ians wr i te r s for the l i b e r a l 

journals , such a s "The Mew Republic," e t c . , and, in a s l i gh t ly different 

context, the famous socio logis t , David Reisman — have recently berated 

I s r ae l on moral and general p r inc ip l e s . I would not even raind t he i r 

opposition to I s r a e l , alt&ough in t h i s case I think tha t I s r ae l Is one 

hundred percent r i g h t , because opposition to I s r a e l i s not automatically 

a crime. T#*at i s shocking beyond ^ords i s when dogmatic l iberal ism 

commits an unpardonable crime, put t ing i t in the company of Toynbee, when 

i t s pronhets and sa in t s begin t o compare, a t l eas t hy implication, I s r a e l f s 

* crimen to t h a t of Germany. What i s unforgivable i s t he i r readiness t o 
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forget the overwhelming, massive proportions of the ©rise against Jewry 

which leads them to Imply tha t I s rae l i s no l e s s gu i l ty in capturing and 

t ry ing Eiehmann than tha t monster was in destroying six mill ion Jens . 

Bemsmber that I s r ae l v io la ted no more than the technica l i ty of 

argentine ju r i sd ic t ion (and where were the Argentinians!) , even i f t h a t — 

for according to one opinion the 9* H, charter does not allow asylum for 

war cr iminals . I s r a e l apologised, and i t s apologies were accepted, 

Eiehmann was not hurt in any way* ^lans are wade t o grant him an open and 

fa i r t r i a l | although these l i b e r a l c r i t i c s , without giving I s r a e l the 

chance to prove i t s e l f , have already condemned the t r i a l as a sham, I s r a e l 

has passed a special law allowing a foreign lawyer to defend Siehmann, and 

has even agreed to pay par t of the expenses. And af ter a l l t h i s — 

I s r a e l s crime i s equated with t ha t of the l a s l s l 

Two days ago, when we were reading the !%gillah, i t occurred to me to 

wonder what these l i b e r a l s would have sold had they l ived in the days ©f 

King Ahaseurus. Mo doubt t ey would have fulminated against Mordeeal and, 

on the bas is of the pr inciples of l iberal ism and democracy, demanded 

freedom ©r a t l ea s t clemency for Haman. Mordecai, they would have pointed 

out, had no j u r i sd ic t ion in Shuahan. Haman should be t r i e d not by Jewish 

judges, but by judges drawn from the one hundred and twenty-seven countries 

which were under the reign of Ahaseurus, Besides, Mordecai was only a 

Jewish na t iona l i s t ~ perish the thoughtI — and Esther a Zionist lobbyist 

applying p o l i t i c a l pressure on Ahaseurus before e lec t ion t ime. Furthermore, 

did not Haman suffer enough when he was forced to lead h i s arch enemy 

through the s t r e e t s announcing? gakha yal 'aseh l e ' i s h asher ha~meleteh 

chafets bi-yekaro? And what r igh t does Mordecai have to punish Haman and 

his gang — they only elanned le'hasbr&d la-harog u-le tabed> t o destroy, 
W W Mpi.ii ii ii II i ,i (in..!. —ii.i i , ui i - W , i .IH.II II iiii-iii.iiiriiinm.il* " * 

kill and eradicate every Jew, young and old, in all of the lands of 

http://iiii-iii.iiiriiinm.il*
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Ahaseurus| but they did not actually do i t . Finally, the grandstand t r i a l 

of Hainan and his execution were as heinous and as evil as Haman»s designs 

aginst the Jewish people. And i f these l iberals had lived then, and i f 

Voi r opinion had prevaled, they would not live new, for their ancestors 

would have been destroyed hundreds and hundreds of years ago* 

Do you see wby I regard liberalism as an idolatry, a sleeping god? 

Look at how a wonderful conception can lead astrayI took at how passionate 

the l iberals are in defending the Sichmanns and Rockwells, and how silent 

they are when Jewish causes are in the forefront. !$iere were these same 

l iberals when a boatload of Jewish men, women and children from Morocco 

was drowned in the raging storms of the T^diterranean because they were 

fleeing persecution? Hhy was there no cry of pretest then to arouse the 

world1 s conscience — and i t may have helped 1 — at least equal to the 

outcry against Israel in the defence of Siehmann? Why that thunderous 

silencei What has happened to the god called liberalism? Plai yashen 

hu vef yikkats — ttperadventure he sleepeth nn4 will be awaked?" Or 
HWWW • Win ^^ii'if I'I wwillii.i . III i i lii iW»ll P * 

"•adventure liberalism sleepeth and is really a dead god* 

We Jews loyal to our Judaism must use different standards to judfi 

the justice or Injustice of I s rae l , or any people or person, on t h i s or 

on any other matter. M must net be moved by generalised sentiment, by 

technical quibbling, or by inverted self-hatred. We must be guided only 

by the Ralakhah. And I commend to your attention the fact that recently 

there appeared in Israel an art icle by one of Israel is most br i l l ian t 

rabbinic scholars, Rabbi Moshe Zvi Beriah, on the attitude of the Balakhah 

towards the 31chnann affair . Rabbi Heriah showed that according to Jewish 

law, Israel was Justified by the action i t has taken. 

If Elijah's choice i s pressed en us to decide between Halakhah and 

doctrinaire liberalism, we must choose Halaldiah which, resulting fr©» the 
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event ©f Matan forth* t*» levelation — an event unique and unparalleled 

in human history *• is equipped to deal with unique events and to guide 

us in dealing with them. Liberalism cannot appreciate uniqueness. It 

must assimilate all new information and classify it into known categories. 

But the destruction of six million Jews and the crime of the Masis are 

unique events. Liberalism, unsuited to deal with unique events, fotxnders 

on such occasions• If it is accepted as the ultimate authority and the 

idol, then it must fail, for it has no choice but to describe the crime 

©f genocide as no different in essence than that of abducting the 

criminal himself. The god of liberalism is not only asleep, it is dead# 

But Halakhah, the Jewish way, is very much alive. It deals not only 

with the usual and well known, but with the singular m^i unique as weH # 

For its origin is from the Ribbon© shel 01am, of whom David said? Behold 
" • ' « « ~ . . I I .»n mam i,M j m . , i nr-iMiKKii* 

lo yanum v©1!© yishan Shoraer l i s rael — Mthe guardian of Israel neither 
U l<mi Hiiiimmn I I . I , . . . II •—., ,»i.,i I L I . » T . ' i w i , • .H.....HI I.II.II ..uriin , , . . ., . , „ » 

sleeps nor slubbers.1* 

Judaism allows Jews to have no other religion M ©nly a-d. Whan any 

other system — religious, po l i t ica l , economic, or social ~~ i s raised 

above Judaism and i t s transcendant teachings, that i s idolatry. Then we 

are faced with sleeping gods. 

foday as ever, Elijah's challenge i s before us. tft must choose 

between Tcrah and paganism. ~e must choose between the Living Q*d and 

the sleeping g©ds. We know what our choice will be. U-vacbarta 
* Wl . i li» I I I H I M liiiin «M, 

ba»chayyim — ttAnd thou shalt choose l i f e . " We shall choose l i fe for 

i t s author has chosen us, and we have chosen i t s Author, the living 0-d 

of Israel — who neither sleeps nor slumbers• 


