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MftN AND HIS MEEDS 

A team of Yale University researchers recently conducted a survey of th i rd 

generation American Jews in suburban Minneapolis* ^he survey has veom&ky* 

been published in a book cal led ^Children of the Gilded Ghetto," This survey 

study yielded paradoxical r e s u l t s . The conclusions were hopeful, yet depressing. 

Thus, 89^ of the population studied was a f f i l i a t ed with synagogues, but only $% 

selected t he synagogue they worship in on the bas i s of conviction. So too , $0% 

thought tha t r e l ig ious education was important for t he i r chi ldren , but the 

overwhelming majority decided t o give t h e i r children no more than Sunday school 

education. In the words of one man who was interviewed, "I don ! t want my child 

to get too much re l ig ious t r a i n i n g , just enou^i to know what re l ig ion i t i s they 

are not observing* 

How can we account for t h i s high r a t e of a f f i l i a t i o n and low quali ty of conviction? 

How can we explain t h i s phenomenon of belongingness without meaningfulness? 

From among a number of observations made by the authors , t h i s one statement s t r ikes 

home: **Judaism has hecome a commodity serving both the psyche of individual Jews, 

and the survival of the Jewish community„* 

No wonder the picture i s so dim, no wonder there i s so much sha3.1ownessl For our 

t h i r d generation Jews have been mislead into a profound misunderstanding of the 

whole nature of r e l ig ion in a most fundamental way. The fallacy l i e s in t he new 

concept of r e l ig ion : i t i s conceived of as a commodity, as i f re l ig ion was made to 

serve man, t o f i l l a need of man - and t h a t i s i t s j u s t i f i c a t i on J as long as 

re l ig ion f i l l s a need, i t i s acceptable, Man has a need to establ ish his i den t i t y ; 

re l ig ion f i l l s the need, I*fen have a need for social so l ida r i t y ; re l ig ion gives i t 
the 

t o them. We a l l seek a way of being American in fi social s t ructure of our t imes; 

Judaism provides i t for u s . We seek consolation in times of grief , companionship 

in t imes of so l i t ude , assurance in times of doubt; r e l ig ion i s here to serve us . 
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MAN AMD HIS NEEDS 

Our children need a sense of confidence; we teach them re l ig ion in order to give 

them t h a t . As Jews spec i f i ca l ly , we need something to serve us as a bridge between 

American Jewry and I s r a e l Jewry, something to assure our own surviva l ; and so we 

have lorah and Judaism to sorve-^af purposes. 

This i s a modern hereby, one which does not deny single aspects of our fa i th but , 

r a the r , tu rns r e l ig ion on i t s head, upside down. ,J-'his anthropocentrism has appeared 

often in h is tory under many d isguises . But Judaism has always opposed i t , for in 

our view of the world, ^-d i s always our dofonaor, man a t the periphery, when 

G-d i s displaced from h is t r a n q u i l i t y , and man instead becomes -a measure of a l l 

th ings , then we have not true re l ig ion but the ido la t ry of man. This i s , indeed, 
" ^ lift. -

a chi ldish and immature way of approaching universe and l&ghtv ^ike spoiled 

children, we imagine as i f a l l existence ccme about in order to serve u s . 

The resu l t of t h i s erroneous conception of re l ig ion i s a v io la t ion of the 

whole body of t radi t ion*for i f r e l ig ion comes only to f i l l my need, and since 

my needs change from time to time, then r e l i g i o n too must be changed and 

modified in order t o keep pace with man's changing de s i r e s . But then something 

in te res t ing happened: the re l ig ion tha t 1 accepted because i t f i l i ^ my need, wy^r 

disappointments me sorelyj Religion no longer is an anchor of s t a b i l i t y ; in 

fact , i t no longer t e l l s me the t ru th - for i f s o u t h i n g was true yesterday, 
S 

why i s i t not true today or tomorrow? So re l ig ion no longer s a t i s f i ed one a t 

a l l . If I accept r e l ig ion only because of what i t can do for me, I discover 

that i t can do very l i t t l e for me. l e t us rephrase t h a t , in the fashion of 

our time, a s a "law": The more re l ig ion i s directed to the sa t i s f ac t ion of man's 

need, the l ess does i t succeed in satisfying them. 
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And then there is another se t of r e su l t s that issues from t h i s misconception 

of r e l i g i o n . The synagogue i s no longer regarded as an i n s t i t u t i on where man 

serves G-d, but a service organization where G-d becomes the excuse for serving 

man. I t is no longer the "services" which are the center of the synagogue's 

l i f e , but " a c t i v i t i e s " - fever«cish, but secular m& divorced from any re l ig ious 

contact . Rabbijf is no longer a teacher who ins t ruc t s Jews a**d 'i'orah but a 

functionary who f u l f i l l s the ro le of a need r s a t i s f i e r . And mentoership 
of 

in a synagogue i s no longer a matter of sp i r i t ua l / conviction, but ^ s o c i a l 

convenience, s t a t u s , and prest ige* 

Tradit ional Judaism, therefore , must r e j ec t the whole philosophy which feofla 

re l ig ion as the service of man and a way of f i l l i n g ce r t a in specia l needs of his,, 

Of course, there i s no doubt ttaat r e l ig ion does f i l l specif ic need: i t gives 

man solace, a feeling of peace and t r a n q u i l i t y , a sense of hope, a promise for 

the future , a feeling of confidence, and companionship for his lone l iness . But 

these are only side-products, not the purpose for which we consciously accept 

r e l ig ion . A good parent may provide h i s chi ldren with driving lessons , thus 

f i l l i n g a need - but t h a t i s not the purpose of being a parent . A good president 

or general or pr inciple may inspire confidence in his charges by providing them 
h 

with a "father image" - but t h i s i s not the purpose of a president or general or 

p r inc ip le . In the same way, r e l i g ion may s t i l l serve a need, but i t s t rue 

purpose far transcends th i s se rv ice . As Prof. Heschel put i t , a t r u l y Jewish 

approach i s t o ask, not what do I want of G-d, but what does G-d want of me; not 

what do I want to get out of l i f e , but what should l i f e get out of mec 
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In our Sid«tar- we read an in t e res t ing dialogue, "And Moses spoke before the 

Lord, saying: Behold, the chi ldren of I s r a e l have not l i s tened onto rt&$ how 
It 

then sha l l Pharaoh hear me, va t an i ftral sefataylm - and I am of unclean l ips? 

In response t o t h i s , we read, the next verse , "and the Lord spoke unto Moses and 

unto Aaron, and gave them a charge unto the children of I s r a e l , and unto Pharaoh 

King of Egypt to bring the chi ldren of I s r a e l out of the land of Egypt" 

(Exodus 6:12,13). 

That second verse i s unclear• Wherever the Torah mentions t h a t the Lord spoke 

to Moses or anyone e l s e , the g i s t of the message i s recorded. Here we are 

merely told tha t G-d spoke, but we are not informed what G-d sa id . The Pabbi^s 

f i l l t h i s gap as fol lows: amar lahem, heyu vodtjm she'sarvanim ve ftarchanim he^m. 

e la a l menat she ftekablu alakhem shefyihyu mekalelim et them^ ve'soklim etkhem 

bajavanim (Sifr i)» "G-d told them, I want you t o know tha t the children of 

I s r ae l are an obstinate people and a troubling people, and therefore you now 

are given leadership of t h i s people only on condition that you know that the 

r e su l t s may very wel l be that instead of being grateful to you, £hey wi l l curse 

you and stone you." 

This i s an in te res t ing ins ight in to the r i s k s and dangers of leadership* But 

what does t h i s have to do wi*$i the complaint and the question of Moses? 

On the basis of our theme, I believe we can appreciate the nature of t h i s dialogue 

according to the ^abb ie 0 Moses was an a r a l sefatayim - a s t u t t e r e r and a stammerer! 

seVr c 
He was 9* conscious of h i s speech impediment, j ^ h i s obvious blemish* 
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MAN AND HIS NEEDS 

Now, i f G-d and Torah, i f r e l i g i o n and reve la t ion have as t h e i r purpose only f i l l i ng 

man's need, then %ses , a t tha t time, needed one of two th ings : e i the r blessed and-

anonymity, where he can l i v e oui? h is days in obscure happiness as a Prince of the 

House of Pharaoh - or e l se 4 a good speech t h e r a p i s t . That i s why Moses complained: 

ya f ani a r a l sefatayim - ttand I am of unclean l i p s . " What I need most, G-d i»niihat 

Moses probably thought . i s t o be l e t alone, not t o be ins t ructed to speak beth- to 
•' is 

large masses of my people and to the King of Egypt« 

But G-d is answer was c lear enough. Religion was not made to serve you fV Moses, but 

the reverse : you w i l l have to serve i t , serve G-d, serve your people, lou w i l l 

have to be exposed to a l l the embarrassment of s tu t t e r ing in the royal court , and cj* 

seeing the snickering cour t ie rs r idicul ing you from the s ide l ines . You w i l l have to 

bring your own s e n s i t i v i t y as a sacrif ice,because there i s a mission that i s b i g 0 . r 
r^ 
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than your personal needs, that transcends your wants and d e s i r e s . In fac t , when 

you speak to I s r a e l , remember th is - for they too wi l l expect you t o appease and 

comfort them. They too wi l l accept t h a t your function wi l l be t o f i l l t t e i r 

needs, to assuage t h e i r feeling^", pamper to their prejudices , confirm t h e i r b i a s . 

You w i l l ha-ve to educate them to the fact that a people of G-d must serve G-d, and 

not the other way around. I t is a dangerous mission - you may yet find them 

cursing and and stoning you because you w i l l not stoop to becoming a mere functionary 

who f i l l s needsI 

Certainly, then, the modern conception of r e l ig ion as a need - f i l l e r i s erroneous. 

Man, a t Mount Sinai needed graven images in order to be t te r be able t o visual ize 

G-d - but G-d said lo taaseh lekha kol pes se l . Man wanted f lesh om& G-d gave s p i r i t . 

In f a c t , our Rabbits t e l l us tha t G-d had to force the children of I s rae l t o accept 

the Torah. HQ raised Mount Sinai above t h e i r heads l ike a barrel and said to them, 

if you accept the Tor ah, good and well ; but i f you refuse, th i s sha l l be your bu r i a l 

place - v fim l av , sham tehe kevuratkhem. The prophet did not f i l l the needs of 

the Jews - if t h a t had been their function, Isaiah would not have been k i l l e d , 

Jeremiah would not have been j a i l e d , Elfi#ah would not have been persecuted. 

r\ 
The function of r e l i g ion , synagogue, rabbifts, teachers of Torah, with regard t o 

the needs of the people, l i e s in a completely different d i rec t ion . I would say 

they are two in number. 

F i r s t , re l ig ion t e l l s man tha t although he has many needs, above a l l he needs t o 

be needed. Torah t e l l s the Jew tha t G-d needs him, so to speak, for h i s purposes* 

Each of us is here because G-d wants him or her for his design: to help the i l? 

to care for the aged and informed, to teach Torah, to build school^, to spread hope 

and confidence, to insp i re o t t e r s t o be able t o smile. Often we complain tha t we 

seek G-d and cannot f ind him. Maybe i t i s because he seeks us and, so often, 
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we are unavailable t o him* 

The second aspect of r e l ig ion with regard to need, i s to teach man what he r ea l ly 

needs. Torah t e l l s man that a l l too often what he thinks he needs, he r e a l l y 

doesn ' t ; and what lie thinks he doesn ' t , he r e a l l y does. Phi lo , in his book 

On the Unchangeability of G-d, t i l l s of a wise man who noticed a caravan carrying 

a l l kinds of precious s tones and good things* K4s comment was, nsee how many 

things there are of which I have no need]" 

What do most people think they need? - More l esure , more luxury, more t r i n k e t s , 

more s ty l i sh c lo thing, b e t t e r furnishings, fancier ca r s , more complicated appliances, 

greater status« H0w many people fee l t h a t they t ru ly needs p ie ty , greatness, 

excellence, wisdom, a passion for the r igh t and a compassion for the wronged? 

Yet t h i s i s precise ly what re l ig ion teaches us . In the Shemoneh Esreh w e present 

our needs to G«d - not our needs as we imagine them, but restlly a r e ! '^hus, we need 
AT" 

prosperi ty and ifrm ask for birkhat ha-shanim; we need and ask for healing -

refa 'enu; we need and ask for G~d's ass is tance in our moments of personal anguish 

and c r i s i s J reJfotanu. But the Siddur teaches us t ha t we have needs of which we 
•"'•' • - " IN. 

might never have thought otherwise: chokhmah, tjtshuvah, sel ichah, mishpat, tzaddikim, 

shekhinah l e ' t z iyon - wisdom, repentance, forgiveness, j u s t i c e , sa in t s and scholars , 

the re turn of the jiivine Presence deai»»^l So re l ig ion teaches us what to ask fo r , 

wfeat to request, what to want - what to need! 

Let us conclude with a short prayer - aAA. in a technical sense. We are taught by 

our Eabbijs of the Mishnah (Berakhot 28b) t Ha-holekh bi'mekom sakkanah mitpal le l 

tefi!3.ah ketzarah. ,!He who goes in a place of danger need not pray the en t i r e 

service, but i t i s suff ic ient i f he offers a short prayer." what i s t h i s prayer 

tha t one may offer in times of danger? We read in the Talmud (Ber. 29b): 
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Ache rim omrtftm: Tzorkhei amkha Yisrael Merubim^ ve !daatan ketzarah, ye hi ratzon 

mi-lefanekha ha-Shem tSlokenu she f t i t en le'khifl. echad vefechad kedei parnasato 
V 

gj-letkhol ge/iyah ii-geviyah kdei machsorah ve 'ha-tov befenekha aseho (This \ksJr 

phrase appears in the tex t of Alfas i , Maimonides, and R-Asher), Barukh a t t a ha-Shem 

shome ! a t e f i l l a h . "Others say: »the needs of ^ear people I s rae l are many, and t h e i r 

i n t e l l e c t i s inadequate^ may i t be"tyiy w i l l , 0 Lord our G-d t h a t ^Sft give t o each 

one according to his needs, and t o everybody what he i s lacking, and what i s good 

in t£p eyes do Tn0u do^ blessed a r t Thou, 0 Lord^who hears our prayer• " 

When we find ourselves in time of t rouble , d i s t r e s s , crisis^khen we rea l i ze tha t 

perhaps we have been forgetting our purpose in l i f e and misunderstanding the Torah 

and Judaism^ ^Lt such a t ime, we appreciate that r e l ig ion i s not meant to serve us 

and f i l l our needs, for indeed we do not even know what we r ea l ly need. And so 

a t a time of Sakkanah we pray: 0 G-d, Vour people I s r ae l have many needs, some 

r e a l and some imagine, some proper and some improper, some worthy and some un-

worthy© Baatafrn Ketzarah - t he i r i n t e l l e c t i s inadequate, the i r minds are too 

weak / to be able to d is t inguish between the r i gh t and the wrong needs. Therefore, 

Almighty tf»»e, give us what Vou know we need. Grant us enough to get along on, 

and above that minimum "do what i s good in ihine eyes" - give us more than enough 

6f what i s t r u l y "good" for us , s p i r i t u a l l y and mater ia l ly , for body and sou l . For 

how often do we e r r in deciding what i s r e a l l y "good" for usI 

Blessed a r t Thou, 0 Lord % who hears our prayers*** and, knowing the difference 

between t h e proper and the improper requests give ear only to our t rue needs, while 

graciously and lovdngLy ignoring our p e t i t i o n for the fu l l f i l lment of the wrong 

needs. 
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