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"UNHATTJRAL RELIGION1 <A

\
We Amoricans are many times puzzled, and more often shocked, a t Soviet Russ ia ' s

de f i n i t i on of such words as "Democracy" or"F eace" or " J u s t i c e " . Their grotesque

d i s t o r t i o n of t h e meaning s of these t e rms , t he great abyss which separa tes t h e i r

understanding of these words from ours , leads us t o th ink of t h e great dangers i n

p rac t i c ing c e r t a i n ways of l i f e in a most unnatural manner. Whether i t i s S t a l i n ' s

unnatura l i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of "Democracy", or Peron' s unnatural p r a c t i c e of " J u s t i o e " ;

or MoCarrahs unnatura l d e f i n i t i o n of "Americanism" , we fee l outraged by the sheer

unnaturalness of the a t t i t u d e s adopted.

But i f we do take such an a t t i t u d e of puzzled indignat ion aga ins t pervers ion of such

other lo f ty concepts , c e r t a i n l y we American Jews should apply t he same standards and

the same t e s t s to our own approach to our r e l i g i o n . Let us faoe the fac t s ; t h e approach

of t h e majori ty of our Jews to Judaism, i s , i n many oases , as unnatural and as b i z a r r e

as S t a l i n ' s i s t o "Democracy" .

I t i s suoh unnaturalness i n r e l i g i o n which t h e B i b l e ; i n i t s symbolic language

of today's Sedrapants to prevent, and against which i t agitates. In instructing Moses

concerning the building of the MISBKAN, or Tabernaole, G-d says: TS'ASISSA ES HA'KMSKEM

IA'MISHKAN ATZSI SHITTIM OMDIM, "and thou shalt make the boards for the Tabernaole

of ^hittim wood - that i s , wood from the Shittim tree - standing up" • low the ^abbis

attached a great deal of significance to this prescription of ATZT3I SHITTIM OMDIM, standing

Shittim wood, ^his particular type of wood, our Rabbis seem to indicate, symbolizes

Judaism and recapitulates a l l of Jewish history. One Midrash te l l s us that the reason

the Bible emphasizes HA1 KRASMM, the boards for the Tabernacle, with the definite

ar t ic le , i s because these -mm particular boards of Shittim wood were wall known to the

Jews of that generation. According to ancient Jewish legend, when Jacob went down

into Sgypt he brought along with him Cedar trees and planted them in the land of

Goshen, which was the Jewish part of Egypt, -̂ nd before he died, Jacob instructed his

children that when they left Sgypt they were to take along the Cedar wood with them

so that Moses would be able to use i t in the construction of the Tabernacle. And indeed

these were the very boards which Moses did use in± the construction of the Mishkan
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The standing Shittim -wood -was the same that Jaoob had originally brought t o Egypt. So

al l of Jewish history, therefore, seems to be epitomised and recapitulated in this Shittim

•wood.

And another Midrash indicates that not only does this ^hittiin -wood symbolize the

physical history of the Jew, but i t s spiritual biography as -well. The drama of Sin and

Repentance, of Punishment and Absolution, are also represented by the Shittim of the

MISHKAN. For Israel had sinned in the city called shittim - VA&Y3SHW YSR03L BE1 SHITTIM

VA'YACHEL LIZNUS SS BNOS MQAV, 'and Israel dwelt in °hittim and began to sin with the

daughters of Moab. They were punished in the same plaoe for that sin. -̂ nd then they

were absolved from the stain of those evil deeds by building a Temple to G-d of which

the wood came from Shittim - the Shittim "wood of the Tabernacle.

So that -when the Bible t e l l s us that the -wood of the Temple -was of av specific type

i t does not mean merely to relate an in significant historical fact whioh m coneern

only the archaeologists of later generations. I t rather meant to t e l l al l of us that

this Shittim wood symbolized both the History and the Religion of the people of Israel*

But exactly -what does the Torah want to t e l l us about this sacred symbol of Israel?

Here, our Rabbis, "with their usual insight and their insight into the unusual structure

of Bible sentences, single out the strange -word OMDIM, "standing up" • Why, they asked,

must the Shlttlm boards be standing upright in their place in the Tabernacle? And, they

answered, the Shittim must stand upright, because that i s the way i t grows naturally.

And so important did our Rabbis deem this natural position of the ^hittim, that they

use this as a general principle for a l l commandments? and they rule, therefore, that all

METZVOS must be performed DBRBCH Sffig GDSIIASSAU, the way they grow - that i s , tn the natural

position. Thus, for instance, the Lulav, or palm leaf, and the Hadassah, or myrtle twig,

which we use on Sugooth, must be used in their natural position, the way they grow

naturally.

The main point, then, of the message of our Sages in their commentary on this

verse i s that just as the Shittim wood must be in an upright and natural position, so

must Judaism, which is symbolised by that wood, be praotioed in a natural manner.

And, "a natural manner", in this sense, means that f irst things come f i r s t . I t means

that major values are to be given first consideration; i t means that the major portions



of Judaism are not to be subordinated to the mfnor and less signifioant elements.

What does this -warning against Unnatural Religion mean for us? I t means, frankly,

extremely muoh. I t means revamping our entire way of l i fe . I t means coming to terms

with the realit ies of Judaism, I t means not deceiving ourselfes and believing that -we

are "good Jews" when we practice the minimum - and the wrong minimum at that - currently

practised by most American Jews. I t means not deluding ourselves and not fooling ourselves

For one thing, i t means that American Jews will have to break out of the narrow

frame of being members of a Kaddish Cult. Certainly the Kaddish is one of the most
shall

beautiful and sacred of hymas ever composed. Sometimes, perhaps, we fckxii discuss in

greater detail the background, flod^xxra. origin and meaning of this lofty prayer. But by

taking i t out of a l l proportion, by reducing a l l of prayer, and indeed a l l of Judaism,

to the rattling-of f of this hymn, American Jews have developed a most unnatural type of

Judaism. Perhaps out of charity to the sacred hymn itself we should call i t not a

Kaddish Cult, but a Death Cult. A Rabbi, and particularly a Rabbi in this neighborhood,

cannot help but feel bitter about this Unnatural Religion that he must daily observe and

put up with. I know all the excuses and apologies. Kaddish and Yizkor "brings them in"

at least for a short period. But, my friends, th is is the most brutal perversion of

Judaism since the days of that charlatan Jacob Frank, the false Messiah who later converted

to another faith. Judaism was oonoeived of and always has been a religion of Life, Our

G-d is SL CHAI, a Living G-d. Judism is the pattern with which we are to weave the fabric

of Life, not the fabric of shrouds. We do not worship the dead and we do not glorify

Death. Judaism appeals to a desire for life not a fear of death. Judaism has 613

oommandments which are the ingrediants of a prescription for living, a prescription

for living and not embalming fluid. Judaism speaks in the lofty accents of ethics and morals

and worship and service and Shabbos and Tefillin; Judaism sings the song of neighborly

love, not the dirge of death. There is so very very much to our religion, if practioed

naturally; there is so much that is beautiful and sacred and vi ta l , and only one saall

part of that great Way of Life involves the Kaddish or the prayer for the dead. And

yet so many of us American Jews have insisted upon the unnatural way. We have displaced

SHMAH YISRASL with YISGADAL TOYISKADDASH. How degradingly unnatural i t is for a man to

come in to a synagogue only to say a Kaddish, and to refuse to put on the Tefillin, the
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Teffillin in which are contained the profession of G-d1 s Oneness and the commandment

"Thou shalt love the Lord, thy G-d, -with a l l thy heart, with al l thy soul, and -with

a l l thy might." What sort of depraved religious mentality the American **ew must have to

enter the House of G-d on Shabbos and say the words YISGADAL VS'YISKADASE SHMAB RABBAH,

!•$$: "May the Lord1 s great name be exalted and magnified" and then to leave that synagqgue

and desecrate the very Shabbos -which the exalted and magnified Lord, Creator of a l l men,

has commanded. What religious hypocricy, -what a distortion of spiritual valuesVX In

no

other words, what an Unnatural Beligion. The Shittim wood ©»-longer stands upright.

In the Tabernacle of American Jewry, top is bottom and bottom i s topj Judaism has

suffered i t s most grotesque caricature.

A recent ar t ic le in Commentary t e l l s of a prosperous Jew in some town in the

Midwest, who al l his l ife had made i t a point to stay away from anything Jewish.

He had even gone as far as attempting, unsuccessfully of course, to f l i r t with the

looal Presbyterian Churoh. But when he died he must of course be buried in a Jewish

oemetery - an event which drew the following comment from one of the town's Jews;

"GELEBT VIB A GOT, UN GESETOKBEN VIW A YIlT , "Lived like a Gentile, died a Jew" . The

natural result , of course, of a denatured Judaism, which unnaturally empties religion of

i t s most glorious content, and raises the cult of Death to the rank of the First Articfe

of Belief and Chief Dogma. Unnatural in i t s ugliest form.

I could go on and on, giving a hundred examples of how "Judaism" in American has

become an Unnatural Religion. I oould mention the MISHEBKRACH1 S which have assumed more

significance than the Reading of the Torah; "Kosher style" foods which replace Kashruth

i tself ; Talmud Torah and even Sunday Sohools which represent the maximum of Jewish

TSduoation; and so, on and on. To be brutaly blunt, but perfectly honest, we must admit

that the unnatural Judaism of modern America represents a morbid reversion to the

primitive types of black magic, t r ibal death worship, and straight superstition. One

wonders at the type of reaction we could expect from, let us say, a Jaoob who brought

the Shittim wood from Canaan down to ISgypt, or of the early Israel i tes who tended to

i t with so much devotion while in bondage in that oountry, or of a Moses who with tender

affection carried that wood across the Red Sea and into the great Sahara, there to build

a Tabernacle of ATZEE SHITTIM OMDIM, of Shittim wood, the symbol of the religion of
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I s r a e l , s tanding upr ight DERSCH GEDELIASSAN, the way i t n a t u r a l l y grows; one -wonders

•what t h e i r r e a c t i o n would be i f they were suddenly t o find themselves i n t h i s Tabernacle

of American »Jewry with Continuous Memorial Services from ea r ly morning t o l a t e afternoon

a t which you as su re your dear departed paren ts of E te rna l B»st and Peaoe, provided you

mumble a few magic words and c l e a r your conclence wi th a p i t t a n c e for a dona t ion . Unnatura l ,

my f r i e n d s , d i sgus t ing ly u n n a t u r a l . Cer ta in ly not t h e DERBGH GEDAILASSAN, the n a t u r a l

way of growth, of our g rea t f a i t h and t r a d i t i o n .

My dear f r i e n d s , i f my words today sounded a b i t harsh do not f e e l t h a t they are

the b i t t e r s y l l a b l e s of de spe ra t i on . For t h e r e i s ye t much hope. Unnatural as our growth

has been u n t i l now, the Sh i t t im wood of Amerioa can ye t resume i t s morn&l p o s t u r e . KI

EM ADAM ETZ HA* SAD3H, for Man i s as the t r e e of a f i e l d . The seed of Judaism was

planted i n t h i s cont ingnt not very long ago . And the young s ap l i ng , crooked though

i t s growth may be i n t h e f i r s t s t ages , must eventual ly s t r a i g h t e n out and grow firm

and upr igh t in t h e way t h a t na tu r e has decreed according to the law of G-d.

Benediotion;

T2ADIK KA'TAMAR YIFRACH,

BAf LT3VM0N YISGSH

May the r ighteous spr ing up l ike a pa lm-t ree j

May they grow as t a l i and as s t r a i g h t a s t h e Cedars of Lebanon.


