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Maimonides expounded his famous Thirteen Principles 
(Ikkarim) in his commentary on the tenth chapter of 

Tractate Sanhedrin in the Mishnah, called Perek Helek.  The 
Mishnah begins by declaring that all Jews have a share (helek) 
in the World to Come, and Maimonides explores what that 
means and entails.  At the end, he writes: “We must remember 
in connection with this subject, and indeed with all others, that 
our religion is based on the following thirteen principles,” and 
lays them out in detail.  

Ikkarim for the 21st Century

A Symposium{ {
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Close inspection of the principles of faith 
(in God, prophecy, Messiah, resurrection 
of the dead) might unsettle many modern 
Jews, including confirmed agnostics who 
worry about their share in the World to Come. 
Nonetheless, Maimonides’ famous credo 
remains a beloved staple of Jewish liturgy.  In 
about the year 1300, an Italian Jewish poet 
condensed the Thirteen Principles into the 
popular Hebrew hymn Yigdal.  When sung 
in the synagogue, at the end of the service, 
it feels not at all like dogma.  

Six hundred years later, Theodor Herzl, 
who invented political Zionism as an 
ikkar for the Jewish people, entwined his 
dream of sovereignty with a fundamental 
commitment to universal peace and justice.  
In his utopian novel Altneuland (1902), Herzl 
imagined a completely rebuilt Jerusalem, its 
Old City dominated by a Peace Palace, “an 
international center for great undertakings.” 
The motto on its portal is taken from the 
ancient Roman playwright Terence: Nil 
humani a me alienum puto - “I consider nothing 
human to be alien to me.”  This, too, sounds 
like an ikkar -  eclecticism, openness, call 
it what you will.  It’s akin to Maimonides, 
referring to non-Jewish philosophers in 
Shmonah Prakim (“Eight Chapters”), the 
introduction to his commentary on Pirkei 
Avot: “One should accept the truth from 
whatever source it proceeds.”  

Where do we stand today?  Are there 
thirteen basic principles that every Jew 
can embrace?  How about one or two?   Are 
the essentials of Jewish life predicated on 
religious belief, political loyalty, cultural 
values, practical calculation?  These are not 
simple questions, as our seven contributors, 
scholars from many walks of Jewish life, 
attest.  Each offers a unique perspective on 
an ever-evolving subject. Readers are invited 
to write to us at havruta@shi.org.il, and offer 
their own suggestions.

Honoring a native son: 
Statue of Maimonides 
(1135-1204) in Cordoba, 
Spain.  
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From its inception, Judaism struggled with the 
issue of ikkarim, trying to articulate the essence 
and core of the myriad obligations of Jewish 
law.  The comprehensive nature of halacha, 
addressing every facet of an individual’s life - 
spiritual, moral, economic, familial, political, 
agricultural, and so on -  creates a danger that 
Judaism, instead of providing a compass and 
vision, generates a welter of details.  This “busy-
ness,” instead of being a force for greatness, is a 
force for mediocrity.  The purpose of striving to 
define ikkarim is to ensure that a life of mitzvah 
is guided by a larger telos, a greater goal, a focus 
on what is truly essential.

In the Bible we encounter many such 
articulations.  They begin with the Abraham 
story: “Walk in my ways and be blameless” 
(Genesis 17:1); “For I have singled him out that 
he may instruct his children in his posterity to 
keep the way of the Lord by doing what is just 
and right.” (Genesis 18:19).  They continue in 
the Ten Commandments, and in the holiness 
code of Leviticus 19 (“You shall be holy, for I 
the Lord your God am holy.”)  And the Psalmist 
writes: “Who may ascend the mountain of the 
Lord. Who may stand in His Holy place? He 
who has clean hands and a pure heart, who 
has not taken My name in vain, or sworn 
deceitfully.” (Psalms 24:3-4).  There are many 
other examples. 

This tradition was picked up by the rabbis 
of antiquity.  “The world stands upon three 
things,” it is written in Pirkei Avot, “Torah, 
worship, and acts of loving kindness.” (Ethics of 
the Fathers 1:2)  And of course there is Hillel’s 
famous statement, “What is hateful unto 
you, do not do unto others. That is the whole 
Torah, and the rest is commentary. Go study 

it.” (BT Shabbat 31a)  At the end of Tractate 
Makkot, we find an elaborate discussion, 
launched by Rabbi Simlai, which reduces the 
613 Commandments to 11, six, three, and 
ultimately one core principle, as stated by the 
prophet Habakkuk: “The righteous shall live 
by their faith.” (BT Makkot 23b-24a)

This endeavor was continued most famously 
by Maimonides in the 12th Century, with his 
Thirteen Principles of Faith. The tradition of 
seeking ikkarim continued throughout the 
Middle Ages and the modern era.  It flourished 
with the emergence of multiple Jewish 
denominations, each of which attempted to 
formulate its own philosophy of the core of 
Judaism, in order to identify the essence of its 
movement and to distinguish it from others.

One of the curious features of contemporary 
Jewish life is that today we witness a departure 
from the discourse of ikkarim.  There seems to be 
a fear of articulating core principles of Judaism, 
in both liberal and traditional circles.  Within 
Orthodoxy, there has long been an avoidance of 
this discussion lest a statement of core principles 
belittle any detail, no matter how minute, of 

Donniel Hartman 
The Challenge of Ikkarim 
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The purpose of striving 
to define ikkarim is 
to ensure that a life of 
mitzvah is guided by a 
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goal, a focus on what is 
truly essential.
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Illustration for Havruta 
by Moran Barak.

Jewish law.  The Orthodox community identifies 
itself as the one whose commitment to Jewish 
law knows no bounds, and the fine points of the 
law, kala k’hamura - lenient or strict - obligate 
one equally.  A discussion of ikkarim might 
thus be a slippery slope, leading towards the 
liberal Jewish tendency to “pick and choose” 
one’s Jewish obligations and to reject certain 
commandments.  

Within the liberal Jewish community - by 
which I mean primarily its members, as distinct 
from its leadership - there is a sense that one 
has a right not merely to do whatever one wants 
Jewishly, but that regardless of one’s choices, 
one still has the right to be declared a good Jew 
by one’s rabbi and denomination.  Judaism is 
viewed as a malleable system, almost infinitely 
adjustable to the commitments, desires, 
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and needs of contemporary Jewish life. No 
boundaries are allowed, and the very discussion 
of boundaries is attacked as intolerant and 
antithetical to the values of inclusiveness.  
Considered in this context, the notion of ikkarim 
represents an unacceptable level of obligation 
- an articulated set of core principles, which 
everyone who is Jewish accepts as inherent 
to being a Jew.  A liberal rabbi who dares to 
suggest such principles may endanger his or 
her position in the community. 

Herein lies our essential challenge.  Jewish 
law without a system of ikkarim is incapable of 
offering guiding principles to arbitrate conflicts 
and set priorities.  It risks producing what our 
rabbis were most fearful of: hasid shoteh and 
naval bershut ha-Torah - a “pious fool” and a 
“scoundrel within the realm of the law.”  If no 
feature or aspect of Judaism is any more or 
less important than another, how does one 
resolve conflicts between ethics and faith, moral 
responsibilities to oneself and to others, one’s 
commitment to God and one’s commitment to 
one’s people?  This was in essence the failure 
of the Jewish community at the time of the 
Biblical prophets, when ritual commitment 
enabled and protected moral deficiencies. 

In the modern State of Israel, one of the 
great conflicts the Orthodox community 
faces is how to balance commitment to the 
land with the moral foundations of Judaism, 
and how to balance obligations to Jewish law 
with a recognition of the State of Israel as the 
homeland of all Jews.  Without a system of 

ikkarim, the community is incapable of even 
thinking about how to resolve these conflicts, 
resulting in an intellectual, moral, and political 
stagnation that threatens the future of the 
Jewish state.

When it comes to liberal Jews, we have 
learned that today everyone is a Jew by choice, 
regardless of one’s ethnic origins.  Almost no 
one is obligated to continue a Jewish life.  
Absent radical anti-Semitism, the possibility 
of assimilating one’s identity within the larger 
society is a constant and viable option.  To be a 
Jew, therefore, requires of us all to choose - to 
choose a certain path, a way of life, identity, 
culture, and peoplehood as the primary (though 
not exclusive) prism through which one lives 
one’s life, sets one’s priorities, makes one’s 
choices, and educates one’s children.

To be a Jew by choice, however, requires 
that one is capable of identifying what it is that 
one is choosing.  If there is no “there there,” 
why go there? I am not arguing for a single 
set of ikkarim for all Jews, but rather that the 
Jewish tradition needs a vibrant and pluralistic 
discussion of ikkarim in order to survive.  

Yes, there is much to fear from ikkarim.  
Whenever one attempts to set boundaries there 
is a danger that they may be set in the wrong 
place and serve as a vehicle for alienation rather 
than inspiration.  The larger Jewish community 
today is a non-authoritarian one, and the 
conversation about ikkarim may be carried 
on because of this non-authoritarian feature.  
At the end of the day, Judaism will survive in 
the open marketplace of ideas and identities 
only to the extent that it provides a relevant 
and compelling vision of life.  At present we are 
in danger of religious mediocrity: trivializing 
our Judaism by drowning it in myriad details, 
or, conversely, draining Judaism of deeper 
meaning out of a lack of commitment. 

The first foundational ikkar of Judaism, 
but by no means the last, must be that there 
are ikkarim. Let us have a vibrant and vital 
debate among different visions, but let us be 
united by the notion that to be a Jew is to have 
such a vision.

I am not arguing for a 
single set of ikkarim for 
all Jews, but rather that 
the Jewish tradition 
needs a vibrant and 
pluralistic discussion 
of ikkarim in order to 
survive. 
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Perhaps no issue animates American Jewry 
more than that of Jewish “peoplehood” - the 
notion that the Jews are a distinct group based 
on both historical and biological criteria. 
Whereas in biblical and medieval times, Jewish 
identity was comprised of being an am kadosh 
- a holy people that observed, studied and 
believed in God’s word - in the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries these two words were 
decoupled. No longer did am (nation) need any 
modifier.  Nationhood became a synonym for 
what it meant to be Jewish.  While moderns 
might not have found God and His laws 
worthwhile, the Jewish people constituted a 
most worthy cause. 

The term “Jewish peoplehood” itself is of 
relatively recent coinage, but its roots as a 
modern Jewish ideology run back to the late 
19th century.  Ahad Ha’am, in an essay called 
“Anticipations and Survivals,” set forth his 
revolutionary ideas regarding the primary 
role of what he calls “the nation of Israel” (as 
opposed to the religion of Israel):

The great religious idea, which at the time of 
its revival, after the destruction of the first 
Temple, was meant to be only a foundation 
and support for the national hope, grew 

and developed . . . until it became the whole 
content of the nation’s spiritual life, and rose 
superior even to that national ideal that it 
drew its being.  Religion occupied the first 
place and everything else became secondary 
. . . It had become almost unthinkable that 
this outworn [national] hope could renew 
its youth, and become again the mainspring 
of a new movement . . . And yet that is what 
has happened.

Writing in Russia in 1891, Ahad Ha’am 
predicted that Jewry’s national dimension 
would once again emerge as a unifying and 
energizing force for his people.  But even after 
the establishment of the State of Israel, Ahad 
Ha’am’s ideas were hardly applauded by all.  
Nowhere is this more evident than in a riveting 
exchange of letters between one of Ahad Ha’am’s 
admirers, Gershom Scholem, the great scholar 
of Jewish mysticism, and Hannah Arendt, the 
philosopher and social critic.  Following the 
latter’s stone-faced reporting of the Eichmann 
trial for The New Yorker, Scholem wrote her a 
challenging letter, suggesting that she lacked 
“ahavat Yisrael,“ love of the Jewish people.  In her 
reply, Arendt recalled the shock she experienced 
in a conversation with Golda Meir, then Israel’s 
foreign minister, who informed her that “as a 
socialist, I, of course, do not believe in God; 
I believe in the Jewish people.” In her letter, 
Arendt demanded of Scholem: “The greatness 
of this people was once that it believed in God 
. . . And now this people believes only in itself?  
What good can come of that?”  

Arendt’s response boggles the mind.  
Her discomfort with the rhetoric of Jewish 
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While moderns might 
not have found God and 
His laws worthwhile, the 
Jewish people were a 
most worthy cause. 
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peoplehood represents the last 
and most unpolished link in a 
long chain of German Jewish 
thinkers who saw Judaism as 
a privileged way of thinking 
and behaving.  These thinkers 
included such intellectual 
giants as Hermann Cohen, 
Franz Rosenzweig, and Martin 
Buber.  For them, Jewish 
identity was not to be taken 
for granted but needed to be 
justified: Why be Jewish?  Their 
answers ran the gamut from 
Judaism being a religion of 
reason, to Judaism providing 
existential meaning, to 
Judaism overcoming the fear 
of death through a celebration 
and accentuation of life. 

These thinkers’ need 
to justify Judaism cannot 
be divorced from their 
e x p e r ie nces  l iv i ng  a s 
minorities. The argument for 
Jewish peoplehood was always 
viewed somewhat skeptically 
in a German context, where 
Jews tirelessly struggled to be 
accepted as equal members of 
society.   American and Israeli 
Jews, by contrast, have had 
less of a need to justify their 
Jewish identities and have 
been more concerned with 
understanding how to be 
Jewish.  

The American perspective 
i s  e xempl i fied by t he 
ideas of Mordecai Kaplan, 
the American rabbi and 
philosopher, founder of the 
Reconstructionist movement.  
In his magnum opus, Judaism 
as a Civilization (1934), Kaplan 
asserted: “Being a Jew is 
thus primarily a matter of 

American Jews rallying 
support for Soviet Jewry, 
1970s.
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momentum . . . As a civilization, Judaism 
possesses the prerogative of being justly an 
end itself.”  Guilty as charged, Kaplan may have 
replied to Arendt: he did not find the need to 
justify Judaism based on its ability to perfect 
the world, promote ethics, bring about God’s 
will or provide a search for meaning.  Judaism 
is perpetually justified by its own existence. 

For Kaplan, being Jewish meant celebrating 
the national and ethnic dimensions of Judaism.  
His vision of peoplehood spoke to those who 
adopted an “intuitional” approach to Judaism 
as opposed to ideological, theological, legal, or 
dogmatic rationales for Jewish identity.  He 
summarized his disagreements with Orthodoxy 
and Reform by describing the way one recites 
the Shema prayer:

The recital of the Shema Yisrael was 
traditionally one of the most dramatically 
meaningful practices of Judaism, not because 
of the abstract idea of monotheism which it 
is supposed to express, but simply because 
it provided an occasion for experiencing the 
thrill of being a Jew.     

The Shema is not uttered because God 
commanded its recitation (Orthodoxy) nor 
to affirm a concept of ethical monotheism 
(Reform). Rather, it is issued from one’s 
lips simply because that is what Jews do.   
Like Ahad Ha’am, Kaplan offered a renewed 
national template for Jewish identity, one 
that is not dependent upon belief in God or 
adherence to Jewish law.

Following the Holocaust, many Jews 
positively embraced their Jewishness as a 
kind of scarlet letter.  If there was no way of 
avoiding it or denying it, they figured, one might 
as well celebrate it or at the very least defend 
it.  The philosopher Emil Fackenheim nicely 
summed up this new perspective when he said 

that not to give Hitler a posthumous victory 
was the 614th mitzvah, the ultimate Jewish 
commandment.  The founding of the State of 
Israel emboldened Jews living as minorities 
in various countries to embrace an ideology 
of peoplehood expressed in the formation 
of strong, centralized organizations, such as 
the World Jewish Congress and the American 
Jewish Congress. The question that animated 
organizational life was not “Why be Jewish?” 
but rather how to ensure that Jews were able 
to be Jewish.  While ideological extremes 
always tugged at one another, the tapestry 
of peoplehood created at least the trappings 
of a shared global Jewish identity devoted to 
fighting anti-Semitism, rescuing Soviet Jewry, 
promoting Zionism, and supporting large-scale 
Jewish communal infrastructure projects.  

In recent years, however, the picture has 
changed.  In the United States, a dramatic rise in 
intermarriage rates has contributed to a decline 
in ethnic cohesiveness and identification with 
the Jewish people.  Conservative Judaism, 
the movement most focused on peoplehood, 
continues to lose adherents.  Among liberal 
Jews, one hears a new vocabulary replete with 
terms such as “Tikkun Olam,” “spirituality,” 
“meaning,” and “authenticity.”   These trends 
coincide with the collapsing, contracting or 
redefining of Jewish organizational life, and 
a search for new institutional rhetoric that 
plays down survival and “Jewish continuity” for 
their own sake. These developments cannot be 
ignored; nor is the best response to them a simple 
reiteration of models of peoplehood that are no 
longer socially relevant or intellectually cogent.  
Telling Jews they should be Jewish because 
someone else, once upon a time, was Jewish does 
not constitute an idea; it is simply intellectual 
laziness.  The great opportunity and challenge 
of 21st-century American Jewish life will be 
to create a version of Judaism that responds to 
both questions - how to be Jewish and why be 
Jewish - and, in the process, redefine the notion 
of am kadosh, a unique and holy people.    
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Tikkun olam - repairing the world through the 
pursuit of justice - is the meta-value of Judaism. 
Or so I was taught throughout my childhood 
in America in a classical Reform synagogue in 
the 1970s and 1980s. Among the models of 
rabbinic leadership I learned about, were the 
sixteen Reform rabbis who, in 1964, joined 
Martin Luther King in civil rights protests 
in St. Augustine, Florida. After praying in an 
African-American church, they attempted to 
desegregate a restaurant and were arrested.  
At 3 a.m., in their sweltering jail cell, they 
wrote a shared statement, defining their acts 
as mitzvot, sacred acts of ethical duty.  They 
sought to reshape the world in which they lived 
because of the way they, as rabbis, understood 
God.  

For Reform Jews, tikkun olam and social 
action were the essence of Jewish law, very 
nearly its replacement.  This foundational 
idea was part of the official creed of American 
Reform Judaism, which was first laid out in 
the famous Pittsburgh Platform of 1885: 
“Mosaic and rabbinical laws as regulate diet, 
priestly purity, and dress originated in ages and 
under the influence of ideas entirely foreign 
to our present mental and spiritual state,” 
declared the drafters of the platform. “They 
fail to impress the modern Jew with a spirit 
of priestly holiness; their observance in our 
days is apt rather to obstruct than to further 
modern spiritual elevation.”  Against this, the 
drafters made a “counter-halachic” move: “We 
recognize in Judaism a progressive religion, 
ever striving to be in accord with the postulates 
of reason. We are convinced of the utmost 
necessity of preserving the historical identity 
with our great past . . . In full accordance with 

the spirit of the Mosaic tradition, which strives 
to regulate the relations between rich and poor, 
we deem it our duty to participate in the great 
task of modern times, to solve, on the basis 
of justice and righteousness, the problems 
presented by the contrasts and evils of the 
present organization of society.” 

By the time I became a rabbi in the mid-
1990s, the Reform movement had revised its 
views of religion and spirituality, and it was now 
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possible to re-invoke notions that lay beyond “the 
postulates of reason.”  The Central Conference 
of American Rabbis, in its 1999 Statement of 
Principles, declared: “We bring Torah into the 
world when we strive to fulfill the highest 
ethical mandates in our relationships with 
others and with all of God’s creation. Partners 
with God in tikkun olam, repairing the world, 
we are called to help bring nearer the messianic 

age . . . We are obligated to pursue tzedek, justice 
and righteousness.”  The language is different 
- theological, spiritual, even mystical - but the 
ikkar remains: for the liberal Jewish community, 
tikkun olam is the core of Judaism, of what God 
demands of us.

It might seem that this view of tikkun olam 
reflects a contradiction between liberal Judaism 
and traditional rabbinic Judaism, but this is not 

Civil rights march, 
Montgomery to Selma, 
Alabama, 1965.
Photo by Peter Pettus. 
Courtesy of the Library of
Congress.
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the case.  In fact, the deep grounding of the idea 
of tikkun olam in our ancient sources suggests 
that this value can serve as an ikkar that binds all 
Jews in our day, transcending denominational 
affiliations.  In the traditional Haftarah for 
Yom Kippur, for example, the prophet Isaiah 
declares that social justice is more important 
to God than the ritual of fasting: 

Is such the fast that I have chosen? A day 
for a man to afflict his soul? Is it to bow 
down his head as a bulrush, and to spread 
sackcloth and ashes under him? Will you 
call this a fast, and an acceptable day to the 
Lord? Is not this rather the fast that I have 
chosen? To loose the chains of wickedness, 
to undo the bands of the yoke, and to let the 
oppressed go free, and to break every yoke?  
Is it not to share your bread with the hungry, 
and that you bring the poor, who are cast 
out, to your house?  (Isaiah 58: 5-7) 

Isaiah’s utopian visions of universal global 
perfection are brought about by divine means, 
as in this famous passage: 

In the days to come, the Mount of the Lord’s 
House shall stand firm above the mountains 
and tower above the hills; and all nations 
shall gaze on it with joy.  And the many 
peoples shall go and say: “Come, let us go 
up to the Mount of the Lord, to the House 
of the God of Jacob; that He may instruct 
us in His ways, and that we may walk in His 
paths.” For instruction shall come forth from 
Zion, the word of the Lord from Jerusalem. 
Thus He will judge among the nations and 
arbitrate for the many peoples, and they 
shall beat their swords into plowshares and 
their spears into pruning hooks; nation shall 
not take up sword against nation; they shall 
never again know war (Isaiah 2:2-4).  

This sort of language is echoed in the last 
portion of the Aleinu prayer, recited three times 

a day: We hope, reads the familiar liturgy, 
“letaken olam b’malchut Shaddai” - to repair the 
world in the Kingdom of the Almighty.  

The term tikkun olam first appears in 
Jewish sources in the Mishnah, chapter 4 
of Tractate Gittin, where it is used as a tool 
and a principle for the rabbis to apply in 
technical cases of civil law to prevent possible 
abuses of the law. In cases ranging from the 
rights of widows, orphans, and slaves to the 
purchase of tefillin and mezuzot, the text in 
this chapter repeatedly uses the phrase “mipnei 
[because of] tikkun ha’olam” to explain a ruling 
designed to minimize injustice to vulnerable 
members of society.  Interestingly, we don’t 
find this phrase in the Mishnah in reference 
to Shabbat, or theological matters, but in 
the context, for example, of the enactment 
of divorce. 

In the Mishnah, and in its later halachic 
interpretations, the possibility and necessity 
of tikkun olam are not an attempt to go beyond 
the law, but rather to work within the law to 
prevent injustice. Indeed Maimonides,in his 
commentary on the Mishnah, argued that all 
rabbinic legislation is enacted for the sake of 
tikkun olam.  Jewish law itself is not enough 
to maintain a just society; it has to have within 
it a principle for self-correction to ensure that 
it will achieve its higher purpose. 

Ultimately, all forms of Judaism seek to 
fulfill a shared vision of the world, one in which 
religion serves to strengthen justice and the 
possibility of human fulfillment for all people. 
Tikkun olam, as interpreted through the ages, 
thus serves as the foundation of religious 
community, as well as a bridge that joins the 
human and the Divine. A Midrash in Kohelet 
Rabbah expresses this ikkar, this fundamental 
sacred duty: “When God created the first human 
beings, God led them around the Garden of 
Eden and said: ’Look at My works! See how 
beautiful they are - how excellent! For your 
sake I created them all. See to it that you do 
not spoil and destroy My world; for if you do, 
there will be no one else to repair it.’”   
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It is almost impossible to participate in Jewish 
life in the United States for free: you have to 
pay to play.  Membership dues, program fees, 
annual funds, “voluntary contributions,” call 
it what you will, but very little happens in 
the Jewish world without money to enable it.   
And, although Tevye in Fiddler on the Roof may 
have expressed the financial yearning of mid-
century Jewish America toward upper middle-
class comfort, his descendants haven’t fully 
probed its ramifications.  Beyond dreaming 
about wealth - and worrying about its absence 
or strategizing about how to redirect it - Jewish 
communities talk very little about the deeper 
meaning of the money, and whether what it 
buys is worth the price.  

One reason may be that the collective output 
of Jewish philanthropic efforts is palpable 
but not quite quantifiable: a stronger Jewish 
community, richer Jewish lives, more robust 
connections between Jewish people, and so on.  
If those are the goals, goes the conventional 
logic, then the cost shouldn’t really matter.  
After all, we are not talking about products 
here; we are talking about people.  Souls.  The 
intangibles of a good Jewish life.   How much 
does a “Jewish soul” cost, anyhow? Is it worth 
$10,000 per year?  $180,000 over a lifetime?

Of course, these questions are rhetorical, 
because one can’t count philanthropic 
contributions and divide by the number of Jews 
they touch.  The number would be meaningless.  
It would be more meaningful to explore how 
those costs are both dispersed and disbursed 
among people, organizations, institutions, 
and communities.  

To put it simply, I am interested in the 
economics of Jewish life and how philanthropic 

support, individual family investment and 
other costs inform the meaningful production 
of American Jewish life.  This is not an attempt 
to simply reiterate the much-circulated claims 
about the “high cost of Jewish life,” nor is it 
to take the moment of the Great Recession to 
promote more affordable Jewish communal 
options.  This is not a call to investigate how 
much Jewish life costs individual people or 
individual families.  Instead, I want to advocate 
for an accounting of Jewish life in economic 
terms that can systematically address a central, 
if neglected, fact of Jewish communal and 
political life.  Until we understand the basic 
material conditions that shape our Jewish 
lives, we cannot fully understand what they 
mean or what is at stake in them.   

We need this bigger economic framework 
because it turns out that for most families, 
the “high cost of Jewish life” is not that high.   
Not long ago, I surveyed all of the synagogues, 
temples, private schools, religious schools, 
JCCs, camps, and cultural institutions that 
serve the San Francisco East Bay in order to find 
out how much they charged for membership 
and tuition.  I learned two things quickly.  First, 
every congregation has an incredibly complex 
menu of educational options, depending 
on days of the week, number of hours, and 
whether or not the student had been enrolled 
in religious school previously.   Second, I heard 
over and over again the perception that Jewish 
life was an expensive endeavor.  As I phoned 
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these organizations and explained that I was 
conducting research about the “cost of Jewish 
life,” about half of the people with whom I 
spoke made comments like, “It’s too high, I 
can tell you that.”  

In fact, in the East San Francisco Bay Area, 
a family of four could join a congregation and 
send both children to its supplemental religious 
school for around $5,000 - $7,500 per year.  
This is not a negligible sum, but neither is it 
insurmountable when one considers other 
costs for familial leisure time pursuits - soccer 
leagues, gym memberships, premium cable, 
and so on.  Enrollment in early childhood 
programming raises that sum significantly, 
but not much more significantly than if the 
child were to attend a secular, private early 
childhood program.

To be clear, the main issue is not just about 
the costs to families, although that is important.  
It is about the larger communal economy that 
enables and sets those costs in the first place.  
Focusing on the families misses the bigger 
picture. It is too neo-liberalistic, and it places 
the burdens of Jewish life on individuals instead 
of inviting us to examine the entire economic 
dimension of Jewish communities.  This is 
not a call for an investigation into the proper 
“price-point” for people interested in Jewish 
education or synagogue membership.  Rather, it 
is a call to explore the very presence of money, 
cost, and economic factors in the shape and 
behavior of American Jewish communities.

Everything has an economic cost.  Shabbat 
observance means absorbing a “cost” of one 
day’s work or errands, attending synagogue 
“costs” a morning at home or in the park, and 
buying kosher food often costs more than 
non-kosher food both in terms of expense 
and, frequently, in terms of convenience. But 
beyond those individual costs, we have to 
look at the larger communal structures that 
shape them - kashrut policies at synagogues 
and schools, philanthropic support of those 
same institutions, subventions and scholarship 
funds, and so on.  This is not an issue of cost-
per-family, but of the costs and financial 
expectations of Jewish communities considered 

more broadly.  In a sense, it doesn’t matter 
who picks up the tab, but the size of the tab 
still matters a great deal.  The economics of 
American Jewish life is not the sum total 
of individual household expenditures; it’s 
an entire system of costs and decisions, of 
organizations and philanthropies, charitable 
donations, kosher restaurants, tourism, and 
time.  It is an entire ethnic economy.

If we don’t address the nature and meaning 
of this economy, we fail to understand a 
fundamental factor in many decisions that 
shape Jewish identity and to address the ways 
in which American Jews live and understand 
their lives.  We also fail to understand how those 
decisions are shaped, guided, and informed.  
In short, we fail to understand the essential 
components - the ikkarim - of Jewish lives and 
Jewish communities in the first place. 

This does not mean focusing on the “bottom 
line.”  But it does mean developing a more 
sophisticated assessment of contemporary 
Jewish life that can and does account for the 
role of money in it.  This goes beyond plaques 
and buildings honoring donors, and beyond 
membership dues and other perceived barriers 
to Jewish life.  It is a question of investments, 
of human capital, of communal and individual 
exchange. And, despite the overall financial 
health of American Jewish communities and 
despite the amount of information that we 
have about contemporary Jewish life, we 
know almost nothing about its economic 
dimension.

We talk about Jewish life as a spiritual, 
ethnic, religious, cultural, and national project.  
But where is the money that plays so prominent 
a role in all these other dimensions?  Nothing 
from Kiddush on Shabbat morning to the 
founding of the State of Israel can happen 
without philanthropic support.   This is not to 
say that everything in the Jewish world ought 
to be calculated so that we can “lower overhead” 
or generate a better “rate of return.”  But until 
we can better understand the economics of 
Jewish life, we remain at a loss, like Tevye, to 
understand how Jewish life works and just 
wishing that more money would explain it.
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Jews are everywhere.  The phenomenon of 
Chabad emissaries in every corner of the 
world may be new in its uniformity and 
purposefulness, but persistent Jewish efforts 
to inhabit the known world are not.  The best 
pre-modern example, and the one with the 
most resonance for the contemporary Jewish 
experience, is the Jewish spread throughout 
the far reaches of the Roman Empire.  This is 
attested in evidence as disparate as Egyptian 
and North African papyri, Roman epitaph 
markings, ancient synagogue ruins, and 
the writings of ancient demographers-cum-
ethnographers.  Jewish persistence in the 
Diaspora in late antiquity is an implicit rebuke 
to the assumption that Diaspora Jewry of that 
era was merely a breeding ground for the rapid 
spread of Early Christianity. 

The geographical range of the ancient 
Diaspora may come as a surprise to us, the 
descendants of rabbinic Judaism, since the 
conventional narrative of the Jewish past - 
reinforced by our tendency to divide the ancient 
rabbinic world into “Bavli” and “Yerushalmi” 
- imagines a post-destruction Jewish world 
dominated by two centers of learning.  This 
reflects both the reality of these twin “centers,” 
as well as a kind of mythology about the past 
that the two Talmuds implicitly create.  But in 
truth, not only did Jews spread far and wide 
to every corner of the empire, but rabbinic 
sources themselves are full of fanciful rabbinic 
narratives and more mundane rabbinic legal 
pronouncements about the Jews who lived 
throughout the ancient Mediterranean area.  
The primary channels and lineages may lie in 
Babylonia and the Galilee, but it seems that quite 
often rabbis could indeed be found in Rome. 

In rabbinic sources, it can sometimes be hard 
to know whether the sages are talking about real 
places.  For example, in the Mishnah,Tractate 
Ketubot, we find the following:  “If [a man] 
married a woman in the Land of Israel and 
divorced her in Kapotkia, he must pay her 
in the currency of the Land of Israel.”  In 
rabbinic Hebrew the place-name Kapotkia even 
sounds funny, like a pre-modern Yenemsvelt 
in Yiddishland: does it refer to the actual 
Cappadocia, a region in Asia Minor, or did 
the rabbis mean it as a metaphor for a remote 
place, for somewhere that was obviously “not 
here?”  Yet in other sources, such as rabbinic 
travel narratives in the Jerusalem Talmud, the 
very prosaic nature of many of these voyages 
suggests that the ancient Palestinian rabbis 
felt at home throughout the Roman Empire.  
We need not assume these are true stories, just 
as it is difficult to use the disparate bodies of 
evidence from antiquity to make conclusive 
historical statements about these Jews of the 
ancient Mediterranean.  But we are left sensing 
that the classic binary contrasts that we use 
to understand place as an ikkar of Judaism - 
Rome and Jerusalem, Bavli-Yerushalmi, Exile/
Homeland - are found lacking when we observe 
this age-old Jewish tendency toward a kind of 
manifest destiny or continental drift. 

If there is an elusive ikkar of “place” in Jewish 
life, it must then lie not in describing where it 
is that Jews live, but in the persistence of the 
ideological framing that invariably accompanies 
and characterizes where we live and how we 
think about it.  The most meaningful binary of 
place, one that can emerge as an ikkar that is 
not merely descriptive but articulates a sense 
of aspiration and purpose, is our tendency to 
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think of ourselves as either “in place” or “out 
of place.”  Perhaps it is in this binary - how 
we inhabit it, test its meaning, and probe its 
flexibility - that an ikkar of Jewishness can 
be found. 

In the case of ancient Mediterranean Jews, 
there is a paucity of formal literature to flesh out 
their story, but we retain some key terminology 
that helps us view the Jewish present.  The Jews 
of the Mediterranean Diaspora bequeathed 
us the very term and notion of “diaspora” 
as non-exilic dispersion from a central core; 
Philo’s idea of metropolis to describe a “mother-
city” (in his case, Jerusalem) to which satellite 
communities (such as Philo’s Alexandria) felt 
a familial relationship; a legacy of pilgrimage 
and philanthropy towards the metropolis; and 

the ancient synagogue as a gathering place to 
reaffirm the centrality of shared peoplehood 
even in faraway lands.  Put differently, we might 
see in ancient Mediterranean Jews the creation 
of an additional paradigm that co-exists along 
with our other and more familiar frameworks to 
express this alternative ideological attachment 
to place.  

The Alexandria-Jerusalem model brings 
to mind the 20th-century Hebraist and 
philosopher Simon Rawidowicz, who suggested 
the metaphor of an ellipse to describe the Land 
of Israel and the Diaspora.  The diasporic 
community retains the integrity of its own 
validity even as it recognizes another fixed 
point, a second focus.  Pilgrimage, philanthropy, 
devotion to Jerusalem - all the legacies of a still 
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self-confident ancient Alexandrian community, 
which at its height numbered one million 
Jews - do not efface that self-confidence, but 
paradoxically reaffirm its own validity. 

The modern Jewish experience, and Zionism 
in particular, has rattled our sensibility about 
place.  Most modern Jewish experiences of 
exile/diaspora have proved so destructive as to 

undermine any “in-place-ness” that Jews felt, 
and served as a bitter reminder that the useful 
mythology of Vilna as Yerushalayim d’Lita also 
included the possibility that the Lithuanian 
capital, like the Jerusalem it was evoking, was 
subject to horrific destruction.  And Zionism, 
in turn, entailed the reattachment of ideology 
to actual land after such a long time away.  For 
two thousand years, the Land of Israel served 
as a powerful symbol, representing the place 
from which we had been exiled.  And it was 
idealized, as in Biblical antecedents, as the 
“perfect place” - especially in contrast to the 
real.  Zionism entailed the bridging of the ideal 
and the real, turning land from the mythic and 
unattainable to the very ground on which the 
mythic was being actualized. 

Neither of these paradigms - Diaspora 
as failed experiment, or Land as a primary 
expression of Jewish attachment to place - 
“works” for American Jewry seeking to make 
sense of its own place, for a community that 
might be lacking exactly this missing ikkar of 
Jewishness. American Jewry is in many ways 
thriving, and American Jews feel perfectly at 
home; but do they have a clear sense of what 
America means to them, what role it serves in 
a sense of collective identity, how it stands up 
as the worthy second half of an Israel-America 
binary?  Without a clear ideology about our own 
sense of place, how do American Jews interact 
with a Judaism that is extremely bound up 
with place? 

We are left with a few options.  Two are 
poor: that American Jewry accede to Israel’s 
affirmation of land as the only legitimate 
articulation of the ikkar of place and thus persist 
in some kind of inferiority complex; or that 
American Jews repudiate Israel’s land-based 
ideology and leave behind this ikkar altogether.  
A third option, not fully explored or well-
developed, would be that today’s Diaspora 
Jews invest in building the ikkar of their own 
diasporic existence - and that it be both strong 
enough to affirm our sense of place, and self-
confident enough to stand alongside Israel as 
its loving helpmate. 
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According to the British psychoanalyst Adam 
Phillips, the fundamentalist denies “that it is 
possible to live a non-servile life, a life without 
domination, a life without strict observance 
to traditional orthodox tenets.”  From the 
psychoanalytic point of view elaborated 
by Phillips, fundamentalism and orthodox 
tenets go together.  But must fundamentalism 
always accompany orthodox principles?  Is 
there a Jewish voice to compete with the 
fundamentalist voices so prevalent today?  
The answer may lie in what is surely another 
tenet of Judaism, the ideal of dispute for the 
sake of Heaven.   

In a fundamentalist context, dispute may 
function as the means to avoid complexity, 
to insulate ourselves from the uncertainties 
that make us ambivalent about what we most 
cherish.  Jewish sages have long understood 
this danger.  Dispute, they have observed, was 
created on the second day of Creation. With 
the creation of the divide between heaven and 
earth, on the second day, the day of distinction, 
division comes into the world.  This is the 
beginning of the possibility of autonomy - 
separateness from the unity of the first day, 
the created world as separate from God.  But 
with autonomy, this second day of separation 
brings dispute and hell, or dispute as a form 
of hell.  The words “it was good” are omitted 
in the Torah’s account of the Creation on that 
second day to emphasize that not just dispute, 
but hell was created.  

For the Maharal of Prague, writing in the 16th 
century, the “two” of division or dualism – of the 
second day – represents lack of completion.   Hell 
is the day of dichotomy and division without 
the hope of coming together, of a vacuum filled 

up only with the warring desires of men whose 
lives, as Thomas Hobbes writes in Leviathan, are 
“nasty, brutish, and short.”  For the sages, the 
rebellious biblical figure of Korach in the book 
of Numbers occupies a world of such division.  
He is stuck in the Maharal’s world of “two,” of 
shrill disagreement.  Korach, notwithstanding 
his claims to the contrary, does not pursue 
unity, but a dispute of politics and division.  
He “takes himself to one side,” the sages say, 
and separates himself from the community for 
the sake of dispute.  He is the fundamentalist 
of the desert, unable even to disagree.  

When dispute becomes disputation, it 
causes and exacerbates extremism and hatred, 
the fundamentalist and fanatic intolerance 
of otherness.  What is the remedy for this 
intolerance?  How are the oppositions set 
in motion through division bridged?  How 
are extremities joined?   Shakespeare, in his 
comedy As You Like It, offers a solution.  As 
the play begins, one duke banishes another; 
brothers fight; the court is split.  Such divisions 
and separations portend discord and death, 
suggesting tragic loss, not comic resolution.  
Rosalind, the play’s heroine, observes the 
world created through such forced opposition, 
lamenting that those “that are in extremity 
are abominable fellows.”  She flees her uncle’s 
court for the Forest of Arden, where division 
is reconciled through comic release, and 
the singular one-sided fixities of court are 
abandoned in favor of playful interaction and 
love.  So, perhaps surprisingly, the answer to 
the dispute of division is both a form of play 
and a different kind of dispute: the dispute of 
love.  But what kind of dispute is this?  How to 
love the person with whom one disagrees?
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Korach, as the Maharal writes, pursues 
dispute for his own sake, for his own personal 
victory, out of a desire for self-aggrandizement.  
The Houses of Hillel and Shammai, by contrast, 
pursue dispute “for the sake of Heaven.”  The 
world of Korach revolves around the number 
two and the extremities it produces; while 
the dispute between the Houses of Hillel and 
Shammai, as the Maharal writes, is based 
upon the “mystical power of three.”  Two lines 
extend indefinitely without meeting.  Only a 

third line brings them together.  Hillel and 
Shammai are united through the presence of 
the third, the Torah that unites them.  The 
apparently irreconcilable oppositions of two 
are mediated by the third term - Torah - that 
makes them one.  

  Disputes like these, says the Talmud, are 
destined to endure; moreover, as the Maharal 
writes, they are beloved by God.  Beloved by 
God because they are disputes based upon love.  
Such love causes God to say of such disputes: 

“Death of Korah, Dathan 
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by Gustave Doré, 1865.
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“these and these are the words of the living 
God.”  This is not just an anticipation of liberal 
principles of toleration and inclusiveness: 
“these and these” attests to a Torah that cannot 
be assimilated within one single perspective.  
The many perspectives of Torah - the seventy 
faces,” shiv’im panim - are elicited through 
those who learn Torah for its own sake.  The 
Houses of Hillel and Shammai are united 
through their love of Torah.  God loves their 
perspectives, because, through them, His 
Torah is revealed in its manifold complexity.  
Hillel needs Shammai; God, as it were, needs 
them both.

The Torah, in Numbers 21, refers to the 
“Book of the Wars of God,” a lost text mentioned 
nowhere else in the Bible.  These “wars of God” 
have been figuratively interpreted by the sages 
as between fathers and sons, teachers and their 
students, who begin as enemies, but end up 
as beloved to one another.  The Polish-born 
American Rabbi Yitzchak Hutner, a disciple 
of Rav Kook, has written that such love comes 
not despite the prior disagreement, but indeed 
emerges from that very disagreement.  The 
Torah acknowledges the enmity involved, the 
locked horns of the disputants, but the enmity, 
paradoxically, is grounded in love.  What looks 
like animosity based upon dualism - two  - is 
really, in the end, seen as always having been 
something else: a war of love.

Dispute, then, is not only a social and 
religious principle, inhabiting multiple points of 
view, but also a psychic one.  Fundamentalism 
represents the belief, as Adam Phillips writes, 
that one is already in the know about a 
simple Truth.  The study of Torah, the study 

of disputes, as well as participation in them, 
is an experiment in the possibility of being 
surprised by something one does not know.  Like 
Shakespeare’s Rosalind, at play in the Forest 
of Arden, the wise Torah scholar is released 
from the dogmatism of a single perspective to 
a knowledge based upon many perspectives, 
a non-defensive form of knowing.  When the 
divine voice affirms (BT Eruvin 13b), “these 
and these are the words of the Living God,” and 
ends with “the law is like the House of Hillel,” 
the House of Shammai does not abandon the 
game.  They do not, as they would if they were 
an Israeli political party, leave the coalition.  The 
serious play of occupying different perspectives 
in the study of Torah does not undermine unity.  
Rosalind will return from the Forest of Arden to 
the Court; the disputes of Hillel and Shammai, 
because they are based upon love, also lead 
back to, and reinforce, the community.

Trauma, as Adam Phillips writes, may 
make fundamentalists of us all, and the 
Jewish people have suffered their share.  The 
polemical fundamentalisms of which we read 
in the newspaper - on all sides of the political 
spectrum - are reactions against complexity, 
attempts to banish those perspectives, 
sometimes internal, sometimes external, which 
arouse our ambivalence.  Dispute has turned 
into disputation, and the idea of negotiation, 
especially in the Israeli public sphere, is regarded 
by some as sinful.  Rather than generative of 
novelty, dispute has turned into an excuse for 
public performances of certainty.  But those 
performances are anxious and unconvincing 
-  perhaps, on some level, most of all to those 
performing.  Has the kind of dispute in which 
the Houses of Hillel and Shammai engaged 
been divested of its theological urgency?  Or 
does dispute, even after so many traumas, still 
have the capacity to nurture a committed and 
pluralistic community of individuals open to 
difference and complexity?  The embrace of 
dispute and not disputation may show, once 
again, that belief and fundamentalism do not 
need to go hand in hand.   

When dispute becomes 
disputation, it causes 
and exacerbates 
extremism and hatred.
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The term ikkarim is idiomatic to Hebrew.  Its 
customary English translations as “fundamental 
principles” or “tenets” convey some of its 
meanings and leave out others: ikkar can either 
mean the opposite of tafel (unimportant/
ancillary), or a main part or core of an organic 
structure with subsidiary branches.  These two 
possible meanings of the term outline the two 
main approaches to the discourse of ikkarim 
throughout Jewish history. 

In the classical Judaism of the Bible and of 
the rabbis there is no such concept as ikkarim. 
There are, of course, emphases upon certain 
obligations, like the seven Noahide Laws 
(that Judaism considers to be binding upon 
all nations) or the three cardinal prohibitions, 
articulated in the Talmud, against idolatry, 
incest and bloodshed.  The Ten Commandments 
were read aloud in the Temple in ancient 
times.  But these prioritized mitzvot are less 
a statement of basic principles than specific 
commandments that are organically connected 
to the halachic corpus. 

Starting with Maimonides in the Middle 
Ages, we encounter the enumeration of ikkarim 
as the main precepts of Judaism, derived in an 
analytical process of abstracting the faith to its 
necessary foundations.  Maimonides considers 
his ikkarim to be a full representation of the 
essence of Judaism, but certainly does not 
dismiss the many other mitzvot as redundant 
or unnecessary. 

This move marks a large leap from a 
performative approach - whereby religious life is 
defined by the way we practice it - to a new, more 
theoretical approach whereby faith is defined 
by the way we think about it.  Maimonides 

did not take this leap alone: he was part of 
an elite that sought to transcend halacha-
centered Judaism in a manner that confers 
a much greater role to intellectual processes 
than previously allowed.  In attempting to 
formulate principles for a religion that was 
originally based only on practice, this elite tried 
to establish propositions that can be explained 
and debated both within and outside the Jewish 
faith.  From then onward, Judaism has been 
underlain by this tense interplay between 
performance and thought.  

It is important to remember that the rabbinic 
or mystical approaches to Judaism are no less 
sensitive to philosophical considerations than 
the theoretical or speculative approaches to the 
faith.  The practical approaches, however, are 
distinguished by a main concern for developing, 
elaborating, and even multiplying the details 
of the specific halachic way of life, rather than 
with approaching it reflectively. 

The enormous rabbinic corpus, as it was 
circulated in the Middle Ages through Talmudic 
commentaries and halachic responsa, resists 
the notion that Judaism is committed to any 
limited form or principle.  This is also the 
case with the kabbalists, who were tempted 
to create correspondences between mitzvot 
and the sefirot - the ten manifested aspects of 
divinity.  In a sense, the kabbalists regarded 
the multiplicity of mitzvot as mediating the 
emanation of divine essence from its innermost, 
infinite source - ein-sof - via the ten sefirot, 
to human beings.  It was therefore in their 
interest to resist the reduction of Judaism to 
a narrow core of principles.  The more mitzvot 
the merrier, so to speak. 
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A representative of both the rabbinical 
and mystical approaches is Rabbi David ben 
Shlomo ibn Zimra, known as Radbaz (1479-
1573). An important halachist, leader of the 
Jewish community in Egypt, and a learned 
mystic who probably initiated the famous 
Ari (Rabbi Yitzhak Luria) to the secrets of 
Kabbalah, Radbaz dismissed the whole idea 

of ikkarim, which, in his view, ran counter to 
the Torah, the bedrock of Jewish faith: 

I cannot agree with [a move to] impose 
upon our perfect Torah any ikkar or other, 
for it is all an ikkar [emanating] from the 
mouth of God … each and every mitzvah 
is an ikkar and cornerstone [of our faith] 
and you may find a mitzvah that seems 
marginal, when in fact the reason it was 
commanded and the secrets it contains 
are beyond our comprehension (She’elot 
ve-Teshuvot HaRadbaz, Responsum 344).  

Radbaz makes two strong claims.  First, the 
Torah is a perfect whole, and its perfection is 

It was in the interest of 
the kabbalists to resist 
the reduction of Judaism 
to a narrow core of 
principles.

Erich Brauer, friend of 
Gershom Scholem, with 
his father. Berlin, ca. 
1900. Photo courtesy of 
Eri Heller.

24 | Winter 2011 



tainted by the attempt to focus on some of its 
teachings while marginalizing others.  Second, 
there is no way for us to discern any hierarchy 
in the divine commandments, because we can 
grasp neither the “external” justification for their 
practice, nor their “internal” mystical essence.  
Therefore, according to him, we must perform 
all of the commandments with equal devotion 
and refrain from taking liberties in assigning 
different degrees of importance to them. 

This approach of the Radbaz remains 
normative in Orthodoxy.  But there are also 
traditions within Judaism that take a somewhat 
more universalistic approach and regard 
religious speculation as a higher value than 
religious performance.  These ideas go back 
a long way, and may be seen as the growing 
openness of Jewish intellectuals and thinkers - 
traditional and modern - toward the teachings 
of other of philosophies, though rarely to other 
religions.  We may discern such developments as 
early as the time of the biblical prophets.  These 
developments were dramatically enhanced 
in Christianity under the influence of Greek 
abstract thought and a millennium later 
found their way to the philosophical Jewish 
elite.  The most radical manifestation of this 
development is the assumption that Judaism 
can be summarized as ethical monotheism, 
and that Jews were the people chosen to 
disseminate this one important religious 
insight to the whole of humanity.  

Adopted by wide circles of assimilated and 
semi-assimilated Central European Jewry, 
this theoretical abstraction of Jewish religion 
is, in a way, a return to the Middle Ages, to 
Maimonides.  Up until this day, holders of this 
view may or may not retain vague religious 
faith.  They can lead a liberal and secular form 
of Jewish life, which mainly consists of feeling 
part of the Jewish people, but requires little 
practice of its traditional way of life.  

A good example comes from the 
autobiography From Berlin to Jerusalem, by the 
great Kabbalah scholar Gershom Scholem.   He 
recalls how family gatherings on Shabbat eve 
in Berlin entailed the traditional lighting of 

candles, whose flame was used immediately 
thereafter for lighting cigarettes, “one of the 
most famous prohibitions among Jews.” And 
yet, Scholem’s father, who prided in his liberal 
lifestyle that was free from the shackles of 
tradition, “once or twice a year, used to give 
a speech over lunch in praise of the task of 
Judaism, which, according to him, boiled down 
to having endowed the world with unalloyed 
monotheism and purely rational morality.”  

There is more than one irony here.  In 
seeking to shed all the religious obligations of 
Judaism, people like Scholem’s father were left 
with one big thing that may be harder to live up 
to than all the 613 commandments combined.  
In the end, the winner is Maimonides, whose 
thirteen ikkarim, distilled into the Yigdal hymn, 
are sung every Shabbat by Jews all over the 
world, Orthodox and liberal alike, who may or 
may not be aware of the ultimate significance 
of the ikkarim.  
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 “Heart of the Matter,” by 
David Schoffman. Oil on 
panel, 2006.
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