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I. They Say: There Is a Land

At the heart of Jewish thought lies a surprising claim, of signal importance:

“The ‘way of the world’ (derech eretz) preceded the Tora.”1 This is to say

that before the giving of the Tora, and independent of it, there existed a code

of worthy behavior, a set of moral criteria innate to human beings.

To grasp the significance of this claim, one must first understand that in

an earlier time, many generations ago, the seemingly simple phrase derech

eretz conveyed a meaning both rich and complex. Derech signifies way, path,

road, journey, means, manner; eretz means ground, earth, country, state,

land—and specifically the land of Israel. The “way of the world” embraced

all of these layers of meaning simultaneously. Today, however, this phrase

in common Hebrew parlance has come to mean nothing more than appro-

priate speech, dress and demeanor, conduct that is considerate of others—

in short, basic etiquette. In other words, the modern-day use of this term is

only the faint echo of a great melody that once accompanied all our acts; it

represents but a small, withered remnant of a broad Jewish intellectual tra-

dition dating back thousands of years.

Rediscovering the original meaning of the “way of the world” is more

than a philosophical challenge; it is a profound need of Israeli society and
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Jewish culture everywhere. Such a worldview is crucial to preserving and

strengthening the rules, traditions and values that form the common denomi-

nator holding a society together. Restoring the Jewish nation’s common de-

nominator requires delving into this idea’s philosophical roots—the ancient

Israelite view of man’s essential nature and his place in the world—and re-

viewing how this concept has evolved. Only by uncovering the roots of this

worldview will it be possible to generate renewed, sturdy and sustained growth

of those fundamental values which, according to the Israelite tradition, are

common to all humanity and form the conservative heritage of the Jewish

people.

First, we must clarify the starting point for this ancient worldview, by

grounding it in those great principles that “preceded the Tora.” As the poet

Saul Tchernichovsky put it, we must ask: “Where is that land?”2

II. Mending Wall

The question of human nature and morality has long formed the battleground

for two fundamentally opposed views of how best to order human affairs.

This question separates thinkers, religions and cultures; it delineates the

philosophical divide between “left” and “right”; and it is the first question

that should be asked in any discussion of society: Is man by nature good or

evil? According to one view, man naturally inclines toward evil. The task of

society and its organs, therefore, is to restrain the natural tendencies of its

members to the extent necessary to prevent them from harming themselves

or each other. The second view holds the reverse: Man is naturally inclined

to good. Consequently, the rules and restraints of society are essentially

superfluous, and should be loosened as much as possible—and perhaps, one

day, removed completely.
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The root of the difference between these two views of human nature

was summed up neatly by the Neapolitan thinker Giambattista Vico: The

first view (to which Vico adheres) considers man as he is; the second, as he

should be.3 From this distinction stem two complete worldviews, which

have produced two streams of thinkers, generally dubbed “conservatives”

and “revolutionaries.”4 The conservative understands the heart of man as

being disposed toward evil, a predisposition that is difficult (if not impos-

sible) to alter. To guard against man’s natural urges, the conservative seeks

to maintain vigilance, using the tools society and culture have developed.

The revolutionary, on the other hand—whether because he believes that

man’s nature tends to the good, or that there simply are no moral absolutes

and therefore all mores are “good” by definition—sees man’s innate incli-

nation as fundamentally positive, and believes it necessary to overturn the

established social order in order to liberate man’s natural urges.5

Many philosophers and cultural traditions—including, for the most

part, the Jewish tradition—hold the conservative view of human nature.

Within the Western tradition, many would agree with the pre-Socratic

philosopher Bias of Priene (considered the foremost of the seven wise men

of ancient Greece), who declared outright that “most men are bad.”6

Xenophon and Aristotle in antiquity; Aquinas and Augustine in the medi-

eval period; Machiavelli and Vico at the beginning of the modern period;

and Edmund Burke, Joseph de Maistre and those who subscribe to their

positions to the present day, all expressed similar views. Nor is this idea

unique to the West: It can be found among many civilizations which de-

veloped independent of Western culture, from Confucian philosophy in

eastern Asia to the tradition of the Barotse nation in present-day Zambia.7

This is the position of most established religions, especially monotheistic

ones such as Christianity and Islam. Indeed, the whole basis for these reli-

gions being institutionalized was a pessimistic assessment of man’s inclina-

tion to do right, even after hearing the word of God. Despite the consider-

able differences among these various traditions, they agree that the
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inclination toward evil is inherent in man’s nature and will lead to terrible

acts if not restrained and channeled. Only by limiting these urges in the

individual, and redirecting his efforts toward productive pursuits, will soci-

ety be able to survive and progress.

The proponents of the revolutionary view also form a large camp,

transcending periods and cultures. They agree with Plato’s teaching that in

a pristine, natural society, men would live in harmony and plenty, without

compulsion or laws, jealousy or war. In his words: “So they will lead a

peaceful and healthy life, and probably die at a ripe old age.”8 Similar

views have been expressed by, among others, Epicurus (from whose name

the rabbinic term apikorus—heretic—is derived) and Diogenes (a founder

of the philosophical school of the Cynics—a name suggesting that its

followers behaved like dogs) in antiquity; in medieval times, founders of

Christian sects such as Bogomil, Thomas Müntzer, and Jan Beuckelson;

and in the modern period, Benedict Spinoza, Voltaire, Jean-Jacques

Rousseau, William Godwin, Immanuel Kant, Karl Marx, and their follow-

ers to the present. This view also is found outside Western culture. China

developed a number of revolutionary philosophies, including Taoism and

Legalism; others originated in southern Asia, such as the more extreme

trends in Jainism and Buddhism, which teach that the material world,

society and laws have no purpose at all, and that only the human spirit

is good.

Most religions, even those now considered deeply conservative in out-

look, actually started out under a revolutionary banner (the principal ex-

ception being, perhaps, Judaism). Almost all began as a call to correct the

degeneracy prevalent in society, and to usher in an era of improved, moral

behavior impelled by faith alone. Early Christianity claimed that the messi-

anic era—when laws, property, class and death would be no more—was at

hand; only after the apocalyptic fervor had waned was this expectation de-

ferred to the end of days. Examples of dissenting sects with similar messi-

anic beliefs appear throughout the annals of Jewish history and Islam.9

In other words, almost every religious or quasi-religious movement at its
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outset was based on the same principle: That the institutions of society are

but a degenerate shell, to be cast off in order to make way for a great leap

forward to an earthly paradise.10 Despite the wide differences among the

various revolutionary schools, they share the fundamental belief that man

is capable of living a morally good life solely on the strength of his inherent

nature. The sorry state of mankind and all its failings result not from man’s

inclinations, but from the shackles imposed upon him by countless mores

and superstitions, the products of society and culture, which strangle the

goodness of the human spirit.

The touchstone for the great conservative-revolutionary debate is to

what extent reason can and should direct human behavior—in other

words, whether most people, most of the time, are capable of making mor-

ally correct decisions based on their reason alone. The conservative view is

that, despite its obvious importance, reason by itself cannot lead society to

its desired goal;11 the revolutionary worldview, by contrast, holds that only

reason can lead man to correct decisions, that if society is imperfect it is

because all manner of unreasonable customs, religions and institutions get

in the way and cloud man’s judgment.

Plato and Aristotle illustrate the different roles revolutionary and con-

servative thinkers assign to reason. In large measure, Plato is the father of

the Western revolutionary worldview. In The Republic he describes the phi-

losopher who draws solely upon his power of reason to create the laws and

practices of a new society: “He will sometimes delete and draw again, of

course, but will go on till he has made human nature as acceptable to God

as may be.”12 And, lest one suspect the philosopher of being influenced by

the special conditions of a certain land or culture, Plato avers that “the true

philosopher … whose mind is on higher realities, has no time to look at the

affairs of men, or to take part in their quarrels with all the jealousy and bit-

terness they involve. His eyes are turned to contemplate fixed and immu-

table realities, a realm where there is no injustice done or suffered, but all is

reason and order.”13 Finally, to avoid the suggestion that a traditional, con-

servative social order might actually improve human affairs, Plato asserts
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that “until society is controlled by philosophers there will be no end to the

troubles of states or their citizens.”14

This revolutionary outlook was challenged sharply by Plato’s student

Aristotle. Aristotle saw society as a worldly thing, which must be rooted in

reality and must follow its rules and practices, not merely the “eternal

truths” found in the minds of philosophers. Failing that basic understand-

ing, the philosopher cannot hope to understand man. Aristotle formulated

this view in his Politics: “In matters of political organization … it is impos-

sible for everything to be written down precisely: What is written down

must be in general terms, but actions are concerned with particulars.”15 Ac-

cording to Aristotle, the only meaningful society for human beings is one

in which real people can actually live, while “the man who is isolated, who

is unable to share in the benefits of political association, or has no need to

share because he is already self-sufficient, is no part of the city, and must

therefore be either a beast or a god.”16

Their opposing attitudes concerning the role of reason in bringing

about a proper social order have led thinkers from both camps into count-

less disputes over politics, society, culture and values. Two issues, however,

of paramount importance to both conservatives and revolutionaries, are

seen as crucial in determining the character of a given society. The first is

how it relates to the past; the second is its attitude toward the traditional

family.

How a society relates to the past reflects its attitude toward humanity’s

accumulated experience over the course of history. For conservatives, that

experience includes the development over time of social institutions and

traditions, society’s principal defense against savagery and corruption. The

historical experience is expressed in customs, prohibitions and traditions,

as well as prejudices and taboos such as those against murder, incest or cru-

elty to animals—acts that might well be considered matter-of-course, were

the question to depend upon rational considerations alone.

Revolutionaries take the opposite view. They see the past as a source

of ignorance and confusion, something which distorts and stifles man’s
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nature, and should be expunged—if only this were possible. To them, the

past stands for backwardness, darkness and all manner of excess baggage

which place an unconscionable burden upon human reason and freedom.

Some openly seek to destroy all evidence of the past since, they argue, this

is the only way to attain the “pure” human condition, one free of nations,

religions and states. Others are willing to preserve the past, but only under

glass, as a sort of museum piece offering a bit of ethnic flavor but no longer

having any meaning for modern life. Either way, to them it is clear that

starting over from scratch is the only sure way to advance humans along on

their continual ascent toward reason and logic, to help them reach their

goal of “enlightenment.”

Revolutionaries’ profound disgust with the past has often led them to

conclude that the first and most important thing they should do is elimi-

nate all the books, rules and laws originating in earlier times. Once again,

this is vividly formulated by Plato:

The first thing our artists [referring to the philosophers charting the new

society] must do ...  is to wipe the slate of human society and human hab-

its clean. For our philosophic artists differ at once from all others in being

unwilling to start work on an individual or a city, or draw out laws, until

they are given, or have made themselves, a clean canvas.17

In this spirit, revolutionaries throughout history have sought to burn the

writings of the past, and so start with a clean slate, as did, for example, the

first emperor of China, Shih Huang-Ti, and caliph Omar of early Islam;

and even Voltaire proclaimed that “the only way to obtain good laws is to

burn all the existing laws and start anew.”18 Over time, this view—that, in

the words of Marx, “the tradition of all the dead generations weighs like a

nightmare on the brain of the living”19—has led to increasingly extreme

revolutionary attempts to create a society that is tabula rasa, culminating

this century in the horrors of Communism and Nazism.20 Although the

open call for a clean canvas is no longer so popular, many nowadays still

seek to “correct” the vernacular by removing undesirable words, devaluing
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classical texts, or doing away with traditional social institutions, in the

name of political correctness or post-modernism. 21

For the conservative, on the other hand, traditions from generations

past are neither burden nor nightmare, but rather cause for identification,

excitement and emulation. Tradition is not a thing of the past, but a

vital, living force that contributes to society now and always, through the

cumulative wisdom gained from previous generations’ efforts, successful

and not. The conservative believes that this wisdom and the traditions that

reflect it should be preserved, and that action must be taken to ensure

this—action such as that described in Ray Bradbury’s Fahrenheit 451.

Bradbury’s fictional revolutionary society has banned books and nearly

succeeded in destroying them and all they contain; the texts of the past live

on only because individuals dedicate their lives to memorizing them and

reciting them to others.

But it is not only the past that stands between revolutionaries and their

brave new world. In the present they must surmount another formidable

obstacle: The family. Family is the usual forum for fundamental education

towards traditional values. It is the foundation of every human society, the

individual’s last resort when all else is lost, and the pillar which, once

smashed, will bring about the collapse of all other obstacles to the revolu-

tion. Yet the intimate arena of the family proves particularly difficult for

the revolutionary to penetrate.

Not surprisingly, Plato was very straightforward in formulating his

opposition to the family. In The Republic, he sacrifices the family as we

understand it on the altar of his ideal political order. In this ideal order,

women and children are common property; there are no limits or barriers

against homosexuality, the seduction of minors, incest, or any other

sexual proclivities; and sexual relations between men and women are

obligatory only to the extent necessary to produce the next generation.22

Rejection of the value of family is a salient characteristic of later revolu-

tionary philosophers who follow Plato’s lead, either explicitly or implic-

itly. Diogenes, Voltaire and Rousseau ignored the family or left little
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place for it in their theories and social constructs, but did not formally

declare war against it. Others reject the traditional family and the sexual

norms it represents in principle, and even advocate abolishing it. These

include Jan Beuckelson, the leader of the messianic Christian revolt in

the German city of Muenster in 1543; the false messiah Jacob Frank and

his devotees in eighteenth-century Poland; the more enthusiastic Marx-

ists such as Pol Pot in Cambodia and his followers; and some post-mod-

ernist intellectuals.23

To be consistent, the revolutionary worldview must necessarily lean

toward destroying the traditional idea of the family, both because it is the

pillar of all traditional values of society, and because enlightened rational-

ism has difficulty finding a principled basis for prohibiting any form of

sexual relations between consenting adults, including adultery or even in-

cest. In practice, however, the very power that the family wields in all soci-

eties usually ensures that overt anti-family elements in revolutionary

thought are played down, or advanced only obliquely. This can be seen in

the socialist argument for entrusting the raising and education of children

to the collective, not the family; and in the current intellectual fashion call-

ing for abrogation of the traditional definition of “family” in favor of an

all-inclusive term which embraces homosexual couples, single parenthood,

polygamous households and so forth—a definition so broad that it consti-

tutes a formula for achieving, indirectly and gradually, the revolutionary

goal of gutting the family unit of all meaning.

Because it goes to the very heart of the human condition, the polarity

between the conservative and revolutionary paradigms is not limited to the

political-philosophical realm but can be found in every cultural realm con-

cerned with the situation of man in the world. One side can be seen, for

example, in the writings of Edgar Rice Burroughs: His Tarzan, who grows

up from infancy in the company of apes, is good, upright and moral, his

sterling character attributable solely to his innate nature. The opposite

viewpoint is taken in William Golding’s Lord of the Flies, telling of a group

of schoolboys who are shipwrecked and find refuge on a desert island; there
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they shed the behaviors expected of them in civilized society, and gradually

degenerate into savagery.

Literary attitudes toward human nature concern not only individuals

cut off from society, but also those who throw off the chains of society and

its traditions. Tellingly, the views presented in these works do not necessar-

ily coincide with the authors’ professed politics. Ayn Rand, for example, is

usually classified with the philosophical “right,” yet her writings consis-

tently depict the individual struggling against conventions that society at-

tempts to impose upon him (as in Atlas Shrugged and The Fountainhead );

only by rejecting society’s demands do Rand’s heroes realize their revolu-

tionary greatness. Rand’s opposite in this regard is George Orwell. Orwell

is generally considered a member of the philosophical “left,” yet his Nine-

teen Eighty-Four portrays a deeply conservative view of how the systematic

destruction of family, tradition, convention and, above all, the past, leads

to the eventual loss of the individual spirit and personality: “We, the Party,

control all records, and we control all memories. Then we control the past,

do we not?”24

This schism is also reflected in the words of two great American poets.

The revolutionary view is epitomized in the poetry of Walt Whitman;

his “Song of Myself” is a paean to the body, nature and unbridled urges.

He declares his preference for dwelling among animals because, unlike

humans, “They do not lie awake in the dark and weep for their sins /

They do not make me sick discussing their duty to God.”25 The contrary

view is found in the work of Robert Frost. In his poem “Mending Wall,”

Frost paints a considerably more complex, diverse portrait of nature,

man and custom, writing of a force in nature that is inimical to the

wall a neighbor has built, continually eroding it and threatening to

destroy it. The stubborn neighbor, though, mends it time and again sim-

ply because, as he was taught by his father, “Good fences make good

neighbors.”26

Eventually every serious thinker and artist discovers the need to choose

between these two basic concepts of human nature. And so must every
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thinking individual, for this decision will determine one’s opinion on the

entire political, social and cultural order. The revolutionary concept, in the

final analysis, assumes that it is possible to effect a fundamental change in

the human condition. Even the liberal revolutionary, who wishes to attain

his goals gradually and moderately, ultimately seeks to create a new order,

different from anything society has achieved before, that will no longer

prevent man from giving full expression to his good nature. This is the im-

port of the oft-quoted statement by Jean-Jacques Rousseau—the leading

revolutionary of the modern era—that “Man was born free, and he is ev-

erywhere in chains.”27 The revolutionary’s goal is to realize, sooner or later,

a society that will fulfill the vision of the “Internationale,” the most popu-

lar revolutionary song of the twentieth century: “The world shall rise on

new foundations,”28 a world in which all the chains—history, tradition,

family—are broken.

The conservative worldview maintains that the greatest danger threat-

ening man is his liberation from those very “chains.” This is cogently for-

mulated by Edmund Burke in his Reflections on the Revolution in France.

Burke presents a comprehensive and profound challenge to revolutionary

philosophy, arguing that the human freedom so desired by Rousseau is nei-

ther the primal (“natural”) state of man nor a consequence of human rea-

son, but rather the product of “civil society,” the traditional framework

that a free people establishes in a particular place and time—not in some

abstract world—in order to overcome the dangers man’s nature poses.

Civil society can be formed and maintained only by confronting significant

obstacles, and it endures only thanks to the toil and experience of genera-

tions, including all their failings and mistakes. Still, its achievements are in

constant danger of erosion and even collapse, unless the people are stead-

fast in their determination to prevent this.29 This collapse, warns Burke, is

the danger revolutionaries present: “They despise experience as the wisdom

of unlettered men; and as for the rest, they have wrought underground a

mine that will blow up at one grand explosion all examples of antiquity, all

precedents, charters, and acts of parliament.”30 These the revolutionaries
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seek to replace with abstract theories about “human rights.” Their efforts

endanger everyone because, in Burke’s words, “This sort of people are so

taken up with their theories about the rights of man, that they have totally

forgot his nature.”31

III. The Seven Sages

What, then, does conservatism propose?

The answer lies in the solution to another problem: How does conser-

vative thought resolve the apparent contradiction between its belief in a

universal morality and its claim that only the particular conditions of soci-

ety and man—the unique history and family traditions they preserve—are

capable of defending and advancing that morality? The conservative

proposition is that while human nature generates the same fundamental

problems for all societies, each society addresses these problems through

the prism of its own unique experience, and resolves them through the de-

velopment of its own unique traditions. This approach is anti-relativistic:

It views “good” and “evil” as terms with basic meanings that do not vary

with time, place or circumstance. At the same time it insists that reason is

limited in its ability to solve moral problems. This combination—belief in

absolute moral values, alongside skepticism about the ability of human rea-

son to identify and serve them—is responsible for the decisive role that

conservatism assigns to tradition, in all its diverse expressions, in develop-

ing and maintaining a moral social order. All worldviews characterized by

conservative underpinnings are based on this devotion to the importance

of particularist tradition.

In the early eighteenth century, Giambattista Vico wrote The New Sci-

ence, one of the most comprehensive examinations of the social and politi-

cal order based on conservative principles. In chronicling the independent
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development of conservative traditions in different places of the world—

what he calls “the natural law of the gentes”—Vico noted the elements in-

herent in the “common nature of the nations” upon which all proper soci-

eties are founded.32 To his mind, Western societies hold a special position

in the annals of history, resulting from their biblical heritage. Nonetheless,

Vico recognizes other “proper” societies that have come into being, inde-

pendent of biblical influences, by virtue of their own insistence upon uni-

versal moral values. Any group of human beings that does not maintain

these fundamental rules, he says, has lost the right to be called a “society,”

and is little more than a bestial wilderness.33 Vico stresses that a society is a

community, a gathering not merely of individuals and interests, but also of

values and traditions. Indeed, only values and traditions can sustain a soci-

ety: Anyone who fails to understand this, or who believes that rational in-

terests and rules can take their place, simply does not understand the na-

ture of society. In Vico’s opinion, for example, if Benedict Spinoza “speaks

of the commonwealth as if it were a society of hucksters,”34 it is because he

utterly fails to grasp what a society is.

Thus, “there must in the nature of human institutions be a mental lan-

guage common to all nations.”35 Yet, as a conservative, Vico sees this com-

mon language as the product not of reason alone, but of reason together

with the experience and traditions unique to each people’s true needs and

concerns. “Human choice, by its nature most uncertain, is made certain

and determined by the common sense of men with respect to human needs

or utilities, which are the two sources of the natural law of the gentes.”36

What is this “common sense,” this mixture of reason and experience for-

mulated independently by different peoples, and only over time recognized

as common to all of humanity? Vico describes it as self-evident and ac-

cepted judgment, arrived at quickly and without reflection, as something

common to an entire class, an entire people, or an entire nation. By its very

nature this sort of conventional wisdom is found not necessarily among

philosophers, but among the public at large.37
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Among the major cultures of the world, the Confucian tradition in

China is perhaps the most prominent example of a civilization that devel-

oped independently of Western traditions, yet came to many of the same

conclusions as Western and Islamic forms of conservatism. Confucian-

ism had its beginnings in the early fifth century b.c.e. when China was

divided into a patchwork of kingdoms, constantly warring with one an-

other, a time when the old certainties and social orders were being de-

stroyed. Confucius sought to contend with this existential dilemma by

creating a framework of appropriate human behaviors and attitudes,

known as the “proper path” (ran). The goal of the proper path was to

raise human beings to the level of having a “righteous heart” ( jan),

through their adherence to a set of traditional moral rules and manners.

Recognizing the intrinsic connection between personal and social integ-

rity, this philosophy’s most important moral precepts are personal trust-

worthiness, filial obedience, observance of ritual, the maintenance of jus-

tice, and mutual respect.

The nexus between the personal and social aspects of morality is the

family. In Confucianism the family both supports and mirrors all social

order—and not just the current family unit, but also past and future gen-

erations. The central rite of ancestor worship, for example, instills in the

individual a sense of gratitude and honor toward the past and those who

went before, and creates the connection between his sense of inner moral-

ity and his conduct towards others—which in turn makes him more mor-

ally righteous.38 (It is worth noting that Confucianism has faced a number

of formidable revolutionary rivals, such as Legalism,39 which sought to re-

fashion man’s conduct and nature to accord with imperial law; and, in

modern times, Communism—both philosophies that, unlike Confucian-

ism, seem to have failed the test of time. A more significant and persistent

rival has been Taoism which, in contrast to the Confucian “proper path,”

believes in the “way of nature” (tao). A typical revolutionary philosophy,

Taoism rejects institutions, traditions and societal values as worthless, and

possibly even harmful, products of culture—culture itself being a mistake,
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a deviation from the original path of nature. The most important Taoist

work, attributed to Lao-Tzu, maintains that “without law or compulsion,

men would dwell in harmony.”40)

In its respect for the past, the central role it accords the family, and its

emphasis on accepted customs, traditions and manners, Confucianism ex-

presses the very common sense that Vico considers the backbone of any

proper society. “Common sense” is appreciated in many cultures, but un-

doubtedly its most influential version, especially in the political and social

context, is found in English-speaking countries, where it refers to conduct

grounded in sound judgment based on circumstances, free of emotion and

intellectual sophistry.41 The salutary effects of a strong conservative spirit

helped make “common sense” basic to social and political life in the Anglo-

Saxon world. One outstanding product of this was the common law—the

unwritten, customary norms that evolved over the course of centuries, when

a uniform system of law was lacking. Distinct from parliamentary laws, reli-

gious laws, tort laws and so forth, common law is based on tradition and

practice. It expresses widely accepted rules of justice which are perceived as

fixed—as a matter of common sense.42 A further expression of this principle

is the practice of trial by jury: The belief that twelve ordinary members of the

community, without legal training, are capable of judging the case before

them in a more considered, correct and reasonable fashion than a profes-

sional judge.43

This attachment to common sense generally enhances the ability of

English-speaking nations to withstand revolutionary trends, certainly in

comparison with many other cultures. In Great Britain or the United

States, a politician or policy viewed by the public as lacking common sense

will be rejected unequivocally; ideas and ideals, however lofty, are tested

against the common-sense standard much more often than happens else-

where. Because common sense grows out of practical experience, it excites

the ire of revolutionaries and the esteem of conservatives. It is not surpris-

ing that Edmund Burke regarded common sense as a magnificent bulwark

against the dangerous revolutionary atmosphere emanating from France.
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In describing the qualities needed to assess the affairs and values of society,

Burke settled upon those of “a man of common judgment,”44 that is, not a

philosopher or scholar or abstract idea of man, but rather one capable of

judging in accordance with traditional British values.45 Conservatives be-

lieve that in some way even the most eminent of thinkers derive their great-

ness from their underlying common sense. On the subject of how great

men acquire wisdom, the Irish poet William Butler Yeats wrote in “The

Seven Sages”:

They walked the roads

Mimicking what they heard, as children mimic;

They understood that wisdom comes of beggary.46

Accordingly, the conservative outlook maintains that society has an in-

trinsic need for common sense. As Burke wrote: “this stock [of reason] in

each man is small,” thus it is fitting to draw from “the general bank and capital

[of experience] of nations and of ages.”47 A conservative culture is careful to

preserve traditional values for future generations, whose need for them will

equal if not exceed that of the current generation. The commitment to leave

the next generation a state of affairs no worse than what came into one’s own

keeping, and the expectation that one’s descendants will be grateful for such

a legacy, are pillars of the conservative consciousness.48 If a society’s tradi-

tional cultural continuum is interrupted, it will pay dearly, risking a break-

down in moral restraint and direction with terrible consequences, as hap-

pened following the revolutions in France and Russia. Both of these new

polities did exactly what Burke warned against: They replaced education

based in historical and religious tradition with “civil education,” a danger-

ous and ultimately untenable tack that presents man as merely a collection

of rational and physical needs, and, in place of morals, forwards the obscure,

abstract idea of an enlightened general interest.49

Common sense is a useful tool for preserving and advancing the moral

values society is founded upon, but to serve its purpose it must be anchored
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in those values. As Friedrich Hayek put it, “mere common sense proves a

treacherous guide in the field.”50 If common sense becomes a goal in its own

right, a sanctification of tradition without reference to morality, the result is

a kind of empty moral relativism—a philosophy diametrically opposed to

the conservative belief in a universal morality. In the conservative view,

society’s virtues can best be preserved by maintaining religious traditions

and absolute moral values as an integral part of its heritage. The political

thought of George Washington and the writings of Alexis de Tocqueville—

to choose only two of many examples—emphasize how vital religion is for a

proper society, especially a proper democracy.51 Burke’s thought goes fur-

ther: To him, religious institutions established and supported by the state

are an essential counterweight to the shortcomings of unchecked democ-

racy. An obvious danger of a democratic political system is that citizens may

come to believe that freedom of choice means absolute freedom of action,

that anything sanctioned by democracy is by this fact to be considered

moral. In this context, religion is a necessary restraint, providing a fixed

moral beacon in a sea of change.52 It is this understanding, Burke continues,

that has buttressed the English toleration of all manner of problematic

manifestations in religion, which they prefer to the dangers posed by

government’s total rejection of religion.53

Just as Burke devotes special attention to the role of religion in the

British form of government, his Savoyard counterpart Joseph de Maistre,

probably the most important conservative thinker of the French-speak-

ing world, argues that the best legislators in every age understood that

reason is not omniscient, and that institutions based on reason alone will

be short-lived. A proper society, then, must build rational political struc-

tures upon a bedrock of absolute morality, which only its religious tradi-

tion can provide. This, for de Maistre, is why legislators of note invari-

ably base their political constructs upon a traditional morality deriving

from religion, “in order that human weakness be strengthened by super-

natural support.”54



30  •  Azure

De Maistre, a fervent Catholic, finds the best proof of his theory in the

history of the Jewish nation which, by faithfully maintaining its historical

and religious identity, survived centuries of hardships and existential

threats. This people’s continued existence was made possible by an un-

flinching Israelite conservatism: “That nation of five or six millions

perched on the bare rocks of Judea, the proudest of cities in proud Asia,

resists all shocks which would have pulverized a nation ten times more nu-

merous, braves the torrent of centuries, the sword of conquerors and the

hatred of peoples, astonishes by its resistance to the masters of the world,

survives finally all the conquering nations and shows still after forty centu-

ries its deplorable remnants to the eyes of the surprised observer.”55

Not surprisingly, the principles and tools of the Israelite conservative

tradition resemble those of its Western and Confucian counterparts. They

include an understanding of human nature as tending toward evil, an em-

phasis on custom and accepted rules in maintaining appropriate interper-

sonal relations, fidelity to religious heritage and national history and, most

of all, the axis of tradition with the family as the center of communal life.56

Besides these shared conservative elements, however, the Israelite tradition

also possesses unique qualities which set it apart from the others. First, as

de Maistre noted, if conservatism supports longevity in traditions, institu-

tions and ideas, the very fact of the Jewish nation’s continuity for millennia

signifies the superior strength and quality of its conservative tradition. Fur-

thermore, the Israelite tradition has played a decisive role in fashioning the

ideas and values of what today is the most influential conservative tradition

in the world—Western conservatism.57 The exceptional breadth and depth

of the Jewish nation’s experience, together with its uniquely rich fabric,

give it a principal role in world conservatism. It follows that, to understand

conservatism, one must first attempt to understand the essence of its Israel-

ite roots.58
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IV. Paradise Lost

The foundation of Israelite thought is the biblical idea that from the time of

man’s expulsion from the Garden of Eden and entry into the world, the very

basis of the human condition is man’s ability to “know good and evil.”59 In

the Israelite tradition, everything concerning man’s nature, behavior and

choices is based on this concept. This notion accepts as axiomatic the exist-

ence of fundamental moral distinctions in the world, definitive realms of

“good” and “evil” that every human being has the ability to discern and choose

between. Only the ability to know good and evil imparts significance to man’s

moral decisions.

Yet this tradition also holds that man’s ability to distinguish good from

evil does not mean that all or even most people naturally choose good over

evil. On the contrary, the biblical stories teach that righteous characters are

exceptional in a world generally dominated by bloodshed, licentiousness

and other evils. Moreover, as the Bible also teaches, choosing good over

evil is actually far more difficult than simply loosing the bonds of morality

and descending into bestiality. This is because man’s natural inclination

tends toward evil. The story of the Flood in Genesis provides perhaps the

most poignant expression of this: Man’s incorrigible evil precipitates God’s

decision to obliterate his own creative work (“The Lord saw how great was

man’s wickedness on earth, and how every plan devised by his mind was

nothing but evil all the time”); yet the story ends with God recognizing

that the Flood has not changed human nature—“since the devisings of

man’s mind are evil from his youth.”60

The Israelite belief in man’s ability to choose good over evil assumes

the existence of what Vico terms the “mental language common to all na-

tions,” which enables every individual to exercise basic moral judgment. In

Western thought, “natural law” or “natural morality” is based on this as-

sumption.61 Judaism, too, believes in a natural morality, an intrinsic system

of fundamental values which every individual can recognize because of his
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ability to discern good from evil. Again, however, because of man’s natural

inclinations, it is not at all clear that he will actually choose good over evil.

Man’s innate ability to make moral decisions—his natural morality—

stands in opposition to his natural inclinations, the inevitable result being

that human existence is filled with perpetual moral tension. As part of the

natural world, man has unbidden inclinations, and desires, but unlike

other animals, man also has knowledge of the world: That is, man has both

consciousness and a conscience. While the rest of the world’s creatures fol-

low the laws of nature and behave as they must, man has to choose between

alternatives because of his ability to make moral distinctions and act ac-

cording to his will.62 In the words of John Milton in Paradise Lost : “We

live Law to our selves, our Reason is our Law.”63

This fundamental tension is the principal concern of the Bible. In its

conservative spirit, the Bible addresses the general through the prism of the

particular. Its concern is not so much the Israelite people and their Tora, in

and of themselves, but their story as a lens to magnify and examine the hu-

man condition in general. The Bible speaks at length of virtuous characters

whose behavior does not derive from the Tora, either because they lived

before it was given (the Patriarchs) or because they were not Israelites

(Jethro, and Ruth the Moabite). Frequently the focus is on the moral

struggle of the individual in a corrupt society, in circumstances with virtu-

ally no bearing upon Israelite history or the Tora. The stories of Noah and

the Flood, Lot and the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah, and Jonah

and the fate of Nineveh, for example, all underscore the importance Israel-

ite tradition ascribes to a natural moral law, which every individual and so-

ciety are subject to.

The book of Proverbs is one of the most comprehensive treatments

in the Bible of the universal rules which ought to govern human society.

The worldview of Proverbs is decidedly conservative, relating to basic

moral values within a realistic—that is, skeptical—assessment of human

nature.64 Proverbs 8, for example, presents this view at length, praising

society’s achievements and stability. These are defined as “wisdom” (“For
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wisdom is better than rubies”) which is attained by adherence to morality

(“Accept my moral message before silver, knowledge before choice gold”),

experience and decency (“Through me kings reign and rulers decree just

laws; through me princes rule, great men and all the righteous judges”).

This same chapter scathingly criticizes any who would undermine society

with unrestrained words and ideas—who would, in other words, present

a revolutionary worldview (“I loathe the overturning mouth”).65 The

conservative message is emphasized again and again: “My son, take heed

and take in my words, and you will enjoy a long life. I teach you the way

of wisdom; I guide you in straight paths. You will walk without breaking

stride; when you run, you will not stumble. Hold fast to received disci-

pline; do not let go, keep it—it is your life.”66 These and other verses

make clear that Proverbs’ expressed values are the result of experience

and wisdom handed down from parent to child—in other words, of

common sense.

Little attention is devoted in this book to religious observance, at least

in the narrow sense of precise fulfillment of ritual commandments. What

treatment there is stresses, for the most part, the need to preserve the social

order, to conduct oneself morally and to strengthen one’s inner integrity.

Thus, Proverbs extols the importance of maintaining a proper legal system

and condemning false testimony;67 respecting religion and its values;68 be-

ing attentive to the central role of the family, and faithful in marriage;69

preserving the sanctity of human life;70 exemplifying righteousness and

fairness;71 and being compassionate and considerate towards others, while

refraining from cruelty.72

This approach finds its fullest expression in the text describing the

roots of evil in society, those things that are “abominations,” deserving of

the strongest biblical condemnation:73 “Six things the Lord hates; seven

are an abomination to him: A haughty bearing, a lying tongue, hands that

shed innocent blood, a mind that hatches evil plots, feet quick to run

to evil, a false witness testifying lies, and one who incites brothers to

quarrel.”74 All of these pertain to interpersonal relations and, as might be
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expected from a conservative text, they are presented not as abstract prin-

ciples but within a practical and tangible context. Thus, the book of Prov-

erbs offers an all-encompassing order of practical values, describing a wor-

thy lifestyle of proper social conduct and moral acts—the biblical parallel

to “civil society” in the Western conservative tradition.

The Israelite exploration of natural morality, however, is by no means

limited to the Bible: It accompanies the Jewish people’s intellectual

thought throughout history. This is the context for the extensive interest in

rabbinic writings, for example, in the concept of human dignity (k’vod

habriot). The importance of these laws is emphasized in numerous state-

ments in the Talmud, such as the declaration that “human dignity is so

important that it supersedes an express prohibition of the Tora.”75 The

same tradition holds that those not learned in the Tora, or not even Jewish,

may yet attain a high moral stature, to the extent that the scholarly and the

righteous may learn from their example.76 The rabbis believed that in every

age there are individuals who, lacking any contact with God or Tora, suc-

ceed in building a moral character and maintaining an ethical life. One

finds this view expressed in a variety of contexts, from the descriptions of

Jewish sages sitting and exchanging views with philosophers,77 to explicit

maxims such as the statement by the talmudic sage R. Nahman about the

non-Jewish wise men in the public square: “If not for the Tora, how many

Nahman ben Abas would there be in the marketplace!”78 Perhaps the most

explicit of all is the following midrashic passage:

It once happened that when R. Yanai was walking on the road he saw an

extremely distinguished man, to whom he said: “Sir, I would be honored

if you would partake of my hospitality.” The man replied, “Certainly.”

He brought him to his house and gave him food and drink. He [R.

Yanai] tested him in Scripture, and found him ignorant; in Mishna, and

found him ignorant; in Agada, and found him ignorant; in Talmud, and

found him ignorant. He said to him, “Take the cup and recite Grace after

Meals.” He replied, “Let Yanai recite Grace, in his own house.”
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He [R. Yanai] asked him, “Do you understand enough to be able to

repeat what I say to you?” He answered, “Yes.” He said: “Say, ‘The

dog ate of Yanai’s bread.’” The guest arose and grabbed him. He said to

him, “You have my inheritance, and you are withholding it from me!”

R. Yanai asked him, “And what is this inheritance of yours that I have?”

He replied, “Once I passed by a school, and I heard the voice of the chil-

dren reciting: ‘Moses charged us with the Tora, the inheritance of the

congregation of Jacob’;79 it is not written, ‘the inheritance of the congre-

gation of Yanai,’ but ‘the congregation of Jacob.’” R. Yanai said to him,

“Why have you deserved to eat at my table?” The man answered, “Never

in my life did I hear evil talk and repeat it to the person about whom it

was said, nor have I ever seen two people quarreling without making

peace between them.” R. Yanai said to him, “You possess so much of the

way of the world, and I called you a dog!”80

The message is unequivocal: R. Yanai, recognizing the high moral stature of

his guest who is unlettered in the Tora, repents having denigrated him, be-

cause even one who has not studied the Tora may observe the precepts of

natural morality, the “way of the world”—and this is an honorable achieve-

ment in its own right.

Thus, Israelite thought draws a practical distinction between the Tora

in its narrow sense (the body of laws given to Israel at Mount Sinai), and

the moral principles inherent in the world from the time of Creation. Al-

though clearly deriving from the same foundation as the Tora given to the

Jewish people, these moral principles are also to be understood and applied

by every person, in every age. For example, Judah Halevi states in The

Kuzari that at least a partial understanding of the existence of God, and of

basic moral principles, may be attained through philosophical inquiry

alone, even absent knowledge of the Tora.81 This concept is expressed suc-

cinctly in the talmudic adage: “If someone tells you that there is wisdom

among the Gentiles, believe it ... that there is Tora among the Gentiles, do

not believe it.”82
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From the belief that all people are capable of understanding natural

morality, it follows that its basic principles may be easily articulated, at

least in broad terms. In the Israelite tradition, the conceptual framework

for this is the seven “Noahide laws,” a set of fundamental moral prin-

ciples binding upon all of humanity. “The rabbis taught, seven com-

mandments were given to the Noahides: Establishing a judicial system,

and prohibition of blasphemy, idolatry, forbidden sexual relations,

bloodshed, theft, and eating the limb from a live animal.”83 In other

words, all human beings are commanded to observe one active principle

(the creation of a judicial system) and six prohibitions, three of them

somewhat abstract in nature (blasphemy, idolatry and theft) and three

quite tangible (forbidden sexual relations, bloodshed and the eating of

a limb from a live animal). One who not only observes these rules but

also acknowledges their divine source is regarded as a “righteous Gen-

tile.” Although most of these principles may be observed by an indi-

vidual, they are basically oriented to society—and only a society can ob-

serve all of the principles, especially the setting up of a judicial system.

Indeed, according to Israelite tradition, these seven commandments are

the minimal conditions for establishing a proper society. The consistent

violation of these principles, on the other hand, makes for a society that

is cruel, bestial and unworthy of existing—a society the Bible terms an

“abomination.”

Of the seven Noahide commandments, three especially severe prohibi-

tions are not to be violated under any circumstances. The formulation of

these prohibitions for Jews is well known: “Nothing overrides the preserva-

tion of life except for the prohibitions of idolatry, forbidden sexual rela-

tions and bloodshed.”84 Less well-known is the tradition that even Gentiles

are required to sacrifice their lives rather than transgress these three prohi-

bitions (in a slightly revised version): “R. Joseph said, the school of Rav

stated: For three commandments a Noahide must be willing to die, for

forbidden sexual relations, bloodshed and blasphemy.”85 In other words,
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Israelite tradition holds that these fundamental edicts of natural morality

are obligatory for every individual and society.

The question then arises: Is the force of universal natural morality

different for the people of Israel, in light of their special relationship with

God and their acceptance of his Tora? Answering this question requires

asking why there is a Jewish people at all, and what its meaning is, accord-

ing to the Israelite tradition. As mentioned earlier, the Bible is concerned

with the general human condition, but this is expressed primarily through

the annals of a people. The significance of this should not be underesti-

mated: It means that for the Bible, the fundamental reality of human exist-

ence is perceived in terms of a national reality. Since the Flood, humanity

has been divided into nations, and so it will continue to be.86 But this is not

just the reality, it is also the ideal. The descendants of Abraham were given

the Tora only after they had become a nation, and their special status—

their role in world history—was always as a nation: “You shall be my trea-

sured possession among all the peoples, for mine is all the earth.”87

In the biblical view, the personal redemption an individual can attain

is limited and, for the most part, transient. Only within a societal context

is it possible to achieve a complete and enduring moral life. The term

“society,” however, is an abstraction that does not exist in the Bible: In

its real world one finds only circumstances and conditions, only commu-

nities and peoples identified by name. In recognizing the prodigious ca-

pability of the particularist national framework for preserving and trans-

mitting moral values from one generation to the next, the Bible is saying,

in effect, that the nation is the sole communal unit capable of advancing

the interests of the individual and the public over time—and the best

barrier against descent into the moral abyss. This, then, is the meaning of

the promise to Abraham that his offspring, the guardians of his tradition,

will eventually become a nation.88

Like all conservative worldviews, Jewish thought holds that a proper

way of life can be attained only in the context of a societal framework, not
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as a purely private endeavor, and the nation is the one social framework

that stands a real chance of realizing that way of life.89 According to Juda-

ism, the universal concept of morality is embodied through national exist-

ence in the particularist reality of actual life. This is also the source of a ten-

sion unique to the national life of the Israelites: The imperative to embrace

the characteristics of a normal nation, existing in the world “like all the na-

tions,” while remaining faithful to the Jewish people’s unique heritage of

being “chosen” by God. Jewish nationalism, from its inception to the

present day, is formed of this distinctive combination that has always pre-

vented the Jews from being only a people, or only a religion.

That Israel was expected to meet the demands of both the universal

and unique moral criteria is clear from the talmudic explanations for the

destruction of the Temple: “Why was the First Temple destroyed? Because

of three things that prevailed there: Idolatry, forbidden sexual relations and

bloodshed.” That is to say, the First Temple was destroyed and Israel exiled

because it failed to fulfill not the special demands made upon Israel in

the Tora, but the moral rules incumbent upon all humanity—the three

prohibitions which no one, Jew or Gentile, is to transgress, even if this

means sacrificing one’s own life instead.90 Going on to explain the destruc-

tion of the Second Temple, this statement relates specifically to those who,

relying upon the Tora, denigrated the “way of the world”: “But the Second

Temple, in which people engaged in Tora study, commandments and acts

of kindness—why was it destroyed? Because of needless hatred. This

teaches that needless hatred is equal to the three transgressions of idolatry,

forbidden sexual relations and bloodshed.”91

Another rabbinic statement, discussing the conditions of redemption

from exile, reflects a similar view: “Rabbi [Yehuda Hanasi] said to me: ‘Is-

rael was exiled twice, from the First Temple and from the Second. In the

First Temple they were given a reprieve, and in the latter one, they were

not given a reprieve.’ I said to him: ‘My son, those living at the time of the

First Temple, even though they were idolaters, possessed the way of the

world, and they engaged in charity and acts of kindness.’” The people of
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the Second Temple period, however, were well-versed in Tora but not in

the way of the world, and as a result, the period of their exile was left un-

specified.92 The implication is clear: In order to remedy the destruction of

the Second Temple, it is not enough for Israel to amass knowledge of Tora.

Israel must also rediscover the way of the world.

V. The Book of the Righteous

In the rabbinic literature, the “way of the world” refers to a system of

prescriptions that are not exclusive to the Tora. Put another way, the “way

of the world” is the Israelite common sense. However, as a term from

the mishnaic and talmudic periods—that is, from the destruction of the

Second Temple and the consequent exile—it relates mainly to the interper-

sonal aspect of natural morality, and is lacking in one important respect:

Reference to the public sphere of the Israelite nation, to Israel as a political

community.

In the time of the Bible, when the Israelite common tradition still in-

cluded a crucial, political dimension, the term that was used to express the

idea of the natural morality upon which the world is founded, was

hayashar—“righteousness.” The most important use of this term was in Is-

raelite political thought. In this context, it referred to the state as an instru-

ment not merely for defending against enemies and attaining economic

prosperity but, first and foremost, for ensuring a moral, and morally viable,

social order.

The book of Judges is the starting point for examining the biblical view

of “righteousness” in the political order. Judges depicts a period in Israelite

history when the fledgling nation is struggling to manage its affairs without

benefit of an institutionalized government. The Israelites no longer enjoy

the divinely inspired leadership of Moses and Joshua, but have yet to adopt
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the monarchy. It is during this period that the people’s ability to stand on

its own—both physically and morally—is tested most severely.

Most of the book of Judges is dedicated to episodes of backsliding by

the Israelites, when they engage in what is “evil in the eyes of the Eternal”

(referring mainly to idolatry or marriages with idolaters). As punishment

for these evils, all or part of the nation is conquered and subjugated by its

enemies.93 After the people repent and seek mercy, they receive a heavenly

reprieve in the form of a judge-ruler who leads them out of danger. Victory

is accompanied by Israel’s promising to observe the Tora, and the judge’s

undertaking to maintain justice and righteousness—and then “the land

rested” for forty or eighty years.94 In most instances, this appears to be an

almost mechanical relationship between the people and God: When the

people violate the Tora’s commandments, they are punished with war and

subjugation; when they mend their ways and return to the laws of the

Tora, they are rewarded with peace and security.

The two concluding episodes in Judges take an entirely different shape,

however. In both, the central concept of “righteousness” is mentioned in

a verse commonly understood as having negative connotations. This verse

reads, “In those days there was no king in Israel; everyone did what was right

(yashar) in his eyes,” and it has come to symbolize the popular perception of

the entire period of Judges as a dark phase in Israel’s history.  But these words

appear specifically, and only, in these two unusual stories which mention

neither an obvious evil of which the people are accused, nor a judge who

saves the day. A close examination of these two episodes raises the possibility

of a very different interpretation of the verse: In both instances Israel con-

tends with a problematic situation and, with no clear divine guidance,

chooses a course of action that is neither condemned nor punished. Not only

that, to a certain degree the biblical accounts seem to commend the nation

for dealing with major difficulties in a tolerable fashion on their own.

The first case introduces Micah, from the hill country of Efraim, who

builds a private sanctuary where he can worship the God of Israel.

Within he places graven images, statuary and priestly garments; he even
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appoints a Levite to act as priest.95 Although contrary to ritual form as

prescribed in the Tora, his efforts nevertheless are directed to the God of

Israel, not to other gods. The only commentary on these activities is that

“in those days there was no king in Israel; everyone did what was right in

his eyes.” The narrative then describes members of the tribe of Dan, who

stop at Micah’s sanctuary in their migration northward in search of new

territory to settle. In the end, they take with them all of Micah’s ritual

implements—and his priest—in order to be able to worship the God of

Israel in their new territory.96

This episode certainly has its morally problematic aspects, in the

Danites’ taking the graven images and the priest against the will of the

sanctuary’s owner, and establishing a ritual of dubious legitimacy for the

worship of God. But a positive interpretation seems more in keeping with

how the arrival of the Danite emissaries at the sanctuary is described.

There, they ask of the priest: “Please, inquire of God; we would like to

know if our mission will be successful.” The response is unequivocal: “Go

in peace,” the priest answers, “the Eternal views favorably the mission you

are going on.”97 The priest assures them that God is with them, and in fact

the expedition of the Danites is totally successful. Thus, the sequence de-

picts a fundamentally positive course of action under difficult conditions—

how an entire tribe of Israel, after failing in the basic existential task of es-

tablishing itself in its own territory, survives and even manages to find new

territory where it can worship the God of its fathers.

The second episode describes the incident of the concubine at

Gibeah.98 A man from the tribe of Levi arrives with his concubine in the

town of Gibeah, in the land of Benjamin. The Benjaminite townspeople

take the concubine and rape and abuse her through the night, until she

dies at daybreak. The Levite then cuts her body into pieces and sends them

to all the tribes of Israel, as evidence of the horrendous act committed. The

response of the people is furious and resolute: “And everyone who saw it

cried out, ‘Never has such a thing happened or been seen from the day the

Israelites came out of the land of Egypt to this day! Put your mind to this;
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take counsel and decide.’”99 The tribes of Israel gather at Gibeah and de-

mand that its inhabitants be punished by being put to the sword, but the

tribe of Benjamin sends reinforcements to the town and refuses to hand

over the perpetrators. The result is a civil war, spurred by the Israelites’

profound moral outrage against Benjamin for protecting its kinfolk rather

than pursuing justice.

The war continues for three days. For the first two days the Ben-

jaminites have the upper hand, killing thousands from the other tribes. At

this point the Israelites hesitate. Wondering whether they were wrong to

go to war, they turn to the sanctuary at Bethel and inquire of God: “Shall

we again take the field against our kinsmen the Benjaminites, or shall we

not?” The answer is clear and decisive: “Go up, for tomorrow I will deliver

them into your hands.”100 And indeed, on the third day, the Israelites rout

Benjamin. The great majority of the recalcitrant tribe are killed, and their

cities put to the torch. “Thereupon the Israelites dispersed, each to his own

tribe and clan; everyone departed for his own territory. In those days there

was no king in Israel; everyone did what was right in his eyes.”101

This episode is clearer than the earlier one: The people make a basic

moral commitment, without king or judge to guide them, and act upon it.

The alternative would have been to let the atrocity of Gibeah go unan-

swered—in other words, to allow a breach of the most fundamental moral

standard for any society. The people also exhibit a profound sense of na-

tional responsibility when, afterward, they take steps to keep the tribe of

Benjamin from being wiped out completely: Despite the tribe’s great sin,

its few hundred refugees are allowed to marry women from the other

tribes, thereby perpetuating their line. Here again, the people of Israel take

independent action, guided solely by “what was right in their eyes.”

In both episodes the Israelites make independent moral decisions based

on values inscribed in their consciousness by shared tradition and accepted

values—a combination of natural morality and common sense on the na-

tional level. Both decisions receive an unequivocal, if indirect, seal of ap-

proval from on high: The Danites’ query to the priest in Micah’s sanctuary,
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and the Israelites’ question at Bethel, are answered with divine assurance of

success, which is in fact realized.102

These two instances in Judges, describing situations in which “every-

one did what was right in his eyes,” are connected to the fact that “there

was no king in Israel,” nor any judge or prophet—in other words, no insti-

tutionalized national leadership capable of showing the people the proper

way. Consequently, the entire people had to take responsibility for its ac-

tions and act as best it could to the extent of its moral judgment—doing

what was right in its eyes.

“Righteousness” in Judges, therefore, refers to the nation’s ability to

maintain a minimal moral standard even in the absence of moral leader-

ship. Yet it cannot be overlooked that this book’s conclusion also demon-

strates just how far some segments of Israelite civilization had fallen, just

how difficult a time the nation had in fulfilling the most elementary moral

principles, to say nothing of maintaining an exemplary society. As the

nation’s story continues into the book of Samuel, the people conclude that

if they continue under this kind of informal, improvised self-rule—benefit-

ing in times of crisis from the leadership of judges, but lacking any perma-

nent political system—they will have no chance of establishing a normal

life for themselves in this land. Even their experience with Samuel, the

greatest of the judges, does not change the people’s decision. After some

decades of successfully leading the nation, Samuel discovers that the people

reject the ambiguous, unstable type of political regime that has held sway

for centuries. They ask him to impose a new type of regime on Israel, “a

king to govern us, like all the nations.”103 The Israelites want a permanent

political order, as is common to all peoples: Central rule, an executive arm,

tax collection, a standing army, binding legislation and the authority to

impose it upon the public at large. To replace the voluntary, personal and

limited leadership of judges and prophets, they seek a fixed type of regime

with coercive powers—in short, they want a state.

From its first day, the new state is forced to contend with that unique

Israelite tension between two frames of reference: Normative political life
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according to the criteria applicable to every nation—national defense, eco-

nomic prosperity, and the maintenance of law and order—together with

the need to honor the higher moral criteria demanded by Israel’s special

heritage. The ceremony to invest the monarchy reflects this tension, when

Samuel turns to the entire people in assembly and asks them to testify that

his leadership has been fair and free of injustice:

Then Samuel said to all Israel, “I have heeded your call in all you have

asked of me, and have set a king over you. And now, the king will go be-

fore you. As for me, I have grown old and gray, but my sons are still with

you, and I have led you from my youth until this day. Here I am—testify

against me before the Eternal and before his anointed: Whose ox have I

taken, whose ass have I taken? Whom have I defrauded, whom have I

robbed? From whom have I taken a bribe to look the other way? I will

return it to you.” They responded, “You have not defrauded us, you have

not robbed us, you have not taken anything from anyone.” He said to

them, “The Eternal is witness, and his anointed is witness against you

this day that you have found nothing in my possession.” They re-

sponded, “Witness!”104

The dual testimony that Samuel seeks, before God and king, refers to the

two sets of criteria to which the Israelites must relate, the moral and the

practical. But the matter does not end there. At the outset, Israel was granted

a singular existential status—a direct link to God—but at a singular price: If

Israel as a collective conducted its affairs in accordance with the laws of God,

it would succeed; if it strayed from this path, in due course it would meet

with failure. When the people now declare themselves no longer capable of

meeting these conditions, they are granted the concession they seek—but

this also carries a price.

With the establishment of the monarchy, a new relational status

is created in which the state, represented by the king, takes on the pri-

mary responsibility for the people’s material and moral well-being. In the

biblical conception, the political community’s central purpose is to fulfill



autumn 5759 / 1998  •  45

the obligations of “righteousness.” This new political-moral order intro-

duces a fundamental change in the Jewish nation’s relationship with

God: The people are no longer constantly required to meet the ideal

moral level defined by the Tora; now their efforts focus on satisfying the

minimal principles consistent with the basics of natural morality. This is

not to say that Israel is abandoning its noble ideal of aspiring to fulfill the

demands of divine law. It is, rather, an acknowledgment that this ideal is

extremely difficult to realize, something that Israel can approach only at

certain times, under special conditions and with great effort. As they look

back over the period of judges, the Israelites realize that when given the

freedom to choose the moral ideal without the “aid” of a coercive state,

time and again they failed. With the creation of the monarchy, the possi-

bility of reaching the minimal standard of “righteousness” increases be-

cause of the existence of coercive central power, but this power also makes

the ideal of voluntary virtue all the harder to attain.

This ambiguous easing of moral demands exacts its price in that under

monarchy, the Israelites are no longer to be judged directly before God, but

through the public virtues of their king—that is, through their state. The

people’s inability to maintain the high level of freedom and responsibility

that it enjoyed in the period of the judges, under the direct sovereignty of

God, is shown in Samuel’s plea to God: “Samuel was displeased that they

said, ‘Give us a king to govern us.’ Samuel prayed to the Eternal, and the

Eternal replied to Samuel, ‘Heed the demand of the people in everything

they say to you. For it is not you whom they have reviled; it is me they have

reviled, as their king.’”105

From this point on the king and his deeds will decide the fate of Israel,

both in relation to worldly affairs (whether within Israel or with other na-

tions) and in relation to the divine. This is the essence of Samuel’s warning

to the people about the cost of establishing the monarchy: “The day will

come when you cry out because of the king whom you yourselves have

chosen; and the Eternal will not answer you on that day.” But Israel’s

response is that they have tried the more difficult road, and it has proved
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too much for them: “But the people would not listen to Samuel’s warning.

‘No,’ they said. ‘We must have a king over us, that we may be like all the

nations: Let our king rule over us and go out at our head and fight our

battles.’”106

Yet Israel is not “like all the nations.” Even with its monarchy, Israel,

unlike any other people, must maintain a moral society combining its com-

mitment to the ideal presented in the Tora with the sociopolitical realities

common to every polity. This combination gives rise to the concept, unique

to the political construct presented in the Bible, of the “righteous” commu-

nity, a political community which acts in conformity with the criteria of uni-

versal natural morality. Placed within the tradition of the Tora, however, this

is seen as merely the basis for more exalted moral aspirations.

From the time the monarchy is established to the destruction of the

Temple, the state—through the king—is the barometer of Israel’s moral

condition. The Israelites’ success or failure in meeting the necessary moral

criteria of “righteousness” is judged according to the stature of the political

community as a whole, as now embodied by the king. The people must bear

the consequences of the monarchy they so desired, whether or not they agree

with their rulers’ deeds. The sins of the wicked kings and the failures of the

incompetent ones are visited upon the people, collectively, because these by

definition are not private matters but failings of the state: The king is the

heart of authority of the political commonwealth, and his sins, like his pun-

ishment, are matters of state. So long as the king does not transgress a small

number of especially stringent moral prohibitions, God will not intervene,

even if the people suffer greatly under the rule of an ineffectual or cruel king.

From now on, the people and their king are judged as one.107

The new criteria for judging the nation are evident in Samuel’s warn-

ing to the people at the coronation of the new king: “I will continue to in-

struct you in the good and right path. Above all, you must revere the Eter-

nal and serve him faithfully with all your heart; and consider how grandly

he has dealt with you. For if you persist in your wrongdoing, both you and

your king will be swept away.”108 Samuel enumerates three stages for the
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proper conduct of affairs in the nascent state: Israel is commanded to walk

in the “good and right path”; this way is depicted as leading them to serve

God “with all their heart”; and they are enjoined not to engage in wrong-

doing. What this “wrongdoing” is appears to be quite clear, as does the

idea of serving God “with all your heart” as an ideal to which the people

must aspire. But what is the “good and right path” for Israel to follow, that

it may enjoy divine favor? Are these two words, “good” and “right,” merely

poetic repetition, or do they refer to different things? Is the biblical “right”

the same as the biblical “good”—or is it something else?

The answer lies in the description of another coronation ceremony,

two generations later. As his reign draws to a close, King David speaks to

his people, reviewing the path he has taken and summing up his career, be-

fore transferring the scepter to his son Solomon. Like the close of Samuel’s

tenure, this too is occasion for taking stock, but of a far more tempestuous

reign full of upheavals and complexities on both the personal and political

levels. David states:

I know, God, that you search the heart and desire righteousness. I, of

righteous heart, freely offered all these things; now your people, who are

present here—I saw them joyously making voluntary offerings. O Eter-

nal, God of Abraham, Isaac and Israel, our fathers, remember this forever

to the thoughts of your people’s hearts, and turn their hearts toward you.

As for my son Solomon, give him a perfect heart to observe your com-

mandments, your admonitions and your laws, and to fulfill them all, and

to build this Temple which I have prepared.109

David uses different terms to distinguish his reign from what he wishes for

his son, and the difference has great significance. Of himself, David says that

he acted “of righteous heart,” but he asks God to grant his son a “perfect

heart.” A comparison of David’s summary with the earlier speech by Samuel

indicates the significance of these two wordings. While stating that he acted

with righteousness, David hints that perhaps he did not act with a perfect
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heart; for this is what he desires of his son. What was lacking in David’s reign

that he could not describe himself as having acted with a “perfect heart”?

His use of the word “righteous” while avoiding the word “good” may ex-

plain Samuel’s equation of decades before: The ideal that David wishes for

Solomon is the perfect heart, composed of two elements, the “right” and the

“good”—but David himself succeeded only in the first.110

This biblical distinction between “right” and “good” in relation to the

deeds of kings emerges time and again, in the summary of each king’s

reign, a sort of moral scorecard provided by the biblical narrative. Of Jehu,

the king of Israel who eliminated the cult of Ba’al and restored the rites of

the God of Israel that had been accepted in the northern kingdom,111 it is

said: “The Eternal said to Jehu ‘Because you have succeeded in doing what

was right in my eyes, having carried out all that I desired upon the house of

Ahab, four generations of your descendants shall occupy the throne of Is-

rael.’ But Jehu was not careful to follow the Tora of the Eternal, the God of

Israel, with all his heart; he did not turn away from the sins that Jeroboam

had caused Israel to commit.”112 Jehu took care to do what was “right,” but

not what was “good”: The text plainly states that he did not “follow the

Tora of the Eternal ... with all his heart.” In other words, his eliminating

what was evil—destroying the cult of Ba’al and deposing the house of

Ahab—demonstrated his “righteousness,” and the merit of this would en-

dow the line of Jehu with long years in power. Still, these acts were not

what was “good”—the full observance of the laws and ideals of the Tora.

This classification system marks the biblical verdicts on other kings, as

well. Jehoshaphat’s reign, for example, was generally considered positive;

still, he did not correct the worship of other gods in the land. Accordingly,

the Bible avers that “he followed all the ways of his father Asa and did not

turn aside from doing what was right in the eyes of the Eternal.”113 Similar

statements are made about Amaziah, Azariah, Jotham and others.114 The

summary description of Amaziah is particularly explicit: “He did what was

right in the eyes of the Eternal, but not with a perfect heart.”115
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As against all these—as well as, obviously, the many kings who were

simply evil—there were two kings, Hezekiah and Asa, who are said to have

done both right and good, and only they are described as having served

God “with all his heart” or “with a perfect heart,” as monarchs who not

only were politically successful, but also instituted religious reforms to

eradicate idolatry. Of Hezekiah, the Bible relates: “Hezekiah did this

throughout Judah. He acted in a way that was good, right and true before

the Eternal his God. Every work he undertook in the service of the house

of God or in the Tora and the commandments, to worship his God, he did

with all his heart; and he succeeded”;116 and of Asa it is written: “Asa did

what was good and right in the eyes of the Eternal his God.”117 Although

Asa’s efforts to eliminate idolatry meet with only partial success, they won

him the epithet “good,” which also made it possible to describe his heart as

perfect: “The shrines, indeed, were not abolished in Israel; however, Asa

was of perfect heart all his life.”118

Thus, the kings the Bible describes as “righteous” are those who meet

the criteria of natural morality: They directed the affairs of state while ob-

serving the basic social and moral standards, and refraining from unam-

biguously evil sins. But only those righteous kings who also sought to real-

ize the ideal of Tora observance are described as being of “perfect heart,” as

combining what is good with what is right—even if, like Asa, they were

less than perfectly successful.

With this in mind, the full significance of the biblical “righteousness”

comes to light: It refers to the observance of those moral principles com-

mon to all humanity and demanded of every person, including those unfa-

miliar with the Tora.119 The book of Proverbs emphasizes such conduct in

the personal realm, and Judges, Samuel, Kings and Chronicles, among oth-

ers, relate to “what is right” mainly in the public and national spheres.

Thus, biblical “righteousness” expresses a political vision that embraces the

minimal moral criteria that Israel is expected to meet, including both the

private and public dimensions.
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The most exhaustive treatment of the biblical idea of righteousness is

given in the context of the first Israelite king, Saul. His story is important be-

cause it offers a clear picture of the royal conflict between fulfilling God’s

ideal moral commands, and meeting the demands of one’s constituency, the

people.120 The source of the schism goes back to God’s charging Saul with

the duty to attack the Amalekites and destroy them totally, together with all

that belongs to them. Instead, at the moment of victory, “Saul and the troops

spared Agag [king of Amalek] and the best of the sheep, the oxen, the second

born, the lambs, and all else that was of value. They would not proscribe

them; they proscribed only what was cheap and worthless.”121 Contrary to

God’s order, Saul and the people spare the choice spoils and the king Agag,

who is described as someone whose “sword bereaved women.”122 This blatant

disregard of God’s command leads the judge Samuel to challenge Saul di-

rectly: “Why did you disobey the Eternal and fly upon the spoil, and do what

was evil in the eyes of the Eternal?”123 Saul’s instinct is to try to extricate him-

self, by declaring: “I have fulfilled the Eternal’s command!”124 He then ex-

plains that the spoils are meant for the altar of the Eternal. Finally, Saul is

forced to admit, “I did wrong to transgress the Eternal’s command and your

instructions; but I was afraid of the people and I yielded to them.”125 The

cause of the debacle, in other words, is the conflict between the two sources

of royal legitimacy: The will of the people who established the monarchy,

and the command of God who confirmed the institution. Saul’s sin was that

instead of attempting to integrate the two demands upon him, he chose the

“easy” route of surrendering to the will of the people.

Because of this episode, and despite entreaties from both Saul and

Samuel, God strips Saul’s reign of divine sanction.126 Still, Israel’s first king

is not removed from the throne, nor is there any demand that he abdicate.

Saul continues to rule for another generation, but without the benefit of

God’s help: A loss of divine legitimacy does not by itself justify deposing the

king, as long as he fulfills his basic obligations in accordance with natural

morality. From this time forward, however, Saul’s reign lacks heavenly

mandate, and is based solely on the public’s consent.127
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Even David, who is anointed the successor king by divine command,

never challenges Saul’s right to rule—not even when Saul tries to kill him.

Here the Bible delivers a very clear message. David is the newly anointed,

divinely ordained king, and his own life is in danger at the hands of the

king from whom divine favor had been withdrawn decades earlier. It

would seem that, more than anyone else, he would be entitled to take

Saul’s life. Yet both times David is presented with an opportunity to kill

Saul, he declares he will not raise his hand against an Israelite king. David’s

position underscores the biblical understanding of political authority: Even

when the monarch no longer enjoys divine grace, by virtue of his public

mandate to seek the path of righteousness for his people the king remains

the embodiment of the public sphere. As such, he must not be harmed,

even under the most extreme provocation.128

Saul’s demise comes only by his own misdeeds, when his poor judg-

ment relating to the Philistines allows them to launch an attack at a most

unpropitious time, during a period of discord within Israel. Saul marches

into a hopeless battle at Gilboa, and the Philistine army crushes the Israel-

ites. But even here Saul faithfully fulfills his role as monarch: He battles

valiantly and is not afraid to die; his only fear is that the kingdom’s honor

and the people’s morale will suffer. And rather than face disgrace at the

hands of the Philistines, he chooses to fall on his own sword, thereby ful-

filling what natural morality demands of a worthy king: Despite his many

mistakes, to the end he acts courageously and with boundless devotion to

his nation.

During the First Temple period, descriptions of the deeds performed in

pursuit of righteousness—what the rabbis describe as “honor to him who

adopts it”129—were collected in The Book of the Righteous, a record of the

honorable and heroic acts of Israel, most likely written in the style of

ancient Hebrew poetry. This book has not survived, other than a single

significant passage that is quoted in the book of Samuel.130 This is David’s

lament over the deaths of Saul and Jonathan, arguably the most sublime

expression of biblical righteousness. Among biblical texts, this poem is
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exceptional in that it contains no address to the Creator, nor reference to

the Tora: It is an entirely human lament over the courageous deeds of Saul

and Jonathan for their people. A sort of three-thousand-year-old precursor

to the “Song of Comradeship” of modern Israel’s Palmach fighters, its pur-

pose is simply stated: “And David intoned this dirge over Saul and his son

Jonathan. He ordered that the Judeans be taught the bow—it is recorded

in The Book of Righteousness.”131

David bewails a flesh-and-blood king whose deeds do not merit God’s

blessing because of his sins against heaven. Still, he is worthy of being ex-

tolled for his contribution to the nation, as one who brought the state into

being and devoted most of his life to strengthening and defending it. This

lament teaches both of Saul’s heroism on behalf of Israel, and of his errors,

to serve as a lesson in political leadership for the future—“that the Judeans

be taught the bow”:

Your glory, O Israel, lies slain on your heights;

How have the mighty fallen!

Tell it not in Gath, do not proclaim it in the streets of Ashkelon,

Lest the daughters of the Philistines rejoice, lest the daughters

of the uncircumcised exult.

O hills of Gilboa—

Let there be no dew or rain on you, or bountiful fields,

For there the shield of warriors lay rejected, the shield of Saul,

polished with oil no more.

From the blood of slain, from the fat of warriors—

The bow of Jonathan never turned back;

The sword of Saul never withdrew empty.

Saul and Jonathan, beloved and cherished,

Never parted in life or in death!

They were swifter than eagles, they were stronger than lions!

Daughters of Israel, weep over Saul,

Who clothed you in crimson and finery, who decked your robes

with jewels of gold.

How have the mighty fallen in the thick of battle—
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Jonathan, slain on your heights!

I grieve for you, my brother Jonathan,

You were most dear to me.

Your love was more wonderful to me than the love of women.

How have the mighty fallen, the weapons of war perished!132

VI. A Land without Soil

The biblical idea of “righteousness” denoted more than a standard of moral

behavior. It assumed an entire cultural, social and national reality in which

the Israelites lived as a sovereign nation in the land of their forefathers. As

this reality weakened following the destruction of the First Temple, the term

became increasingly irrelevant. During the Second Temple period, the land

of Israel was still the center of Jewish life, yet this was already an attenuated

national existence, characterized by a growing diaspora and significant limita-

tions upon political and cultural independence. Even the autonomy under

the Hasmoneans was limited and problematic. And after the fall of the Sec-

ond Temple, the experience of exile came to dominate Jewish culture and

society. In the words of R. Abraham Ibn Ezra, in his enigmatic poem “A

Land without Soil”: “If the king is desolate, no soul shall live.”133

At the time of the Mishna, the term “righteousness” was still em-

ployed with its biblical meaning, at least by some rabbis. For example,

“Rabbi says: What is the righteous course that a man should choose for

himself? That which brings honor to him who adopts it, and brings him

honor from men.”134 This dictum preserves the term’s original sense of

that which springs from man without explicit external guidance, and

meets the moral criteria on which the world is based—and is therefore

something which brings honor to the Creator as well. Such a statement

could easily have been made about a number of the Israelite kings, such

as Saul and Jehu.
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Still, during this period “righteousness” was already fading out of use.

The old Israelite conservatism increasingly lacked any sovereign-national ap-

plication, and the Jewish people no longer shared the common experience of

living in one land, under self-rule. This era saw the gradual rise of the phrase

“the way of the world,” which to a large degree symbolized the new reality

and would supplant the biblical “righteousness.” As mentioned above, this

term was employed by the Sages in reference to the exile and the return after

the destruction of the First Temple. At that time, according to the tradition,

the people possessed the “way of the world,” something which was no longer

true by the time of the Second Temple’s destruction.135 This usage reflects a

post-biblical perspective, because it relates to the people’s separation from

the land of Israel. The rabbinic concept of the “way of the world” describes

the complex of values and deeds originating in that land which, by the time

the statements were made, was no more.136

Although “righteousness” was still mentioned in the mishnaic period,

by then the term clearly belonged to the past. It would be replaced by the

“way of the world” in statements like that of R. Nehunya ben Hakana:

“Whoever casts off the yoke of the Tora, upon him are placed the yoke of

government and the yoke of the way of the world.”137 This dictum already

assumes a dichotomy between political leadership (“the yoke of govern-

ment”) and a proper way of life (“the yoke of the way of the world”), since

apparently no single term now encompassed both concepts—as had the

biblical “righteousness.”138

The disassociation of the “way of the world” from political concerns

paralleled the loss of the common political and geographical experience

that the Jewish people had enjoyed. The effect was to transform the Tora

from being the shared but specifically spiritual heritage of Israel, into being

the people’s only shared existential realm. The Tora and its study became,

to an increasing extent, the only experience common to Jews living in com-

munities dispersed across the diaspora, in such distant places as Yemen,

Persia, Italy and Spain. The result was a strong, steady erosion of the an-

cient Israelite conservative tradition.
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Cognizant of the danger, the rabbis struggled against this erosion to

the best of their ability. They repeatedly issued clear calls, which were sur-

prisingly forceful at times, reminding the people of the vital importance of

the “way of the world” to maintaining a proper way of life, no less vital

than the Tora itself.139 In rabbinic teaching, the “way of the world” is gen-

erally represented as a discrete topic, separate from the Tora and its study,

but nevertheless a part—and even an essential element—of the proper way

of life, which is needed for Tora study as well. A prime example of this is

the well-known dictum of R. El’azar ben Azaria: “Where there is no Tora,

there is no way of the world; where there is no way of the world, there is no

Tora.”140

Certainly the rabbis always viewed the Tora as the source of ideal mo-

rality and good. They were also aware, however, that exclusive occupation

with Tora at the expense of other things—something which the circum-

stances of exile encouraged—was liable to lead to attacks on natural moral-

ity and common sense, under the justification of a presumed adherence to

the Tora. In the rabbis’ opinion, it was just this phenomenon that had led

to the destruction of the Second Temple. This understanding is concisely

summarized in the statement: “One who is well-versed in Bible, Mishna

and the way of the world will not be quick to sin, as it is said, ‘A threefold

cord is not easily broken.’141 But one who lacks Bible, Mishna and the way

of the world does not belong to civilization.”142 In accordance with this

precept, the “way of the world” recurs in the Mishna, the Talmud and the

commentaries on them, and is even the subject of two entire tractates of

tannaitic statements, Derech Eretz Raba and Derech Eretz Zuta.143

But the reality of the Jews in exile was not static. As time passed, the

difficulties of exile intensified, from the division and isolation of communi-

ties to religious persecutions and restrictions on Jewish occupations and

residence areas. Despite the rabbis’ efforts, as more of the Jewish people’s

existence was limited to the realm of the individual and the small commu-

nity, the entire “way of the world” idea was gradually stripped of weight

and depth, and increasingly narrowed in application.144 Thus, its use in the
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sense of “manners”—the most well known and widely accepted meaning

of the term today—can be found in such dicta as: “R. Yehoshua knocked

on the door [at that time an uncommon courtesy], and the philosopher

thought to himself and said, ‘This can only be the way of the world of a

rabbi.’”145 It was also used in related contexts, such as hygiene and appear-

ance (“The Tora taught the way of the world: In the garments in which

one cooked a dish for his master, one should not pour a cup for his

master”146), and modesty in public (“He said to them, ‘Whoever drinks

from the hand of a bride is regarded as if he drinks from the hand of a har-

lot.’ They said to him, ‘But all Israelite maidens possess the way of the

world’”147). Another principal use of the term in the Talmud is to describe

a balanced and worthwhile way of life (“It is the way of the world that a

man should first build a house, plant a vineyard, and then take a wife”148),

and in other contexts the term is synonymous with labor, occupation and

livelihood.149 This is how, for example, the earlier mentioned teaching of

R. Nehunya ben Hakana (“Whoever casts off the yoke of the Tora, upon

him are placed the yoke of government and the yoke of the way of the

world”) had come to be interpreted by the time of R. Ovadia of Bertinoro

in the sixteenth century: “The yoke of government—the burden of a king

and government ministers; the way of the world—the labor and trouble of

livelihood, so that one’s labor will be blessed.”150 In later generations, the

term frequently appears with the limited meaning of a person’s profession,

as in Rashi’s commentary on the Talmud: “The way of the world—if he is

an artisan, this refers to his craft; if he is a merchant, to his goods; if he is a

warrior, to his war”151—to which may be added other uses, reflecting vari-

ous shades of meaning for the term.152

Other Tora scholars, such as R. Menahem ben Shlomo Meiri in the

late thirteenth century, still understood the “way of the world” in a sense

close to its original meaning, as related to the biblical idea of “righteous-

ness.” Meiri writes in his commentary on the Mishna:

It is known that the “way of the world” is the term for attributes and

morals a man requires for his political behavior. The Tora clearly states



autumn 5759 / 1998  •  57

on this matter: The commandment of the Tora that is meant to lead a

person on the righteous path in his behaviors. It must be stated at the

outset that if it were not for the commandment of the Tora and man’s

subjugation to it, he would not be perfect in the “way of the world” that

comes to him by himself and by natural means, even if he were perfectly

prepared, because he cannot reach the completion attained by Tora

methods for those who uphold them. Similarly, if a person has no natural

preparation for this, the commandments of the Tora will not suffice for

him to attain this perfection, because the commandments cause a person

to be upright generally, and they cannot take notice of the small details

that are constantly renewed, and which require ethics and the “way of the

world.”153

At the time this was written, however, the reference to “attributes and mor-

als a man requires for his political behavior” had already become the excep-

tion that proved the rule. Over time the exilic experience continued to drain

more and more meaning from the “way of the world,” leaving in use only

those few aspects known today. These were inherited from the reality of the

Jews’ living in communities scattered in foreign societies, and having only

restricted ties with the broader social and political orders of the countries

where they dwelled.

The limitation of its original meaning has made the “way of the world”

today mainly a synonym for manners (in Hebrew, nimus)—a synonym,

however, that may contain the beginnings of the road toward renewing the

original sense of this term. In modern Hebrew, nimus, like the “way of the

world,” refers primarily to accepted conduct towards others, but initially it,

too, had a much broader import. It came into Hebrew from the Greek

nomos, meaning law or set custom. In Greek philosophy, this term was

understood as the opposite of logos, meaning “word” or “rational wisdom,”

from which “logic” is derived. In other words, these terms present the same

fundamental distinction concerning how human affairs can be conducted

most properly: The “logical,” revolutionary way of pure intellect, or the

conservative approach of custom and common sense—of the “way of the
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world.” Thus, in the spirit of Meiri’s statement that “the other nations do

not have Tora, only nimus,”154 the Jewish nation may learn from other

peoples which have successfully maintained a worthwhile national way of

life over time, by keeping faith with the roots of their nomos—their conser-

vative tradition. In order to construct a lasting, proper society, the Jewish

people as well must once again connect with the roots of their “way of

the world.”

VII. The Song of Moses

The “way of the world,” then, is the ancient root of what could be a revived

Jewish conservatism. Deeply embedded in the cultural traditions of our

people, it defines the Jewish people’s common sense, and the basic moral

truths without which they could not have survived. Although it is now but

a faint echo of what was once a great and venerated melody, it still lives within

us, half-hidden, yet guiding the instincts of our nation. Without our notic-

ing, it makes itself felt in our daily lives, in a thousand minor customs, say-

ings and connections—even as we remain ignorant of its identity.

Today there is particular need for reinvigorating the ancient Israelite con-

servative spirit. This is a time of perpetual revolution, of the constant emer-

gence of new, conflicting movements which, again and again, seek to remake

the world on new foundations. In such an era, an articulation of the greatest

and oldest conservative idea—one whose contributions to the world and to

the Jewish national ethos are without parallel—can stand in the breach against

the onslaught of revolutionary forces, and in defense of what is eternal. The

“way of the world” lives on today in many traditions, intuitions and con-

cepts. But these must be brought to light, that they may coalesce into a com-

mon worldview that can speak to the variegated communities of the Jewish

people of today, in Israel and in the diaspora. And because the desire for such
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a common vocabulary transcends the need to share in a common past, it must

also seek to understand the problems of the present, and offer a vision of a

great future.

This is an enormous task. After so many generations of exile, we suffer

from a severe warping of the national consciousness, which is likely to con-

tinue for many years to come. We may draw encouragement, however,

from the great successes of Zionism. These reflect upon the fundamen-

tally conservative instincts of Israel, mature instincts that seek only the

opportunity to reassert themselves. The revival of the Hebrew language,

the return of a large number of the people to a considerable part of its

land, the reestablishment of the Jewish state—these are among the colos-

sal achievements of a conservative worldview that sought to renew itself

by building upon its great past, that preferred the practical to the ab-

stract, and that saw itself as carrying forward the flame of the Jewish

people’s history. The very idea of Zionism, of the need for the Jewish na-

tion to take responsibility for its own future within a political context, is

an expression of a conservative view of human nature, a recognition of

the dangers awaiting a people that entrusts its fate to others. And a re-

newed “way of the world” can constitute the foundation upon which the

Zionist enterprise may reach fulfillment: The consolidation of an endur-

ing national experience that will enable Israel to extricate itself from the

confusion it experiences today, and adopt a clear direction.

Renewing the original “way of the world,” and restoring it to the

dimensions of a national-political “righteousness,” will require a broad

cultural awakening, a reassertion of the Jewish conservative tradition in

society, art, culture and politics. This conservatism must speak on behalf of

the nation’s collective memory, which at present is consistently under-

mined; on behalf of rediscovering the past as a living tradition; and on

behalf of the truth of a moral present which can be learned only from the

lessons of the past—what Burke called a “partnership between present and

past” for a meaningful future.155



60  •  Azure

Today we may be realizing the message of the Song of Moses in

Deuteronomy, which calls Israel by its poetic name “Jeshurun”—a cognate

of yashar, or “righteous.” This text predicts that after returning to the land

of Israel and eating and drinking of its bounty, “Jeshurun grew fat, and

kicked,”156 basking in its windfall while losing sight of its original mission.

Today, too, the Jewish people find themselves having traversed the terrible

desert of exile and arrived in their promised land, only to lose sight of their

original vision, their guiding principles. Yet the Song of Moses also pro-

poses a remedy, one we ignore at our peril: A common denominator which

will also be a movement embracing the disparate elements of the Jewish

people while restoring a righteous political order: “Then there will be a

King in Jeshurun, when the heads of the people assemble, the tribes of Is-

rael together.”157

Ofir Haivry is Editor-in-Chief of Azure.
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of historical continuity.
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90. Biblical support for the idea that the destruction resulted from general
moral transgressions—not non-observance of the Tora—can be found in
Jeremiah 34:9-18.

91. Yoma 9b. However, there are other interpretations of the destruction, ac-
cording to which non-observance of the Tora played a central role in bringing
about exile. See, for example, Mishna Avot 5:9 and Shabat 33a.

92. Tana D’bei Eliyahu Raba, chapter 14.

93. Judges 2:11, 3:6-8, 3:12, 4:1-2, 6:1, 8:33-35, 10:6-7, 13:1.

94. Judges 3:11, 3:30, 5:31, 8:28.

95. Judges 17-18.

96. Judges 17-18.

97. Judges 18:5-6.

98. Judges 19-21.

99. Judges 19:30.

100. Judges 20:28.

101. Judges 21:24-25.

102. A similar use of “right” and “righteous” can be found in I Chronicles
13:1-4, in the description of the transfer of the Ark of the Covenant to Jerusalem.
This positive act is described as the initiative and decision of the populace with no
divine intervention, and is justified only in the phrase: “The entire assembly
agreed to do so, for the proposal was right in the eyes of all the people.” I
Chronicles 13:4.

103. I Samuel 8:5.

104. I Samuel 12:1-5. Concerning this balance being maintained throughout
Samuel’s career, and not just at its end: “Young Samuel, meanwhile, grew in es-
teem and favor both with God and with men.” I Samuel 2:26.

105. I Samuel 8:6-7.

106. I Samuel 8:18-20. In all biblical references the institution of the monar-
chy is given a negative appraisal, or at best is seen as a necessary evil. The book of
Judges stands out for its negative view of monarchy as opposing the covenant of
Israel with God, and in particular in its description of the acts of the judge Gideon
and his family. Judges 8:23, 9:8-15, 9:22. Furthermore, in I Samuel 8 are objec-
tions in principle, as well as a particularly negative attitude to the establishment of
the monarchy. Also Deuteronomy 17:14-20 states explicitly that the monarchy at
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its core is not a command of God but a desire of the people, who are seeking to
adopt the regime of their neighbors; and even though God acquiesces in their re-
quest he also establishes a list of restrictions: The king must be a Jew and not a
Gentile, he is forbidden to accumulate too much wealth and power, and he must
learn Tora. These restrictions are stated explicitly so that power and pride will not
lead the king to dubious policies, which is taken to be an inherent danger in the
institution of monarchy. On this subject, see also Ephraim Urbach, “Between
Rulers and Ruled: Some Aspects of the Jewish Tradition” in Totalitarian Democ-
racy and After (Jerusalem: Magnes, 1984), pp. 401-403.

107. See I Samuel 12:14-15. An example of this is the census taken by King
David—without divine permission and in opposition to God’s command—which
resulted in many Israelites dying in a plague. Although the people’s role in the
census was passive, they still suffered for David’s transgression because  it was gov-
ernmental, not personal. II Samuel 24.

108. I Samuel 12:23-25.

109. I Chronicles 29:17-19.

110. I believe there is a relationship between “perfect heart” and “with all
his heart,” but it is not clear if they are synonymous. The term “perfect heart,”
meaning good and righteous, stands in apparent contradiction to what is said of
Jeroboam: “I tore away the kingdom from the House of David and gave it to
you. But you have not been like my servant David, who kept my command-
ments and followed me with all his heart, doing only what was right in my
sight.” I Kings 14:8. David is described here as somebody who did what was
upright “with all his heart.” Perhaps the distinction is between performance
with proper intention (“with all his heart”) and successfully maintaining a
proper way of life (“a perfect heart”). It is interesting to note the biblical de-
scription of Solomon’s inability to fulfill his father’s blessing, even in the realm
of righteousness. I Kings 3:11.

111. Distorted rites practiced in Bethel and Dan, which involved golden
calves yet were directed to the God of Israel and not to foreign deities.

112. II Kings 10:30-31.

113. I Kings 22:43.

114. Amaziah in II Kings 14:3; Azariah in II Kings 15:3; Jotham in II
Chronicles 27:2.

115. II Chronicles 25:2.

116. II Chronicles 31:20-21.
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117. II Chronicles 14:1.

118. II Chronicles 16:7. The expression “with all his heart” is also used re-
garding Josiah, but in unique circumstances, with no mention of goodness or
righteousness. II Kings 23:25.

119. For this reason, the Israelite political tradition does not brook the
possibility of a total or totalitarian state. God is the ethical sovereign, yet the
Bible contains no theocratic regime. The period of the Judges is decentralized
and individualistic to the extreme: Even the monarchical framework is estab-
lished as a limited regime, regarded from its inception as lacking and therefore
not total. Kingship is limited, and the place of religion is defined in the roles of
the prophets and the priests, and later in the Sages. There is integration of reli-
gion and state, but in this integration the prophets (and sometimes the priests as
well), and after them the Sages, interfere in the acts of the executive authority
only by virtue of their high moral standing: They have no formal authority or
practical ability to enforce their opinions whatsoever. The public and the king
are free to accept the exhortations of prophet or sage, or to refuse them—and
suffer the consequences. The only case in which an Israelite regime approached
a theocracy was during the reign of the Hasmoneans, whose rulers united the
priesthood with the kingship. This state of affairs actually undermined the le-
gitimacy of their regime, and the primary opponents of this union were the
perushim, the men of religion.

120. I Samuel 15.

121. I Samuel 15:9.

122. I Samuel 15:33.

123. I Samuel 15:19.

124. I Samuel 15:13.

125. I Samuel 15:24.

126. This can be compared with David’s sin concerning Bathsheba, for which
he is punished personally, by the death of his son; however, since the transgression
was personal and not governmental it had no public ramifications. This is in con-
trast to Saul’s seemingly minor transgression, which was done in the governmen-
tal domain, and was punished accordingly.

127. The continuation of Saul’s rule is entirely dominated by his desperate,
and unsuccessful, attempts to retrieve the heavenly mandate. It is even possible
that at a certain point he tries to find healing among other gods—the Bible does
not expand on the subject but perhaps this is the source of the names of his later
children, Eshba’al and Mephiba’al (names which contain reference to the god
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Ba’al) as opposed to the name of his older son Jonathan (“God has given”). Yet at
the moment of his greatest distress he chooses, in one last desperate attempt, to
connect with the deceased prophet of the God of Israel, through the sorceress at
Ein Dor. I Samuel 28.

128. David continues to describe Saul as the “anointed of God.” I Samuel
24:6, 26:9, and II Samuel 1:14. Yet was not David himself the “anointed of God”
in Saul’s place? The intention is apparently different; here Saul represents the gov-
ernment, the people—the Israelite state. See also I Samuel 1:12.

129. Mishna Avot 2:1.

130. Another small passage from The Book of the Righteous appears in Joshua
10:13. On other lost books mentioned in the Bible, see Robert Graves, Hebrew
Myths (New York: Doubleday, 1964), p. 11.

131. II Samuel 1:17-18.

132. II Samuel 1:19-27.

133. In Abraham Ibn Ezra, Kovetz Hochmat Hara’ava, vol. 1, poem 71.

134. Mishna Avot 2:1.

135. Tana D’bei Eliyahu Raba, chapter 14.

136. The “way of the world” very rarely appears in the Bible in its widest
meaning, as a synonym for the natural order of the world. It refers for the most
part to a man about to die in old age (Joshua 23:14; see also the similarity to the
commentary of Tosafot on Baba Metzia 107b), and in one verse it refers to
the violation of the natural order in intimate relations, when Lot’s daughters lie
with him, since there is no one left to come to them “in the way of all the world.”
Genesis 19:31. That is to say, the act of incest is described as opposing the way of
the world. Cf. also an interesting phrasing which includes a slightly different take
on the concept, in I Kings 8:48.

137. Mishna Avot 3:5.

138. See also Avot D’rabi Natan 28:1, which implicitly connects the wisdom
of the “way of the world” with actual inhabitation of the land.

139. In the Mishna are sayings to the effect that one who lacks the “way of the
world” is incomplete, even if his whole life is the study of Tora; for example:
“Raban Gamliel the son of R. Yehuda Hanasi says, Tora study with the way of the
world is beautiful, because the labor in both of them dispels sinfulness. And any
study of Tora that does not have with it labor is destined to be nullified and drag
with it sin.” Mishna Avot 2:2. In the talmudic period the same attitude was pre-
served in sayings such as “R. Huna said that all who deal in Tora alone are like one
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who has no god, for it is said, ‘and Israel passed many days without a true God….’
(II Chronicles 16:3) What is meant by ‘without a true God?’ That whoever
occupies himself in Tora alone is like one who has no God and has not engaged in
acts of kindness.” Avoda Zara 17b.

140. Mishna Avot 3:17. See also the continuation of R. El’azar’s pointed
statements favoring the superiority of action over Tora study, particularly the view
that one whose actions are greater than his wisdom is “compared to a tree whose
branches are few and whose roots are many, that even if all the winds of the world
should come and blow on it, they would not move it from its place.”

141. Ecclesiastes 4:12.

142. Kidushin 40b. Here it is clear that according to the Mishna, the study of
the Bible is no less important than the study of Mishna, a view which today appar-
ently has its opponents, if one can judge by their preferences and curricula.

143. These are part of what is known as the “Minor Tractates” (Masechtot
K’tanot), whose redaction was substantially later than other collections of tannaitic
material.

144. It is interesting to note the changes through the generations in the atti-
tudes of Tora scholars to labor and to matters of the world. The strongest reserva-
tions concerning rabbinic studies without deeds, and emphasizing the necessity of
an occupation, are from the earliest periods, the days of the Amoraim and
Tannaim and even before. To the words quoted from Raban Gamliel and R.
Huna in favor of the “way of the world” and labor can be added the dictum of
Shemaya, who says: “Love work and despise rabbinics” (Mishna Avot 1:10), and
R. Akiva’s admonition to his son: “Do not dwell in a city whose leaders are schol-
ars.” Psahim 112a. On the subject of R. Akiva’s political understanding, see
Urbach, “Between Rulers and Ruled,” p. 403.

Later generations still justified involvement with worldly affairs, yet in an
apologetic tone. R. Ovadia of Bertinoro interprets Shemaya’s sharp remark on this
subject as opposing one who disdains labor out of hubris, but not as an explicit
criticism of rabbinical office unaccompanied by labor (R. Ovadia’s commentary
on Mishna Avot 1:10), and the Tosfot Yom Tov attempts to moderate the words
of the Tannaim on the Tora study’s dependence upon the “way of the world.” See
the discussion of this topic in Tosfot Yom Tov on Mishna Avot 3:17.

In the medieval period, the rabbis still heeded the advice of Shemaya and
Gamliel: Rashi owned a winery; R. Shmuel ben Meir (Rashbam) owned flocks
and a winery; Shmuel Hanagid achieved the post of vizier of the Muslim state of
Granada; Ya’akov ben Asher, the author of the Arba’a Turim, was a money-
changer; R. Levi ben Gershom (Ralbag) invented and developed an instrument
called a “staff of Jacob” for measuring the angles between two stars, which greatly
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benefited navigation; and Judah Halevi and Maimonides were both physicians. In
later generations, however, the opinion spread among many adherents of Tora
that to be one “whose Tora is his craft” was most fitting, and they denigrated the
value of anything that was not Tora study.

What are the causes of this process of reversal regarding the “way of the
world” and Tora study from the time of the Mishna until today? Certainly the ex-
tended disconnection from the land and the long stay in exile had a great influ-
ence, in that the purpose of action became more limited and no longer contrib-
uted to the general pattern of national life. In such circumstances the desire to
disengage from one’s subjugation to foreign interests and goals is understandable,
and perhaps even justified at times. Yet another influence may have been the
model of religious priesthood as accepted in Christianity and Islam, in which the
image of the scholar and man of God is of one who is somewhat detached from
earthly matters; particularly in Christianity, this image also included representing
a living ideal of complete detachment from the world of action, as among monks
and academics. Whatever the source of this trend in Judaism, it is clear that the
attitude it has created towards earthly matters is the opposite of the attitude of
the Sages.

145. Derech Eretz Raba 5. See also further in Derech Eretz Raba 5, in Derech
Eretz Raba 7 and in Kala 7.

146. Shabat 114a. See also R. Menahem Meiri, Beit Habehira on Tamid 2a.

147. Kala 1. Also, Meiri, Beit Habehira on Moed Katan 22b.

148. Sota 44a. The “way of the world” in the sense of proper interpersonal re-
lations can be found in Tosafot on Nedarim 91a.

149. See also Genesis Raba 86.

150. The commentary of R. Ovadia of Bertinoro on Mishna Avot 3:5. He
even states this explicitly in his commentary on Avot 2:2: “The way of the world—
profession or trade.”

151. Rashi on Brachot 32b.

152. Other uses are found as well in various fields, such as one’s relationship
with the environment, as presented in the following midrashic statement: “God
taught the way of the world to the generations, that if a man seeks to build his
house from a fruit-bearing tree, tell him, ‘Just like the King of Kings who owns
everything, when he commanded the building of a tabernacle, he said: Bring only
from a tree that does not bear fruit—all the more so does this apply to you’” (Exo-
dus Raba 35:2); considerations of respect and the preservation of esthetics, such
as Rashi’s statement that “the Tora taught us the way of the world, that man
should be protective of that which is beautiful” (Rashi on Exodus 26:13); and
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one’s relations with the governing authorities and the unique respect reserved for
them, as in Rashi on Esther 4:2 and in Sanhedrin 82a.

153. Meiri, Beit Habehira on Mishna Avot 3:20.

154. Meiri, Beit Habehira on Nedarim 25a. In this context see Burke on the
connection of courtesy and morals with proper government. Reflections, pp. 77-
78. In this spirit one can understand the Sages’ traditional esteem for the stabiliz-
ing social and moral influences of the monotheistic religions which, despite being
the subject of deep disputes over matters of faith, nonetheless transform the na-
tions which abide by them into “nations of religion and courtesy.” See Meiri, Beit
Habehira on Baba Kama 37b. Perhaps this will enable an understanding of rabbis
such as Maimonides and Meiri having designated the monotheistic religions as
“clearing a path for the messiah.” Funkenstein, Perceptions, p. 149.

155. Quoted in Oakeshott, Rationalism, p. 23.

156. Deuteronomy 32:15.

157. Deuteronomy 33:5.


