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The Unique Experience of Judaism

action is expressed via the detail.

3. Unlike general religious practice, Jewish observance
.consists mainly of inaction rather than action, of withdrawal
rather than surging forward. Although Judaism consists of
positive and negative precepts, the latter are the more
important. The first law given to Adam was a prohibition.*
The negative precepts are at the core of Judaism, because
they require a greater effort and demand a more sacrificial
spirit than the positive commandments. William Jg@is saw
happiness as the goal of religion. Judaism seces greatness as
the goal. Not the greatness of business or political or military
success but the greatness of heroism of the spirit. The acid
test for moral heroism or cowardice is compliance with the
negative precepts, since they compel man to engage in
heroic restraint. This is especially true in the realm of sexual
morality where enormous self control is necessary to control
the almost overpowering sexual drive, and where the halakha

is almost ruthlessly strict. Judaism is not concerned with
what is not heroic.

133

Having said this much, we must recognize that there are
two kinds of heroism. One kind is the spectacular and
glorious heroism of which minstrels sing on street corners
and troubadours recite in the marketplace. This heroism
consists of bold, dramatic actions, of publicly defying evil
and unjustness, of being ready to suffer and accept martyrdom
as a consequence.

The other kind of heroism is nonspectacular, and has
produced historically meager results. The decisions are
insignificant except for the party involved. This heroism
consists primarily of giving up something very precious at
the moment of achieving the highest joy. It occurs unnoticed
by others in private chambers and in a solitude of mind.

Judaism recognizes both kinds of heroism. The prophets
and the ten martyrs (asara barugei malkbut) displayed the
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The second kind of heroism is known only 16 (5
He is aware of it, and only He can appreciate it. 10d. Only
The midrash (P'tibuta d’Eikha Rabati) relates thar 46

the Bet ha-Mikdash was destroyed and the Jews were c-,(”é'(-'jr
each of the Patriarchs came before God to plead with .himf
Each enumerated his achievements and recounted hic;
sacrifices. God ignored their pleas. But to Rachel’s appeal,
God responded. |

Why was her prayer immediately accepted? What could
she tell that could make her story more exalted than those
told by the architects of our nation? What was so exceptional
in her biography? The answer, says the midrash, is that
Rachel recalled how, in order to spare her sister
embarrassment and humiliation, she disclosed to Leah the
password that would identify her to Jacob. By what virtue
did this story transcend the stories told by the Patriarchs
and Moses? The answer lies in the Torah’s appreciation of
nonspectacular heroism. The heart of young Rachel was
saturated with love for Jacob, yet she gave that up so as not
to humiliate her sister. No one watches the young couple
on a date. It is simple to violate the law, especially if one is
driven by an urge which is basically animalistic. Self-control
at such a moment is very much appreciated by God.
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