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Part 1: In the initial state, Man is in harmony with the universe, and does not struggle 

1. No pressure 

The Biblical account of the creation of man portrays him at three progressive levels. 

At the first level, he appears as a simple natural being. He is neither cognizant of his unique station in the cosmos nor 

burdened by the awareness of his paradoxical capability of being concurrently free and obedient, creative to the point 

of self-transcendence and submissive in a manner bordering on self-effacement. At this stage, natural man is irresponsive 

to the pressure of both the imperative from without and the "ought" from within… 

Natural man, unaware of the element of tension prevailing between the human being and the environment of which he 

is an integral part, has no need to live a normative life and to find redemption in surrender to a higher moral will. His 

existence is unbounded, merging harmoniously with the general order of things and events. He is united with nature, 

moving straight forwards, with the beast and the fowl of the field, along an unbroken line of mechanical life-activities, 

never turning around, never glancing backwards, leading an existence which is neither fraught with contradiction nor 

perplexed by paradoxes, nor marred by fright. 

"And every plant of the field was not yet in the earth and every herb of the field had not yet grown, . . . and there was 

no man to till the ground. But there went up a mist from the earth and watered the whole face of the ground. And the 

Lord Gd formed the man of the dust of the ground and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life and the man became 

a living soul." (Genesis 2:5-7) 

Man who was created out of the dust of the ground, enveloped in a mist rising from the jungle, determined by biological 

immediacy and mechanical necessity, knows of no responsibility, no opposition, no fear, and no dichotomy, and hence 

he is free from carrying the load of humanity. 

In a word, this man is a non-confronted being. He is neither conscious of his assignment vis-a-vis something which is 

outside of himself nor is he aware of his existential otherness as a being summoned by his Maker to rise to tragic 

greatness. 

 

2. In our own day 

When I refer to man at the level of naturalness, I have in mind not the Urmensch of bygone times but modern man… For 

nonconfronted man is to be found not only in the cave or the Jungle but also in the seats of learning and the halls of 

philosophers and artists. Non-confrontation is not necessarily restricted to a primitive existence but applies to human 

existence at all times, no matter how cultured and sophisticated. The hêdoné-oriented, egocentric person, the beauty-

worshipper, committed to the goods of sense and craving exclusively for boundless aesthetic experience, the voluptuary, 

inventing needs in order to give himself the opportunity of continual gratification, the sybarite, constantly discovering 

new areas where pleasure is pursued and happiness found and lost, leads a non-confronted existence. At this stage, the 

intellectual gesture is not the ultimate goal but a means to another end - the attainment of unlimited aesthetic experience.  

 

3. Biblical example 

Beauty, uncouth and unrefined but irresistible, seducing man and contributing to his downfall, emerges in the Biblical 

arena for the first time - according to the Midrash quoted by Nachmanides (Genesis 4:22) - in the person of Naamah 

(the name signifies pleasantness), the sister of Tubal-Cain. 

"Our sages offered another Midrashic interpretation, that Naamah was the fairest of all women, who seduced the sons 

of the mighty, and it is she who is referred to in the verse: ‘and the sons of the mighty saw the daughters of man that 

they were fair.'" Her seductive charms captivated the sons of the mighty and led to their appalling disregard for the 

central divine norm enjoining man from reaching out for the fascinating and beautiful that does not belong to him. The 

sons of the mighty yielded to the hedonic urge and were unable to discipline their actions. They were a nonconfronted, 

non-normative group. They worshipped beauty and succumbed to its overwhelming impact. 
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Part 2: Man enters a first Confrontation: With the world of objects around him 

4. Discovering limits, we discover ourselves, and our free will 

At the second level, natural man, moving straightforwards, comes suddenly to a stop, turns around, and casts, as an 

outsider, a contemplative gaze upon his environment. Even the most abandoned voluptuary becomes disillusioned like 

the king of Ecclesiastes and finds himself encountering something wholly other than his own self, an outside that defies 

and challenges him. At this very moment, the separation of man from cosmic immediacy, from the uniformity and 

simplicity which he had shared with nature, takes place. He discovers an awesome and mysterious domain of things 

and events which is independent of and disobedient to him, an objective order limiting the exercise of his power and 

offering opposition to him. In the wake of this discovery, he discovers himself. Once self-discovery is accomplished, and 

a new I-awareness of an existence which is limited and opposed by a non-I outside emerges, something new is born – 

namely, the divine norm. "And the Lord Gd commanded the man."  

 

5. Now we are ready for mitzvot 

With the birth of the norm, man becomes aware of his singularly human existence which expresses itself in the 

dichotomous experience of being unfree, restricted, imperfect and unredeemed, and, at the same time, being potentially 

powerful, great, and exalted, uniquely endowed, capable of rising far above his environment in response to the divine 

moral challenge. Man attains his unique identity when, after having been enlightened by Gd that he is not only a 

committed but also a free person, endowed with power to implement his commitment, he grasps the incommensurability 

of what he is and what he is destined to be, of the  ויהי and  יהי. 

 

6. But we are also lonely 

Simultaneously with man's realization of his inner incongruity and complete alienation from his environment, the human 

tragic destiny begins to unfold. Man, in his encounter with an objective world and in his assumption of the role of a 

subject who asks questions about something hitherto simple, forfeits his sense of serenity and peace. He is no longer 

happy, he begins to examine his station in this world and he finds himself suddenly assailed by perplexity and fear, and 

especially loneliness.  "And the Lord Gd said: 'It is not good that the man should be alone'."…  

Confronted man is called upon to choose either of two alternatives: 

1)To play an active role as a subject-knower, utilizing his great endowment, the intellect, and trying to gain supremacy 

over the objective order. However, this performance is fraught with difficulty because knowledge is gained only through 

conflict and the intellectual performance is an act of conquest…. 

2) Man may despair, succumb to the overpowering pressure of the objective outside and end in mute resignation, failing 

to discharge his duty as an intellectual being, and thus dissolving an intelligent existence into an absurd nightmare… 

Of course, the Torah commanded man to choose the first alternative, to exercise his authority as an intelligent being 

whose task consists in engaging the objective order in a cognitive contest. We have always rejected the nirvana of 

inaction because the flight from confrontation is an admission of the bankruptcy of man.  

 

7. Biblical example 

When man became alienated from nature and found himself alone, confronted by everything outside of him, Gd brought 

the "animal of the field and every fowl of the heaven unto the man to see what he would call it...and the man gave 

name to all the beasts and the fowl of the heaven and to every animal of the field." 

Man no longer marched straightforwards with the brutes of the field and the forest. He made an about-face and 

confronted them as an intelligent being remote from and eager to examine and classify them. Gd encouraged him to 

engage in the most miraculous of all human gestures - the cognitive. Confronted Adam responded gladly because he 

already realized that he was no longer a part of nature but an outsider, a singular being, endowed with intelligence. In 

his new role, he became aware of his loneliness and isolation from the entire creation. "And for the man [Gd] had not 

found a helpmeet opposite him." As a lonely being, Adam discovered his great capacity for facing and dominating the 

non-human order. 

 

 

 



8. Detour: Two Creations 

The Book of Genesis, after describing the four rivers which flow from the Garden of Eden, offers us a new account of 

the placing of Adam in this garden… 

The reason for these variations lies in the fact that the two accounts are related to two different men. The first story, as 

we have previously indicated, is of non-confronted man carried by the mighty tide of a uniform, simple, non-reflective 

life, who was placed in the Garden of Eden for one purpose only - to pursue pleasure, to enjoy the fruit of the trees 

without toil, to live in ignorance of his human destiny, to encounter no problem and to be concerned with no obligation. 

As we stated previously, non-confronted man is a non-normative being. The second story is of confronted man who 

began to appraise critically his position vis-à-vis his environment and found his existential experience too complex to be 

equated with the simplicity and non-directedness of the natural life-stream.  

 

9. Modern Failure in the first Confrontation 

Alas, not always does creative man respond readily to the divine normative summons which forms the very core of his 

new existential status as a confronted being. All too often, the motivating force in creative man is not the divine mandate 

entrusted to him and which must be implemented in full at both levels, the cognitive and the normative, but a demonic 

urge for power… The reason for the failure of confronted man to play his role fully lies in the fact that, while the cognitive 

gesture gives man mastery and a sense of success, the normative gesture requires of man surrender. At this juncture, 

man of today commits the error which his ancestor, Adam of old, committed by lending an attentive ear to the demonic 

whisper "Ye shall be as Gd, knowing good and evil." 

 

Part 3: Man enters a second Confrontation: With other people 

10. Communication is a double-edged sword 

There is, however, a third level which man, if he is longing for self-fulfillment, must ascend. At this level, man finds himself 

confronted again. Only this time it is not the confrontation of a subject who gazes, with a sense of superiority, at the 

object beneath him, but of two equal subjects, both lonely in their otherness and uniqueness, both opposed and rejected 

by an objective order, both craving for companionship. This time the two confronters stand alongside each other, each 

admitting the existence of the other. An aloof existence is transformed into a together-existence. 

"And the Lord Gd said, It is not good that the man should be alone. I will make a helpmeet opposite him...And the Lord 

Gd made the rib which he had taken from the man into a woman and brought her unto man." (Genesis 2:18, 22) Gd 

created Eve, another human being. Two individuals, lonely and helpless in their solitude, meet, and the first community 

is formed. 

The community can only be born, however, through an act of communication. After gazing at each other in silence and 

defiance, the two individuals involved in a unique encounter begin to communicate with each other. Out of the mist of 

muteness the miraculous word rises and shines forth. Adam suddenly begins to talk - "And the man said." He addresses 

himself to Eve, and with his opening remark, two fenced-in and isolated human existences open up, and they both 

ecstatically break through to each other. 

The word is a paradoxical instrument of communication and contains an inner contradiction. On the one hand, the word 

is the medium of expressing agreement and concurrence, of reaching mutual understanding, organizing cooperative 

effort, and uniting action. On the other hand, the word is also the means of manifesting distinctness, emphasizing 

incongruity, and underlining separateness. The word brings out not only what is common in two existences but the 

singularity and uniqueness of each existence as well. It emphasizes not only common problems, aspirations and 

concerns, but also uniquely individual questions, cares and anxieties which assail each person.  

 

11. Modern Failure in the second Confrontation 

Modern man, who did not meet to the fullest the challenge of confrontation on the second level, does not perform well 

at the level of personal confrontation either. He has forgotten how to master the difficult dialectical art of נגדועזר כ  - of 

being one with and, at the same time, different from, his human confronter, of living in community and simultaneously 

in solitude. He has developed the habit of confronting his fellow man in a fashion similar to that which prevails at the 

level of subject-object relationship, seeking to dominate and subordinate him instead of communicating and communing 

with him. The wondrous personal confrontation of Adam and Eve is thus turned into an ugly attempt at depersonalization. 



Adam of today wants to appear as master-hero and to subject Eve to his rule and dominion, be it ideological, religious, 

economic, or political. As a matter of fact, the divine curse addressed to Eve after she sinned, "and he shall rule over 

thee," has found its fulfillment in our modern society. The warm personal relationship between two individuals has been 

supplanted by a formal subject-object relationship which manifests itself in a quest for power and supremacy. 

 

Modern Confrontation 

12. We confront the universe, and we confront other faith communities 

We Jews have been burdened with a twofold task: we have to cope with the problem of a double confrontation. We 

think of ourselves as human beings, sharing the destiny of Adam in his general encounter with nature, and as members 

of a covenantal community which has preserved its identity under most unfavorable conditions, confronted by another 

faith community. We believe we are the bearers of a double charismatic load, that of the dignity of man, and that of 

the sanctity of the covenantal community. In this difficult role, we are summoned by Gd, who revealed himself at both 

the level of universal creation and that of the private covenant, to undertake a double mission - the universal human and 

the exclusive covenantal confrontation. 

 

13. The mistake of the “emancipated Jew” 

Like his forefather, Jacob - whose bitter nocturnal struggle with a mysterious antagonist is so dramatically portrayed in 

the Bible - the Jew of old was a doubly confronted being. The emancipated modern Jew, however, has been trying, for 

a long time, to do away with this twofold responsibility which weighs heavily upon him. The Westernized Jew maintains 

that it is impossible to engage in both confrontations, the universal and the covenantal, which, in his opinion, are 

mutually exclusive. It is, he argues, absurd to stand shoulder to shoulder with mankind preoccupied with the cognitive-

technological gesture for the welfare of all, implementing the mandate granted to us by the Creator, and to make an 

about-face the next instant in order to confront our comrades as a distinct and separate community. Hence, the Western 

Jew concludes, we have to choose between these two encounters. We are either confronted human beings or confronted 

Jews. A double confrontation contains an inner contradiction. 

What is characteristic of these single-confrontation philosophers is their optimistic and carefree disposition. Like natural 

Adam of old, who saw himself as part of his environment and was never assailed by a feeling of being existentially 

different, they see themselves as secure and fully integrated within general society. They do not raise any questions 

about the reasonableness and justification of such an optimistic attitude, nor do they try to discover in the deep recesses 

of their personality commitments which transcend mundane obligations to society. 

The proponents of the single-confrontation philosophy (with the exception of some fringe groups) do not preach complete 

de-Judaization and unqualified assimilation. They also speak of Jewish identity (at least in a religious sense), of Jewish 

selfhood and the natural will for preservation of the Jewish community as a separate identity. As a matter of fact quite 

often they speak with great zeal and warmth about the past and future role of Judaism in the advancement of mankind 

and its institutions. However, they completely fail to grasp the real nature and the full implications of a meaningful Jewish 

identity. 

This failure rests upon two misconceptions of the nature of the faith community. First the single-confrontation philosophy 

continues to speak of Jewish identity without realizing that this term can only be understood under the aspect of singularity 

and otherness. There is no identity without uniqueness. As there cannot be an equation between two individuals unless 

they are converted into abstractions, it is likewise absurd to speak of the commensurability of two faith communities 

which are individual entities. 

 

14. Three levels of uniqueness 

The individuality of a faith community expresses itself in a threefold way. First, the divine imperatives and commandments 

to which a faith community is unreservedly committed must not be equated with the ritual and ethos of another community. 

Each faith community is engaged in a singular normative gesture reflecting the numinous nature of the act of faith itself, 

and it is futile to try to find common denominators. Particularly when we speak of the Jewish faith community, whose 

very essence is expressed in the halakhic performance which is a most individuating factor, any attempt to equate our 

identity with another is sheer absurdity. Second, the axiological awareness of each faith community is an exclusive one, 

for it believes - and this belief is indispensable to the survival of the community - that its system of dogmas, doctrines and 



values is best fitted for the attainment of the ultimate good. Third, each faith community is unyielding in its eschatological 

expectations. It perceives the events at the end of time with exultant certainty, and expects man, by surrender of selfish 

pettiness and by consecration to the great destiny of life, to embrace the faith that this community has been preaching 

throughout the millennia. Standardization of practices, equalization of dogmatic certitudes, and the waiving of 

eschatological claims spell the end of the vibrant and great faith experience of any religious community. It is as unique 

and enigmatic as the individual himself. 

 

15. You can have it all! 

The second misconception of the single-confrontation philosophy consists in not realizing the compatibility of the two 

roles. If the relationship of the non-Jewish to the Jewish world had conformed to the divine arrangement for one human 

being to meet the other on the basis of equality, friendship and sympathy, the Jew would have been able to become 

fully involved together with the rest of humanity in the cosmic confrontation. His covenantal uniqueness and his additional 

mandate to face another faith community as a member of a different community of the committed would not have 

interfered in the least with his readiness to and capability of joining the cultural enterprise of the rest of humanity. There 

is no contradiction between coordinating our cultural activity with all men and at the same time confronting them as 

members of another faith community. As a matter of fact even within the non-Jewish society, each individual sees himself 

under a double aspect: first, as a member of a cultural-creative community in which all are committed to a common goal 

and, at the same time, as an individual living in seclusion and loneliness. 

Unfortunately, however, non-Jewish society has confronted us throughout the ages in a mood of defiance, as if we were 

part of the subhuman objective order separated by an abyss from the human, as if we had no capacity for thinking 

logically, loving passionately, yearning deeply, aspiring and hoping. Of course, as long as we were exposed to such 

a soulless, impersonal confrontation on the part of non-Jewish society, it was impossible for us to participate to the fullest 

extent in the great universal creative confrontation between man and the cosmic order. The limited role we played until 

modern times in the great cosmic confrontation was not of our choosing. Heaven knows that we never encouraged the 

cruel relationship which the world displayed toward us. We have always considered ourselves an inseparable part of 

humanity and we were ever ready to accept the divine challenge, "Fill the earth and subdue it," and the responsibility 

implicit in human existence. We have never proclaimed the philosophy of contemptus or odium seculi. We have steadily 

maintained that involvement in the creative scheme of things is mandatory. 

Involvement with the rest of mankind in the cosmic confrontation does not, we must repeat, rule out the second personal 

confrontation of two faith communities, each aware of both what it shares with the other and what is singularly its own. 

In the same manner as Adam and Eve confronted and attempted to subdue a malicious scoffing nature and yet 

nevertheless encountered each other as two separate individuals cognizant of their incommensurability and uniqueness, 

so also two faith communities which coordinate their efforts when confronted by the cosmic order may face each other 

in the full knowledge of their distinctness and individuality. 

 

16. Yaakov meets Esav 

Our representatives who meet with the spokesmen of the community of the many should be given instructions similar to 

those enunciated by our patriarch Jacob when he sent his agents to meet his brother Esau. 

"And he commanded the foremost, saying, when Esau my brother, meeteth thee and asketh thee, saying: whose art 

thou and whither goest thou? And whose are these before thee? Then thou shalt say they are thy servant Jacob's; it is a 

present sent unto my lord Esau, and behold he also is behind us. And he commanded also the second, and the third 

and all that followed the droves, saying in this manner shall ye speak unto Esau when ye find him." (Genesis 32:18-

20)… 

Jacob, in his instructions to his agents, laid down the rule: 

"When Esau my brother meeteth thee and asketh thee, saying: whose art thou, and whither goest thou and whose are 

these before thee?" My brother Esau, Jacob told his agents, will address to you three questions. "Whose art thou?" To 

whom do you as a metaphysical being, as a soul, as a spiritual personality belong? "And whither goest thou?" To whom 

is your historical destiny committed? To whom have you consecrated your future? What is your ultimate goal, your final 

objective? Who is your Gd and what is your way of life? These two inquiries are related to your identity as members of 

a covenantal community. However, Jacob continued, my brother Esau will also ask a third question: "And whose are 



these before thee?" Are you ready to contribute your talents, capabilities and efforts toward the material and cultural 

welfare of general society? Are you ready to present me with gifts, oxen, goats, camels and bulls? Are you willing to 

pay taxes, to develop and industrialize the country? This third inquiry is focused on temporal aspects of life. As regards 

the third question, Jacob told his agents to answer in the positive. "It is a present unto my lord, even unto Esau." Yes, 

we are determined to participate in every civic, scientific, and political enterprise. We feel obligated to enrich society 

with our creative talents and to be constructive and useful citizens. Yet, pertaining to the first two questions - whose art 

thou and whither goest thou - Jacob commanded his representatives to reply in the negative, clearly and precisely, boldly 

and courageously. He commanded them to tell Esau that their soul, their personality, their metaphysical destiny, their 

spiritual future and sacred commitments, belong exclusively to Gd and His servant Jacob. "They are thy servant Jacob's," 

and no human power can succeed in severing the eternal bond between them and Gd. 

This testament handed down to us by Jacob has become very relevant now in the year 1964. We find ourselves 

confronted again like Jacob of old, and our confronters are ready to address to us the identical three questions: "Whose 

art thou? Whither goest thou? Whose are these before thee?" A millennia-old history demands from us that we meet the 

challenge courageously and give the same answers with which Jacob entrusted his messengers several thousand years 

ago. 

 


