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JACK BIELER

How one understands the nature of the present-day Jewish mission will
directly affect the extent to which he feels that Orthodox Jewry ought to
participate in the debates regarding the issues and policies confronting
general society. There is no dearth of references concerning the future
messianic period that describe how Jewish tradition and values, as exem-
plified by the entire Jewish people living observantly in their own land,
will serve as inspirations and models for other cultures and nations. The
assumption on the part of some that the state of Israel already serves
such a function vis-à-vis other societies, in the spirit of “reshit tsemihat
ge’ulatenu” (the beginning of the flowering of our redemption), is mov-
ingly articulated by Rav Kook in his essay suggesting a possible singular
“silver lining” of the horrors of world war.1 However, an approach man-
dated for contemporary Orthodox Jews residing in the Diaspora is less
clearly defined. 

The key biblical phrase invoked by those who do believe that there
is an obligation to contribute proactively and publicly to discussions of
issues of the day is found in Isaiah 42:6, “. . . ve-etsorekha ve-etenkha li-
vrit am le-or goyyim” (and I formed you and have designated you as a
covenantal people, a light unto nations). Although this concept could
be viewed as yet another long range aspiration for the Jewish people
that will be first fulfilled during some future utopian period, Netsiv2

associates the phrase with Genesis 9:27, as an extension of an interpreta-
tion by the Amora Rav Yohanan.3

ve-yishkon be-ohalei Shem [and (Japheth4) will dwell in the tents of
Shem]: He blessed him [Japheth] with men endowed with wise hearts
who will appreciate the wisdom of the offspring of Shem in their tents,
which, because such wisdom originally emanates from the Divine, has
no limitation or circumscribed purpose. And they [the descendants of
Japheth] will come to learn from them [the descendants of Shem] ideas
and values as it is written, “ve-etsorekha ve-etenkha li-vrit am le-or goyy-
im,” implying that Israel was created to benefit the faith of every
nation, referred to as “berit” [covenant], and to enlighten them in
terms of “derekh erets”. . . .
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The commentator continues in the same vein when he expands
upon God’s charge to Avraham in Genesis 17:4: “ve-hayita le-av hamon
goyyim” (and you will be a father for a multitude of nations). 

but this is what is desirable and the ultimate goal: that all of the nations
of the world will know God, while idolatry will cease . . . and in this
sense he [Avraham] will serve as the father of a multitude of nations,
like a father who instructs his son regarding proper beliefs. And with
such an approach will the previous phrase “hithalekh le-fanai” [walk
yourself before me] become understandable, i.e., that he [Avraham]
publicize His Divinity before the nations of the world who are not dis-
posed to accept total conversion. 

Although in the second commentary cited above the focus appears
to be on theological belief rather than specific political and social policy,
monotheism in general and Judaism in particular presume clearly
defined standards of ethics and behavior. A specific example of the man-
ner in which Avraham bears witness to the surrounding nations appears
in Genesis 20:11. When challenged by the local monarch concerning the
misrepresentation of his relationship with Sarah, the patriarch speaks to
power and asserts that “rak en yir’at Elokim ba-makom ha-zeh” (certain-
ly there is no fear of God in this place). Implied in such a comment is
not just a theological critique that the society is idolatrous, but also an
evaluation of the social fabric of Gerar: its attitudes towards murder,
covetousness, adultery, the treatment of the stranger, and the abuses of
royalty. Rather than constituting an isolated incident in the life of
Avraham, the confrontation with Avimelekh and the mores of his king-
dom can be viewed as paradigmatic of Avraham’s interactions with the
peoples that he met while traversing Canaan and its surroundings. It
could furthermore be maintained that God’s commandment to Avraham
in Genesis 12:1 to leave his homeland and take up residence in Canaan
was at least in part designed to properly position the patriarch and his
offspring to be able to engage in this type of activity in the most appro-
priate and receptive environment. Although our primary sources can be
understood to insist that the Jewish mission to share spiritual values and
beliefs with the rest of humanity already begins with Shem, Maimonides,
in the course of lauding the unique qualities of Moshe, draws a clear
distinction between Avraham and those exceptional spiritual personali-
ties who may have preceded him.

Not one of the prophets—such as the Patriarchs, Shem, Ever, Noah,
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Methuselah, and Enoch—has ever said to a class of people: God has
sent me to you and has commanded me to say to you such and such
things. . . . He who received a great overflow, as for instance Avraham,
assembled the people and explained to them by the way of teaching and
instruction to adhere to the truth that he had grasped. . . .5

While the Jewish people eventually become known as the descen-
dants of Jacob, or benei Yisrael,6 due to the Jewish tribal structure
evolving from Jacob’s children, it is Avraham’s experiences and activities
which ought to serve as a powerful inspiration for contemporary Ortho-
dox Jews to fulfill the principle of ma’aseh avot siman le-banim (the
deeds of the ancestors are precursors for their descendants) by attempt-
ing to formulate perspectives based on traditional sources and to posi-
tively influence the degree of yir’at Elokim, or moral sensibility, in the
societies in which we reside. I believe that it is particularly important for
Orthodox Jews to realize, in the spirit of Avraham, that while we might
view our tradition as concerned with the preservation of our unique
identities and the resistance against the temptations and negative influ-
ences to which we may be subjected from without, nevertheless the
purpose of preserving that very identity is not an end in itself. Our
attempt to retain our distinctiveness is in order to play a role vis-à-vis
the rest of humanity—representing a specific religious and ethical
approach to life and social interactions that can potentially be illuminat-
ing to others.

There is clearly a difference between reaching a pesak halakha—a
specific binding legal decision in accordance with Jewish law for a
Jewish person who finds himself facing a dilemma whose resolution is
complex—and developing philosophical and ethical guidelines with
respect to the development of public policy. Even from a technical per-
spective, the manner in which elements of the Noahide Code are
defined for Jews as opposed to non-Jews indicates that an attempt to
arrive at universal piskei halakha is nonsensical. What is much more real-
istic and appropriate is to define the general criteria and assumptions
that constitute the variables taken into consideration by a posek or bet
din during the course of their deliberations. I would maintain that the
effort required to codify such material would not be monumental; what
would be required is a measure of consciousness on the part of halakhic
experts regarding the key factors, as well as their respective underlying
philosophical assumptions, that play pivotal roles in their day-to-day
halakhic decision-making. Where additional time, effort, and (more



Symposium: Jack Bieler

9

importantly) motivation and commitment would be required beyond
what such individuals already know and think about, is in the need for
familiarization with the scenarios and situations that are constantly
unfolding and confronting general non-Jewish society. Posekim under-
standably have invested general research and inquiries into the issues
that typically concern individuals within the Jewish community who
pose to them their queries. There is a significant difference in the think-
ing, conceptualization, and understanding required for, on the one
hand, rendering a finite decision with respect to a particular question
confronting a specific couple, family, or even community, and, on the
other, making recommendations designed to influence legislative or
budgetary governmental initiatives. The desire to create, promote, dis-
suade, or modify views being considered as potential cornerstones for
contemporary policy issues will require not only expert familiarity with
Jewish sources, but also the challenges, technologies, economics, poli-
tics, diplomacy, and social dynamics of the day. Such interdisciplinarity
could prove fascinating for those capable of responsibly and competent-
ly developing such ideas. However, there appears to be no specific sec-
tor of Jewish professional activity—rosh yeshiva, communal rabbi, uni-
versity professor of Judaic studies—which would approach the develop-
ment of such policy statements as little more than an esoteric sideline.
Theoretically this would be the ideal role of individuals serving in the
capacity of Chief Rabbi of a country, as exemplified by the late Lord
Immanuel Jakobovits, Chief Rabbi of Great Britain from 1966 until
1991, who carried out this function so effectively that he was elevated
to the peerage for his efforts. However, for the most part, attempts at
this type of analysis and perspective appear currently only in the context
of the occasional lecture or journal article. In order to assure ongoing
work in this area, university chairs and institutes, regular lectures, think
tanks, and/or a specialized journal have to be initiated. 

With respect to partnering with other religious groups in order to
attempt to influence social and legislative policy development, it would
appear that this ought to be the challenge and goal of all of humanity,
let alone individuals associating with one another because of commonly
shared religious beliefs. Assuming that specific principles of Jewish faith
and practice are not compromised and unique aspects of Jewish per-
spective are not blurred over the course of trying to advance a specific
program or agenda, the creation of a more wholesome social fabric
should outweigh concerns arising from the fear of implicitly granting
legitimacy to other religious groups, whatever their specific orientation.
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To pass up opportunities to advance the possibility of perfecting general
society because doing so will require joining forces with those who
believe and practice in different ways, will in effect result in Orthodox
Jews being reduced to thinking of and acting on behalf of no one but
themselves, hardly a fulfillment of “or la-goyyim” befitting the spiritual
descendants of Avraham. 
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