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He hath shewed thee, O man, what is good; and what doth the
Lord require of thee, but to do justly, and to love mercy, and to
walk humbly with thy God?


MICAH 6:8

 

 

 

For the good that I would I do not; but the evil which I would not, that I do.

ROMANS 7:19
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THE ONE QUESTION

It was the question of Socrates.

It was the question of St. Paul.

It is the question that calls to us in the sacred writings of the world, and which defines the pathos of all serious art and literature. It is the well from which the great reformers of mankind draw all their passion.

And now, in this place and time, it cries out to us as clearly and solemnly as Wisdom long ago cried out to man: 

She crieth at the gates, at the entrance of the city, at the coming in at the doors. . . .

O ye simple, understand wisdom; and, ye fools, be ye of an understanding heart.

PROVERBS 8:3, 5





The question has taken many forms throughout the ages, but the words that cut through all the worlds and across all the epochs of human history are simply these:

Why do we not do what we know is good?

Why do we do what we hate?

It is the question we never really ask; and it is the only one that can make a difference.

For all the vast religious and ethical literature available to us today, for all the evidence of the futility of violence and hatred in our lives and in the world; for all our efforts to find the help we need; for all our yearning to be men and women capable of love, the question remains:

Why can’t we be good?




One

THE FIRST STEP

Woven into the immense tapestry of Judaic story and lore, peopled as it is by vast branching histories of families, kings and nations and by the fierce dramas of war and passion and the thundering justice of God, there exists, as it were, one quaint and tender image whose great importance may easily be overlooked.

Two men, one young and the other old, are facing each other. The younger man is balancing himself on one leg. The other, whom we may picture wearing a modest skullcap, holds his right hand over his heart and halfway extends his left hand, palm down, toward the first man.

The older man is Hillel the Elder, greatest of the rabbinic patriarchs. The place is Jerusalem, sometime in the forty-year period between 30 BC and 10 AD—during the reign of the hated Herod the Great and his son Herod Antipas.

The story in question is from the Talmud and is given there in very few words:

A man approaches Hillel in a nervously defiant attitude. “I will embrace Judaism,” he says, “on the condition that you can teach me the whole of the Torah while I am standing on one foot.”

Straightaway, Hillel replies:

“What is hateful to you, do not do to your neighbor. That is the whole Torah. All the rest is commentary. Now, go and study.”1

This is the entire story. We are told nothing further about this man.

Perhaps, pensively lowering his foot, he wonders to himself why he has been told to “study.” Has he not just been given the essence of the teaching in one simple directive: “What is hateful to you, do not do to your neighbor”? Could anything be clearer?

And also for us: could anything be clearer? We, too, hear those words, or words like them, and are ready, even eager, to embrace them as a moral ideal. Consciously or semi-consciously, we believe we know what is good. Our only question is whether we will act upon it, whether we will put it into practice. It does not seem to be a matter of “study,” it seems to be solely a matter of action. What is there to study? And why?

Of course, in some ethical situations we may need access to certain kinds of knowledge—scientific or medical information, for example, or the details of someone’s personal life circumstances. But, once we have done our homework, so we feel, our duty is just to act, just to do the right thing. The moral principle seems simple and clear, whether in the form given by the gentle teacher in the story, or as it was given a few years later by his younger contemporary, Jesus: “Love thy neighbor as thyself.”2 So much is obvious, is it not?

Or is the truth of the matter quite different? Is a specific preparation of the mind needed—a specific kind of education—before one can carry out any serious intention at all, much less an intention involving moral action? And if so—what kind of education, what kind of study?

We are asking a fundamental question about the world of ideas. We are asking about the whole meaning of knowledge as it relates to our ability to be good.

One often hears it said that knowledge in and of itself is morally neutral, depending solely on who uses it and for what purpose. But here, too, the truth of the matter may be quite different. Is it possible that all knowledge, whether in the form of universal ideas or simple, down-to-earth “facts,” is inhabited by ethical forces, ethical assumptions, ethical implications? Could it be that our very concept of “neutral” knowledge and “simple” facts is itself a deception?

We dream, perhaps, that once we “know,” then we can act. But what if what we now call “knowledge” actually prevents us from acting in any humanly significant sense of that word? What if the kind of ideas in our mind and the quality of the information we value as “facts”—what if it all imprisons us in a dream, in the illusion of free, moral action? It could be that the way we use our mind, and the ideas that we allow to take root in our mind guarantee that we will never, ever, act from the human center of ourselves. And if action does not emanate from one’s own authentic self, can it ever be free? And if not free, can it ever be moral? If we wish to be good, if we wish to be what we are meant to be, we have no choice but to question, deeply, our relationship to our own mind and its contents.

Do we imagine that the young man in the story, who certainly represents ourselves, puts down his foot and is then able to do what is good? Or does he perhaps take to heart what he has been told and begin to study the Torah?




THE WORLD OF IDEAS

What is this “Torah”?

In its technical meaning, it is the name given to the first five sections of the Old Testament, known as the Five Books of Moses: Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy. And in its broader meaning it refers to the whole Bible, the whole tradition. As such, it represents the core of the Judaic religion, embracing everything from its most profound and universal conceptions of God, the moral law and the  nature of reality, to details and rules of behavior, many of which are often regarded as pertaining only to another kind of culture existing under radically different social conditions.

But the broader meaning of Torah takes us beyond sectarian considerations, pointing all of humanity to a fundamental vision of man in the universe, along with a highly developed teaching about the structure of the human psyche and the nature of the inner struggle that is offered to everyone who seeks to become a “servant of God.” In this sense the “Torah” means a great body of ideas, a comprehensive vision of reality. Such a comprehensive and genuine worldview is the indispensable foundation and support for the development of individual moral power.




IDEAS ALONE ARE NOT ENOUGH

But to know these ideas only with the mind is not enough. They must be allowed to penetrate a man or woman’s heart and soul down to the very tissues of the body. Struggle with and within oneself is necessary to allow the inner opening to what is called God, a force which alone makes possible a sense of responsibility to one’s neighbor, and hence genuine moral action. The Ten Commandments, for example—the moral teaching that lies at the heart of the Torah—places the need to remember the One God as the first obligation and possibility offered to man; it is only after conforming one’s heart and mind to the true perception of God that the individual and the community come under those commandments which deal with right action toward one’s neighbor. But, again, and in its turn, simply to hear it said that one must “have no other gods before me” is not in itself enough. A preparation of the mind is needed—a degree of understanding of what is meant by this word “God.” All of the knowledge contained in the Torah has as one of its fundamental purposes to point human beings toward the study of what is necessary for us to know about the meaning of the word “God.”

Finally, concerning this struggle to become able to be good, a modern commentator offers this reading of Hillel’s response:

“The first part of [Hillel’s] answer,” he writes, “. . . sounds like a short-cut to the core of religion, to a happy morality and to the good life.” But it is not so simple: 

The addition, “Go, study” points to the long way that has to be taken, patiently and persistently. In order to recognize the other fellow as my neighbor, as my equal, as one who is like unto me, my naked, undirected Ego has to undergo radical change. Training of will-power, self-renunciation, loving understanding, is needed before a person will be ready to make room for the other. Such training is part of the study which cannot be done while one stands on one foot.3







BUT IDEAS ARE THE FIRST STEP

Our main point here, however, is that even to begin this “training,” this indispensable inner struggle, a preparation of the mind is necessary. Moral action is never automatic; it presupposes intention, free choice. And intention inevitably either begins or must pass through the mind. Sooner or later, the mind has to assent in order for any action to be free.

Of course, it may sometimes happen that our actions are right and good without our seeming to have made any decision whatever. But for most of us, apart from rare moments of great crisis and demand, when the whole of our inner being may rise up in a surge of intuitive will and moral force that simply overrides our everyday personality, such apparently spontaneous behavior may simply be automatic, conditioned behavior. It cannot be called moral. It is not what we wish for when we wish to be good.

For most of us, most of the time, the free assent of the mind is necessary in order for any action to be moral. And the free assent of the mind is enabled principally by ideas and logic. For most of us, and certainly for most of us born and raised in the modern world, shaped as it is by the ideal of scientific, i.e., mental, knowing, it is absolutely essential to examine the ethical and moral coloration of all that we call knowledge, both as a society and in our personal lives.

Do the contents of our minds support moral action? Do our ideas about nature, about the human self, about the universe, about history, language, the origins of religion, the human body—about time and space, war and peace—empower us to do—or even to know—what is good? Is our mind, with all its beliefs, opinions and “certainties,” moral, immoral or ethically irrelevant?

We are in front of a fundamental, but embarrassingly difficult nest of questions: What ideas and opinions actually inhabit our minds? How did they get there? What are they worth?

Consider the following picture of the contents of our mind. Imagine a large bric-a-brac shop that sells anything and everything brought into it. The place is crammed with old household objects and pieces of furniture, mostly scarred or broken and covered with dust, which the eager manager pompously refers to as “antiques.” There are numerous small appliances—old radios, toasters, record players—which do not work and maybe even never have worked. There are old lamps with no shades and age-darkened lampshades with no lamps. There are glass cases full of “jewelry”—mostly cheap, decades-old costume jewelry. Covering the walls are hundreds of paintings, ranging from gigantic, smeary landscapes that would require a truck to transport, to tiny miniatures consisting of wormy strokes of color that represent scenes of life or human faces only when one squints or maybe even shuts one’s eyes entirely. And as for the thousands of dog-eared old books and magazines, phonograph records, old postcards, and framed photographs of movie stars or other people’s family members, one has the impression of an abandoned mad-house or a dungeon once peopled by bored lunatics.

Such are the ideas, concepts, views and opinions that reside in our minds—ideas, views and opinions about anything and everything in the universe. No matter what the world presents to us, no matter who or  what we meet in the course of our day, or what is said to us or even what or who glancingly passes by, the moment we attend to it, we instantly have an opinion about it, an idea about it, a “point of view,” as we sometimes pretentiously describe it. Our bric-a-brac mind is constantly serving us up its furnishings, pictures and appliances in all their disconnected, dusty glory. Yet very few, if any at all, of these ideas, views and opinions that color and shape our experience and our very lives have ever been examined and weighed as to their truth and worth. Very rarely, if ever, are we even aware of them. We are, perhaps, never aware that this or that passion or decision or anxiety or fear or hope or resolute action is not “mine” at all, but actually belongs to some disconnected idea, view, or opinion that has taken up lodging in my mind and is actually doing my “thinking” for me. It is not I who take this passionately held moral stance, let us say, and am ready to sacrifice my all for it—it is an appliance in my mind that feels like me, like I, only because my real I, my real self, has never stepped forward to look at it, examine it, and decide whether to keep it and use it.

In this bric-a-brac shop, however, one does occasionally come across some precious article—a beautiful old cameo hiding in a clutter of rhinestones and plastic pearls; the first edition of a great book; an exquisite Meissen statuette surrounded by a dozen bourgeois imitations; an antique Sarouk carpet, its regal splendor obscured amid a pile of cheap, machine-made “Persian” rugs. Such are the profound ideas introduced into human life by far greater minds than our own—by men and women who had attained the ability to see the truth about man and the world, and who devoted themselves to passing on to future generations signs and indications of this truth and the path that leads to its realization in the life of mankind. But in our bric-a-brac minds even these great ideas lose their value—their moral power—because of their association with the cheap objects that are offered for sale throughout the shop.

Great ideas are never meant to enter the mind alone. They are always part of a tissue of ideas, an organic whole. No idea can exist alone. If an idea is not related to other ideas that altogether form the whole of a living teaching, it will inevitably become associated in a misleading and even dangerous way with imitation, “bric-a-brac” ideas—the concepts, “views” and opinions that now infest our minds.

We need to look at these two kinds of inhabitants of our mind: ideas that come from a higher source than our ordinary thought, and the concepts and opinions which are conditioned into us by the influence of education, society, media, and which are unconsciously and uncritically accepted as our own thoughts and views. We need to understand the power that our thoughts and opinions have to determine our ability to be good. That power is at least as important as being aware of the food we eat. Ideas and opinions and the perceptions, experiences, and impressions they allow us constitute the food of the mind. Our actions, that is, our moral health, are affected by the quality of this food we put into our mind no less than our physical health is affected by the quality of the food we put into our bodies.




THE GOOD UNIVERSE

Strange-sounding words, “the good universe,” but this phrase sums up one of the first and most central ideas that the skeptical young man of our tale will encounter when he begins his study of the Torah.

But before we follow his study further, we need to remember that we are taking the Torah—the fundamental expression of the ideas of the Hebraic tradition—as an exemplar of what is offered to humanity in every great spiritual teaching the world has known. To make our point, we could just as well have chosen the essential ideas of Christianity or Buddhism or Islam or any of the world’s articulations of wisdom. Every spiritual teaching brings with it a great body of ideas, although they are not always expressed in abstract language. Most often, the ideas of a spiritual teaching are originally communicated to the world through symbolic forms which are designed to reach the more hidden levels in us of instinct, feeling, and intuition: this it accomplishes through myth and  story, visual images, architecture, music, dance, ritual. But in one way or another, at one or another stage in the process of moral and spiritual development, man’s independent intellect with its function of abstract, logical thought needs to be fully engaged, needs to consent to the demands and invitations of the teaching. In a culture such as ours, in which mental knowledge, disconnected from the sensitivity of the body and the feeling, occupies such a dominant place in our lives and our sense of identity, the confrontation with great ideas is central to the process of moral development. This is true even for the fortunate among us who as children received genuine moral nourishment in our young hearts through the influence of an ethically healthy family atmosphere. However, as adults compelled to act amid the influences of the modern world, almost all of us need the moral support of our thought and mind.

 

 

Here, then, is our “one-legged” pupil as he encounters the Hebraic vision of Creation.

From the very beginning he is met by the force of a great contradiction—as are most of us when we first study the Bible. This great contradiction is nothing other than the existence of evil and the disobedience of man—an event seemingly written into the very structure of the universe, the very structure and essence of reality itself. Here is the universe, here is creation in all its awesome immensity and infinity of purpose and beauty; here are the lights of the heavens, the sun, moon, and stars; here is life and the great flowing forces symbolized as “waters” above and below the heavens; here is all that the Creator has made—the whole living universe, the whole realm of Being itself. And here are the “days” of creation, indication of a process in which the Eternal enters into the realm of time, one “day” or step, at a time. And as the creation proceeds, starting with the third day, God repeatedly steps back and looks at what He has made, “and God saw that it was good.” But when the whole of nature and the world are created, it is as though God pauses and ponders, and says to Himself, “Let us make man. . . .” “So God created man in  His own image, in the image of God created He him; male and female created He them” (Genesis 1:27). And now God shows the man and woman the whole of the world He has created and offers it to them, for insofar as man is made in God’s image, the creation that is God’s work is in some sense also the work of man.

But with this, the drama of the world of nature, time and free will begins. And it is at the beginning of this drama that God gives His creation a deeper, fuller blessing: “And God saw every thing that He had made, and, behold, it was very good” (Genesis 1:31). By bringing man into the universe, God is able to say that now it is very good, exceedingly good—which means complete, finished. And yet, at the same time, it is a drama, a movement; it is a struggle that is about to begin. Uncertainty enters the world, freedom enters the world. One might have imagined—as our young student might have imagined—that the world is exceedingly  good because human consciousness has been brought to it. But he soon finds—as we who read this Bible soon find—that God has also brought  evil into the world. With the movement of life, and especially the movement of conscious life—with man—the profound drama, the unfathomable mystery of good and evil enters the world.

An entire universe now unfolds: a history of God, as it were, in the form of and through the instrumentality of man, the self that we are, though we know it not. The Torah is speaking of man not simply as a particular being inhabiting a particular tiny planet in the great universe. It is also speaking of man as the center of the universe. Both of these contradictory ideas together!—as in the rabbinic saying, “Every man must carry two pieces of paper with him and look at each of them every day. On one it is written, ‘You are as dust and ashes.’ And on the other: ‘For you the universe was created.’”

The universe cares about man, needs man, needs the essence of man—that which a human being really is and is meant to become. The man or woman who looks up at the night sky and experiences the sense of wonder is perceiving reality accurately. In such a moment an individual is equally humbled by two realities: the great world above and the fact of  his own awareness and presence in that great world. In this primal experience of wonder—holy awe—we are infinite and finite at once; both eternal and temporal, as is God when He creates the universe and enters into time. I am here, just myself, this small being now penetrated by greatness, this man or woman who usually lives under the sway of fear and confusion. But now, in this moment of genuine wonder, I know that I belong to the sacred wholeness of reality and, if I am very attentive, I see that I yearn for my duty toward what I am and what has created me.

But the moment of wonder is often only a moment. In the very next moment, I will turn my head, I will move, and then—suddenly—I no longer sense my sacred essence. I am no longer Man: I am a desire, a fear, an impulse, a reaction. I like and dislike; I might even steal or kill, if not in fact then in thought. I am no longer Man; I am simply this man or this woman. What will I choose? To be Man? Or to be this distracted man or woman?

The principle of choice has been injected into the heart of creation. With the principle of choice, there enters the real question of good and evil. Nothing exists neutrally; nothing exists without being embraced by the question of the power of choice, of perceiving good and evil and acting upon it. Reality is charged with ethical forces. Everything matters.  A man who sees or acts without primary reference to the inner power of will and intention is not a man.

Picture now our young pupil sitting at the knee of the great Hillel. Why, he asks, is the Torah so full of contradictions? Why are the first ideas he meets there so confusing? God creates Man—very well. He places Man in the Garden of Eden, paradise, and shows him the tree of life. Also—very well. And God also shows Man the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. But this is not so very well; here begins confusion.

Here begins evil. But why? Why the serpent? Wasn’t it God Himself who placed the serpent in the garden? Did God not know what the serpent would do? And why the disobedience of Eve and then, after her,  Adam? And why does God forbid them to eat of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil?

Our young questioner is not asking merely out of curiosity. He is a serious seeker. His seemingly whimsical gesture of standing on one leg was in fact an act of desperate need: let us see him that way, see him as we ourselves are in our most stormy moments of inner questioning about ourselves.




THE TEACHER WAITS

The teacher quietly studies the student in front of him. He waits. He does not give the kind of instant response that was an appropriate initial “shock” when the young man first came to him in an act of bold, holy impatience. The teacher lets the question sound within himself. The teacher and the pupil are now within one of the primal sacred forms in which the transmission of truth has always taken place throughout the ages: the face-to-face encounter of the seeker and the guide.

The teacher waits and lets go of his own first associations to the question—all of the ideas he has studied and mastered, the ideas that await the questioning pupil before him. The teacher does not want to cover the question with words; he does not want to kill the sacred state of the questioner with an “answer.” He wants, among other things, to help prepare the pupil for the ideas that he will encounter in the years ahead of him, to prepare him to value the state of questioning that will allow the ideas to enter him in the right way, as his own discovery. He wants to help the student receive deeply the help of the teaching, the energy the teaching can carry into his mind and heart.

The teacher waits—until he himself becomes empty of his “wisdom.” Until he himself is even more deeply in question than the pupil. And then, perhaps, the teacher is given the response, because it is now  his question.

The question is: why did Adam and Eve obey the serpent instead of God?

Hillel—the Hillel of our imagination—replies:

“And what do you obey?”

The response hangs in the air. As the teacher knew it would. Such a response stops the serious seeker. He will not answer back easily or quickly. Even now, perhaps, he senses the weight of this seemingly unsatisfying, almost irrelevant response to his question. In any case, the pupil is being prepared in his heart and mind to face part of the great answer that the teaching gives to the existence of evil in the world—that man is born with two lives within him, two forces that are opposed to each other, and that the task and meaning of our life is to bring them together through a freely chosen struggle, so as to allow the reconciling force of God to enter into the human community.

In this demand placed upon man lies the story of the world; that genuine evil (not sent by God) arises from an inner “choice,” a refusal to accept the struggle that will show us the nature of the forces within ourselves, and the sacrifices required of us in order to place our powers in the service of the Eternal.

“What do you obey?”

Does the pupil glimpse, suddenly, that his need, his human situation, the confusion and the profound unsatisfactoriness of his day-to-day life, are not due only to something missing in him, but to something missing in Man? The great original disobedience of Adam and Eve is the story of Man. Our individual situation is the whole situation of humanity; it is not just my problem, my difficulty; it is the problem and the sorrow of man on earth. Does the student hear that? Perhaps not yet. He needs to hear more, other ideas that speak about the laws of God, the demands of God, the possibilities that God “had in mind” when he created Man. Our young pupil cannot know about these things. No one knows about them, apart from those who have long struggled to awaken to the truth.




IDEAS LIVE IN PEOPLE

The whole of the Torah, the whole body of ideas now stretches out before the pupil, waiting for him, calling to him. It will be, it must be, that everything he learns about the world and man will be received in the light of the question of service to the Eternal. The world now becomes charged with ethical meaning.

But first the fundamental ideas of the teaching must begin to be received. They must be admitted into the storehouse of his mind, where through logic and reflection and through the indispensable help of the guide, they gradually expose the opinions, imitation ideas, and unconsciously accepted concepts that clutter his mind and pre-condition his fundamental perceptions of the world and his fellow man. He will begin to realize that almost everything in his life and in his world has until now been brought to his awareness already stained by opinion. No sooner does he try to think about something, no sooner does he try to decide what he ought to do, than the opinions in his bric-a-brac mind are writing the menu of his options and, unknown to him, dictating the direction and quality of his actions.

But now the ideas of the teaching begin their work. The very nature and existence of the world becomes a new question and a new idea for him—that is to say, for us.

The world? The universe? Does it exist for no reason? Did it just spring into being from nowhere? Do things just happen to be arranged with such incomprehensible order—with life upon life, life within life, purpose within purpose surrounding us and penetrating through all the reaches of space and time? Is not the fact of existence itself, being itself, a mystery—an inescapable mystery: that is to say, a question that must be wholeheartedly confronted?

We cannot escape this question. In fact, we must not escape this question. Before any commandment from above is formulated, the great teaching demands of us that we confront the mystery of existence itself.  The psyche of every man or woman entering the “temple of the mind” is constructed to ponder this question. The more we explain the world, whether through science or any other modality, the greater appears the mystery of the world’s very existence.

We are born to look, examine, explain; but hovering over all our explanations that show us the intricate interconnectedness within the world, hovering over it all in the structure of our mind is the ever-deepening mystery of the fact of the world, the origin and meaning of existence itself, order itself, the cosmos itself—and, finally, the corresponding mystery of the existence of the mind that sees all this and feels all this: the question and the mystery of oneself.

God created the world! Suddenly, the words are new. The world is charged with mystery—mystery defined as intelligence beyond my intelligence; as higher order, an order that I cannot understand, but which I am obliged to understand.




GOD IS ONE

Here is what the pupil is told about the chief characteristic of this God who created the world:

Hear O Israel! The Lord our God, the Lord is One.

God is One. What is this monotheism that is presented as the fundamental commandment to man, the commandment—or, as we may say, the possibility—of seeing and respecting the wholeness of God and the wholeness of the world? All too easily, it slips away into a mere concept. Or an article of blind faith. Or even a war cry. That is: an imitation idea, or a sentimental dream, or an inflammable slogan.

There is one God and one God only. Why is this so important?—or, rather, why, when it is so easy to say the words, is this idea presented in the form of a commandment, or a sacred invitation, something that we must struggle or inwardly prepare ourselves to accept?

Consider this story, recorded nearly two thousand years after Hillel.  Another teacher and another pupil and again the aching question—this time concerning what the Torah commands about the oneness of God: 

Hear O Israel! The Lord our God, the Lord is One.

And thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thine heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy might.

And these words which I command thee this day: place these words upon your heart:

And thou shalt teach them diligently unto thy children, and shalt talk of them when thou sittest in thine house, and when thou walkest by the way, and when thou liest down, and when thou risest up . . .4





 

The pupil asks the rabbi, “Why are we told to place these words upon  our heart? Why does it not tell us to place these words in our heart?”

In fact, the question already lives within the differing translations of the text. The Hebrew, al-levavekha, means “upon your heart,” but in the vast majority of the English translations it is rendered as “in your heart.” It is as though the translators, like the pupil in the story, cannot understand why it is said “upon your heart.”

Why, then are we not told to place these words, these root words of the entire teaching, in our heart?

The rabbi answers: “Because,” he replies, “we are unable to put these words into our heart. All that we can do is to place these words upon our heart.”




THE PUPIL WAITS

The pupil waits. He has come to understand that the teaching is about himself, myself, one’s own life, one’s own being. The ideas are about me, here, in front of the question of myself. Hearing the rabbi’s reply, more of the question begins to form on the pupil’s lips: Then what am I to do? What are we to do? But before he can speak it, the rabbi answers.

“Our hearts are closed. All we can do is to place these words upon our heart. And there they stay . . .”

“. . . until one day the heart breaks . . . and the words fall in.”




ONE GOD; TWO HEARTS

The idea of the One God leads the pupil to the idea of the human heart—that at one and the same time the human heart wishes both to receive and to reject what is offered to it. Here, in front of this contradiction, the pupil—we, ourselves—confront the great idea of man’s “two hearts,” his two natures, or, as it is called in the Hebraic formulation, the yetzer tov and the yetzer ha-ra, the good impulse and the inclination toward evil. The Torah calls us to inform both of our “two hearts” about the oneness and the greatness of God. It calls us to serve God with both the good impulse and the inclination toward evil, just as, at the root of His creation of the world, the good and the evil, the angel and the devil, were created to further the action in the world of the One-Without-a-Name, the God beyond God—what the hidden tradition-without-a-name refers to as the great In-Itself, the En-Sof.

The two hearts of man must be penetrated and reconciled by the truth of God. As we are now, one impulse affirms and the other impulse denies. The practice of the teaching will involve bringing these two movements into harmony—through submission to the One-Without-a-Name within ourselves.

God is One—yes, but also, and of highest importance: God is Oneness. God is Unity. The pupil is obliged to understand what this means. The pupil—man—does not understand this idea—because, in order to understand it, he must himself be on the way to unity within his own being. Without a taste of the experience of unity within himself, the idea remains only a noble ideal, a noble concept which the good impulse with him accepts—like an “obedient” follower, a “good Jew.” But it is not enough to be a “good Jew.” Or rather—it is impossible to be a “good  Jew,” a good man, without including in one’s consciousness all that resists the impulse toward Good.




THE PROBLEM OF EVIL

Here the pupil once again meets the great idea of evil: Evil exists not only within himself, but in the whole of mankind—and in the whole of the Creation. And yet: God is One. God is Unity. How to understand this? How to begin to understand this? The Torah stretches out before the pupil. The history of mankind begins. Everywhere and in everything there is the struggle between good and evil. Everywhere, and in everything, God commands and man resists. Man, Man: who is this? Who or what is he? Sometimes he is Pharaoh, the tyrant, enslaving the people of Israel, drawing his power from idols. Sometimes he is Moses, extracting the truth hidden in the secret temples obscured by Pharaoh; Moses visited by God, leading the people of Israel—Man in all his multiplicity and passivity—out of the state of slavish obedience to the false king, Pharaoh. Yes, Man is the people of Israel wandering through the desert, the austere path that leads from slavery, degrading submission, to the land of “milk and honey”—the realm where the essence-food of Man is prepared by the Creation itself. Man-in-the-desert: Man on the way:  Man severed from the foods of the land of slavery, severed from the life of slavery, but not yet in the state of freedom and conscious service that is his right and destiny. This, too, is Man: Man in between sleep and awakening, Man in whom the two natures contend with gathering force, Man in between the yetzer tov and the yetzer ha-ra. On this path, Man is provided with a food that comes from above—the food, manna.  God will provide—God is providence in many senses, but here emphasizing the sense that from above, Man will be provided with the essential sustenance needed by his developing soul.

Here we take leave of our one-legged pupil. He will return to us later in his work of studying the Torah, his task of admitting all the great ideas into his mind, and laying them “upon his heart.” The vastness of what he will study is beyond summary and description, being one of the fundamental expressions of the vision of man and the universe that has guided human life since mankind first appeared on the earth. Every word, every image, every story will call him to stop inside himself and look out at the world with new eyes. He will learn again and again that he, Man, is a being created for right action, a being who is meant to step into the stream of human life and create causes, create effects: to be, to know, to love and  to do in the human world, just as God, the Creator of Causes, is Being, Wisdom, Mercy and Demand in the life of the universe.

He will learn, in short, that his essence is the power of conscious action, and that all genuinely conscious action is moral action. He is not a stone, he is not a tree, he is not an animal, he is Man. A stone exists, a plant lives and senses, an animal moves and feels and may even “think.” But only a man can act.

He is Man. Yet, at the same time, he is not yet Man. He is not yet united with his own essence.

Moses leads the people of Israel to a promised land that he himself cannot enter. The pupil will learn that no one knows where Moses, the greatest of men, is buried. Does this mean that not even Moses attained to Man? Or does it mean that no one of us can ever discover the hidden Moses, the hidden truth?

He will learn that so great was the attention to God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob that God defines himself to the people by their names. After naming Himself to Moses as the awesomely mysterious and concrete: “EHYEH ASHER EHYEH,” “I WILL BE THAT I WILL BE,” a phrase that has been subject to many interpretations, one of which we may propose as “I Am my actions when there is holy need for Me,” after defining Himself for Man as the Creator of Causes acting within Time (human life)—after defining Himself as the God whose Being is Doing—He speaks further to Moses, saying, “Thus shalt thou say to the children  of Israel, The Lord God of your fathers, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob, hath sent me unto you: this is my name for ever, and this is my memorial unto all generations.”5

He will learn that he is both terrifyingly estranged from his essence and incomprehensibly close to it. He betrays his nature and at the same time he tastes within himself and in the demands placed upon him that he is the son of the Creator. There is a passage between what he in fact is and what he is created to be, a passage that is very far and long, and at the same time immediate and nearly instantaneous. It is like an electric arc between now and the future, between what I am now and what I AM in eternity. Eternity and temporality, infinity and finitude, past and future, the very meaning itself of time and history stretches before the pupil, stretches before Man, before oneself, myself, yourself.

And the bridge is action, manifestation, doing—action rooted in the contemplation of Being, in inner stillness, inner submission, inner attention to Truth, an inner attention to truth and wisdom that begins in the mind, in thought.

His primary question takes form. Our primary question takes form. It is the question of Man in our era, now, here, in this burning world and this burning life we live.

What activity of the mind leads us toward the power to be good? Man is the being meant to act and at the same time the being unable to act. Modern man lives in his mind, asleep to the power to act that resides in the whole of his being. But within the prison of the mind there is an action that leads toward conscious action. Within the mind there is a power of relationship to my neighbor that leads toward love of my neighbor. The mind alone cannot make us able to do what we know is good. But the mind alone can take us toward that power.

Great ideas show us the possibility; they touch the heart of the mind. They are instruments that show us where we are and where we are meant to go, but by themselves they cannot give us the power we need and yearn for, the power of conscious action, the power of love.

Great ideas call us—not to act, because they tell us we cannot yet act.

But they call us to another kind of action that is within our power, just as we are. And that action is the work of the mind, the work of thinking, pondering.

What kind of thought, what kind of relationship to great ideas will actually take us toward what we are searching for in relation to our neighbor and the life of man? The answer is right before us. The answer is in you, my neighbor. The first step toward the power of moral action lies in the power we have to think morally. But this does not mean necessarily to think specifically about moral or ethical issues—it means the work of thinking together with my neighbor, with you, about any essential question of the heart and mind. A new meaning of human relationship now appears—in fact, an old, an ancient meaning of love. The ancient meaning of friendship appears—to work together at thinking.

Which means: to work together at speaking from the heart of the mind and listening with love and rigor. It is the work of allowing language to be born between us, real language that carries the vibration of thought.

We are speaking of an entirely new realm of ethics—a pre-ethical realm, as it were, that is a step toward the life of conscious moral action. But it is an ethics we can practice just as we are—with work and guidance. It is not impossible for us. It is our step toward the possibility that we yearn for, but which we cannot as yet attain.

We are speaking of the ethics of thinking together, of philosophical love.

Enter Socrates.



Two

THE SECRET OF SOCRATES or THINKING TOGETHER AS A WORK OF LOVE

Visible objects are to be seen only when the sun shines upon them; truth is only known when illuminated by the idea of good.

 

REPUBLIC, BOOK VI6

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Let us, finally, imagine this man differently. Our attitude toward him has become shamefully comfortable—even where we see him in his legendary last hours surrounded by his pupils, calmly holding the executioner’s cup to his lips. Not to mention the static picture we have of him mingling in the marketplace, fishing for seekers of truth. Or discoursing with divine objectivity on the mysticism of love while his table companions are sinking into wine-drenched sleep.

So comfortable have we become with our picture of this man that we give the name “Socratic” to almost any kind of intellectual conversation at all—as though we understood what he meant by “dialogue” and as though we could even do it ourselves!

We need to imagine him now for what he really was, and what we need him to be for us: the destroyer of “thought” and the inseminator of mind,  for whom love was the conjugal act of human beings thinking together,  for whom truth was born not in the answering, but in the deepening of questions—in the exchange of heart and mind between the teacher and the pupil and within the pupil himself.

His great pupil, Plato, carefully scripted him within the vastness of what was to become the Western world’s most powerful system of philosophical ideas—ideas that have moved the entire life of the earth, radiating their formulations into the Hebraic revelation, lending it a logic and a language that enabled it to speak to all minds in all nations. Through this marriage of Judaism and Greek philosophy, both Christianity and Islam, each in its turn and in its idiom, transmitted their revelation to the intellect of the world. Yet embedded in the middle of it all stands Socrates, a mystery in broad daylight—the man who “understands nothing” and who shows all who wish to hear that they, too, do not understand. And who whispers to us that real thought demands freedom from thought-in-quotation-marks.

The formulations of his pupil, Plato, flow through the blood and tissues of our culture. The idea of the real world behind the world we see, a real world accessible only to the soul; the idea of levels of mind, corresponding to levels of reality: these ideas come from Plato. The idea of wisdom as virtue, and virtue as wisdom, comes from Plato. The very distinction between opinion and understanding comes from Plato, as does the idea of authentic learning as deep inner “remembering.” The idea of the yearning for truth as an organic element in the structure of the human psyche comes from Plato. And above all, from Plato we are given the astonishing idea that the source of all that exists in the whole of the great universe is the radiating light
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FREEDOM FROM ANSWERS





We are asking about the inner state of being of those who stayed with the dialogue until the end, and who allowed its action to cleanse their minds. We have many descriptions of those who could not see it through. We have Thrasymachus in Book I of the Republic, hysterically storming out the door when his cynical opinions about justice are exposed as self-contradictory. We have Callicles in the Gorgias angrily holding on to his view that happiness comes not from self-mastery and the striving for wisdom, but solely from the satisfaction of the appetites, leading Socrates to end the dialogue by saying to him:
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THE REAL WORLD CAN BE KNOWN ONLY BY THE REAL SELF




THE QUESTION OF THE HEART IS A MORAL DEMAND






THE AUTHENTIC TEACHER AND THE AUTHENTIC SEEKER
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