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Rosh Hashanah 1 2014 

 “We don’t have a strategy yet”: An admission refreshing in 

its transparency. Indeed, President Obama may have 

added, “And we have not had a strategy since the 1979 Iran 

hostage crisis.” The first “Islamic State” came about in the 

spring of that year. 35 years later, I think all of us all 

should be asking ourselves, “Why have we failed to insist 

that a strategic partner, Saudi Arabia, cease funding the 

seminaries that provide the worldview and inspiration for 

global terrorism?  Why are our leaders still not protesting 

the fact that an astounding 47 percent of the nations of the 

world outlaw blasphemy, apostasy, or the defamation of 

religion? What accounts for our reluctance to consider 

militant Islam in the broader context of Islamic history or 

countenance its theological roots? Why, centuries after the 

Muslim conquest, Crusades, and the public burnings of 
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witches and heretics have each of the last 3 of our 

presidents denied any connection whatsoever between 

religious faith and brutal violence?” 

The first challenge we face in addressing the question of 

strategy is that its incompleteness makes it incoherent. 

One cannot simply “Have a strategy.” One must first be 

able to identify a problem to be dealt with strategically. 

But here we are stymied. The best our leaders seem to 

have come up with in 35 years is that the problem is 

“terrorism.” But “terrorism” is a tactic, not an ideology. 

One man’s “terrorist” is another man’s “Freedom Fighter.” 

What really matters is what the militant is fighting for. Is 

the cause worthy; or not so much? And here we hit the 

roadblock: We cannot be explicit about what it is we’re 

fighting, because to do so is at best unseemly and at worst 

borders on stereo-typing hate-speech. 
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What is the elephant in the room? -We are fighting an 

ideology rooted in religious belief. Ideologies which are 

secular are subject to relentless scrutiny and critique in 

our culture, but ideologies which are religious are 

generally given a pass. Socialism, capitalism, 

libertarianism, nationalism, conservatism and liberalism 

all are subject to robust debate. It would be weird for a 

socialist debating a capitalist to protest, “How dare you 

offend a devout socialist, you are a bigot! You deserve no 

civil or thoughtful response!” In fact, what we would 

expect would be a passionate, unabashed exchange of 

ideas. Not so, however, if my beliefs are Jewish, Christian, 

or Muslim. When it comes to matters of faith, even 

doubting the veracity of a claim or questioning an implied 

value crosses the boundaries of polite society.  
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In America, religious faith is revered, but not taken 

seriously. It is proclaimed on our dollar bills, but virtually 

no one expects it to make a difference in how the money is 

spent. Americans tend to view religious belief much the 

way the Victorian gentleman saw a lady. She must be 

placed upon a pedestal – revered and protected from the 

slightest insult or distress; yet the idea that she has a vote 

is considered preposterous. In our society, we honor 

religious belief, but we do not respect its power to move its 

adherents to do extraordinary things. We are astonished 

that a Mother Teresa could spend her entire adult life 

wrapping bandages on lepers in the slums of Calcutta; all 

the more so are we bewildered how a faith-based 

conviction could lead to indiscriminate rocket fire and 

beheadings. We view religious faith as a private matter, 

disconnected from conduct that could matter to others, 
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and therefore off-limits to public critique. Thus, we are 

caught off-guard when the core convictions faith inspires 

spawn irrepressible and sometimes violent movements.  

It is a secular conceit that religious belief is irrelevant to 

public life and that, inevitably, the brilliance of 

enlightenment and progress of the human spirit shall 

cause it to simply fade away. In 1952, the story goes, the 

first Prime Minister of Israel, David Ben Gurion, agreed to 

exempt 400 hundred ultra-orthodox yeshiva students 

from the draft into the Israeli army, the entire draft 

eligible yeshiva population at the time, in part on the 

assumption that ultra-orthodox life would soon disappear 

in awe of the attractions of modern, secular living. Six 

decades later, we find Israel painfully entangled in the 

issue of deciding what to do about the reality of tens of 

thousands of draft-age draft-exempt yeshiva students. 
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Obviously yeshiva students and their rebbes don’t 

contemplate exchanging their tzitzit and payios for suicide 

vests; the point is: David Ben Gurion also lacked a 

strategy. 

The situation appears bleaker outside the yeshivas. We 

cling to the notion that militant religion is only the refuge 

of the poor, oppressed, and the uneducated, but the 

biographies of the 9-11 hijackers reveal ordinary middle 

class lifestyles and a number of university and professional 

degrees. Princeton economist Alan Krueger has shown that 

Palestinian suicide bombers were less likely to come from 

families living in poverty and were more likely to have 

finished high school than the general population. 

Hezbollah fighters are less likely to be from poor families 

than the Lebanese population from which they come. Free 

elections have not led to the evaporation of religious 
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militancy. Majorities in Egypt and in the Gaza strip voted 

for the Muslim Brotherhood and Hamas, and there is no 

evidence that the majority in either society has changed its 

mind.  

The time is past due to overcome our squeamishness. We 

must begin to recognize that there are people for whom 

religion is not merely “on a pedestal,” but for whom it 

stands on its own. There are those who nobly devote every 

moment to living, without wavering, according to religious 

dictates. Having experienced discrimination for our 

religious identity ourselves, we know how crucial it is to 

make the distinction between those who practice a version 

of their faith which elevates humanity and those who 

proclaim a religiosity which manifests itself in self-

righteous cruelty and terror. We recognize and applaud 

the Moslems, Christians, and Jews in the former camp. In 
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regards to the latter, we ought to demand the prerogative 

to speak frankly about the beliefs they stand for and seek 

to impose on others. We should encourage the more 

moderate voices within their respective religious camps to 

denounce them, and our leaders should be called upon to 

explicitly acknowledge them in setting national strategy.  

Taking religious faith seriously as a political force will 

require us to lift the taboo on thinking critically about 

religiosity. Although secular and religious ideologies may 

shape the political landscape in similar ways, there are 

striking differences. Whereas Republicans and Democrats 

with predictable agility consider reinventing what it means 

to be Republican or Democrat, in order to enhance their 

popularity, or to at least appear to represent the interest of 

a key demographic without alienating others; religious 

extremists will be steadfast in following their holy writ and 
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scrupulous in their indifference to public opinion. If 

applause and accolades mattered to the religious 

extremist, Westboro Baptist Church would have long ago 

made restoring “hope to the hopeless” its signature 

initiative.  

In devising our strategy, we may find our core values 

spurned as worse than irrelevant. In secular conflicts, we 

call seeking to compromise, “diplomacy;” but to a 

fundamentalist religious mindset, “compromise” sounds 

like another word for “sacrilege.” I cannot “compromise” 

what God demands of me, and therefore “diplomacy” 

demonstrates nothing but weakness. We call our dead 

“casualties;” they will call theirs “martyrs.” Semantics 

matter: A “casualty” is an irretrievable loss of human life 

for an uncertain outcome. A “martyr” has shed trivial this-

worldly existence for bliss and life eternal. When we 
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debate secular ideologies our identity as human beings is 

not typically on the line. If I say, “Your libertarianism rests 

on faulty assumptions,” and I try to prove this, I expect 

you to either argue back or concede my point. Being 

libertarian; or not, is presumably something we might 

conceivably change our minds about, without feeling that 

we’ve betrayed our souls by committing apostasy. Those 

Christians and Muslims for whom a “leap of faith” or 

submission to dogma form the basis of their religious 

identities may feel compelled to resist doubts that could 

lead to invalidating their identities. Pluralism is anathema 

to versions of faith threatened by questioning. 

It is worth noting that, in this respect, Judaism would 

seem to be distinct. Judaism posits no necessity of 

converting to Judaism in order to “be saved.” Drawing 

upon a Talmudic source, Moses Maimonides famously 
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declared that not only righteous Jews, but the pious of all 

the nations of the world have a portion in the world to 

come." (MT Teshuvah 3:5) Moreover, Judaism boasts a tradition, 

featuring hasidic luminaries and rabbinic sages all the way 

back to Abraham, which extols arguing with God. 

Remarkably, according to the recent PEW study, two 

thirds of American Jews correctly say it is not even 

necessary to believe in God to be Jewish. Certainly, there 

are many Christians and Muslims who are committed to 

highly nuanced and non-violent versions of their faiths. 

None the less, “Unbeliever Southern Baptist” or “Agnostic 

Imam” would seem to be oxymoronic, whereas Jews and 

not a few mainstream rabbis unabashedly own up to a 

religious tradition which harbors profound doubts about 

God. Alas, it has proven challenging to foster unrelenting 

commitment for a religious perspective complicated by 
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doubt. Spiritual modesty lacks thrill. But we cede the 

language of righteous conviction to the extremists at our 

peril. It is my prayer that, in a coming age of greater 

frankness about religious belief, Jews will offer the world a 

path to faith which heralds nuance as a vaccine against 

fanaticism. For this path to be followed we must walk it 

ourselves, and we Jews will have to take our religion as 

seriously as our adversaries have long been taking theirs.  

Shanah Tovah.  

 


