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Religion and Morality

TO THE EDITOR:

I read with great interest R. Yitzchak Blau’s article “Ivan Karamazov
Revisited: The Moral Argument For Religious Belief ” (The Torah u-
Madda Journal 11[2002-03]:50-60). But it left me with two outstanding
issues.

1. R. Blau addresses the “Moral Argument” that is frequently used in
kiruv settings. His questions about this approach are certainly valid, but
the“Moral Argument” that he discusses is not the same one with which I
am familiar and that I have seen in kiruv publications. Perhaps the most
eloquent of such writings is Lawrence Kelemen’s Permission to Believe
(New York: Feldheim,1990). In chapter 2 of that book, Kelemen presents
a “Moral Argument”—but not for religion, as R. Blau suggests, rather for
the existence of God. Furthermore, Kelemen explicitly states that this is
not a proof but an argument. He argues that, given a belief in universal
and immutable moral values (e.g. “murder is always wrong”), one can
reasonably conclude that God is the source of those values. This “Moral
Argument” is significantly different from the one with which R. Blau took
issue and is the only “Moral Argument” that I have ever heard or seen. I
checked in one of Aish HaTorah’s manuals, R. Yitzchak Coopersmith’s
The Eye of a Needle (Feldheim, 1993), 70-75, and this book, too, presents
the argument as one for God’s existence and not for the necessity of orga-
nized religion. A concern I have is that “debunkers,” who rejoice at point-
ing out the flaws in the arguments of those involved in kiruv (and they
unfortunately have much valid material), will improperly use R. Blau’s
article as proof against something that it never addresses.

2. If I understand R. Blau’s revised form of the moral argument, he
suggests that innate moral values have limits and cannot define what is
proper in many different situations. Only with a Divine imperative can
we obtain clarity and boundaries. While in theory this works, my expe-
rience is that even with a revealed religion we still have much uncertain-
ty. Perhaps this is my rabbinic training (and I know that R. Blau certain-
ly does not lack this training either), but the Halakhah seems to me to
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rarely be clear. Even abortion, an example that R. Blau brings, is usually
very complicated. Aside from the disagreements on what the Halakhah
is in a particular case (here, in America, we tend to be more mah. mir
regarding abortion than in Israel), clarifying the medical issues is also
difficult. The rabbis that I know are wracked with anxiety over such
decisions. I know of one case in which a rabbi suggested to a woman
who medically required the termination of her pregnancy to wait one
week and be re-tested before having the procedure (to which the doctor
had no objection). However, the woman who carried a soon-to-be-dead
baby in her for a week ended up being psychologically traumatized. The
rabbi, needless to say, is now second-guessing all of his decisions.
Similarly, just recently I was speaking with an old friend who is now a
small-town rabbi. He said that he has had a few experiences with termi-
nally ill congregants and, in those situations, he immediately calls his
rosh yeshivah/posek. He does not want the responsibility of making
those types of decisions.

My point is simply that even with a revealed religion, we still have sig-
nificant moral ambiguities. When we transfer this to the political arena,
the complexities multiply even more. I remember the debates in YU when
Bill Clinton was running against George Bush Sr. Some were arguing that
Clinton was better for Israel so we must vote for him (yes, that was the
argument) while one rosh yeshivah announced to his shiur that religious
Jews must vote for Bush because his economic policies were more sound
and aniyyei irekha come first. I also remember discussing these issues with
one rosh yeshivah for whom I have the highest regard. We conversed
about whether a vote for Clinton was a vote in favor of abortion, and he
dismissed the entire discussion. The issues are so complex, and there are
so many of them, that no simple formula will suffice.

If so, why do we need religion (based on the assumptions of this
moral argument)?

One could say that religion adds some definitions without giving
complete clarity, such as in the case of the feminist R. Blau cites, but
that would leave this argument fairly weak. In fact, in most day-to-day
situations, the truly religious person and the moral atheist will be mak-
ing the same moral choices. And then in the difficult, sticky situations,
both the religious person and the moral atheist will be faced with con-
founding dilemmas. I have personally faced a number of ethical dilem-
mas in the business world—conflicts between my responsibility to my
superiors and my responsibility to the company’s shareholders—and
the only advice that my rav could give me was to follow standard busi-
ness practice. Not very helpful.
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Alternatively, one could argue that the original revealed religion
would have yielded complete certainty but so much has been lost in
transmission through the millennia that it no longer packs the same
punch. Again, that is not much of an argument.

So here I am, at a loss to understand R. Blau’s eloquent and well-
thought-out article. I would appreciate any assistance R. Blau can offer
on how to resolve these issues.

GIL STUDENT
President, Yashar Books

Brooklyn, NY

TO THE EDITOR:

R. Yitzchak Blau’s “Ivan Karamazov Revisited: The Moral Argument for
Religious Belief” (The Torah u-Madda Journal 11[2002-03]: 50-60) per-
suasively makes the case that Judaism recognizes and values a morality
beyond the set of God’s formal commands. However, before we dismiss,
as R. Blau seems to, all but a considerably modified version of the moral
argument for religious belief as thereby refuted, I think that a few points
call for further consideration of this matter.

1. Most of the Jewish sources adduced by R. Blau against the moral
argument—the rishonim’s justification of the blame ascribed to Cain
and to gentiles, R. Yehuda Halevi’s rational morality, R. Saadyah’s view
on the role of revelation—support only the premise that there exists an
intuitive morality beyond the set of God’s formal and explicit com-
mands. Disproving the moral argument on this basis, however, requires
two additional assumptions, both questionable at best. The first is that
God’s will is expressed only in the form of formal miz. vot—yet for pro-
ponents of the moral argument, many of whom are neither halakhists
nor religious formalists, it is man’s moral consciousness itself that con-
stitutes the requisite Divine command. God’s having instilled our innate
awareness of a binding ethic, together with His ongoing oversight of our
moral conduct in the face of this awareness, is what supplies the legiti-
macy and binding nature of morality. The second assumption that
would be required is that the fact of God’s existence does not have an
impact on the intuitiveness or rationality of morality. Yet some of the
bedrock principles of morality, for example the inordinate value placed
upon human life and welfare, are at the very least recast in an entirely
different light once theism is accepted. Put differently, the above-men-
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tioned authorities no doubt also believed that the existence of God is
self-evident—no less so than the rational morality they describe—and it
is therefore impossible to separate out whether they hold that belief in
the former really is irrelevant to and unnecessary for belief in the latter.
Consequently, without the benefit of these assumptions these sources
do not preclude the notion that the concept of a binding morality (as
opposed to the substance of that morality, once the idea of a binding
morality is acknowledged) is groundless and meaningless barring the
existence of God. 

2. There is a strain of the moral argument, unaddressed by R. Blau
and the sources he cites, that takes an epistemological approach toward
substantiating religious belief through consideration of morality. Its
advocates posit that God’s existence is demonstrable from the very fact
that the intuition, universally shared by human beings, of a binding
morality itself is difficult to explain unless it is caused, or was ultimately
instilled, by a Divine source. Put in Jewish terminology, one version of
this argument could be that only the existence of a z.elem Elokim can
explain our innate sense of obligation to do (and our ability generally to
identify) good. While some might find this argument vulnerable by way
of evolutionary or psycho-historical explanations for man’s conscience,
others may reasonably find it meaningful.

3. Finally, while I agree with R. Blau that ideas such as R. Saadyah’s
discussion of obedience to God based upon gratitude (itself a moral
value), as well as the desirability of preserving our ability to speak of
Divine goodness, prove the most problematic for the moral argument, I
am not certain that even these difficulties are insurmountable. A com-
plete response would call for a much more in-depth exploration of the
issue, but perhaps the answer begins with focusing on God’s wisdom
and His omnipotence. Those who assert that absent a secular morality
independent of God, God’s authority differs from Hitler’s only because
His power is greater ignore the qualitative difference between relative
power and infinite power combined with infinite wisdom. God’s
omnipotence precludes the possibility of action based upon petty needs
or “selfish” motives, and thereby enables us to believe that His infinite
wisdom ensures that any course of action He takes and any set of princi-
ples He promotes are always the best possible for the universe. On this
esoteric level, perhaps ethics and wisdom converge, such that the same
intuitive morality that absent God’s existence may have seemed ground-
less is in hindsight (once God’s existence is acknowledged) the output of
an infinitely wise being. This on its own provides a reasonable basis for



obeying God and may even provide a basis for obedience based upon
gratitude: once we learn from God’s morality that gratitude is the wisest
attitude in response to receiving benefits, it is reasonable for us to have
incorporated it as an emotional value. 

My contention here is not that the moral argument is flawless, con-
clusive or even pedagogically prudent, for that matter. However, before
writing off this argument developed over centuries by sophisticated reli-
gious philosophers and no doubt still quite meaningful to many, or
reducing it to an argument for the practical advantages of a Divine ethic
rather than the inductive argument for God’s existence that it purports
to be, I think that the issue warrants further analysis and that the moral
argument’s distinction from the independent issue of the existence of an
ethic apart from Halakhah bears sharper note.

DAVID H. SCHWARTZ
Teaneck, NJ

YITZCHAK BLAU REPLIES:

Quality letters of criticism are a favor to the author of the original arti-
cle because they encourage him to qualify assertions, clarify arguments,
concede weaknesses and sharpen strengths. In that spirit, I am grateful
to my two critics. Although some overlap exists between the two letters,
I shall deal with each independently. 

Gil Student’s first question misses the mark but his second ques-
tion is astute. Regarding the former, Student apparently distinguishes
between a moral argument for religion and a moral argument for God.
While the former fails, the latter stands. I do not see why the latter
remains valid. Let us look at the formulations of the two books he cites.
After rejecting other bases for morality, Yitzchak Coopersmith writes
“If morality is real and absolute, the only remaining explanation for its
existence must be that it is imbued within us by God, whose authority
is timeless and absolute” (The Eye of a Needle, p. 71). Lawrence
Kelemen writes “ If murder is always wrong, it must be because some-
thing greater than nature decided that it should be. . . . One who wishes
to affirm that murder is always wrong must admit the existence of a
supernatural moral arbiter, a God” (Permission to Believe, p. 28). Each
presentation begs the question. Coopersmith assumes that God’s
authority is timeless and absolute. But why does God have authority to
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begin with? His being eternal does not grant Him authority as eternali-
ty and goodness are separate traits. There is solid reason to listen to an
eternal, good God but that assumes that we have an independent stan-
dard for evaluating goodness. Similarly, Kelemen emphasizes that God
is supernatural, but why should a supernatural being have a command-
ing voice? Even Divine Command theorists who claim that God’s com-
mand defines good and evil do not identify the words “good” and
“supernatural.” Therefore, a supernatural being might command acts
of evil and adhering to the dictates of such a being would be pure self-
preservation or power worship. Perhaps these writers mean to argue
that the historical cause of our moral intuitions is that God placed
them within us. Yet why should we assume that God placed something
valid in us unless we make assumptions about His goodness? In short,
God cannot serve as the basis for morality without our making moral
judgments about Him. 

Student’s second point, on the other hand, does strike at the heart of
my argument and I am grateful to him for providing me the chance to
sharpen my case. He certainly speaks correctly when he points out that
religion does not provide definitive answers to many moral dilemmas.
However, I am not sure that it would be an expression of strength for a
religion to have the answer to all moral dilemmas. Some moral problems
may be so complex and acute that it becomes impossible to speak of a
general right answer for such dilemmas. Nonetheless, religion can help
us with some difficult cases that we would otherwise have erred about.
There are many positions regarding the question of when Halakhah
allows abortion but all agree in rejecting abortion on demand. There are
varying positions on when medical care can be withheld but all reject
active euthanasia for a fully functioning patient. Halakhists might have
different approaches to women’s issues but they all reject a feminism that
eradicates the value of having children. All halakhists would reject a lais-
sez faire attitude to premarital sex. Halakhists might have different
degrees of sympathy for a person with homosexual tendencies, but all
agree that homosexuality does not represent an alternative valid lifestyle.
Student contends that the moral atheist would end up with the same
answers as the moral halakhist, but thinking about the above examples in
the context of modernity suggests that this is not the case.

Now a critic can contend that the moderns are right about abor-
tion, euthanasia, motherhood, premarital sex and homosexuality while
Halakhah errs. In response, I would make two points. Someone who
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feels genuinely conflicted about these questions might want to turn to a
revealed religion that purports to teach the answers of an omniscient
and benevolent God. Of course, the logical possibility of receiving clear
answers does not in itself prove that a given religion actualizes that pos-
sibility, but it might provide motivation to give that religion a closer
look. Additionally, in some of these instances, a look back after the
moral confusion recedes may suggest that Halakhah hit the ethical nail
on the head. If a person steps back from contemporary ethical discourse
and asks him or herself whether killing a fetus because it is inconvenient
deserves moral approval or condemnation, that person may discover
that an older tradition reveals more wisdom than the contemporary
ethical pundits. For such a person, the insight revealed in our Torah’s
approach to significant ethical issues acts as a spur toward greater belief.

Some time after completing the article, I came across a summary of
a lecture given by Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik in which the Rav
explains why mishpatim need an element of h. ok as well. He argues that
our intuitions help us reject murder but fail when it comes to abortion,
euthanasia or Dostoevsky’s scenario of a poor student killing a wretched
old lady to procure the funds needed to save his sister and mother from
a very unhappy life (Reflections of the Rav: Lessons in Jewish Thought
Adapted From the Lectures of Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik by Rabbi
Abraham R. Besdin [Jerusalem, 1981], 104-105). While the Rav does not
mention this point in the context of a moral argument for religion, I
was gratified to see that he also sees the difference between halakhic and
secular ethics as particularly manifest with regard to borderline cases
and gray areas. Barukh she-kivvanti. 

David Schwartz’s interesting letter repeats the argument that it is
only the existence of God that allows us to grant any credence to our
moral intuitions. As we have stated, this argument ultimately fails as it
still does not explain why we should trust the God that implanted those
intuitions within us. It requires a human evaluation about the character
of God in order for us to rely upon His explicit and implicit guidance.
Now, a person could say that he or she has an intuition to trust God but
no such intuition about moral ideals. Such a person would indeed
require religion to justify morality. However, anyone beginning with
this standpoint would have no need for the moral argument anyway as
they have no reason to want morality and every reason to listen to God.
Furthermore, once a decision is made to trust intuition, the road to
morality beckons in the same way as the path to religion.
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One insightful point mentioned by Schwartz generates a version of
the argument closer to mine (although by no means identical) than to
the standard version that I attacked. He states that the inordinate value
placed on human life makes more sense from a religious standpoint. If
this is so, it does not point to Ivan Karamzov’s contention that absent
God, morality does not exist. Rather, it indicates that a particular
dimension of morality shifts given our religious beliefs. This resembles
my argument that religion is not the only basis for morality but can lead
to a greater carrying out of moral behavior. Absent religion, we would
also evaluate kindness as superior to cruelty, but religion helps us
understand the relative values of human and animal needs. 

Schwartz cleverly attempts to argue that Divine omnipotence and
wisdom in itself provide reason to listen to God irrespective of our inde-
pendent ability to evaluate God morally. However, the argument invari-
ably inserts assumptions of goodness in order to work. Just as I argued
in response to Kelemen, the Divine Command theorist will not say that
God’s power and his goodness are the same thing. If so, why shouldn’t
an omnipotent being be capable of selfish and petty behavior? While it
is true that such a being would not need to worry about competing with
others to achieve its desires, that being could easily decide to monopo-
lize all good things for itself and refuse to share the bounty with any
other creature. In a similar way, wisdom and goodness are distinct and
independent of each other. An omniscient sadist could utilize vast
amounts of knowledge to cause people pain. Thus, asserting that God is
omnipotent and omniscient would still give me no reason to see Him as
good without some trust in our human ability to evaluate the good.

Schwartz refers to the moral argument for God as an “argument
developed over centuries by sophisticated religious philosophers” and
the import seems to be that I should not have been so quick to dismiss
it. I actually agree with the implications of his assumption but challenge
the original assumption. The moral argument for God’s existence as
usually formulated is a relatively recent phenomenon in both Jewish
and non-Jewish theological writings. Note that philosophy encyclope-
dias with an entry entitled “Moral Arguments for the Existence of God”
tend to begin the discussion with Kant and thereafter mention moderns
such as Hastings Rashdall and A. E. Taylor exclusively. One of the rea-
sons that the argument fails to appear earlier is that most major earlier
religious writers, William of Ockham being a notable exception, did not
believe that morality lacks a basis independent of God and therefore



could not argue from morality to the existence of God. In fact, as I point
out in my article, rishonim such as R. Saadyah and R. Yosef Albo utilize
the version of the argument I presented in which religion does not serve
as the basis of morality but rather enables a more successful perfor-
mance of morality when it comes to tough cases and borderline scenar-
ios. If so, my claim actually represents a turn back to traditional think-
ing about religion and ethics.

I would like to close with a point that broadens the discussion
beyond the points raised by my able critics. The decision to totally reject
human reasoning and intuition eventually leads to the abyss of radical
skepticism. On the other hand, a complete confidence in our ability to
answer all the big questions bespeaks hubris. The healthy golden mean
mandates granting credence to our thoughts and feelings but with a
willingness to revise our positions when confronted by a wiser authority
who we trust. This reflects precisely the position I argue for in the case
of morality. Morality exists outside of religion but God still shows
greater wisdom in these matters then we do. If so, the version of the
moral argument I present can serve as a more general model for the
appropriate and well balanced epistemological stance. 

Religion and Wars

TO THE EDITOR:

R. Shalom Carmy, in his article, “Is Religion a Primary Cause of War”
(The Torah u-Madda Journal 11[2002-03]:35-49) is concerned to refute
the claim of some secularists that religion fosters violence and war. I agree
with much of his argument but come to a more pessimistic conclusion.

R. Carmy is correct that monotheistic religion per se does not foster
violence, but religion is one of a group of belief systems, “benevolent
enthusiastic ideologies,” that, ironically, do have a special connection,
potentially at least, with violence and cruelty. Of course religions and
other ideologies can redefine what we commonly mean as moral or
cruel and the problem of ideology and cruelty could thus be settled—by
definition. But I trust that my use of “moral” or “cruel” and R. Carmy’s
use in his article is that of ordinary language. 

By ideology I mean a set of socially shared beliefs, and the emotions
accompanying them, that make the world as experienced coherent—
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that explain and give value to life. By “enthusiastic ideology” I mean an
ideology that implies a goal that is necessarily decisive against, trumps, all
other goals and values . From the vantage of such an ideology, total com-
mitment embracing all aspects of the believer’s life is seen as the ideal, if
perhaps unreachable goal. I use “enthusiastic,” whose root meaning is
“possessed by a god,” to emphasize the gripping, emotionally intense
nature of such a belief. Some examples of enthusiastic ideologies other
than religion are humanism, in the sense of the militant ideology inspired
by the French Revolution, nationalism, revolutionary socialism, anar-
chism, racism, fascism, crusading free market capitalism, and the
romantic view of the centrality of self-creation that is often associated
with Nietzsche. Religion, humanism, and socialism would be some
obvious candidates for “benevolent enthusiastic ideology.”

Let’s first consider why religion belongs in this group. Monotheisms
derived from Judaism posit a benevolent, omniscient, omnipotent God.
God expects service, loyalty, in the mundane world; history has a direc-
tion and the believer has a purpose. Service to such a god necessarily
trumps all other values. As R. Carmy puts it: “Religious individuals, for
whom serving God is the only absolute telos, will not abandon their
convictions and commitment merely because the religious imperative,
at times, conflicts with our most cherished (but not absolute) aspira-
tions and ideals”(p. 36).

Or consider why revolutionary socialism is a member of this group:
A committed revolutionary believes that in the future a world without
exploitation, in which all people will be free to develop their capacities
to create and to love, will be brought about by the success of the revolu-
tion. This may not quite be as much of a trump as is service to an
absolute deity, but it is a powerful trump nonetheless.

My argument about the potential of enthusiastic ideologies to
encourage people to commit violence and cruelty takes off from
“Pascal’s Wager.” Pascal wished to demonstrate the rationality of believ-
ing in God even for someone who thinks that there is no satisfactory
evidence for this belief, or who thinks that the existence of God was
extremely improbable. He argues that since the rewards of eternal life
are infinite, even if one believes that the existence of God has the very
smallest probability of being true, that small probability times infinity is
large enough to compel assent to the belief. Note that this argument
supports a belief in Tlaloc, a blood craving deity of the Aztecs, as well as
the deity of Pascal’s Jansenist Catholicism. The argument applies to any
belief in a goal of sufficient power, a trumping goal, and not just to a
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religious goal, and it applies equally well to the justification of action in
the service of this goal as to the justification of belief.

So, from the definition of ultimate goal, it follows that when two
goals are in conflict, acts in the service of an ultimate goal must triumph
over acts obliged by any other goal. Someone in the service of an ulti-
mate goal might quite sensibly reason as follows “Yes, X is cruel and
ordinarily would not be something that a decent person would do, but
our goal is so important that all subsidiary considerations must be
swept away.” 

Typically social psychologists consider a normal person who is act-
ing with what appears to be unwarranted cruelty to be under the irra-
tional influence of social pressure or strong emotions, but this is not, or
need not be, the case for the cruelty of the ideologue. The ideologue (I
do not use this term pejoratively) is not confused, or overwhelmed by
hatred, or morally clueless. Rather, his or her belief is a deduction, a log-
ical deduction, from the notion of “ultimate goal.” Nor is the notion
that a moral person must sometimes do horrible things absurd: In a Just
War a moral soldier may kill, yet all but pacifists would agree that in a
Just War killing in certain circumstances is morally allowable, even
though killing is ordinarily abhorrent.1

Consider the position of the “ideologue” who wishes to be as moral
as possible, as long as morality does not conflict with service to his telos.
Let us return to act X. Is this apparently cruel act X necessary to advance
the cause of the telos and hence permissible, or is it not? Let us consider
two possibilities: (1) The ideologue is uncertain as to whether action X is
crueler than it need be to achieve his end. He decides against mercy and
turns out to be wrong; the cruelty was not necessary to achieve the end.
This deviation from the appropriate response is of, course, a bad thing
and he will regret it; (2) The ideologue is uncertain as to whether action
X is crueler than it need be to achieve his end. He decides for mercy and
turns out to be wrong; his act has delayed the achievement of his ulti-
mate goal. An ideologue, by virtue of his or her rationality, must regard
the second possible outcome as worse than the first. Since this omission
hinders the realization of the ultimate goal, and since the valence of the
ultimate goal is extremely large (or infinite), the cost of a mistake, inap-
propriate softness, in this direction must greatly exceed the cost of inap-
propriate cruelty. The prudent ideologue opts for cruelty. Now let us
imagine that the actor has prudently chosen cruel act X but it turns out
to be insufficiently cruel to achieve the desired end, then by the same
logic, X+1, an even crueler act, will be adopted and justified. Of course if
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the individual knew precisely how much of what we ordinarily call cruel-
ty would be necessary to further the ultimate goal, then he or she could
take this step with the minimum of suffering for others. But real deci-
sions are almost always made in circumstances where the appropriate
response cannot be precisely calibrated. And of course in the service of
this goal there need be no upper boundary to permitted cruelty.

So far we have taken it for granted that the ideologue sees act X as
genuinely cruel. But the perception of cruelty is itself affected by ideolo-
gy. Since the cause is seen to be—in the long run—beneficial to every-
one, the ideologue’s discomfort over inflicting cruelty in its service may
indeed be offset by the “favor” one is—ultimately—doing even for the
victim. If a doctor gives a painful injection to a crying child his action is
not cruel if it is necessary to save the child’s life. The inquisitor knows
that the torture needed to get the lapsed Converso to repent will save
the penitent from an infinity of suffering in hell. 

Logic is one thing and life is another. Just because the logic of
benevolent enthusiastic ideologies lead to cruelty does not mean that
they in fact cause cruel behavior. Ideology may just be an after-the-fact
justification for cruelty that is really in the service of pragmatic ends.
And even when this is not the case, followers may have never worked
through the implications of their belief. And even when people are well
aware of what an ideology dictates, they are often too lazy to overcome
their inappropriate compassion. So even if the logic of an ideology
implies that cruelty in particular cases is proper, the logic in itself may
not be the cause of cruelty. Still, this logic is not merely rhetoric. The
conclusion, “cruelty in this case is justified,” is a corollary, a logical
derivation, of the very conception of an enthusiastic ideology, and the
derivation is far from being difficult to make. In any particular conflict
supporters of an ideology may or may not feel the need to bring into
play the ideological justification of cruelty. But, this justification is
always available to be pressed into service—especially as a way to quash
the doubts of the squeamish. And what is useful and available in a time
of need will often be used.

Another way to put this point is: People have been killing and tor-
turing others throughout history without any ideological justification—
for greed, or lust, or just to relieve boredom. But the fact that a conflict
is seen as ideological, that a benevolent enthusiastic ideology can serve
as a pretext, will be likely to increase the conflict’s cruelty. People often
have a need to deceive themselves into believing that their selfish actions
are not really selfish and even stronger reasons to convince others of this
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fact. Ultimate ideologies give a noble cover to the selfish as well as a rea-
son for cruelty to the benevolent. If an act is labeled “for . . . (insert the
name of an enthusiastic ideology)” then an important barrier to restraint
—seeing oneself as cruel, greedy, evil—is removed.

Enthusiastic ideologies typically have some subsidiary effects associ-
ated with them. I shall consider two such effects: Alterations in the way
those “outside the camp are seen,” and the difficulties of would be mod-
erates within the “enthusiastic” camp. 

For the believer ultimate goals are inherently meaningful, beautiful,
consuming, and warranting self-sacrifice. From the perspective of an
ideological enthusiast the followers of other non-ultimate, more mun-
dane goals, appear to be shallow, foolish, lacking in probity and moral
weight. Followers of mundane ideologies are hardly worth being taken
seriously. One, perhaps, gets just a hint of such disdain in the following
cite from R. Carmy’s article, 

Has it occurred to him [a secularist accusing religion of fostering vio-
lence—M.S.] that people who believe that there is something in the
world more important than economic status or national honor are less
likely to murder others indiscriminately for the sake of these dubious
benefits than people who have been taught that one’s conception of self-
interest or ethnic pride or social justice are absolutes and override tradi-
tional moral constraints? (p. 38)

The second point: Moderates enlisted in the service of an ultimate
goal are likely to have a troubled conscience. They are troubled because
their moderation and even their abhorrence of cruelty may be a sign of
weakness, of insufficient commitment. Of course, militants do not, or
should not, welcome cruelty—by definition followers of a benevolent
enthusiastic ideology must be committed to avoid all unnecessary cruel-
ty—but they do not flinch from it when the situation is seen to require
it. And further they are more likely to be more decisive, single-minded,
in their application of the ideology than moderates tend to be. Indeed, a
display of resolve in a difficult situation, for instance showing that one is
forcing oneself to be cruel despite one’s compassionate nature, high-
lights one’s commitment to the cause. And this is a reason that moder-
ates are likely to have an uneasy conscience: taking time for proper
reflection may look like indecision. Conflicts often demand decisive
action, yet just what must be done is often ambiguous. In situations of
importance, a moderate’s taking time to weigh whether an act warrants
“cruelty” or is a “violation of human rights” appears indecisive, dilatory,
and may be taken to imply, even to the moderate him or herself, that the

Our Readers Respond 257



moderate does not care sufficiently about achieving the ultimate goal.2

And, of course, the moderate knows that disagreement promotes dissent
and confusion. So the default condition is to not say anything, refrain
from criticizing a militant’s cruel choice (see Sabini and Silver, 55-89,
for additional reasons for the difficulty of making a moral reproach).

The moderate’s position is made worse by his or her awareness of
the possibility that, in the argot of the Communist movement, one is an
“objective counter-revolutionary.” Subjectively an individual may be try-
ing to advance the revolution, may even have been right in suggesting
that cruelty was not necessary in a particular instant, but if his correct
claim is seen as distracting people from the “correct” line, then he is
“really” a traitor no matter how sincere his attachment to the ultimate
goal may be. For instance, criticism, even if correct, may aid the enemy
and shake the commitment of the faithful; so a sincere critic trying to
advance the ultimate goal is haunted by the possibility that he is inad-
vertently a traitor. (See Darkness at Noon , Arthur Koestler’s novelistic
account of Stalin’s Show Trials [New York, 1949].) Since the moderate
ideologue is aware that avoiding unnecessary cruelty is a minor concern
as compared to achieving the ultimate telos, he is always alive to the possi-
bility that his sincere and loyal criticism may in effect be objectively
treasonous—to his own values. Moderates are hobbled by this realiza-
tion. Those who promote cruelty that is probably excessive, “extrem-
ists,” are mainly in danger of sinning against the comparatively minor
goal “avoid cruelty” and not the all important goal “promote the telos.”
Hence they are less troubled by the possibility that that they may be too
cruel. It is the ultimate nature of the goal that causes the conscience of a
moderate to be troubled and an extremist’s conscience to rest easily;
hence the moderates who serve any ultimate ideology should be hob-
bled in the same way. 

In my account, so far, I have concentrated on the potential that
benevolent enthusiastic ideologies have to promote cruelty, but obvi-
ously this is not all they promote. They also are sometimes particularly
effective in promoting the good (as defined by a commonsensical non-
ideologue). So calling for an end to ideology may be premature.
Following enthusiastic ideologies will sometimes lead to cruelty, but
without enthusiasm of the sort these ideologies provide, entrenched
cruelty would rarely be challenged. Unfortunately, people rarely chal-
lenge the status quo, rarely sacrifice their lives and happiness after coolly
weighing their moral obligations (Socrates notwithstanding). It would
seem that enthusiasm is necessary. As David Chappell puts it in his
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description of the Civil Rights movement of the fifties, “It is hard to
imagine masses of people lining up for years of excruciating risk
against Southern sheriffs, fire hoses and attack dogs without some
transcendent or millennial faith to sustain them” (quoted in The New
York Times Book Review, February 8, 2004). Much the same can be said
of the role of socialists in the fight for the rights of workers and the role
of Quakers and Methodists in the abolition of slavery. And enthusiasm
—“a transcendent or millennial faith”—is what enthusiastic ideologies
provide. It would seem that ideologies, even those we do not subscribe to,
cannot be dispensed with without moral costs (I am bracketing the ques-
tion of whether the ideology is “right” in some sense or not). At this
point one might be tempted to balance the goods and the bads of ide-
ologies on some sort of scale and then decide whether it would be bet-
ter for the world if there were, or were not, any ideologies. But of
course such a balancing act would be so historically contingent as to be
scientifically worthless, as well as of no practical use. The real issue is
whether there is any way to minimize benevolent enthusiastic ideolo-
gies’ potential for cruelty?

There is a resource that an ideologue can draw upon in order to
mitigate an enthusiastic ideology’s potential for cruelty: humility.
Humility cautions an ideologue to bear in mind the fact that actions
have inadvertent consequences, and cruel acts in service of a cause may
actually undercut the realization of that cause. Our version of Pascal’s
wager took into account only the probability of an act advancing the
ultimate cause or not. Acts can also retard the cause, and since the cause
is of infinite value such mistakes are infinitely costly. Of course any
equally large mistake—in the direction of cruelty or in the direction of
kindness—would have the same effect. But since the injunction to be
benevolent except in “exceptional cases” is also a corollary of the funda-
mental belief, it would follow that all non-cruel options should be
exhausted before cruelty should be adopted; any evaluation of a situa-
tion should be biased toward kindness. But this sort of an evaluation
takes work; and in a conflict, when the ultimate goal is under attack,
there rarely seems to be time to assess anything but the most direct path
to a short term goal (which is presumed to get one closer to the long
term goal)—besides, caution rarely accords with the emotional tone of a
militant. This is why humility needs to be emphasized in the education
of any would be militant. Education is particularly important since
humility, in the sense that I am using it, is a skill as well as a virtue.
Those with this skill are able to examine the consequences of their acts
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from various perspectives; they are concerned with evaluating the long
term as well as short-term consequences of their acts and perhaps are
able to see their self-righteousness with a touch of irony. Unfortunately
even quite intelligent people have difficulty developing this skill. And
even those who possess it in some degree will find it very difficult to
apply when their deepest emotions have been aroused. Still, the fact that
this sort of humility is difficult to achieve makes it a more, not less,
important virtue, and if R.S. Peters is correct, the emotions themselves
can be educated. (See “The Education of the Emotions,” in Education
and the Development of Reason, ed. R.F. Dearden, P.H. Hirst, and R.S.
Peters [London, 1972], 466-483.)3

R. Carmy puts the case for humility quite well. And his injunction is
one that I believe that Isaiah Berlin from his secular perspective would
formulate , although in different words. R. Carmy writes, 

God’s ways are not always our ways. The believer in a living God cannot
take it for granted that God judges our cause righteous or that he is deaf
to the prayers of our adversaries. . . . Too much certitude about the oper-
ations of Providence (alias the radical nationalist’s destiny, alias the
Marxist’s “historical dialectic,” alias the progressive’s “progress”) is the
sign of the idolater. . . . Let us not deceive ourselves that any impersonal
regiment or formula, secular or halakhic, can guarantee our salvation,
temporal or spiritual (pp. 46, 48).

And in this Rabbi Carmy and I are in agreement.4

(DR.) MAURY SILVER
Visiting Professor of Psychology

Yeshiva College, Yeshiva University

Notes

1. A social psychologist would point out that in times of conflict the line
between the regretfully necessary and the cruel is likely to become blurred,
ambiguous. And in a situation of ambiguity the logic of enthusiastic belief
may create a slippery slope descending into greater and greater cruelty (John
Sabini and Maury Silver, Moralities of Everyday Life [New York, 1982], 55-
89). As to cruelty and social influence, Stanley Milgram’s experimental stud-
ies on obedience to immoral authority (Obedience to Authority [New York,
1974]), is the outstanding work.

2. One problem for the moderate derives from an ambiguity in definition. One
who eats “in moderation” eats less than a “committed” gourmand. One who
is a moderate follower of an ideology may be one who is less willing to go to
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“extremes” even when necessary, less committed, more willing to water
down essential beliefs, less willing to make sacrifices. But a second meaning
of moderate sees her as a person with a different take on the ideology, for
instance, socialism as necessarily involving a commitment to a government
of “checks and balances” in addition to a commitment to a government that
will end inequality as soon as possible. Those in the “vanguard” of an ideolo-
gy, religious or secular, will typically interpret a moderate’s argument as
deriving from moderation in the first sense. Wimpiness in the service of
one’s highest ideals is not to be prized—we prefer Fortinbras to Hamlet as
company on the barricades. Dramaturgically, moderation is not an atten-
tion-getting “loyalty display.” Moderates themselves may sometimes be
troubled by this ambiguity since moderation is sometimes a pretext for inac-
tion and people are not always sure about the motives they are acting on. 

3. I would like to thank Rabbi Michael Unterberg for suggesting that humility is
a skill that can be learned as well as a virtue and Dr. John Sabini for suggesting
that the exercise of humility may have an unfortunate inadvertent conse-
quence. A person with the virtue of humility may not stand up to those whom
he owes respect to even when they promote unnecessary cruelty—“who am I
to criticize the wise.” Of course, this is a misapplication of the virtue, but it
may not be easy to learn how to live up to the requirements of this virtue. And
it may be particularly difficult to act appropriately when “on the spot.” I think
that considerably more needs to be said in regard to these two suggestions.

4. Perhaps it is worthwhile to bring up a point on which I do disagree with R.
Carmy: the relation between nationalism and religious nationalism. Carmy
(39) approvingly cites a secular author, A. Raz-Krakotzkin, who charges that
secularists who emphasize a religious as opposed to nationalistic explanation
of Amir’s motives in assassinating Rabin are engaging in a form of “Orthodox
bashing.” I do not know whether this charge is warranted or not in this par-
ticular instance. However, as a generalization, I think that the conjunction of
religious and nationalistic ideologies amplifies the possibility of evil from
ordinarily decent people. Since religion is the ultimate trump, it necessarily
commands more enthusiasm than nationalism alone. I know decent, caring
people on the West Bank who I believe will not shrink from great cruelty
because they believe they are doing so in obedience to God’s will. I think
that their nationalist ideals, if they were not backed by a religious enthusi-
asm, would not have lead them on the path I fear that they may have
embarked upon.

SHALOM CARMY REPLIES: 

By the time most of you read my secularist adversary’s letter and my
response, we will have team-taught a course on Psychology and
Religion, where this issue should get a thorough airing. In fact, Dr.
Silver originally put his remarks in writing to prepare for our class dis-
cussion. Since many students are looking forward to professorial fire-
works, I have tried very hard to find something in his letter with which I
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can disagree strongly. Alas I can manage only one clarification and two
notes of friendly elaboration.

Prof. Silver detects an element of disdain in my remarks about peo-
ple motivated only by self-interest or ethnic pride or social justice. And
he is right, in that I believe that there is more to life than these activities.
The present discussion, however, is about the motives for violence, not
the meaning of life. Here I hold with the staunchly Christian 18th centu-
ry sage Samuel Johnson who held that “There are few ways in which a
man can be more innocently employed than in getting money” (Bos-
well’s Life of Johnson, March 27, 1775). Johnson’s remark is memorable
precisely because he is saying something that idealistic people don’t
want to hear. One reason that modern secularist warfare is so ferocious
is that, in the absence of higher religious values, self-interest, ethnic
pride and the desire for equality become ultimate values unchecked by
mundane selfish considerations and unchallenged by competing reli-
gious imperatives.

True religion should preach and facilitate the worshipper bringing
everything he or she has to the service of God. Religion must provide
the scope for creative and passionate self-assertion, while also mandat-
ing gestures of withdrawal and humility before the transcendent God. If
Prof. Silver and I are right, then one extremely important factor in pon-
dering the moral adequacy of a religious system is whether it fosters
humility, not only because God is God, but because human beings are
human and ought not to pursue their enthusiasms without corrective
concepts and mechanisms.

With regard to Prof. Silver's last footnote: He is correct to observe
that when secular fervor is fortified with religious sanction it becomes
more intransigent and thus more dangerous. That is precisely why secu-
larists like Saddam, Arafat and others attempt to mobilize religious
themes and imagery. That is also why Stalin, who as a Marxist commit-
ted to class warfare, should have been hostile to nationalism, required
the vividness of nationalist sentiment to complement the relative
abstractness of mere social and economic resentment. By the same
token, however, the traditional religious conscience is often the only
force able to blunt the excesses of secularist violence.
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