
	

Menschlichkeit 101 — Community 
 

Do Not Withdraw from the Community 
 
A. And it shall be, when your sons say to you: What is this service to you? (Ex. 12:26) 

Rabbi Chiyya taught: The Torah addresses itself to four types of sons…What does 
the wicked son say? “What is this service to you?” What is this drudgery that you 
impose upon us from year to year? He thereby removes himself from the 
congregation [of Israel]. You, accordingly, tell him (13:8), Because of this the Lord 
did for me — God did for me, and not for “that one.” If he had been there, he would 
never have been worthy of redemption. (Jerusalem Talmud Pesachim 9:4) 

B. Hillel says: Do not withdraw from the community. (Avot 2:5) 

C. The Torah is entrusted not to the individual, but to the community. (Samson 
Raphael Hirsch) 

Living With Community 

D. The Lord spoke to Moses, saying: Take Aaron along with his sons, and the vestments, 
the anointing oil, the bull of sin offering, the two rams, and the basket of unleavened 
bread; and assemble the whole community at the entrance of the Tent of Meeting. (Lev. 
8:1-3) 

The whole community — denotes the heads of the tribes and the elders. (Ibn Ezra) 

Rabbi Elazar said, “All of Israel numbered 600,000 and you [the Torah] say at the 
entrance of the tent of meeting? But this was one of the instances of the lesser 
containing the greater [miraculously there was room for all]. (Midrash Vayikra 
Rabbah 10:9) 

There is a well known wise saying, “The eye of a needle is not too narrow for two 
people who love each other, and the entire breadth of the world is not wide enough 
for two enemies.” Here, the lesser contained the greater, for indeed love reigned 
among them, and therefore there was enough room for them. And Moses said to 
them, This is what the Lord has commanded to be done. That is to say, that there 
should always be such love between you, and then there will be enough room for 
all. (Otzar Hayyim) 
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 “Are Your Brothers to Go to War While You Stay Here?” 

E. The Reubenites and Gadites owned cattle in very great numbers. Noting that the 
lands of Jazer and Gilead were a region suitable for cattle, the Gadites and the 
Reubenites came to Moses, Eleazar the priest, and the chieftains of the community and 
said… “The land that the Lord has conquered for the community of Israel is cattle 
country, and your servants have cattle. It would be a favor to us,” they continued, “if this 
land were given to your servants as a holding; do not move us across the Jordan.” Moses 
replied to the Gadites and Reubenites, “Are your brothers to go to war while you stay 
here? Why will you turn the minds of the Israelites from crossing into the land that the 
Lord has given them?” (Num. 32:1-7) 

In the case of the Gadites and the Reubenites, you find that they were rich, 
possessing large numbers of cattle, but they loved their money and settled outside 
the Land of Israel.  Consequently they were the first of all the tribes to go into exile; 
as is borne out by the text, And he [King Pul of Assyria] carried them away, namely 
the Reubenites, and the Gadites, and the half-tribe of Manasseh (1 Chron. 
5:26).  What brought it on them? The fact that they separated themselves from their 
brethren because of their possessions.  Whence can we infer this? From what is 
written in the Torah, namely, The Reubenites and Gadites owned cattle in very great 
numbers. (Midrash Bamidbar Rabbah 22:7) 

The Jewish community of [1920’s] Berlin...arranged for a popular restaurant 
[during the time of hyperinflation]. Money was available only in paper. At the 
entrance to that community restaurant stood a big box in front of which were heaps 
of envelopes. Anyone entering for a meal put into the envelope whatever he wanted. 
It could have been a 1000 mark note of utterly insignificant value or a million mark 
note or a miraculous dollar bill. The cashier accepted the envelope and the customer 
could obtain a simple wholesome meal. But, lest it become known as a poor man’s 
kitchen, there was a definite arrangement whereby some of the surviving wealthy 
members of the community came several times a week, in order to uphold the self-
respect of those for whose relief it had been established. (Rabbi Leo Jung, Human 
Relations in Jewish Law, p. 9.) 

“You Stand This Day, All of You” — Communal Responsibility 

F. You stand this day, all of you, before the Lord your God—your tribal heads, your 
elders and your officials, all the men of Israel, your children, your wives, even the 
stranger within your camp, from woodchopper to water drawer—to enter into the 
covenant of the Lord your God. (Deut. 29:9-11) 

Whenever the need arises to take action in behalf of Judaism, to wage the good fight 
for the glory of God, the people all protest: “Why choose me, of all people?  Leave it 
to the teachers, the rabbis, the leaders of the community.  What can an ordinary 
citizen like myself do?”  But they are in grave error.  When the need arises to act 
before the Lord your God, you must stand, all of you, ready for action, from your 
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tribal heads, down to the woodchopper and water-drawer.  The entire people must 
unite and not be content to leave the responsibility to their leaders. (Butzina 
DiNehora, Rabbi Boruch of Medzhybizh, 1753–1811, grandson and successor of the 
Baal Shem Tov) 

The Blessing of Mah Tovu 

G. Balaam is hired to curse Israel, but is only able to bless them:  

 How fair are your tents, O Jacob,/ Your dwellings, O Israel. (Num 24:5) 

What was it that Balaam saw that so inspired him? He saw that the entrances of 
their tents were not aligned with each other, ensuring that each family enjoyed a 
measure of privacy. And he said: If this is the case, these people are worthy of having 
the Divine Presence rest on them. (Talmud Tractate Bava Batra 60a) 

Rabbi Avi Gold comments that these two statements give us a portrait of the proper 
balance needed in order to have a community: “That tribes and large, extended 
family groups stayed together showed that the people felt responsible for one 
another, but at the same time they zealously protected the personal dignity and 
rights of individual families. 

The Merit of Community Service 

H. All who serve on behalf of the community should do so for heaven’s sake. Their 
work will prosper because the inherited merit of our ancestors endures forever. God 
will abundantly reward them as though they had achieved it through their own 
efforts.  (Avot 2:2) 

Because a group has the benefit of their total merit, collective efforts can accomplish 
more than the efforts of individuals working independently.  Any person who labors 
diligently and honestly on behalf of the community in God’s name, will be given 
credit for the entire task as though it had been completed through his efforts alone. 
(Rabbenu Yonah, commentary on the Mishnah) 

Elliot Dorff on Covenant 

This section is abstracted from Dr. Dorff’s article “The Meaning of Covenant: A 
Contemporary Understanding,” originally published in Issues in the Jewish-Christian 
Dialogue: Jewish Perspectives on Covenant, Mission, and Witness, ed. Croner and 
Klenicki. I have taken his outline points, and filled in from his article only on the 
aspects relating to community. 
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I. The Covenant as Organizing Concept for Modern Jewish Life 

a. The Covenant is a relationship between God and the people Israel. 
• It must include an understanding of God’s nature such that God can enter into 

a covenant. 
• It must include a unique role for the people of Israel. 
• It must include a living, active relationship between God and Israel. 

b. The Covenant imposes obligations on the individual Jew and on the Jewish 
community (specifically those spelled out by the ongoing rabbinic interpretation of 
biblical law in each generation). 

c. The obligations of the covenant include both rituals and morals. 
d. The covenant has an inescapable communal dimension. The covenant is first and 

foremost between God and the people of Israel as a community. It is a relationship 
between God and the individual Jew only in an indirect, secondary way. However 
much we moderns are individuals, we also deeply need to be part of a group. The 
Covenant speaks directly to that need because through being covenanted with God 
as a community, we are also covenanted with each other and with our ancestors 
and our descendants for all time. Part of the power of the Covenant idea is precisely 
the rootedness in a historical community that it affords. That means that no 
modern aspect of Covenant can safely ignore the past and present traditions of the 
group in both belief and practice. Consequently the individualism that we feel and 
live must be balanced with the social associations and commitments that we also 
feel and live. 

e. Nevertheless, the covenant also has an individual dimension (physical [brit milah], 
historical, theological, kavvanah). 

 
Other Thoughts About Community 

J. Judaism is not only a certain quality in the souls of individuals, but primarily the 
existence of the community of Israel.  It is not a doctrine, an idea, a faith, but the 
covenant between God and the people…The Jew does not stand alone before God; it is 
as a member of the community that he stands before God.  Our relationship to Him is 
not as an I to a Thou, but as a We to a Thou.  (Abraham Joshua Heschel, Man’s Quest 
for God, p.45.) 

K. It is not that the private needs of the individual are unimportant; but the 
individual's well-being is so intertwined with that of the community of Israel that the 
well-being of both is regarded as identical. (Abraham Millgram, Jewish Worship, p.3l) 

L. Social worship is a sharp spur to ethical sensitivity as well as to enthusiasm.  To 
stand together as equals before God with the man we dislike, the woman who has cut 
us, the boors who repel us, the intellects who snub us, the neighbors we do not trust, 
the fools we cannot bear, to say with them in some bond of unity, “we,” is to shake our 
self-righteousness and expand the breadth of our conscience. Much of what we must 
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pray to God is what we share with them in belief, thanksgiving, and petition.  And God 
hears us as one with them.  How can we now see them as enemies, adversaries?  How 
can we prevent our prayer from charging us with a new sense of responsibility, not for 
our immediate synagogue neighbors alone, but for those of our city, our nation, and 
our world?  Here, form and content join in happy harmony…Learning to pray the 
communal “we” is the first active step in fulfilling every prayer for righteousness and 
justice. The act of praying together itself commands us; therefore we know it to be 
commanded (“The Individual and the Community in Jewish Prayer,” Gates of 
Understanding, p.60. This is a commentary on the Reform prayer book.)   

M. Love your neighbor. Love the stranger. Hear the cry of the otherwise unheard. 
Liberate the poor from their poverty. Care for the dignity of all. Let those who have 
more than they need share their blessings with those who have less. Feed the hungry, 
house the homeless, and heal the sick in body and mind. Fight injustice, whoever it is 
done by and whoever it is done against. And do these things because, being human, 
we are bound by a covenant of human solidarity, whatever our color or culture, class 
or creed. These are moral principles, not economic or political ones. They have to do 
with conscience, not wealth or power. But without them, freedom will not survive. The 
free market and liberal democratic state together will not save liberty, because liberty 
can never be built by self-interest alone. I-based societies all eventually die. … Other-
based societies survive. Morality is not an option. It’s an essential… Societal freedom 
cannot be sustained by market economics and liberal democratic politics alone. It 
needs a third element: morality, a concern for the welfare of others, an active 
commitment to justice and compassion, a willingness to ask not just what is good for 
me but what is good for “all of us together.” It is about “Us,” not “Me”; about “We,” not 
“I.” If we focus on the “I” and lose the “We,” if we act on self-interest without a 
commitment to the common good, if we focus on self-esteem and lose our care for 
others, we will lose much else. Nations will cease to have societies and instead have 
identity groups. We will lose our feeling of collective responsibility and find in its place 
a culture of competitive victimhood. In an age of unprecedented possibilities, people 
will feel vulnerable and alone. The market will be merciless. Politics will be deceiving, 
divisive, confrontational, and extreme. People will feel anxious, uncertain, fearful, 
aggressive, unstable, unrooted, and unloved. They will focus on promoting themselves 
instead of the one thing that will give them lasting happiness: making life better for 
others. People will be, by historic standards, financially rich but emotionally poor. 
Freedom itself will be at risk from the far right and the far left, the far right dreaming 
of a golden age that never was, the far left dreaming of a utopia that will never 
be…Morality is what broadens our perspective beyond the self and its desires. It places 
us in the midst of a collective social order. Morality has always been about the first-
person plural, about “We.” (Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, Morality: Restoring the Common 
Good in Divided Times)  

In the book’s epilogue, written during the pandemic, Rabbi Sacks writes that he hopes 
the aftermath will not be like that after the Spanish flu epidemic of 1918, when “Britain 
and America reverted to the strongly ‘I’-oriented mood of the Edwardian Age,” but like 
the period after WWII, when there was a carry-over of WWII wartime solidarity. [Boldface 
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emphasis added.] I hope we will see a stronger sense of human solidarity. Rarely if 
ever has virtually all humanity faced the same dangers and the same fears at the same 
time. We have been through the same trial together, a trial brought about by a virus 
that knows no boundaries of color or culture, class or creed. It is hard not to feel the 
force of John Donne’s famous words, “Any man’s death diminishes me, because I am 
involved in mankind.” I hope we will have a keener sense of human vulnerability. 
A microscopic virus has brought the whole of humanity to its knees despite all our 
affluence, scientific knowledge, and technological power. We need to retain that sense 
of humility in the face of nature and its power, and this should bring more sharply 
home the urgent need for collective action on climate change, which could be the next 
great global tragedy. I hope we strengthen our sense of social responsibility. It was 
conspicuous that the countries that performed best in responding to the pandemic—
South Korea, Singapore, Taiwan—are high-trust societies, where people have faith in 
the government to be honest with them and do what needs to be done and where there 
is a strong sense of civic duty, as well as rights. The economic challenge of the years 
ahead may be even greater than the health challenge of the pandemic itself, and this 
will be a time to reconsider the morals of the market. Writing in The Economist (“ 
The World After Covid-19,” April 16, 2020), former governor of the Bank of England 
Mark Carney wrote that “we have been moving from a market economy to a market 
society.” That must change. “In this crisis,” he said, “we know we need to act as an 
interdependent community not independent individuals, so the values of economic 
dynamism and efficiency have been joined by those of solidarity, fairness, responsibility 
and compassion.” I hope that we will retain the spirit of kindness and 
neighborliness that humanized our fate during the months of lockdown and 
isolation when people thought of others, not themselves, living out what William 
Wordsworth called “the best portion of a good man’s life / His little, nameless, 
unremembered, acts / Of kindness and of love.” Those who did these acts discovered, 
as we almost always do, that in lifting others, we ourselves are lifted. Finally, I hope 
we will emerge from this time of distance and isolation with an enhanced sense 
of what most of us have missed—the “We” that happens whenever two or more 
people come together face-to-face and soul touches soul, the “We” that is at the 
heart of our being as social animals and that can never be fully replicated by electronic 
media, however brilliant and effective they are.  


