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Introduction

It is a pleasure and an honor for me to be here today with you. I have known the Focolare Movement for a long time—both in Israel and in other parts of the world—and I have great respect for what you do and how you do it. Accordingly, my wife and I are grateful for the opportunity to be with you here at this important conference in Castel Gandolfo this week.

I was asked by the organizers of the conference to share some reflections on FACING EVIL IN TODAY’S WORLD, FROM A JEWISH PERSPECTIVE. In my letter of invitation, it was suggested that I do not dwell on the various manifestations of evil in our world (you can read the daily newspaper for this!); rather, I should emphasize ways of dealing with the challenges of evil. My paper, therefore will be in 3 parts:

1. Some reflections on the problem of evil from a theological perspective

2. Some thoughts about facing evil in the world today—what are some of the most critical problems which we confront

And

3. Ways of dealing with the challenges of evil—how we need to engage in repairing the world (tikkun olam)
Part I. The Problem of Evil

The problem of evil is as old as the Hebrew Bible, if not older.

“The problem of the existence of evil in the world was not given great prominence in the earlier books of the Bible, which are mainly concerned with positing general ethical-religious norms. In the later books, however, when the status of the individual vis a vis God gains in importance, it becomes necessary to account for the existence of evil in a world governed by a benevolent and omnipotent God. Jeremiah asks the perennial question concerning the prosperity of the wicked and the adversity of the righteous. This problem appears also in the books of Isaiah, Job and the Psalms. Various answers were given, which were later elaborated by the Talmudists and the philosophers.” (Encyclopedia Judaica, p. 752)

Indeed, one of the most important passages early on in the book of Genesis states:

“The Lord saw how great was human being’s wickedness on earth, how every plan devised by his (or her) mind was nothing but evil all the time. And the Lord regretted that He had made human beings on earth, and His heart was saddened.” (Genesis 6:5).
This is a very strange passage. In contrast to the opening verses of Genesis—in which God created a pristine, orderly world and declared it “very good”, this passage, according to Rabbi Harold Kushner in his new commentary on the Torah, “suggests that 10 generations later, the world had been so defiled by human depravity that God sees not alternative but to wash it clean and being the human race anew with Noah.”  (Etz Hayim, p. 34).

This is a remarkable turnabout. Human beings, who are created in the image of God, according to the Bible, are at the same time inherently evil and engage in so much wickedness all the time. Is the problem with humans? Or with God? This is a problem we will return to later.

In another passage in Genesis, we learn of the first murder in human history. In the famous story about Cain and Abel in the fourth chapter of Genesis, we find the first case of brother rising up against brother. When God speaks to Cain, as it were, after the murder, Cain acts surprised and says “Am I my brother’s keeper!?”  According to Rabbi Kushner, in his commentary to this passage, “For Judaism, the answer to Cain’s question is an unequivocal yes! Survivors of the Shoah painfully remember not only the cruelty of the Nazis but the cold indifference of their neighbors who looked on and did nothing; or they recall the exceptional courage of the righteous gentiles who sought to help them” (Etz Hayim, p. 27). 
God’s unforgettable response to Cain is the response that we ought to be mindful of whenever we face evil in the world: “What have you done? Your brother’s blood cries out to me from the ground!”. Whenever human beings are senselessly murdered, we recall this divine imperative. I will have more to say about this later. The problem of indifference, of apathy, of standing idly by after someone –or a whole people –is murdered has been the essential problem of the human response to evil throughout history, from Bibical times, through the Shoah and till today.
Is God at fault or is this the problem of humankind? The midrash takes God’s words “your brother’s blood cries out to Me” to mean “your brother’s blood cries out “against Me”, accusing Me of letting this injustice happen!” Genesis Rabbah 22:9). However, according to Rabbi Kushner, it was Cain, not God, who chose to lash out and cause this tragedy. “In the same way”, says Kushner, “the challenge of the Shoah is not ‘Where was God? How could God have let this happen’ but ‘Where was humankind? How could people have been so cruel to other human beings?’ (p. 26, Etz Hayim)
In modern times, contemporary Jewish theologians have grappled with this problem:

The problem of evil played an important role in the philosophy of Martin Buber. For Buber the source of evil was the failure to enter into relation, and conversely evil can be redeemed by the reestablishment of relations. "Good and evil, then, cannot be a pair of opposites like right and left or above and beneath, 'good' is the movement in the direction of home, 'evil' is the aimless whirl of human potentialities without which nothing can be achieved and by which, if they take no direction but remain trapped in themselves, everything goes awry" (Between Man and Man, 1966, 103). Man is not evil by nature, but his misuse of his nature generates evil. Some men can carry evil so far as to give it a kind of independent quality. However, evil is never an independent entity but such men crystallize it into a perverse resistance to the individual's self-fulfillment in relation. After World War II Buber did question the possibility of addressing God as "kind and merciful" in the light of what had happened to the Jews in Europe, but he nevertheless maintained the possibility of man redeeming evil. He denied the Gnostic dualistic approach and maintained that man had it in his power to sanctify the world. 

Rabbi Abraham J. Heschel, referring to a midrash about Abraham seeing a castle in flames (Gen. R. 39:1), asks: "The world is in flames, consumed by evil. Is it possible that there is no one who cares?" (God in Search of Man (1961), 367). After considering the horrors of Auschwitz he questions: "What have we done to make such crimes possible? What are we doing to make such crimes impossible?" (ibid., 369). According to him nothing in the world is wholly good or wholly evil, everything is a mixture. Man's nature, his ego, and the relative rewards of evil in this world help evil to prevail. Fortunately, God is concerned about man's separating the good from the evil. God commands man and gives him the mitzvot, which are the tools by which man can overcome evil. "Evil is not man's ultimate problem. Man's ultimate problem is his relation to God… The biblical answer to evil is not the good but the holy. It is an attempt to raise man to a higher level of existence, where man is not alone when confronted with evil" (ibid. 376).

For Rabbi Mordecai Kaplan, a professor at the Jewish Theological Seminary in New York, who founded the Reconstructionist movement within American Judaism in the 20th century, God is identical with certain principles in the universe whose analogues in human society lead to salvation, i.e., the achievement of the good for all mankind. The existence of evil in the world is due to the failure of man to act in accord with God, i.e., those principles. "When the conscience operates simultaneously through creativity, responsibility, honesty, and loyalty or love, it is the source of Divine Revelation.… The function of conscience is not to philosophize or theologize concerning the problem of evil in the world. Conscience is the pain of the human spirit. The function of spiritual pain is not to have us speculate about it but to eliminate the cause … it is rather to impel us to make a religion of combating the man-made evils that mar human life …" ( M.M. Kaplan, in The Reconstructionist, May 1963).

What all of these contemporary Jewish theologians stress is the responsibility of human beings to combat evil.  Even if it can not be eliminated, it can be resisted in important and significant ways. Indeed, it is the obligation of human beings to resist and try to overcome evil in whatever ways that they can.

Part II.—Facing Evil in the World Today—Critical problems that we confront

There are so many problems that one does not know where to begin. For the sake of this talk today, I would like to focus on 3 major problems concerning which I believe that we human beings have a clear-cut responsibility to act:
1. War and Peace (particularly in my part of the world, Israel/the Middle East)

2. The Environment—Global warming and its consequences

3. Preventing other genocides, as in the case of Darfur

War and Peace

There is no more pressing problem than war and peace, especially in the Middle East. One of my colleagues once said that war is the most frequently used method for conflict resolution. But with the advancement of new and more dangerous technologies every year, war does more damage to human beings and to the environment, and the stakes are riskier all the time.

The situation in Israel exemplifies this in an extreme degree. The reaction to last summer’s war in Lebanon and the Galilee in Israeli society has been devote lots of energy to gear up for the next war, rather than to make a major effort to secure a peace agreement, which could prevent wars in the future.

When I was a student in the late 1960’s and early 1970’s, I was part of the anti-Vietnam War movement in the United States. There was a clear recognition that that particular war needed to be resisted, for the betterment of that part of the world, for the United States of America and for the whole world. It was probably the most successful anti-war movement in modern history. Decades later, Vietnam is now a peaceful place, one of the main tourist countries sought out by people from around the world.
In our day, can peaceful negotiations replace the immediate impulse to war? In Iraq? In the Middle East? In other countries of conflict?

If conflicts can be brought to an end –after decades of violence and hatred—in places such as South Africa, Bosnia and Northern Ireland, then conflicts can also be brought to an end in Israel and Palestine, and in other areas of the Middle East. It is not impossible.

Many people—probably most people—in Israel and Palestine have given up on the possibility of peace in our lifetime. Despair and apathy have set in, with ongoing terror and reactions to terror the only modality in sight. But I say that there must be another way. Indeed, one our religious obligations is to keep hope alive and stress the idea that peace is possible, and desirable, even it does not seem possible at this moment.

The Environment—Sustaining the Earth

Along with War and Peace, the other main topic which demands our attention is the environment, which is nothing less that preserving the planet in which we live. I have become convinced in recent years —

· by Al Gore in his recent film, An Inconvenient Truth, 
· and more recently by Tom Friedman (NY Times columnist on Foreign Affairs) through his new documentary, Addicted to Oil  

that our environment is in serious danger. It is no joke. Nor should this problem only be left to the attention of young people and leftists. Indeed, the fact that centrist politicians and journalists like Al Gore and Tom Friedman have brought this issue to the forefront of human concern around the world represents important this issue ought to be to all of us. Speaking at a film screening in Jerusalem earlier this month, Friedman told the audience that “Green is now red-white-and-blue”, meaning that for Americans, becoming part of the environmental movement is the most patriotic act that Americans can do.
Sustaining our planet is a religious obligation. We are stewards in God’s creating, partners with God in the ongoing preservation of the planet. So preserving this planet is a religious task, not simply a political or a social responsibility. This is vital for us and for future generations.

This is particularly true for the land of Israel. Simply put, the environment of the Holy Land is being destroyed. The quality of the air and water is being degraded, our natural resources are being depleted, and the lands are being paved over. If our current course continues, Israel—already one of the most densely populated countries in the world—will develop into a sprawling megalopolis.

However, the environmental crisis facing Israel and the surrounding region gives all who live in this region impetus to look beyond the issues that divide us, and focus our energies on something that unites us—our dependence upon this land that we love, and the need to respond effectively to the environmental crisis.

Indeed, the religious traditions of Judaism, Christianity and Islam all offer compelling voices calling for environmental protection. These voices call for us to take personal responsibility for caring for Gods’ creation, and they provide powerful insights regarding how we can live effectively in harmony with nature, which includes ourselves. IN addition, each of the three religious traditions provides frameworks for periodic learning, soul-searching and renewal that are well-suited to the environmental imperative. (A few years ago, ICCI published a book entitled Ourselves and Our Environment—Daily Reflections on the Environment for Elul, Lent and Ramadan).

Preventing Genocide—the Case of Darfur

The third major evil that we need to confront squarely is genocide, especially in the case of Darfur in the Southern Sudan, a case of genocide that has caught the attention of millions of people in the United States and around the world. Indeed the SAVE DARFUR campaign has become a major interreligious coalition, capturing the religious conscience of many diverse religious traditions.

The current crisis in Darfur began in 2003. After decades of neglect,
drought, oppression and small-scale conflicts in Darfur, two rebel groups -
the Sudanese Liberation Army/Movement (SLA/M) and the Justice and Equality Movement (JEM) - mounted a challenge to Sudan's president, Omar al-Bashir.These groups represent agrarian farmers who are mostly non-Arab black African Muslims from a number of different tribes. President al-Bashir's response was brutal. In seeking to defeat the rebel movements, the Government of Sudan increased arms and support to local tribal and other militias, which have come to be known as the Janjaweed. Their members are composed mostly of Arab black African Muslims who herd cattle, camels, and other livestock. They have wiped out entire villages, destroyed food and water supplies, and systematically murdered, tortured, and raped hundreds of thousands of Darfurians. These attacks occur with the direct support of the Government of Sudan's armed forces.
Jewish groups such as the American Jewish World Service have responded to this crisis as a major crisis of conscience in the post-Holocaust ear, not only for Jews but for the Western World.  AJWS founded the Save Darfur Coalition in July 2004 to mobilize a coordinated interfaith response and build a coalition of like-minded humanitarian and advocacy organizations. Their Sudan action campaign has resulted in thousands of letters sent to Congress and the White House demanding action to end the genocide and provide emergency aid. 

And AJWS has been the leading voice in the American Jewish community on this crisis. Most recently, AJWS organized thousands of people to join rallies in New York and other cities across the country to call for international action to end the genocide.

In a recent letter made public last month, Rabbi Eric Yoffie, the leader of the Reform Jewish movement, the largest Jewish denomination in North America said “Given the historical experience of our people and the seriousness with which we take the words “never again”, it is not surprising that our community has mobilized in such a quick and determined fashion”. As Jews, we have a particular moral responsibility to speak out and take action against genocide. We must respond and save as many lives as we can. 
Part III. What should be our response to these evils facing our world today?

It seems to me that this answer ought to be clear, emanating from our theological reflections at the beginning of this talk.

We are—or at least we ought to be—our brothers’ and our sisters’ keepers!
The blood of people killed in senseless wars and those murdered in places like Darfur cries out to us from the earth!

We can not stand idly by—as innocent and apathetic bystanders—to the ongoing tragedy of war, to the wanton destructions of God’s Earth, which we all share, or to the genocide of innocent people, such as the people of Darfur.

We have to mobilize our communities, not simply as Jews, but in an interrreligious effort of grand proportions of Tikkun Olam, repairing and healing the world, before it is too late.  This is not just a task for religious leaders, but one that must galvanize broad sectors of civil society, including women, educators, youth and young adults, and many others.

This is the religious, psychological, spiritual and educational challenge that we all face.  No human being is an island any more in the globalized world. Our destinies are intertwined and interconnected. Therefore, we all need to overcome triumphalism and tribalism. While we maintain our own unique national and religious identities, we also must show greater concern—and greater activism—for the whole human family, and not just for our own tribe or nation.
I believe that those of us involved in interreligious and intercultural dialogue –whether in Israel and Palestine or in other places in the world—will have a major role to play in facing and responding to these major evils confronting our existence today.  Laypersons as well as clergy—Jewish, Christian and Muslim—will be called up to help support these processes as well.

There is an old and familiar adage in Judaism, attributed to Rabbi Simon, the son of Rabban Gamliel, one of the greatest rabbinic sages of the Talmudic period, which says:  Lo Hamidrash hu ha-ikar , elah ha-ma’aseh, which means, loosely translated, “the sermon is not as important as one’s actions!” Or, the study of Torah is not as important as the practice of Torah. In other words, it is what we do that ultimately matters, more than what we “know” or what we “believe”. In traditional Judaism, deed was always more important than creed.
Another great rabbinic sage, Rabbi Hillel, advocated the same idea, with an even greater sense of urgency:
He said: If I am not for myself, who will be for me? 

But if I am only for myself, what am I? 

And if not now, when?
This combination of the particular and the universal has been a guiding principle of Judaism since its inception. It is never either-or in Judaism, but rather “both-and”. The survival of our people and that of human kind (and of the earth) are intertwined. We ought to be concerned about both, and right now, without delay, without procrastination, without saying that we are “too busy” with other (often trivial) pursuits.

I want to close with a prayer that we say in our synagogue at every worship service in Jerusalem, which sums up the spirit of my message to you today:


We ask You, our God, to remove Evil from the world, to repair the world for Your sake, to banish all evildoers.  All people in the world should realize that we are all partners in tikkun olam, repairing the world, as it says ‘and God shall be King of all the Earth—on that day may the Lord be One and His name One.’ 
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