Emil L. Fackenheim

The 614th Commandment

Our topic today has two presuppositions which, I take it, we are not
going to question but will simply take for granted. F irst, there is a
unique and unprecedented crisis in this period of Jewish history which
needs to be faced by all Jews, from the Orthodox at one extreme to the
secularists at the other. (Thus I take jt that we are not going to discuss
the various forms of Judaism and Jewishness as though nothing had
happened.) Second, whatever our response to the present crisis, it will
be, in any case, a stubborn persistence in our Jewishness, not an
attempt to abandon it or escape from it. (Thus I take it that we shall
leave dialogues with Jews who do not want to be Jews for another day.)
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toward the future, this cannot be one of understanding or prediction,
but only one of commitment and, possibly, faith.

How shall we achieve such fragmentary understanding of our
present crisis as is possible while we are still in the midst of it? A crisis
as yet unended can only be understood in terms of contradictions as yet
unresolved. Jewish existence today is permeated by three main contra-
dictions:

1) The American Jew of today is a “universalist,” if only because
he has come closer to the full achievement of equal status in society
than any other Jew in the history of the Diaspora; yet this development
coincides with the resurrection of Jewish “particularism” in the rebirth
of a Jewish nation.

2) The Jew of today is committed to modern “secularism,” as the
source of his emancipation; yet his future survival as Jew depends on
past religious resources. Hence even the most Orthodox Jew of today is
a secularist insofar as, and to the extent that, he participates in the
political and social processes of society. And even the most secularist
Jew is religious insofar as, and to the extent that, he must fall back on
the religious past in his struggle for a Jewish future.

3) Finally—and this is by far the most radical contradiction, and
one which threatens to engulf the other two—the Jew in two of the
three main present centers of Jewry, America and Israel, is at home in
the modermn world, for he has found a freedom and autonomy impossi-
ble in the pre-modern world. Yet he is but twenty-five years removed
from a catastrophe unequaled in all of Jewish history—a catastrophe
which in its distinctive characterizations is modern in nature.

These are the three main contradictions. Merely to state them is
to show how false it would be for us to see our present Jewish crisis as

nothing more than an illustration of the general Western or human
crisis. I will add to the general point nothing more than the mere
listing of two specific examples. First, we may have a problem with
“secularity,” like our Christian neighbors. But our problem is not
theirs, if only because for us—who have “celebrated” the secular city
since the French Revolution—the time for such «celebrating is past
since the Holocaust. Second, while we have our problems with aca-
demically inspired atheism and agnosticism, they are central at best
only for Jews who want to be men-in-general. For the authentic Jew
who faces up to his singled-out Jewish condition—even for the authen-
tic agnostic or atheistic Jew—a merely academically inspired doubt in
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God must seem sophomoric when he, after Auschwitz, must grapple
with despair.

We must, then, take care lest we move perversely in responding
to our present crisis. We must first face up and respond to our Jewish
singled-out condition. Only thus and then can we hope to enter au-
thentically into an understanding of and relation with other manifesta-
tions of a present crisis which is doubtless universal.

In groping for authentic responses to our present Jewish crisis, we
do well to begin with responses which have already occurred. I believe
that there are two such responses: first, a commitment to Jewish
survival; second, a commitment to Jewish unity.

I confess I used to be highly critical of Jewish philosophies which
seemed to advocate no more than survival for survival’s sake. I have
changed my mind. I now believe that, in this present, unbelievable
age, even a mere collective commitment to Jewish group-survival for
its own sake is a momentous response, with the greatest implications. I

present detractors would have it, as the tribal response-mechanism of
a fossil, but rather as a profound, albeit as yet fragmentary, act of faith,
in an age of crisis to which the response might well have been either
flight in total disarray or complete despair.

The second response we have already found is a commitment to
Jewish unity. This, to be sure, is incomplete and must probably remain
incomplete. Yet it is nonetheless real. Thus the American Council for
Judaism is an anachronism, as is, I venture to say, an Israeli nationalism
which would cut off all ties with the Diaspora. No less anachronistic is a
Jewish secularism so blind in its worship of the modem secular world
as wholly to spurn the religious resources of the Jewish past; likewise,
an Orthodoxy so untouched by the modem secular world as to have
remained in a pre-modern ghetto.

Such, then, are the responses to the present crisis in Jewish
history which we have already found, in principle however inade-
quately in practice. And their implications are even now altogether
momentous. Whether aware of what we have decided or not, we have
made the collective decision to endure the contradiction of present
:l‘ewish existence. We have collectively rejected the option, either of

checking out” of Jewish existence altogether or of so avoiding the
present contradictions as to shatter Jewish existence into fragments.

But the question now is whether we can go beyond so fragmentary
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acommitment. In the present situation, this question becomes: can we
confront the Holocaust, and yet not despair? Not accidentally has it
taken twenty years for us to face this question, and it is not certain that
we can face it yet. The contradiction is too staggering, and every
authentic escape is barred. We are bidden to turn present and future
life into death, as the price of remembering death at Auschwitz. And
we are forbidden to affirm present and future life, as the price of
forgetting Auschwitz.

We have lived in this contradiction for twenty years without being
able to face it. Unless I am mistaken, we are now beginning to face it,
however fragmentarily and inconclusively. And from this beginning
confrontation there emerges what I will boldly term a 614th command-
ment: the authentic Jew of today is forbidden to hand Hitler yet
another, posthumous victory. (This formulation is terribly inadequate,
yet I am forced to use it until one more adequate is found. First,
although no anti-Orthodox implication is intended, as though the 613
commandments stood necessarily in need of change, we must face the
fact that something radically new has happened. Second, although
the commandment should be positive rather than negative, we must
face the fact that Hitler did win at least one victory—the murder of six
million Jews. Third, although the very name of Hitler should be erased
rather than remembered, we cannot disguise the uniqueness of his
evil under a comfortable generality, such as persecution-in-general,
tyranny-in-general, or even the-demonic-in-general.)

I think the authentic Jew of today is beginning to hear the 614th
commandment. And he hears it whether, as agnostic, he hears no
more, or whether, as believer, he hears the voice of the metzaveh (the
commander) in the mitzvah (the commandment). Moreover, it may
well be the case that the authentic Jewish agnostic and the authentic
Jewish believer are closer today than at any previous time.

To be sure, the agnostic hears no more than the mitzvah. Yet if he
is Jewishly authentic, he cannot but face the fragmentariness of his
hearing. He cannot, like agnostics and atheists all around him, regard
this mitzvah as the product of self-sufficient human reason, realizing
itself in an ever-advancing history of autonomous human enlighten-
ment. The 614th commandment must be, to him, an abrupt and
absolute given, revealed in the midst of total catastrophe.

On the other hand, the believer, who bears the voice of the
metzaveh in the mitzoah, can hardly hear anything more than the
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mitzvah. The reasons which made Martin Buber speak of an eclipse of
God are still compelling. And if, nevertheless, a bond between Israel
and the God of Israel can be experienced in the abyss, this can hardly
be more than the mitzvah itself

The implications of even so slender a bond are momentous. If the
614th commandment is binding upon the authentic Jew, then we are
first, commanded to survive as Jews, lest the Jewish people perish. We;
are commanded, second, to remember in our very guts and bones the
martyrs of the Holocaust, lest their memory perish. We are forbidden,
thirdly, to deny or despair of God, however much we may have to
contend with Him or with belief in Him, lest Judaism perish. We are
forbidden, finally, to despair of the world as the place which is to
become the kingdom of God, lest we help make it a meaningless place
in which God is dead or irrelevant and everything is permitted. To
abandon any of these imperatives, in response to Hitler’s victory at
Auschwitz, would be to hand him yet other, posthumous victories,

How can we possibly obey these imperatives? To do so requires
the endurance of intolerable contradictions. Such endurance cannot
but bespeak an as yet unutterable faith. If we are capable of this
endurance, then the faith implicit in it may well be of historic conse-
quence. At least twice before—at the time of the destruction of the
First and of the Second Temples—Jewish endurance in the midst of
catastrophe helped transform the world. We cannot know the future, if
only because the present is without precedent. But this ignorance on
our part can have no effect on our present action. The uncertainty of
what will be may not shake our certainty of what we must do.



