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Alon Goshen-Gottstein

Heschel and Interreligious Dialogue — Formulating the Questions

Heschel taught us how to ask questions. Heschel taught us how important questions are, how
they open us up to new understandings, to another reality. Heschel taught us how important it is
to ask the right questions. It therefore seems fitting to open our reflections on the significance of
Heschel for interreligious dialogue by posing questions. The questions I wish to pose grow out of
an already published study on Heschel and interreligious dialogue.! They grow out of my close
reading of Heschel’s seminal essay “No Religion Is an Island,” which may be seen as Heschel’s
manifesto for appropriate interreligious relations. I would like to highlight these questions
as an introduction to our common deliberations on Heschel and interreligious dialogue. The
significance of the following questions is not simply that they can help to sharpen our under-
standing of Heschel and his contribution to interreligious reflection at a given moment in time.
Rather, they draw on the assumption that Heschel is a role model in the field of interreligious
relations and that his reflections in this area summon us to follow in his footsteps.? However,
simply quoting Heschel and reiterating his wisdom will not suffice. While recognizing that
Heschel is important and that he inspires us to follow in his footsteps, one must also recognize
that more work must be undertaken and that in many ways Heschel has only adumbrated for
us a contemporary theory of interreligious relations, leaving much work for us, his followers,
to undertake. Thus, Heschel provides both inspiration and challenge. It is my hope that the
questions I shall formulate below will allow us to focus the inspiration that Heschel provides
us with in ways that allow us to meet the challenge of following the path he broke open.

Personal and Spiritual Orientation

The first set of questions I would like to pose touches upon the attitude of heart and
mind, the way of being that defines and contextualizes one’s engagement in interreligious
relations. Simply put, it seems to me that following Heschel should not be equated with
accepting his ideas, his position on how Jews and Judaism should relate to other people and
religions. Heschel did more than articulate ideas. In this, as in other domains, he modeled
a way of being.

L. If we recognize that Heschel is not only worthy of following, but that following him
could also imply going beyond Heschel himself, in thought or action, then the following ques-
tion presents itself: What is the existential, spiritual and emotional orientation and posture from
within which we engage in interreligious relations? Heschel made a significant contribution

1 A. Goshen-Gottstein, “No Religion Is an Island: Following the Trail Blazer,” Shofar 26:1 (2007),
pp. 72-111.

2 My own analysis explicitly refers to Heschel as a path breaker and focuses on the theological and other
challenges involved in the attempt to consciously follow in his path.
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to the theory and theology of interreligious relations. He did so, however, from a place of
deep emotional and spiritual engagement with the lives of others. To follow Heschel is thus
not only a matter for the intellect. Heschel invites us to a deep emotional engagement and to
a genuine commitment to this area of work. It seems to me that these are the preconditions for
following in Heschel’s footsteps. What, then, are the necessary emotional and spiritual condi-
tions, attitudes and overall way of being upon which both the application and the furthering
of Heschel’s work is predicated?

2. Heschel’s emotional and existential approach to other faiths and their adherents did
not develop in the neutrality of his study. It grew out of a web of personal relations, out of
formative friendships. It is fair to say that some of Heschel’s closest spiritual friends were
men of different faiths, in his case: primarily Christians. In fact, Heschel may have well felt
greater spiritual affinity with them than with some of his Jewish colleagues. Interreligious
relations and the growth in theological reflection they lead to are thus grounded in personal
relations, in deep friendships. This too presents us with a challenge and a yardstick for our
own engagement in interreligious relations. What is the place of interreligious friendship
in our life? How deep and transformative are our friendships? Is our work in this field
appropriately nourished by such friendships? Formal or representative involvement in
interreligious relations, important though it may be, cannot be truly transformative without
the basis of profound friendships. To carry on Heschel’s vision, rather than to just apply
some of its insights, thus requires a level of interpersonal commitment and engagement,
expressed through friendship.

The question of friendship takes us from the biographical and the personal to an important
area of Heschel’s thought: the human person. In “No Religion Is an Island,” Heschel opens
his reflections on the meaning of encountering a person of a different faith by reflecting on the
meaning of the very meeting of another human being. Because of our common humanity we
must not only face contemporary challenges together; we can also feel the common touch of
God, reaching our common humanity. Thus, engagement in interreligious dialogue, following
Heschel, would be founded upon an understanding of the human person. This once again
constitutes an invitation to reflect and to deepen our understanding of the human person,
as a foundation for engagement in interreligious dialogue. More specifically, we find in
Heschel an awareness of the special example and inspiration provided by the saints of other
religions. Saints are, so to speak, an example of humanity, only more so. Thus, reflection on
the human person leads to reflection on the lives of saints. Studying and reflecting on the
lives of saints of other religions offers an opportunity to increase mutual respect and to find
additional sources of inspiration for behavioral ideals, across religious boundaries. I believe
that this is an extremely fruitful area for interreligious dialogue. The example offered by other
human beings highlights the fullness of human potential and offers an inspiration that cuts
across the boundaries of religious traditions. Reference to the fullness of the human person,
as made manifest through a particular religious tradition, allows us to sidestep the issues
that Heschel recognizes would be issues regarding which we cannot reach understanding.
The fulfillment of human spiritual potential, as exemplified in the lives of saints allows us to
appreciate the fruits of faith, regardless of its content, seen through the prism of the human
person. This points to a vast area for future research and study that could greatly enrich the
field of interreligious dialogue. A direct line thus connects Heschel’s reflections and this
important area for future study.
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3. Heschel’s reader is struck by the sincerity and integrity with which he is ready to examine
his own tradition, while engaging that of the other. Heschel does not try to make Judaism
prettier or more attractive than he truly finds it, and when he faces an interlocutor from another
tradition he does not try to justify it at all costs. Rather, he is willing to engage in self-criticism
in the context of, and as a consequence of, encountering the other. This presents us with the
following challenge: To what extent must genuine involvement in interreligious dialogue
be accompanied by sincere self-criticism and self-examination? Certainly if interreligious
dialogue is seen as an authentic spiritual, rather than diplomatic, exercise, it would seem that
this kind of self introspection is a necessary condition, as well as a blessed outcome, of the
encounter with the other. This in turn is predicated upon, as well as leads to, the recognition
that our religious traditions are not perfect. Significantly, this is the concluding note of “No
Religion Is an Island.” It takes special theological courage to be able to admit imperfections
in our tradition, let alone to integrate such awareness into how we construct our theology.
Heschel thus profoundly challenges us to confront and recognize the imperfection in our own
religions, even as we uphold and love them, in faith and faithfulness.

4. Heschel’s attitude to other religions as well as his ability to apply a self-critical attitude are
born of the recognition that God and religion are not identical. God is perfect; religion, by its very
definition, is not. Our religions are instruments through which divine goals are achieved. But they
are necessarily imperfect inasmuch as they mediate the divine purpose through human structures,
institutions and actions. What is the basis for making this distinction? Obviously, it is based upon
theological analysis and can therefore be shared with others. However, I believe there is also another
dimension, upon which this recognition is based. It seems Heschel’s own spiritual experiences
and his sense of the immediacy of divine presence, as distinct from the concrete historical and
theological forms of Judaism, also contribute much to this recognition. Nevertheless, is it sufficient
for us to base this distinction on the conceptual analysis of Heschel, or, for that matter, our own?
Does the distinction between God and religion also require a certain type of religious experience?
How could such a religious experience be cultivated? To the degree that Heschel’s entire theory
of interreligious pluralism leans heavily on this distinction we ought to consider how others may
internalize it and make it a part of their experience. Furthermore, if we seek to communicate this
recognition it to others, it must also be expressed in the language of traditional sources. Thus, this
key insight calls for further experience, as well as study, articulation and translation.

Historical Questions

5. In thinking of Heschel’s contribution to interreligious dialogue and its theory, one must ask
wherein lies his original contribution and in what ways does his thought go beyond that of earlier
thinkers. The claim I make in my article deserves to be considered: To what extent is Heschel
truly a novelty and a fresh starting point in the theory of interreligious dialogue, or in what we
might call today the theology of religions? In private correspondence, the Israeli philosopher
Eliezer Schweid claimed that the kind of reflection that Heschel engages in might already be
found in the thought of Moses Mendelssohn. Similarly, one may argue that contemporaries like
Martin Buber, not to mention Franz Rosenzweig, also considered Christianity as part of their
theological reflections. Still, I would argue there is something unique and specific to Heschel,
on account of which we should see him as opening a new chapter in Jewish reflections on
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other religions. Changing times led to the development of new paradigms in interreligious
relations. Interfaith dialogue is a form of relationship that should be distinguished from the kind
of philosophy-leading-to-interreligious-tolerance, in which Mendelssohn engaged under very
different political and historical circumstances. Similarly, the constructs that thinkers such as
Buber and Rosenzweig developed were articulated within a relational paradigm that was still
heavily influenced by the threat or invitation to convert to Christianity. Heschel operates from
a different political, social and relational paradigm, and this is what allows him to develop his
thought in novel directions. Different historical circumstances also open up new existential,
philosophical and theological opportunities. Consequently, even if he is indebted in various
ways to earlier thinkers, his thought is more radical in making room for other religions, as is his
personal experience. Religion is understood differently, and consequently new possibilities open
up for mutual inspiration and encounter, in ways that far exceed earlier statements of Judaism’s
views of other religions. My claim is therefore that he is the father of Jewish reflection on the
meaning of interfaith dialogue as a new form of cultural practice. If that is so, then we are led
to a fuller appreciation of Heschel’s novelty and contribution. Consequently, is Heschel indeed
the first Jewish theoretician of interreligious dialogue?

Theological and Philosophical Questions

6. Heschel should be understood as offering a prophetic insight. The validity of his insight
is not necessarily dependent upon how convincing the readings of traditional sources that
he offers as corroboration for his insight are. Thus, Heschel can be considered both the
source of a prophetic inspiration and its translator, casting it in the language of tradition. It
is important to distinguish between these two dimensions. Some of Heschel’s readings may
be weak and may fail to convince his readers. Yet, this does not detract from the validity of
his spiritual insight. It does, however, charge his followers with the duty of doing a better
Job at translating his insights. What further work of translation must his followers engage
in? Such translation obviously includes reference to traditional sources and to how they can
Justify his insights. But translation also includes the ability to carry his insights into other
domains. How does one educate in light of Heschel’s insights on other religions?* How
should communal policy be shaped in light of his views? And do they, or should they, have
any impact on the halakhic view of other religions? All these aspects of translation are vital
if his message is to be carried forward within the Jewish community and if it is to play a
formative role in Jewish education.

7. Heschel articulates a Jewish theory of interreligious pluralism. A close reading of
his work suggests he carefully skirts the issue of relativism. On the one hand, he wishes to
affirm the validity of other religions as means of reaching God. On the other hand, he never

3 The problem of educating in light of Heschel’s heritage is anything but simple. His complex prophetic
message has almost in all cases undergone what Cornell West termed “Santa Claussification,” in which
it gets reduced to a simple message of good will, losing its prophetic challenge and cutting edge. This
phenomenon was much discussed at a recently held conference at the Melton Center for Jewish Education
at the Hebrew University (December 2324, 2007), titled: “Social Responsibility and Educational Audacity:
[Jewish] Education, Cultural Criticism and Social Activism.” Particularly relevant was the paper by Elliot
Malamet, “The Mark of Cain: The Roots of Heschel’s Social Vision.”






