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When Francis Dávid, the Reformation champion 
of Unitarianism in Hungary, fell afoul of a growingly 
antagonistic government, the accusation that was 
brought against him was that he was a Judaizer.

He was stripped of his title as preacher to the king. 
He was denied his pulpit at Kolozsvár.

He was imprisoned, was tried, was condemned. 
Jews believed that prayers to the one God should be 

addressed to Deity alone.
They did so in spite of the heavy penalty in persecution 

paid through the years – in spite of the ever-present 
tendency toward renewed violence.

And Unitarians could not be of similar belief – 
discarding the mythic accretions to Christian practice 
– without expecting similar treatment.

Crushed by the severity of his imprisonment, Mr. 
Dávid, the Judaizer, the Unitarian who would only pray 
to God and not to the man, Jesus, died in the latter part 
of 1579 in the castle dungeon at Déva, to be buried in an 
unmarked grave.

A similar outcry – that Unitarianism was Judaistic 
– was used against the supporters of our faith in Poland, 
where our movement fi nally was annihilated.

The same taunt was raised in other countries as well 
– was used as justifi cation for repression and for the 
bitterest attacks.

The early Unitarians, it must be said, tried to answer 
these charges by wrapping themselves in the mantel of 
Christianity.

Today, however, when we look at the history of Judaism 
and recognize its roll of valor through so many years 



of suffering, I think our own generation of Unitarian 
Universalism might accept the claim of being Judaistic 
more with pride than as a slur.

The countless years of Jewish witness and suffering, 
capped by the Holocaust of World War II, loom from 
the past as a monument to religious tenacity and to a 
dedication to faith’s truth as perceived. 

Judaism, by its past, and by external as well as 
internal pressures, has been trapped half way between 
being a religion and a nationality.

Were it purely a religion, our own bonds to it would be 
even stronger than they are.

But the bonds are there regardless.
For Judaism is truly “faith of our faith.”

- o -
We are familiar with the early history of Judaism.
We know it as a part of our religious history.
We know the myth on which it was founded – how 

God ever suffered in the attempt at covenanting with 
humanity till fi nally a promise was made to one family 
– to Abraham and Sarah – and to their posterity.

We know the stories of Isaac, of Jacob who became 
Israel, of Joseph.

We know of the sojourn in Egypt, of Moses, the 
burning bush, the parting of the Red Sea, the giving of 
the Ten Commandments.

We recall the wilderness years, the entry into the 
Promised Land, the Judges, King Saul, King David, 
King Solomon, the Kingdoms of Judah and Israel, the 
prophets.

We can remember the Babylonian captivity, the 
second temple, the rise of Hellenistic and then Roman 
authority.



Regardless of our background, we remember all of this 
as if it were our own history glowing like embers in the 
fi re of our minds.

And indeed, because of the spiritual implications 
that were woven into this past – it does belong to all of 
Western Culture.

Max Dimont, in his book, Jews, God and Jesus, put it 
this way: “The furniture in the Western world is Grecian, 
but the house in which we Westerners dwell is Jewish!”

But the unfortunate peculiarity is that with the dawn 
of the Common Era, we seem to have tried to evict the 
Jews, themselves, from this Jewish house.

Early Christianity proclaimed the New Israel and 
usurped the birth right of the old.

While Jesus was a Jew among Jews, while those who 
followed him throughout his ministry and waved the palm 
fronds on that fi rst Palm Sunday, who joined him at his 
Last Supper were, more than likely, almost totally Jewish, 
while the early church spread round the Mediterranean 
basin along paths of Jewish commerce and settlement, 
while the entire Western Culture was erected upon this 
religious foundation, surviving the rise and fall of empires, 
we have ignored the subsequent history of Judaism as 
though it were alien to the interpretation of its own past 
and of ours.

But it is not.
- o -

As Unitarian Universalists, we proclaim the value of 
the entire Jewish heritage – down to the present day - to 
the collective spiritual quest of humanity.

We do so, just as we do with other religions of the 
world, but whether in text or thought, we probably 
turn more to Judaism than to any other tradition save 
Christianity.



And in many cases, we feel more at home with our 
Jewish background than our Christian.

The reasons why are worth enumeration – not as static 
facts but for their vibrant contribution to who we are.

Chief above all other elements given to us by Judaism 
is its long history as a people wrestling with God.

Abraham dared to question Divine morality.
Jacob wrestled with the Spirit of God who blessed 

him with a new name.
Beginning with the nomadic allegiance to one particular 

god among many, the Jewish people developed, through 
the vicissitudes of their corporate life, the conviction 
that their God was the only God, their faith the only 
faith.

And yet they wrestled on!
“What does this mean?” they asked and continued to 

ask.
What does this mean to the rest of humanity?
What does it say to the problem of evil?
How is all of life – all of the universe to be seen?
And how is God to be seen, if God there is?”

I pity those who can read even the Hebrew Bible 
without perceiving the ongoing struggle – down through 
the years – that its pages imply.

Even in these early writings the wrestling is 
continuous.

In Mishnah and in Talmud, in Halakic explanation and 
mystic meditation this wrestling has gone on.

Some in Judaism might disagree with this assessment, 
but even in their disagreement, they are a part of the 
ongoing match.

Our lives of faith are lives of spiritual growth and 



growth implies struggle – struggle with God.

Anne Frank, who died in a Nazi concentration camp 
just before the end of World War II, had kept a diary 
during the two years that she and her family were able 
to remain in hiding.

In it she wrote the following:
Who has infl icted this [suffering] upon us?
Who has made us Jews different from all other 
people?
Who has allowed us to suffer so terribly up till now?
It is God that has made us as we are, but it will be 
God, too, who will raise us up again.
If we bear all this suffering and if there are still 
Jews left, when it is over, then Jews, instead of being 
doomed, will be held up as an example.
Who knows, it might even be our religion from which 
the world and all peoples learn good, and for that 
reason and that reason only do we have to suffer 
now.
[Quoted in The Judaic Tradition, Nahum Glatzer, ed., 
Boston: Beacon Press, 1969, p. 622]

Thus the wrestlings of a young girl whose life was cut 
short long before she could wrestle with such matters 
in deeper fashion.

Yet the wrestling of Judaism that her thought 
exemplifi es has become our own.

- o -

Second only to this ceaseless wrestling is the 
recognition by Judaism that it is a covenanted people.

No matter how they defi ne the God of their ancestors, 
no matter how they work out the divine element within 
the cosmos, there is a recognition that the gift of life 



implies obligations from those who have received it.
“What does God require of you,” the prophet asks, 

“but to do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk 
humbly with your God?” [Micah 6.8.]

It is the custom among Christians to accuse Judaism 
of legalism and to raise up for disparagement the 
doctrine of works righteousness.

But where would we be if we did not help each 
other?

Jesus’ story of the Good Samaritan [Luke 10.25-37.] 
is not an attack upon Judaism.

It is rather a very Jewish attack on those who did 
not do what they should do, who did not meet their 
covenantal obligation – regardless of how they explained 
away their inaction – and a celebration of the one who 
did act, regardless of his background.

“Go,” Jesus said at the story’s end, “Go and do 
likewise.”

If there is one thing that is being deemphasized in 
our modern world, I think it is our sense of obligation 
with regard to all who share our daily lives.

Whether it is in politics, in family life, or in private 
endeavor, our culture too often seems to have lost 
track of the inescapable responsibility of covenantal 
relationship.

The papers tell us so every day.
So we need to reacquire a sense – not of purpose but 

for purpose in our lives, an understanding of the why, a 
knowledge of the obligation.

“What does God require of you?” the prophet asks, 
and we need to live out the answer.

- o -



I would highlight one more element that has always 
been a part of Judaism and that we need too: the 
religious community is one family.

At times this has been a curse for Judaism.
In its most xenophobic form it has resulted in a 

ghetto mentality excluding the goyim or non-Jew and 
even drawing class lines among the faithful.

But there is an expansive form to this sense that the 
religious community is one family which has set a table 
that is open to all – as at Passover when “the stranger 
beside your gate” must be as welcome at your table as 
any other family member.

Behind the family of Abraham and Sarah, Judaism 
has said, is the family of Adam and Eve – to which we all 
belong – and this is the family of God.

We are not of different bloods, but of the same – 
cousins at the most, united by the one God with whom 
we strive, the one covenant, our part of which we labor 
to fulfi ll, the one family encompassing all humanity – and 
beyond this, all creatures great and small – and beyond 
even this, the all.

Here is the most important sense of the greater 
religious family that we need to take up from Judaism

Judaism gives so much to the warp and woof of our 
religious selves.

There is plenty for which we may be grateful. But 
certainly these three – the way they wrestle with their 
religious traditions, indeed wrestle with God, the way 
they act out of their covenantal obligations, and the 
way they sense the wholeness of the religious family 
to which all belong – these three alone bind fast its 
faith and our own and offer guideposts to our spiritual 
development. Amen.


