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The BOISI CENTER for
RELIGION and AMERICAN 

PUBLIC LIFEThe rabbinic tradition of scholarly investigation and cordial disputation

proved to be alive and well on March 12 among the scholars who came

to Boston College to reflect on the theme of “Jews in the Public Square.”  As

part of a broader program sponsored by the Pew Charitable Trusts, designed

to explore how major religious traditions understand their role in civil soci-

ety, this event featured presentations from David Novak of the University of

Toronto, Michael Broyde of Emory University, and Michael Gottsegen of

Harvard University.  Kevin Hasson, of the Becket Fund for Religious Liberty,

was the respondent.

Novak argued that the central problem for Jewish public philosophy

involved clarifying issues of loyalty.  The only absolute claims Jews ought to

recognize come from the Jewish people as a body, not from the democracies

of which they are citizens, and not even from the state of Israel, because “no

humanly-created polity can make absolute claims on a person.”  Given that

Jews ought not to understand the democratic polity as competing for their

absolute loyalty, a certain level of public policy involvement is thus warrant-

ed.  Novak outlined three criteria for articulating an appropriate Jewish pub-

lic policy:  First, such policy must be consistent with the Torah and Jewish

tradition.  Second, it ought to consider the self-interest of the Jewish people.

Third, public policy must reflect standards of general morality recognized to

be binding on all people.  Apparent conflicts among these criteria are

resolved by the fact that they are listed in order of priority; hence, Novak

argued that tradition will always trump self-interest, and self-interest, which

is founded on a stricter set of moral codes than those of general morality,

will not be in conflict with those codes.

Michael Broyde presented a strikingly different perspective on the

role of Jews in the public square.  In his view, Jewish law must be observed

where possible, but it does not obligate Jews to try to influence the morality

of the outside world.  On social issues, the overriding Jewish concern should

be to develop a “Realpolitik” that will further the long-term interest of the

Jewish community.  Such a practical politics might dictate that Jews support

social policies diametrically opposed to Jewish law, but which preserve other

values essential for Jewish flourishing in society. For example, although

physician-assisted suicide is prohibited within the Jewish community as a

sinful violation of Jewish law on the part of both doctor and patient, Jews

might nevertheless support legislation advocating this practice as a way of

upholding the larger value of freedom on which their community depends.

For Michael Gottsegen, the central question was whether religion—and

Judaism in particular—could be a force for the renewal of American public life.

Gottsegen pointed out that Jews have been ambivalent about the return of reli-

gion to the public square:  While they applauded the nomination of Joseph

Lieberman as a vice presidential candidate in 2000, many were also anxious

that a renewed emphasis on public religion would mean the return of

Christianity alone, rather than a plurality of traditions.  For Jews, Gottsegen

noted, the secularization of the public square has been largely advantageous.

Nonetheless, the down-side of secularization has been a loss of appreciation for

the common good and for the “nobility of public life.”  Gottsegen argued that

politics needs to be returned to a “quasi-religious calling,” and that this can only

be done with the support of existing communities of faith.

Debating the Role of Jews in the Public Square
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Sells Reflects on “The Struggle for the Soul of Islam”

Michael Sells, a noted scholar of Islam and Professor
of Religion at Haverford College, asserted in a

March 13 lecture at Boston College that what the Taliban
and other conservative Islamic movements are really
fighting is a war against the TV set, and what it repre-
sents:  a culture of global advertisement and the idolatry
of images.  It was no accident, he argued, that the
September 11 attacks were “choreographed” to
ensure that the second plane crashing into the World
Trade Center would be captured on TV; this was all
part of Osama bin Laden’s plan to defeat the United
States by what he believed was Americans’ enslave-
ment to images.

Sells sought to convey a sense of the ideolo-
gy motivating radical Islamic groups, and to contrast
these movements with the much broader Islamic
cultural tradition that is often hidden behind its



Banuazizi Proposes a Typology of Political Islam
Such movements are actually new in Islam; for most

of its history, Islamic rule has been characterized by a

separation of spiritual and political rule.  Only in the

1960’s and 70’s did the idea of an Islamic state develop.

While justice is the overriding ideological goal

of these movements, exactly what each means by jus-

tice (in general and as it pertains to women) is quite

different:  the liberals, for example, understand justice

in terms of the French model of equality before the law

and espouse a fairly moderate view of women’s free-

dom and social roles. Revolutionaries, on the other

hand,  interpret justice as messianic, involving the

equal distribution of resources to all, and espouse a

correspondingly egalitarian view of women’s place in

society. Finally, conservatives espouse an Aristotelian

notion of justice as impartial and involving the propor-

tionate treatment of unequal parties; in this scheme,

women are in an inferior position and therefore

receive different treatment than men under the law.

Banuazizi notes that the typology outlined

above cuts across the traditional Sunni/Shi’ite divide in

Islam; at the same time, it does not include the many

non-political orientations in Islam, ranging from the

world-denying Sufis to “ordinary, apathetic” Muslims.

The typology also makes the study of terrorism more

complex, because it demonstrates the difficulty of fit-

ting terrorist movements into any one category.  But on

the whole, terrorist groups tend to be peripheral in

Islamic societies, and their methods are rejected by

most Islamic governments.

Banuazizi argues that limiting the spread and

influence of such terrorist groups demands a two-fold

political strategy.  First, the debate between political

groups in the Muslim world needs to be allowed to

flourish.  At the same time, the United States and its

allies should promote democratic institutions in

Islamic society through a measured process of influ-

encing governments and enunciating the U.S. values of

pluralism and tolerance.
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According to Islamic scholar Abdolkarim Soroush,

the distinctively human capacity to reason is inti-

mately connected to freedom—in fact, “the only free

thing in the world is reason.”  Yet the capacity for rea-

son is also in tension with other important aspects of

human experience—revelation,

revolution, and love.  Soroush, a

visiting professor this year at

Harvard Divinity School,

explored these tensions of rea-

son in a lecture at Boston

College on March 25.

As a challenge to revela-

tion, or religious experience, rea-

son as an independent human

achievement is epitomized in the

case of Galileo and his conflict

with the Church in the 16th cen-

tury.  For Soroush, this tension

remains intractable, and “Islam

has found no better solutions

than Christianity to this question.”

The tension between reason and revolution, on

the other hand, was illustrated strikingly for Soroush

in the Iranian Revolution of 1979, and still plays a role

in Iran today.  Revolutions, because they involve the

“eruption of emotions,” are “very far from rationality.”

People taking part in revolution need to be guided to

find a balance between reason and emotion, and

Soroush sees this as the task of intellectuals.

Finally, Soroush looks to the great Sufi mystic

Rumi to exemplify the third great tension—between

reason and love.  Sufism teaches the elevation of love

and the disdain for reason;

as Rumi says, “reason is a

businessman, always fol-

lowing its own interest.”

Soroush con-

cluded by exploring ways

in which these tensions

can be addressed, if not

resolved.  Reason and reve-

lation can relate in several

ways—through under-

standing, analysis, theolo-

gy, and critique—all of

which can be helpful, but

problematic as well.  In the

Muslim community,

Soroush argued, there is great resistance to the idea

that reason can critique religion, but it is a step the

community needs to take.  Rather than adopting the

posture of a weak belief threatened by external critique,

the Islamic community needs to develop its own qual-

ified scholars who can participate actively in the wider

scholarly community.

Soroush Offers An Islamic Perspective on Reason in Society
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Wherein consists the self-identity of secular "unsyna-

gogued" American Jews?  Lynn Davidman,

Professor of Judaic Studies at Brown University and for-

mer Visiting Scholar at the Boisi Center, addressed this

and other questions related to her current sociologi-

cal work on Jews "outside the synagogue." Davidman

has concluded that the self-identity of secular Jews

consists more in viewing themselves as "other" in

opposition to the prevailing cultural identities in

modern America than in viewing themselves as unit-

ed in support of a specific cultural trait.  Her

research, based on in-depth interviews with 30 unsy-

nagogued Jews, focuses on their lived religion in

everyday life by analyzing the ways that Jewish iden-

tities, practices and meanings are established outside

of institutional settings.

Professor Davidman found that the religious

traditions of unsynagogued Jews were relatively thin:

she recounted the stories of Jews who had returned

home for quasi-traditional seders that featured pasta

and other non-kosher dishes.  If such traditions were

thin with respect to religious content, she reasoned, then

perhaps there were other traits around which secular

Jews had preserved their identities.

Oddly enough, her interviews suggested that

many Jews located their cultural identity in concepts such

as "race," which in the aftermath of the Holocaust and

the "Final Solution" seemed paradoxical.  But upon fur-

ther probing, she learned that

in fact secular Jews were the

"first post-modern" people who

denied any sort of essence but

instead defined themselves by

what they were not.  Thus

whereas Orthodox Jews (whom

Davidman had previously stud-

ied and documented in her

1991 book Tradition in a Rootless
World: Women Turn to Orthodox
Judaism) did not identify them-

selves primarily in opposition

to the prevalent American

mainstream culture, unsyna-

gogued Jews did.  Davidman

suggested that they sought to

embrace Jewish identity—with its proud heritage and

history—but wished to reject the authority of rabbis or

religious officials.  

Davidman Discusses "Unsynagogued" Jews

On January 30, The Boisi

Center’s Spring 2002 visit-

ing scholar A.W.C. Waterman,

Professor of  Economics at the

University of Winnipeg, detailed

his current research program at

a luncheon presentation entitled

"Economists versus Human

Beings?"  Waterman explained

that his involvement with public

policy advocacy in the Canadian

Anglican Church in the 1970’s

brought to his attention a gap

between the methodological presuppositions and orien-

tation of Christian social thinking and those of his own

vocation as an economist. Waterman proposes in his

research a critique of Christian social thinking that does

justice both to the "spontaneous order" that economists

recognize in human society, and to the organicism deeply

imbedded in Christian ecclesiology. 

As background to his project, Waterman

explained that the divide between "economists" and

"human beings" first arose at the beginning of the 19th

century in the works of Thomas Malthus, who argued

that scarcity of resources in the world posed fundamental

problems which called into question the goodness of

God’s creation.  Subsequent work in political economy

proceeded on the assumption of a methodological indi-

vidualism which denied the possibility of recognizing a

"common good" or collectively optimal course of action,

but such an understanding of human society was in con-

flict with Christian social thinking’s understanding of the

world as an organism or "Body Politick" modeled on the

Pauline notion of society as the mystical body of Christ.

Thus Waterman traced the hostility of Christian social

thought towards the science of political economy to the

foundation of economics as a modern science.

During his time at the Boisi Center, Waterman

plans to learn more about how American Christians

themselves understand their tradition’s social teachings

so that he can account for not only the social thinking of

those in the pulpit, but also of those in the pews.  Once

he has established what exactly is Christian social think-

ing today amongst both clergy and the laity, he plans to

subject the doctrine first to the critical examination of the

canons of economics, and secondly, to trace its depar-

tures from the traditional Christian social thinking of the

19th Century.  Ultimately, he hopes to discover if the

Christian tradition of inquiry concerning social questions

can learn from the modern science of economics, or if

the two versions of inquiry must ultimately be in conflict.

Waterman Asks if Economists are Human


