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RELIGION & PHILOSOPHY

Spinoza’s challenge might have been viewed more sympathetically.

In breaking with both Judaism and Christianity, Spinoza chose the
path taken by many Jews of later generations. “Perhaps we can see in
him,” writes Yovel, “the first ‘secular Jew' at a time when this category
did not exist.” There is no longer one norm of Jewish existence, he adds,
no single compulsory model: Judaism today is determined by the way
Jews live it.
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The current “orgiastic self-denigration” of American life by the cultural
oracles of the upper-middle class has a parallel in the American reli-
gious community's “crisis of credibility,” suggests Berger, a sociologist
at Rutgers University. This crisis, he says, which has hit “mainline”
Protestantism and Roman Catholicism, is marked by a weakening of
traditional symbols and an accelerating secularization.

According to Berger, organized religion’s present troubles have their
roots in the Enlightenment, when religious leaders paid misguided
obeisance to the “cultured despisers of religion.” In its modern form,
the Christian churches, seemingly embarrassed by their tenacious be-
lief in transcendent values, have stressed the secular aspects of their
creeds: social uplift, the search for “true community,” and so on.

One result is that while many Americans have not lost their faith,
their belief in spiritual values is typed as “backward” or “reactionary”
by the religious avant-garde. Ironically, the more these religious
trend-setters—priests, ministers, and theologians—bend over back-
wards to accommodate secular opinion-makers, the more they are
held in contempt. Berger cites “ominous threats” in Congress to the
tax-exempt status of religious organizations that take strong stands on
political issues.

An awesome collection of human hopes rides on the survival of Amer-
ican democracy, Berger concludes. But the re-spiritualization of Amer-
ican religion is an even greater imperative, ‘“‘for it points beyond
America and indeed beyond history.”

7 ol oars “Thinking” by Hannah Arendt, in The
Thoughtless Evil New Yorker (Nov. 21,28, and Dec. 5, 1977),

25 W. 43rd St., New York, N.Y. 10036.

The 1961 war crimes trial in Jerusalem of former Nazi officer Adolf
Eichmann left one witness with an uneasy sense of the “banality of
evil.”” Reflecting on the implications of that phrase, the late political
philosopher Hannah Arendt concludes that Eichmann’s crimes indeed
lacked “base motives.” Neither pride, nor envy, nor any of the other
sins to which responsibility for evil has been traditionally assigned
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