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presentation of Judaism as a systematic and consistent ideology, an approach that
will create uneasiness among those of us (such as myself) who take a more histori-
calor cultural approach to the study of religions. As Novak himself acknowledges
on occasion, his depiction of Judaism must occasionally limit itself to those mani-
festations that promote a rationalistic exposition, while ignoring or underestimat-
ing passages from other streams. Thus, in his treatment of biblical sources that
presuppose ethical standards prior to the revelation of the Torah at Mount Sinai,
Novak provides an extensive analysis of Abraham’s bargaining with God over the
fate of the righteous minority of Sodom and Gomorrah, epitomized in the patri-
arch’s charge in Genesis 18:25, &dquo;Can the judge of the whole earth not himself do
justice?&dquo; He has nary a word to say, however, about Abraham’s readiness to sacri-
fice Isaac in obedience to the divine word, an irrational leap of faith that was
regarded as paradigmatic for normative Jewish tradition, but continues to be

deeply troubling from an ethical perspective. Absent as well is a confrontation with
the capricious God who brushed off Job’s accusations of injustice with the asser-
tion that he is unfathomable to mere mortals. In general, the most perceptive of
Novak’s biblical interpretations are those which diverge from the familiar Jewish
commentaries, a fact which calls into question the validity of his citing those inter-
pretations as evidence of the philosophy of &dquo;Judaism.&dquo;
Among the most stimulating and original sections in the book are those in

which Novak tries to set the philosophical question within the context of post-
enlightenment Jewish history or of American social policy. Such is his intriguing
suggestion that Natural Law form the foundation of a neutral, secondary social
domain in which otherwise distinct religious and ideological communities can
interact with one another in a multicultural society. As with his espousal of the
Mishpat Ivri programme of implementing the structures of traditional Talmudic
jurisprudence in a secular setting in the State of Israel, the proposal invites the
challenge that, by the very act of contextualizing an all-embracing religious ideol-
ogy relative to a more inclusive superstructure, one is thereby undermining its fun-
damental integrity. He takes some valid jabs at those current Orthodox ideologists
whose eschewal of anv rationalist analvsis of Iewish law betravs a misreoresentation
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