
*Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel, “No Religion is an Island” 
Excerpts for Clergy reading 

Chicago Sinai Congregation, Interfaith Seder 5777 
 

Our era marks the end of complacency, the end of evasion, the end of self-reliance. Jews and 
Christians share the perils and the fears; we stand on the brink of the abyss together. 
Interdependence of political and economic conditions all over the world is a basic fact of our 
situation. Disorder in a small obscure country in any part of the world evokes anxiety in people 
all over the world. 
  
Parochialism has become untenable. There was a time when you could not pry out of a Boston 
man that the Boston state house is not the hub of the solar system or that one's own 
denomination has not the monopoly of the holy spirit. Today we know that even the solar system 
is not the hub of the universe. 
 
The religions of the world are no more self-sufficient, no more independent, no more isolated 
than individuals or nations. Energies, experiences and ideas that come to life outside the 
boundaries of a particular religion or all religions continue to challenge and to affect every 
religion. 
 
Horizons are wider, dangers are greater ... No religion is an island. We are all involved with one 
another. Spiritual betrayal on the part of one of us affects the faith of all of us. Views adopted in 
one community have an impact on other communities. Today religious isolationism is a myth. 
For all the profound differences in perspective and substance, Judaism is sooner or later affected 
by the intellectual, moral and spiritual events within the Christian society, and vice versa. 
 
We fail to realize that while different exponents of faith in the world of religion continue to be 
wary of the ecumenical movement, there is another ecumenical movement, worldwide in extent 
and influence: nihilism. We must choose between interfaith and inter-nihilism. Cynicism is not 
parochial. Should religions insist upon the illusion of complete isolation? Should we refuse to be 
on speaking terms with one another and hope for each other’s failure? Or should we pray for 
each other's health, and help one another in preserving one's respective legacy, in preserving a 
common legacy? 
 
The Jewish diaspora today, almost completely to be found in the Western world, is certainly not 
immune to the spiritual climate and the state of religious faith in the general society. We do not 
live in isolation, and the way in which non-Jews either relate or bid defiance to God has a 
profound impact on the minds and souls of the Jews. Even in the Middle Ages, when most Jews 
lived in relative isolation, such impact was acknowledged. To quote, "The usage of the Jews is in 
accordance with that of the non-Jews. If the non-Jews of a certain town are moral, the Jews born 



there will be so as well."  Rabbi Joseph Yaabez, a victim of the Spanish Inquisition, in the midst 
of the Inquisition was able to say that "the Christians believe in Creation, the excellence of the 
Patriarchs, revelation, retribution and resurrection. Blessed is the Lord, God of Israel, who left 
this remnant after the destruction of the second Temple. But for these Christian nations we might 
ourselves become infirm in our faith." 
  
We are heirs to a long history of mutual contempt among religions and religious denominations, 
of religious coercion, strife and persecutions. Even in periods of peace, the relationship that 
obtains between representatives of different religions is not just reciprocity of ignorance; it is an 
abyss, a source of detraction and distrust, casting suspicion and undoing efforts of many an 
honest and noble expression of good will. 
 
The Psalmist's great joy is in proclaiming: "Truth and mercy have met together" (Ps. 85:11). Yet 
so frequently faith and the lack of mercy enter a union, out of which bigotry is born, the 
presumption that my faith, my motivation, is pure and holy, while the faith of those who differ in 
creed - even those in my own community - is impure and unholy. How can we be cured of 
bigotry, presumption, and the foolishness of believing that we have been triumphant while we 
have all been defeated? 
 
Is it not clear that in spite of fundamental disagreements there is a convergence of some of our 
commitments, of some of our views, tasks we have in common, evils we must fight together, 
goals we share, a predicament afflicting us all ? 
 
On what basis do we people of different religious commitments meet one another? 
 
First and foremost we meet as human beings who have so much in common: a heart, a face, a 
voice, the presence of a soul, fears, hope, the ability to trust, a capacity for compassion and 
understanding, the kinship of being human. My first task in every encounter is to comprehend 
the personhood of the human being I face, to sense the kinship of being human, solidarity of 
being. 
 
To meet a human being is a major challenge to mind and heart. I must recall what I normally 
forget. A person is not just a specimen of the species called homo sapiens. He is all of humanity 
in one, and whenever one man is hurt we are all injured. The human is a disclosure of the divine, 
and all men are one in God's care for man. Many things on earth are precious, some are holy, 
humanity is holy of holies. 
 

To meet a human being is an opportunity to sense the image of God, the presence of God. 
According to a rabbinical interpretation, the Lord said to Moses: "Wherever you see the trace of, 
man there I stand before you..." 



 
When engaged in a conversation with a person of different religious commitment I discover that 
we disagree in matters sacred to us, does the image of God I face disappear? Does God cease to 
stand before me? Does the difference in commitment destroy the kinship of being human? Does 
the fact that we differ in our conceptions of God cancel what we have in common: the image of 
God? 
 

For this reason was man created single (whereas of 
every other species many were created) ... that there 
should be peace among human beings: one cannot 
say to his neighbor, my ancestor was nobler than 
thine (Talmud, Sanhedrin 37a ). 
 

The primary aim of these reflections is to inquire how a Jew out of his commitment and a 
Christian out of his commitment [and a Muslim out of her commitment and all people out of 
their commitments] can find a religious basis for communication and cooperation on matters 
relevant to their moral and spiritual concern in spite of disagreement. 

 
 
 


