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David Benatar, in his essay, “What’s God Got To Do With It? Atheism and Religious Practice,” argues for the compatibility of atheism with religious observance and theism with nonobservance.  I would like to offer supplementary comments which elaborate upon the role of belief and doctrine in Judaism that the author, at times throughout the article, glosses over or discusses in a generalized manner.  Benatar claims on p.394 that “there is rather little interest in what one believes and much more interest in what one does.”  While Benatar is correct that practical observance has been the primary litmus test of religiosity, dogma has played more of a role in the history of Judaism than the author acknowledges.  The focus on religious observance does not mean beliefs are unimportant or up to the discretion of the individual.  Following his delineation of the 13 Principles of Faith, Maimonides asserts that one’s defined inner thoughts are as obligatory as defined halakhot.  He further argues that one who denies a tenet loses his portion in the afterlife, while he who “commits every possible sin, out of lust or mastery by his lower nature, will be punished for his sins but will still have a share in the world to come.”
  Bahya Ibn Paquda reasons that without appropriate duties of the heart [hovot halevavot], ie. theological conceptions and intentions, one cannot properly observe the duties of the limbs [hovot haevarim], ie. commandments in action.
  
Though Banatar is correct that no foundational Jewish text provides a comprehensive list of obligatory beliefs, dogma can be derived from foundational Jewish sources, such as the first commandment of the Decalouge or the Shema, as well as the categories of individuals who are deprived of a portion in the afterlife in the Mishnah in Sanhedrin 10:1.
  The Jewish philosophers who delineated dogma in the Middle Ages argued that the obligatory nature of such beliefs was precisely due to the fact that they were derived from Scriptural and rabbinic texts.  Since the transmission of metaphysical truths originally taught as part of the Oral tradition, was lost, philosophers felt the need to systematically formulate Jewish beliefs.  Their motivation was neither to create new tenets nor merely to counteract competing influences of other religions’ dogma, but rather to articulate those beliefs that were understood by previous generations, but due to the long period of intellectual decline, had ceased to be espoused by Jews.  
However, despite the medieval enumeration and teaching of Jewish dogma,
 such beliefs did not become universally accepted and continue to be debated in contemporary Judaism.  While Benatar’s arguments seem to be consistent with Menachem Kellner's thesis that regarding “the intellectual acquiescence in carefully defined statements of dogma, the answer is that there is nothing that a Jew must believe,”
 such a position in the history of Jewish Thought, has been, and continues to be contested.  In his critique of Kellner’s Must a Jew Believe Anything?, David Berger, among other critics, argues that “we have an obligation to maintain the boundaries of the faith bequeathed us by our ancestors, and we cannot do this by describing even fundamental deviations as points on a continuum… Since every orthodoxy- indeed, every coherent movement- must have boundaries, setting them in a reasonable place encourages respect for differences within those boundaries.  Refusing to set them at all may well lead to the blurring of the central and the peripheral, the ikkar and the tafel, and lead to the position that virtually all deviations delegitimate.”
  Positions such as Berger’s seem to oppose Benatar’s arguments for atheistic orthopraxy and theistic nonobservance.
As Benatar concedes, it is in the realm of prayer that this challenge to an atheistic conception of Judaism is most poignant.  In numerous references, R. Joseph B. Soloveitchik distinguishes between the maaseh [action] and kiyum [fulfillment] of the commandment.  Regarding prayer, for example, he argues that the formal utterance of the words of the prayer does not suffice, but in order to fulfill the commandment, it is necessary to understand that one is standing before God.  In his discussion of prayer on p.396, Benatar argues that there is only something odd about atheists’ prayer if prayer is taken literally.  However, when viewed metaphorically or merely as another ritual, atheism and prayer can be compatible.  However, although Jewish prayer may contain a highly structured and formulaic text to be recited by all worshippers, at its base is the affirmation of some conception of the Divine and its role in the world. The highly technical and regimented nature of Jewish prayer allows theists to pray together, even if they may have different personal understandings of God.  For example, even a theist who has a naturalist conception of God’s providence may view prayer as a self-reflective exercise, as opposed to a petition for supernatural intervention on his behalf by a personal God.  However, the naturalist still believes in a providential Deity manifest through nature, while the atheist cannot meet even the most minimalistic conception of that towards which he prays.  
In conclusion, Benatar is correct that in the modern day, religious communities are mainly formed and defined around one's observance of ritual laws. Nevertheless, this does not necessarily eviscerate the religious value of one’s innermost thoughts and beliefs. Throughout historical and contemporary times, many have argued that, at its core, members of a religious community share a kernel of some conception of God, despite the variegated perceptions of the role such God plays in the lives of its members.
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But- and this my critics failed to grasp- to say that Judaism does not demand that we express beliefs about God and God’s relationship to the world in the form of dogmas is not to say that all that Judaism demands of its adherents is a kind of mindless practice.  They ignore two issues: (a) one can love someone and act on that love while knowing very little about the object of that love; (b) Judaism prizes kavanah (intention) over rote behavior… Maimonides certainly did not demand mindless uniformity to belief, but he definitely preached thoughtful uniformity and seemed to have no qualms about deploying thought police.  Gotthold Ephraim Lessing (1729-81) is famous for having maintained that, if God were to offer him all truth in the right hand and the eternal search for truth in the left, he would choose the left.  Maimonides, in common with all other medievals, would choose the right hand, and expected others to do so as well.  Those who failed to choose the truth were to be condemned.  Rabbi Isaac Abravanel is reputed to have ended lectures on Maimonides’ philosophy with the words: ‘This is the opinion of Rabeinu Mosheh (R Moses Maimonides), not of Mosheh Rabeinu.’  Abravanel thought that Maimonides held views at variance with those taught in the Torah, but he still taught those views in public.  Would that Jews today could put up with each other with as much forbearance! (Must a Jew Believe Anything?, 2nd Edition, 147)
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