JUDAH GOLDIN, 1914-1998

On May 30, 1998, Judah Goldin, one of the most inimitable and important scholars of Judaism of modern times, departed from this world at the age of 83. Perhaps fittingly, the day was Erev Shavuot in the Jewish calendar, the anniversary of the giving of the Torah, the book whose understanding Judah did so much to advance. 

In the following remarks I will draw upon observations that have been made by several friends and colleagues over the years. I want to acknowledge particularly my debt to Martin Ostwald, Barry Eichler, Sid Leiman, and Dan Segal.

Judah was a pioneer in the teaching of Jewish Studies in American universities. Educated in social science at City College of New York, English literature at Columbia, and Judaica at the Jewish Theological Seminary, he began his academic career at Duke in 1943. At the time there were less than a handful of Jewish scholars in such positions, most notably the much older Harry Wolfson and Salo Baron at Harvard and Columbia, respectively. Unlike them, Judah was born and trained in America -- a harbinger of the future flourishing of Jewish Studies in America that no one at the time believed would take place, but which happened in no small measure because of Judah's own pioneering work. He would later move to the University of Iowa, to a deanship at the Jewish Theological Seminary, then on to professorships at Yale and finally Penn, where he was Professor of Postbiblical Hebrew Literature until his retirement in 1985. 

Judah's scholarship ranged widely in the vast sea of Jewish studies. He published, translated, or edited seven books and several dozen articles. He also published numerous poems. His first love was Midrash, the rabbinic interpretation of the Bible, particularly the aggadic, or non-legal, interpretations of the Tannaim, the sages of the first two centuries C.E.  His best-known work is The Living Talmud, which consists of his beautiful translation of Pirke Avot ("The Ethics of the Fathers") and of the classic medieval commentaries on it. He returned to Pirke Avot many times; several of his essays on the text were repub​lished in his  Studies in Midrash and Related Literature, issued by the Jewish Publication Society in 1988. In fact, his last sustained scholarly project was a year-long course on Pirke Avot that he came back to Penn to teach in 1993-94.*  His accomplish​ments were recognized with honorary degrees from at least three institutions, with Guggenheim and Fulbright fellowships, and with the National Foundation for Jewish Culture's Jewish Cultural Achievement Award in 1996 for Textual Scholarship. 

As a humanist, Judah read rabbinic texts not only as a legal and exegetical resource, but also as literature. He viewed the texts not only within the context of Judaism, and not only against the background of the ancient Mediterranean world, but also within the intellectual context of the universal human issues they address. 

Judah's scholarship was based on the textual erudition and philological skill that he learned from the giants who were his teachers at the Jewish Theological Seminary, such as Louis Fin​kelstein, Louis Ginzberg, Saul Lieberman, and H.L. Ginsberg, but it went beyond that: he applied to rabbinic literature his own unparalleled literary sensitivity, honed on the classics of Western literary tradition, doubtless sharpened as well by his marriage to Grace, a literary scholar in her own right, and by his friendship with Shalom Spiegel, one of the most broadly cultured Jewish scholars ever.  What he represented to the aca​demic world was well expressed in a tribute by a distinguished scholar of the Greek classics, our colleague Martin Ostwald:  
One does not have to be a Hebraist, or even a scholar, to be impressed with the tremendous  range and depth of [Goldin's]  learning, with the grace and urbanity with which he carries it, and with the wit and brilliance of his mind. It is impossible to have a conversation with him without learning something and without having the feeling that he has wanted to learn from his interlocu​tor, too. I believe that in a few discussions with him I have discovered more about the religiosity of Plato than I have learned from a dozen books. In short, although he is anchored in Jewish studies, the chain by which he is anchored is golden and is so long that he can roam in and control large areas of intellectual history, in which he stimulates others and is stimulated by them...his publi​cations are works of art in themselves: vibrant writing on important subjects, suffused with a warmth and humani​ty rarely found in scholarly productions. 
Undoubtedly, seeing Judah as one of the first examples of Judaic scholarship went a long way toward convincing the American acade​my to open its doors to Jewish studies. There can be equally little doubt that he set a daunting standard for other Judaic scholars to emulate. 

Those who knew Judah regarded him as one of the most color​ful and charming people they knew. He had many Old World quali​ties. He thought that civilization began to decline when the ball point pen was invented! He was unsurpassed as a raconteur. He was irreverent and funny, often outrageously so. As a teacher, he was legendary. The atmosphere in his classroom was electric as he prodded students out of complacency with challenging questions and witty analogies. Judah's pedagogical skills surfaced at a young age. His late wife, Grace, once told me that as a child Judah set up chairs in his house like a classroom and lectured to them. The Yale student course guide said that he lectured like an inspired preacher. One friend of mine who took Judah's course at Yale in the sixties said that students often applauded at the end of class. Another former student wrote the following in a maga​zine article: 
As my great teacher,  Judah Goldin,  was fond of saying, the sense of Midrash, like the sense of Talmudic commen​tary, is that of an ongoing, endless, exhilarating con​versation about an inexhaustible tale. 
The writer is not a scholar, and from his name he is Catholic; the comment shows how much Judah did to bring Midrash to the attention of the larger world. 

Yet, Judah was a humble man. On almost every page of his writings one finds the words "maybe," "I think," "I cannot make sense of this," "I admit I do not know." He formed as many friendships with younger scholars as with older ones and contem​poraries; he treated their own scholarship with genuine respect, and he enthusiastically gave them credit in print for what he learned from them. 

Judah despised those whom he considered phonies or preten​tious, and he didn't hide his feelings. But those who won his respect and friendship were treated with unreserved loyalty and affection. Happily I can say that he attracted and received similar affection in return. Just last spring Peggy Guinan and Diane Moderski, who run our departmental office took a long lunch hour and drove all the way out from Penn to Haverford to spend part of an afternoon with him, some 13 years after he retired. 

Judah's passing has left a gap in the lives of his col​leagues. Barry Eichler and I enjoyed a very close, affectionate friendship with him during the dozen years that he taught at Penn, and afterwards till the end of his life. He was like an older brother to me. Some years we would pick a text and study it together once a week. When I had a scholarly problem that I couldn't solve on my own, I would often phone him to talk it over, and sometimes, after spending half an hour to an hour on the phone with me, he would call back one or two or even three times with further thoughts or with references he had taken the trouble to look up. He never failed to thank me  for asking; he loved the challenge and the stimulation. 

No young scholar, in his wildest dreams, could hope for a senior colleague and mentor who did so much to support him and bolster his self-confidence. For those who were both his col​leagues and friends, his passing is not only a loss to the field, but the loss of a singular influence who helped shape us as scholars and people, an influence for which we will be grateful for the rest of our lives. 
In speaking of Judah's legacy, I would like to conclude with some passages from his introduction to Israel Abrahams' book Hebrew Ethical Wills, a collection of documents that fathers wrote to guide their children in ethical and spiritual conduct after the fathers are gone. Near the beginning, Judah discusses some of the factors that make it difficult for moralistic litera​ture of this sort to have the desired effect:
All moralistic discourse is at a disadvantage, however, not only because it says nothing new. Novelty or lack of novelty as such is not ultimately the determining factor. We are capable of revisiting certain paintings, granted not endlessly but at least many times, or rereading certain poems or listening again to some musical composi​tions, with considerable...enjoyment. On the other hand, moral treatises fail to affect us this way because what they say is not only not new, but even when we listen with only half an ear we know that they are an invasion into the most private interiors of our nervous system. They not only impinge on our esthetic or intellectual receptiveness. They attack us in the secret regions where the total personality has already settled down in the habits and tastes and excuses it prefers, and does not want to be disturbed. To change these is more than addi​tion or variation of understanding. It is mutation, possibly forced reclamation, of human character. Since ethical warnings aim to upset what has become customary and comfortable, it takes more than one telling to get the painful message across. The necessary repetition, even if tolerated out of politeness, doesn't make listen​ing easier. 
Where does Judah's insight come from? Is it from his own experi​ence as the target of moralistic teaching, perhaps as a boy? Or from his experience as a conveyer of moralistic teachings, per​haps in teaching Pirkei Avot? No matter -- what he says comes from life; it could never have been gained from books alone. 

Judah's concludes his introduction by describing the im​pulses that drive parents to compose such ethical wills: 
[These wills are] typical parental talk that sons will later adopt with their sons, spontaneously too, and it will not be confined to the contents of testaments. But this forward projection of self, natural enough at any time and well-nigh inescapable in closest relationships ("Let the boy discover the truth for himself" is either humbug or callousness), is especially likely to take place as thoughts of death come to mind.
For although there may be varieties of terror crowding in as one tries to imagine extinction, it is intolerable (so long as there's life) to acquiesce to being silenced -- not to being silent, but to being silenced. There is still something left unsaid, still something to tell one's flesh of his own flesh...there is a compulsive wish to speak from beyond the grave. They know how close lies chaos to the disorders of the living, and they want the volume of their warning not to be reduced. They want to be heard across the deadening silence. Read me once a week or once a month, the doctors plead. Maybe this will save the descendants, and maybe this will protect the one who leaves the world from becoming zero. 
The Hebrew ethical will is...an audacious attempt at continuing speech from fathers in the grave to children in a reckless world. The teacher's absence is not the end of instruction. It was said a long time ago, When the dead are quoted, their lips move. 
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* The lectures from this course were transcribed, and Reuven Hammer has distilled them into a commentary on Avot by Judah. It will appear in Hammer's forthcoming commentary on the Conserva​tive Siddur Sim Shalom [since published as Or Hadash (New York: Rabbinical Assembly and United Synagogue of Conservative Judaism, 2003), pp. xxx-xxxiii, 257-280.]

