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There is a lively discussion in contemporary philosophy that explores 

the meaning of life or, more modestly, meaning in life. Philosophers, 

for the most part, assume that religion has little to contribute to this 

inquiry. They believe that the Western religions, such as Judaism, 

have doctrinaire beliefs which have become implausible and can no 

longer satisfy the search for meaning. In this book, Alan L.  Mittleman 

argues that this view is misconceived. He offers a presentation of core 

Jewish beliefs by using classical and contemporary texts that address 

the question of the meaning of life in a philosophical spirit. That 

spirit includes profound self-questioning and self-criticism. Such 

beliefs are not doctrinaire: Jewish sources, such as the biblical Book 

of Ecclesiastes, are, in fact, open to an absurdist reading. Mittleman 

demonstrates that both philosophy and Judaism are prone to inelim-

inable doubts and perplexities. Far from pre-empting a  conversation, 

they promote honest dialogue.

Alan L. Mittleman  is Aaron Rabinowitz and Simon H. Rifkind 

Emeritus Professor of Jewish Philosophy at The Jewish  Theological 

Seminary of America. He is the author of Hope in a Democratic 

Age (Oxford University Press, 2009) and Does Judaism Condone 

 Violence? Holiness and Ethics in the Jewish Tradition (Princeton 

University Press, 2018).
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Some wonderful people and institutions helped me to think about 

and write this book. My academic home, the Jewish Theological 

Seminary (JTS), in addition to being a congenial environment to work 

on questions of meaning, religion, and philosophy also gave me a 

yearlong sabbatical at a critical point in the work. That sabbatical 

was also made possible by the Madison Program in American Ideals 

and Institutions at Princeton University, which granted me a fellow-

ship in 2020–2021. Although the worst of the pandemic precluded 

in person meetings, my cohort met weekly online. I got to share 

many ideas and an early draft among friends. Thanks also go to my 

students at JTS who signed up for a course I taught twice on “The 

Meaning of Life in Modern Jewish Thought.” This was invaluable 

for gaining greater clarity about the issues and translating between 

often abstruse philosophical metalevel discussions and the concerns 

of actual human beings. I thank my editor at Cambridge University 

Press, Beatrice Rehl, for her encouragement and the anonymous 

readers, who helped me to re�ne the project. For advice and insight 

into the Book of Ecclesiastes, I had a number of fruitful discussions 

with Tamara Eskenazi. Other helpful discussion partners were 

Todd Moody, Catherine Chalier, Benjamin Schvarcz, Yoni Brafman, 

Arthur Kover, Amanda Greene, Alex Green, Tom Angier, the late 

Richard Claman, Alan Astrow, Jonathan Moss, Michael Morgan, 

Leora Batnitzky, Tzvi Novick, Paul Steiner, and Arnie Eisen. I am 

deeply grateful to my partner, Annette Aronowicz, who carefully read 

the entire manuscript (twice!) and offered penetrating  comments, 

 criticism – and ongoing moral support.

I dedicate the book to my late wife, Patti Mittleman (1959–2018). 

By emphasizing the ethical dimensions of meaning, I tried to capture 

something of Patti’s spirit and moral passion. Her life was marked 
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by great seriousness, courage, love, devotion, and  un�agging energy 

despite harsh health challenges. My sons, Ari and Joel, and I miss 

her deeply. I dedicate this book as well to my terri�c grandchildren, 

Adrian and Eden Shira Mittleman-Levin and Eliora Galit Mittleman. 

They bring great light to my life. May they live  meaningful lives in a 

world worthy of their promise.
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