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DIGEST

-—

Today, American Judaism is more than ever before a choice.

Simply being-bom into a Jewish family does not guarantee that a

R\Qélﬂﬂ will' identify with the Jewish religion or even the Jewish people.

It \is necessary to provide Jews with a reason to continue, or in more
cases commence, living an actiirely Jewish life. Answering the
question of why to be Jewish requires first an understanding of the
emotional and intellectual environment that surrounds today's Jews.
Then it may be possible to describe what the consequﬁes of that
society are, which Judaism may be well positioned to~“address.

This thesis attempts to analyze the thought of three Jewish
philosophers: Hermann Cohen, Mordecai Kaplan, and Eugene
Borowitz. Particular attention is pﬁd to how each individual's ideas
were shaped by the intellectual and historical milien which
surrounded him. Cohen derived the emphasis he placed on the -
rational and ethical aspects of Judaism from modernity, especially
the thought of immanuel Kant; Kaplan responded to what he saw as a
modern crisis in Jewish life by envisioning Judaism as an evolving
religious -civili'zation; and Borowitz stresses the Covenantal
relationship between God and the Jewish self as a member of the
larger jewish coﬁ:tmunity as an answer to the postmodern era. In
each t_:.asé. the theologian highlighted aspects of Judaism which -

~ addressed the needs of his contemporary situation.

With this analysis as background, the situation of the present

‘society is briefly_described, focusing on those aspects of this time-

(iv)
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INTRODUCTION

—

In Western Europe, the pre-modern era in Judaism was

characterized for the most part by Jewish communities that were

 “~both' religiously and culturally self-contained, and largely isolated
% _

from the influences of the outside world. This situation arose
primarily as a result of goveminental policies which, while granting
Jews a collective communal status, denied them membership in the
larger communities in which they lived. Under these circumstances,
Judaism, an all-encompassing religious way of life, rmﬁned central
to Jews' g:onception of the world and themselves.
By the beginning of the nineteenth century; however, European
Jews were being offered civic equality. The Emancipation brought
more and more Jews opportunities for greater contact with the larger
world outside of Judaism. Jews concerned with maintaining Judaism
in this new age had to change to meet the | challenges presented by
modern life: exﬁosure to new styles of -worship, secular intellectual
disciplines, and bmader business and social possibilities. The &
' insulated Jemsh commumty dlsmtegrated due to ;he displacement,
'by the civic authmtles, of the Jewish communal authority. Without
the ‘power to threaten excommunication, i-abbis could no longer
enforce a monolithic view of Judaism, and incfeising numbers of
modern Jews ‘were not content with one. For the first time, '
membemhlp and active participation in a Jewish way of life became

ey e FLs ) R g



During the next two hundred years, Judaism continually
adapted to face molleen: life; ¢ Hctmann Cohen; at the: cnd. of the
nineteenth century in Germany, came out of a philosophical
background committed to the primacy of universal human reason as
a way of interpreting experience and formulating beﬁavioral norms.

0% “~~\\‘Hi_s_- philosophy of Judaism was an outgrowth of his attempt to find a
;ational basis for religion. :He specifically emphasized the role of
Kantian universal ethics in his understandihg of Judaism. Political
universalism also played a major role in his society and
consequently, as it .affected his response to Zionism, in his thought.

Mordecai Kaplan's thought emerged from the early twentieth
century in America. As in Germany, rationalism andJniversalism

were dominant values. But Kaplan also saw the disintegration of the
sense of Jewish community that had maintained Judaism in pre-
modern times, as Jews increasingly- made their way into American
society. - He worried about the future of Judaism as a distinct and
evolving religious civilization if communal ties were not rethought
and strengthenéd. His ‘p.hilosophy clearly attempted to reconstruct
Judaism in order to preserve -it.

Both Cohen and Kaplan addressed themselves to the situstion.

" of modernity. Now, at the end of the twentieth century, many of the

' _nssnmpﬁgns on the basis of which modémity came into being may

no longer be valid. Ail.long the problematic consequences of

modernity are an increasing individualism, the disenchantment of

the world, in Max Weber's phrase, and the dominance of technology
and instrumental reason, which gives rise to a loss of a sense of
 higher purpose and meaning. The consequent relativization of values

: -‘_‘ @H



calls into question and often undermines one's commitment to one's
values, as well as one's Confidence - in how important those values are.
With such uncertainty about how one's way of living should be
grounded, more and more Jews are questioning what role, if any,
Judaism has to play in their lives. While openness to expeﬁence_ of
'Ebﬂ:rmcendent is still desirable, for Jews and non—jcws_ alike,
u'aditi(\mal forms of religion are no longer uniformly satisfactory,
leading to a quest for "spirituality.” * For these and other reasons,
many contemporary philosophers believe that the world is moving
. from modernity to "postmodernity." Once again, the religious,
psychological, and social landscape has shifted beneath Judaifm.
Eugene Borowitz attempts to respond to this new situu?;n. He
sees that reason is no longer supreme, even though technology
affects our lives in a vast and increasing number of ways. He
recognizes a resurgence of ethnic pride and particularism, although
ethics are still claimed to be universal. The doctrine of human
autonomy continues to be accepted, but God and other people seem
still to have a claim on us. He tries to create a compelling rationale
for Jewish life under these conditions.

This thesis addresses the question of how Judaism has adapted
and might continue ‘to adapt to meet the challenges preéented by the
contemporary world. The ideas of these three Jewish thinkers are
examined, and their views of how Judaism should be conceived are
analyzed, with particular regard to the meaning of God, Torah, and
Isracl. The first chapter focuses on Cohen. He emphasized Judaism
as an ethical system, derived from and grounded in God, with Torah
as the articulation of moral laws for Jews and the rest of the world to

SR



follow. Kaplan, the s:l}ject of the second chapter, described Judaism
as the civilization of the Jewish People. Torah acts as-the constitution
of this people in a cultural sense, crcatigg and formalizing their way
of life. God, meanwhile, assists all people, not just the Jews, in
striving to reach their highest potential. In the third cﬁapmr.
\BQrowuzs covenant theology is detailed. God relates to the

mdnndual Jew through the medium of God's Covenant with the larger
Jewish community. Torah results from the Jewnsh self's participation
in this Covenant with God.

The choice of thinkers from three different time periods
(modern, late modern, and early postmodern) is meant I;ﬂ illustrate
how Judaism can speak to the concerns and changing lif€ situations
of each era. It is shown how their thought reflected or responded to

_ the contemporary situation in which they found themselves. In the
final chapter, the situation at the end of the twentieth century is
described, identifying the kinds of challenges Judaism faces now and
for the foreseeable future. Certain unportant characteristics of the
current situation include the communal disintegration and non-
affiliation caused By individualism and the consequent loss of a sense’
of meaning. The central question of the contemporary Jewish world
is why a Jew today should choose to live Iewishly The suggestions
of this thesis may serve as part of the ongomg discussion of how
Jews nught respond and adnpt to these issues in order to keep
Judaism _relevagt to their lives.



THE TRIUMPH OF RATIONAL ETHICS:
- HERMANN COHEN AND ETHICAL MONOTHEISM

Hermann Cohen {1842-1918) has been called "the most
_itﬁijom\]ewish thinker in Germany at the end of the ﬁineteenth
century."l‘sx_ The impacf of his ideas has certainly been felt throughout
the twentieth century as well. His thought reflects the influence of
modernity, whose ideals permeated the intellectual milieu at the
turn of the century. He moved from an attempt to describe religion
in general to a statement of the nature of Judaism specifically. is
chapter will attempt to explicate Cohen's philosophy of Judaismﬂ
highlighting its congruence with modern thought.

From the beginning of his writing, Cohen- exemplified the
modern emphasis on universal reason. The idea of reason as the
preeminent human characteristic originated during the.
Enlightenment; its dominance continued unabated -during Cohen's
lifetime. Cohen appointed himself the task of articulating the religion
of reason, and specifically excluded from consideration any other

possible sources of religion?, such as emotions or faith, lest trhey
distract him from his focus. This rational religion, based on Kantian
idealism, would make "Jews and Christians aware of the ‘common
religious foundation! of . their. two. traditions;"3 Cohen, a devout
German patriot, hoped that such an awareness would help reduce

m?hnsinm Klplm. New York.F Ungar Co 1972, ps5.
3Meyer, p. 205
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German antisemitism. Lger in Cohen's career, however, he began to
emphasize a special role for Judaism, if not identical with the religion
of reason, then at least as a source of the religion of reason.
Cohen's very 'methodology reinforced this concern with reason.

His technique was purely logical, using his rational faculty .to the
- exclusion of' his emotions or faith. William Kluback highlights Cohen's
systel;'i‘atic approach, pointing td "the unending stress and demand
for totality, the strict methodological parallels“‘f in his thought. For
Cohen, the simple fact of reason served as evidence for God's
relationship to humanity,l which underpins his whole theory of
morality as humanity emulating God: "God endowed man :?h
reason... the hallmark of divine creation. Through reason fhan
becomes the image of God."S - Reason also anchored Cohen's
universalism. It might have been possible to argue that if some
beople did not possess the rational abilify, they could not be
expected to reach the moral and religious heights of those who could
reason. But because reason is intrinsic to all -hﬁﬂmns, then "all
peoples indeed parﬁéipate in'the religion of reason,”6 and morality
must be universal. Thus, reason, which was a pervasive element of
Cohen's intellectual milieu, becamé a crucial factor in his philosophy.

" A second modern aspect of Cohen's thought was the influence
of the ideas pf Immanuel Kant, particularly his emphasis on
universal ethics. Michael Meyer states that Cohen, 'as a neo-Kantian,

Translated by Eva
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showed his thoughts "den'r\_rjng from Kant's fundamental ideas but
adjusting them to meet the new challenges of contemporary
materialism and existentialism as well as the expanding natural
sciences."? Cohen followed Kant in making morality his central focus.
" Eva Jospe, in her translation of Reason and Hope, notes that the -
' 'ﬁ_ﬁ'ﬁmfnoe of morality and its consequence for' the unity of
humanity was shared by Kant and Cohen's Judaism. She writes that
the "German Enlightenment régard's Ire!igion as an important means
for the advancement of the 'idea of morality,’ a goal common to both
- German Protestantism and Judaism. The notion of one mankind... is
as basic to Kantian as to prophetic ethics."8 Cohen himsel;? very
much aware of the connection, noting that "Kant's ethics athes the
“spirit of mankind... [mankind] has for Kant the universal,
cosmopolitan meaning."9 Cohen shared this understanding of
mankind, as he shared other ideas from Kant. He noted both Kant's
influence on German philosophy and Kant's similarity to Jewish
thought when he wrote "we recognize in this inhénnost sanctum of
the German spirit an innermost affinity to the spirit of Judaism."10
Notwithstanding his h&perbolic compliment, Cohen certainly saw
Kant as a "sanctum” for his own thought. . s
‘ Cohen, -howeve.r. grounded his morality in a religious system.

Thus, in his reworking of Kant, Cohen provided for a "transition from
the domination of ethics to an independent valuation of religion."11

"Meyer, p.205. S

8Cohen, Reason and Hope, plzl o, .
9Cohen, Religon of Reason. p.241. Italics Cohen's.

10Cohen, ‘Reason_and Hope. p.179. .

UMeyer, 9.205. st

T



Before considering Cohen's_ideas of Judaism in particular, it is
worthwhile to look at his view of religion in general. For Cohen,
religion was firmly planted in the human . sityation. Religion
differentiates itself from ethics in the context of human suffering;
_ _‘ God is the God of the individual who suffers. Morality, ultimately,
-_ﬁl}ii{nitiate suffering, and this morality must come from God.
Religion thus keeps ethics rooted in morality, and is therefore
"indispensable to the advancement of ethical development.”12
Therefore, Cohen manifested a "less than sympathetic attitude
‘toward any religious thought not fully immersed in morality."13
Human morality, then, emerges from religion. But the cpnverse
is not true; as central to religion as ethics are, one cannot use the
human sense of what is morally right as a secure found;aﬁon for a
religion. Cohen wrote that "decent morals do not, by any means,
constitute sufficient grounds on which to base a religion. A religion's
right to exist is derived from its concept of God."!4 Morality must
have its roots in something other than human invention, or else there
is no necessary moral- conﬁnu{iy between the generations or between
difforent ‘cultures, | The God-concept ‘is central because it must serve
as the grounding of morality. A religion with a flawed God-idea
would' have flawed morals as well. By the same token, in order to
understand Cohen's philosophy of Judaism as it derived from Kant's
emphasis on universal ethics, one must understand Cohen's

conception of God.

l%m. Julius. mmu_mﬂ New York: Schocken Books, 1973,
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Cohen's emphasis on asmorality grounded in religion
necessitated a monotheistic. God-concept. Whereas in polytheism,
"every divinity has its own' code of morality,”-a monotheistic religion
"creates with the one divinity also the one morality as well."15
: ‘Acceptmg many gods would 1mply accepting many (competing) sets
.of mor&l‘ demands; given that there. is only one moral path, there
must be only one God who establishes it. Conversely, by accepting
only one God, religion ensures only one moral standard. Cohen
wrote: "The One and Only God alone can reveal the one and only
morality. Morality therefore is indi\.fisible. It must be one and the
same for all nations and throughout all times."!6 This moraliy’ must
apply consistently to everybody, everywhere, at every p’me.
Consequently, for Cohen, "absolute monotheism ought to be the
highest ideal for all reiigions and therefore for all nations: the ideal
of pure religion."17

Monotheism was thus the central component of Cohen's ideas
about God. But the i_p:.!poftance of monotheism is nc.)t simply
numerical; Cohen did not merely- assert a belief in one God as
opposed to .many gods. Rather, God is One qualitatively as well as
quantitgtively. Cohen described God as unicjue: "it is God"ar_
uniqueness, rather than his oneness, that we posit as the essential
content of monotheism. "18 It is in this sense that Cohen understood
Demeronomy 6:4: m"m e vod, HearOIsmel,'IheEtcmalOm
God, ‘I‘heEternnl is Unique, Uniqueness makes God completely

15Cohen, Religion of Reason. p.130. ' .

5 16Cohen, Reason and Hope. p.101.

17Cohen, Reason and Hope. p.220. .
18Cohen, Religion of Reason, p.35. -

*

W
I
rfr
I
|
|
i
|
|



différent from any other being. Nothing else that exists is similér to
God. Cohen wrote: "It ié this distinctiveness alone which imparts true
spirituality to the unique being of the uniquely One God."19
Spirituality constitutes the real importance of this idea of God,

' because it allowed Cohen to ground his morals in God; "the
s:gﬁic\ance of the monotheistic God-concept lies in that principle of
spirituality in which the moral universe-- in contradistinction to the
world of nature-- as well as all ethics are grounded."2? By
"spirituality,” Cohen meant God's nature as the ideal, unrealized in

' the world and. unlike anything in tile world. Because God is radically
unique and therefore distinct from the world and all it contain' , God
can serve as the foundation of morality. Cohen eloquently

summarized the importance of God's uniqueness as follows:

The supreme distinction of God's unique Oneness does not
consist in the difference between unity and plurality. Divine
Oneness implies, instead, that difference between God's being
and all being capable of being enumerated, which constitutes -
the true spirituality of our One God. Anything pertaining to the
senses, and therefore also to anything human, is far removed
from this God-concept, which, to us, implies the eternal,
unshakeable, irreplaceable, primeval ground of the moral
universe. Without this God-concept, morality might seem to us
_to be no more. than the expression of a natural human
inclination, and as such it could easily be a sweet delusion...2!

For Cohen, monotheism mcant God's uniqueness, which in turn meant
that momhty is not a matter of human whim, but instead is
grounded in God.

!’mwpm
20Cohen, Reason and Hope, p.221. -
21Cohen, Reason and Hope, p4S.



The: grounding of morality in God has two implications. Cohen
wrote that God "is the God of morality. That means that His
significance lies wholly in His disclosure as well as His guarantee of
ethics. He is the Author and the Guarantor of the moral universe."22
 First, God is the source. of #thics. - From ‘God comes thé-uman :
.ﬁ—t;chigf"sh@di'ng of what it meaﬁs to act morally. As humans seek to
know and love God, they learn about God; God is, essentially, the
ideal personification of morality, and God, through God's virtues,
teaches humans how to live in a moral way. As Cohen put it, "God's
attributes are the very epitome of .what human morality should be;
or, simply, they are the archetypes of human morality."23 B)ﬂ
learning God's attributes, humans learn how they should act in order
to behave morally.

But God is not just the Author of morality; God is also the
Guarantor of morality. Because morality is grounded in God, the
world will ultimately subscribe to God's morals.. Julius Guttmann
called this idea the "true significance of the idea of God-- that
genuine ethics can and must be reached."24¢ This God-concept
enables humans to have faith that, by God's very nature as the
essence of morality, this divine mofality wﬂl eventually Iﬂe realized.
If these ethics were to remain forever hypothetical, there would be
no purpose in living by them. To put it more pcssimistit_:a]ly, if God's
moral rule were never to materialize, then those 'peo;;le who work to
bring about morality would be doomed to futility and failure.

5 ue&u.mm_nmws
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Instead, God guarantees that these ethics will come to fruition, and so
humanity should continue to‘:uive for the moral life. Cohen put this
reliance on God's guarantee even more strongly: "It is, however, only
the idea of God which gives me the confidence that morality will
become reality on earth. And because I cannot live without this
confidence, 1 cannot live without God.">S Cohen (and anyone else for
whom m?)rality is essential), when faced with a world which does not
always follow these morals, needed to- know that eventually the
world will be run according to these ethics. Despite the fact that
right now, this ideal state has not been reached, some day morality
will triumph. Through God's uniqueness, God provides ethics, apd
guarantees (at least in faith) their ultimate success. Cohen defived
this concept of God from his starting point in Kantian ethics.

But if God's uniqueness means that God is completely distinct
from the world, then it must be asked how God can relate to the
world. Because this spirituality enabled God to be the ground of all
ethics, Cohen had to resolve the apparent paradox. Here, another
aspect of modernity came to N el thought. Traditional
religious thought would have explained God's encounters ‘with the
world through the anthropomorphic Biblical imagery of creation,
revelation, and redcmpfion. But ever since Baruch Sp_inoza;
modernity had challenged the idea of the supernatural God. These
three rubrics could still be help-ful in explaining God's’ interaction
with matter, but they had to be divested of any irrational
dupernatural  content.

Fige

25Cohen, Reason and Hope. p.46.
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Regarding creation, Cohen believed that the world derived from
God. God had to be the original source of everything that exists:
Cohen used the word "becoming” for the material world, as

distinguished from "being," which only refers to God. He writes:

God is the prime cause of activity, God is the creator. His being

be determined in no other way than by the immanence of
creation in his uniqueness. Creation is not a heterogeneous
concept in-- or in addition-- to God's being. Instead, precisely
this is the meaning of his being as uniqueness: that becoming is .
thought of as in him, therefore proceeding from him; it must be
derived from his concept.26

God's existence requires the existence of the natural world as well.
But even as Cohen referred to God as the créator, his emphasis Jas
not on the initial act of creation. Rather, Cohen focused on God's role
in "renewing” the world, in the words of the morning bleésing. "The
mystery of the world's beginning is thus transmuted into the
everyday wonder of its renewal, that is, its maintenance. The creator
becomes the sustainer, and God's uniqueness becpmes manifest as
divine providence."?’ 'As the source of being, God continually renews
the world. . —_
Cohen's understanding of revelation followed from his concept
of creation. Through creation, God relates to the world. It is this
relationship between humanity and God that Cohen called revelation.
"This is the most general sense of revelation: that God comes into
relation with man."?8 The result of this relationship is that humanity
acquires reason; the rational faculty is what God reveals to people.

26Cohen, Religion of Reason, p.64. Mtalics Cohen's "
27Cohen, Reason and Hope. pp. 95-9.
28Cohen, Religion.of Reason, p.71. Italics Cohen's.
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"It is only by virtue of revelatigljl that the rational creature, man,
comes to be... Revelation is the creation of reason."?® Cohen
~strengthened his argument by showing that medieval Jewish
philosophers made this same connection betwee; revelation and
reason: "propositions of reason are established as principles for
fe;éliﬁa:\al‘nd Jeven for the ‘unity of God and the creation. Thus,
reason is made the root of the content of revelation."30

Because God gives us reason, revelation may be seen as an
ongoing act. Cohen pointed out that traditional Jewish sources do not
use the word "Revealer of Torah" to describe God, but rather "Giver
of Torah," as in the Torah blessings. This word choice is not a majter
of mere semantics: "the Jewish gift for language here emphasizr.j:n
the object given, the gift, but exclusively the act of giving, that is,
communication."3! Communication does not need to be limited to
Sinai, one definite place and time; in fact, we should see this
"revelation” as continuous, throughout the generations. The move
away from considering revelation a specific physicﬂ ‘event is also
'supported by Deuteronomy 30:14, in which the commandments are
located "in your mouth and in your heart." Cohen argued that this
verse showed that "revelation-- and creation also-- is transfigured to
a purely spiritual meaning."32  Just as creation is really renewal, a
continuous event, 50 too revelation is really ongoing communication
through humanity's reason. The content of this connection between
humanity and God is, simply, morality. Cohen wrote that "the holy °

29Cohen, ‘Religion of Reason. pp71-72. ltalics Cohen's. :
- 30Cohen, Religion of Reason, p.82.

31Cohen, Reason and Hope. p.99.

32Cohen, Religion of Reason. p.82. =
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spirit limits that area of the spirib that connects, God and man to
holiness. And through this limitation and its exclusiveness, holiness
becomes morality."33 It is in this way that God "reveals” morality to
people. 5

'But God's holiness and morality are not transferred to people
automanca]h@ "It is not the holy spirit but the moral actmty of man
that effects holmess."“ Even recognizing the gift of morality is not
enough. In order to be ethical, one must act ethically. Cohen wrote
that "the isolated self exclusively engaged in thinking cannot be an
ethical self. The ethical self must be engaged in action."35 Cohen
found support for this claim in Leviticus 19:2, "You shall be holy, fo
I the Eternal your God am holy," which uses different tenses to
describe the holiness of humanity and God. "Holiness thus mieans for
man a task, whereas for God it designates being."36 Humans must
strive to make themselves holy, and therefore moral.

While Cohen did not believe in the supernatural God who gives
people specific commandments to make them ethical; he did think
that people take on themselves the o‘biigation to act morally. This
requirement emerges from the "self-given-human response to-God as
archetype and prototype of human morality."37 When humans
follow morality, they are emulating God. "God is not so much the
model that never can be reached, but rather the aréhetypé and,
therefore, the idea which, in the case of action; has the meaning of

- 33Cohen, Religion of Reason, p.106.
34Cohen, Religion of Reason, p.108.
35Cohen, Reason and Hope. p.218.
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the ideal."38 Cohen called this desire to act as God acts "love of God."
"One cannot love God as one 'igves a human being. But to love
~ spiritually means, simply and solely, to cultivate a concern for
morality."3% . The human who wishes to folldw ‘God must act morally.
Cohen believed that the Torah's sole purpose is to help humans
\;iitﬁ‘th&\modem task of living morally. Torah is not a set of .
obligation;\ commanded by God, but rather the moral "law" \thch
guides people toward ethical action.  The whole Torah, according to
Cohen, is only concerned with ethics: "The law is moral law, or an aid
to the moral law. It means nothing -else except the education and
sanctification of man."40 Even those parts of the Torah which do, not
seem to be concerned with morality still point in that directioqj
whatever "is not moral law in itself is at least thought oi_’ -and
expressly characterized as a means to the promotion of, and
education in, the moral law."41 Perhaps the clearest challenges to
Cohen's schema, the most egregious examples of laws that do not
appear connected to morality, are the rites of the: sacrificial cult.
Cohen noted, however, that the prophets reinforced the moral i
message by redirecting the people's efforts away from the literal
practice of these rituals; they "[expressed] the purely moral character
of monotheism... through an unrestrained ﬁght against sacrifice"42
which would supersede morality. For Cohen, any ritual which the
Torah commanded, any action which a Jew performed, "derived

38Cohen, Religion of Reason. p.162.
39Cohen, Reason and Hope p.223.
40Cohen, Religion of Reason. p.343.
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significance only from its capacity to serve as the symbol of moral
values."43 The Torah therefd; assists humans in emulating God by
_guiding them towards acting morally. _

While every area of life may be approach;d ethically, certain
_aciions seemed for Cohen to be connected especially clearly to moral
developient.. Study. of the Torsh, which the. Mishnah says is
equivalent l?t'o all the other priceless commandments, is necessary in
order for humans to know how to behave morally; thus, he says that
learning is "the foundation of social morality."44  Prayer, in its
worshipful focus on God from whom we learn both moral ideals and
proper actions, marks the intersection of religion and deed; it
"establishes, namely, the connection between religious knowledg\i
and' religious action, and at the same time between religion and
morality in general."45 Becoming part of a community is necessary
so the human may remember to focus on more than individual
concerns, and to work for the welfare of the larger world; Cohen
wrote: "The congregation is the indispensable preiirhinary step to
I messianic fulfillment... Man is the f:arrier of mankind. For this
purpose he must first of all assemble into a community."46 But for
Cohen, the greatest religious and ethical institution of Judaism was
the idea of the Sabbath. The Biblical connection of human rest with
deliverance from ‘Egypt, ‘which in turn recalls slavery, Judaism's
paradigmatic expérience of synihathy for the oppressed, makes the
Sabbath a dramatic moral statement. "Even if the Jewish religion had

43Meyer, p-206. S >
44Cohen, Religion of Reason, p.349.

4SCohen, Religion of Reason. p.371.
46Cohen, Religion of Reason. p.386..
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no other merits, its institutionsand preservation of the Sabbath law
alone would have added a new dimension to the progress of religion
as such."47 By mandating rest for rich and poor alike, for landowner
and worker, for Jew and non-Jew, "it is beyond doubt that the
Sabbath is meant to secure the equality of men in spite of the

' differc\:fé\e& in their social stamiing.... [thus] the Sabbath becomes the
expression\ of morality itself."48 While the Sabbath is the best
example of the connection between religious practice and ethics, all
ritual actions should lead to morality.

‘ There will; of course, be times. when a person will not act
morally. Cohen did not shy away from using the word "sin" to ’
dgsbribe such actions, but neither did he condemn the sinner Gf
external punishment. Instead, even sin became for Cohe-n an
opportunity to reach a Ihigher ethical stage. In part Cohen held this
belief because he knew that God would pardon the sinner:
"Forgiveness of sin is the simple consequence of God's goodness... It is
the essence of God to qugive the sin of man."4? ‘On a deeper level,
though, Cohen asked sinners to imnish themselves, for it is tmly
through suffering that the sinner becBmes penitent. True repentance
can elevate human life to a new heiéht of -iloli_ness by allowing the

sinner to return to the moral way. Cohen wrote:

Repentance is self-sanctification. Everything that can be meant
by remorse, turning into the depths of the self and examining

the entire way of life and finally, the turning away and the

retummg and creating of a new way of life, all this is brought

: 4?mw9225 _
48Cohen, Religion of Reason, p.157. -
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together 'in self-sanctificatien. It contains the power and the
direction in which repentance must employ itself for the new
creation of the true I. Sanctification is the goal; self-
sanctification is the only 'means.50 -

The sinner can turn back to an ethical way of life, but suffenng is
necessa:? {9 push the sinner in this direction. "Without suffenng-—
. Mo redempnon But there is a hberanon from suffering, if the goal
for self-sanctification is set in the unique God."S! Suffering directed
toward a renewal of moral action leads to redemption. This belief
explains Cohen's view of the Day of Atonement. He wrote that
"Jewish piety accordingly recognizes suffering as a step to )
redemption... The fast on the Day of Atonement is the symbol of tHis
undéfstanding of the necessary value of suffering."52 On the Day of
Atonement, Jews enact the progression from sin. to morality, from
sufferihg to redemption.

Redemption is the third way in which this modern, non-
supématural God relates to the world. In Cohen's ihbught, the idea
of redemption took the form of messianism. But even though Cohen
referred to a "Messiah," he defined the term in a way that differed
from its historical meaning: "while the Messiah had originally
denoted a dynastic person, the inner development of this thbught
resulted in the abolition of any personality cult... For the moral
mankind of an his;oﬁcal future, and it alone, is the ‘Anointed of the
Lord,’ the Messi'ah."ﬂ Cohen used the term "Messiah" to refer to a

'-"ﬁﬂnhpn. Bdm_nf.m p-205. Italics Oohens
S1Cohen, Religion of Reason. p.235.
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united humanity following universal morals. Thus there are "two
tasks of the Messiah, the ideal i:norality and the unity of mankind."54
Because God is unique, there can be only one morality. In God's
capaf:ity as Guarantor of morals, God ensures that morality will
ultimately prevail: "the Messiah is now no longer regarded as a
political ;\lﬁs_,sé'r‘y but rather as the guarantor of a faith which
‘believes that divine. postulates are realizable on earth."s5 ~For
humanity, then, messianism calls people to the "task of moral
improvement”56 in order to bring about the eventual triumph of
morility. This sense of progress is an ﬁiditional aspect of modern
thought; modernity held that technology and the universal
application of reason would necessarily improve the world. Cohen
incorporated the moral component of this idea into his philc;sophy.
According to Guttmann, Cohen felt that this "continual progress
toward the messianic kingdom of ethics"S7 was the essence of
Judaism. _

But the messianic task and its ultimate reward are not limited
to the Jews. Although the ‘Mishnah. teaches that "all Israel has a
share in the world to come,” Cohen believed that "the whole of Israel
stands here for the concept of man in general, for the whole of Israel
includes messianic mankind."5® Eventually, all humanity will join
together to recognize and follow divine morality. The second
component of Cohen's messianism was the unity of humanity, which
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he derived from the idea of the Ong God. "Thus, monotheism is the
immediate cause of Messianism as well as the concept of world
history, as the 'history of one mankind. Without the .unique God, the
idea of one mankind could not arise."5® The very essence of
messianism rules out a special future for the Jews; otherwise, there
must be m;Wéfent sets of éthica]. standards, and therefore God
could not be uniﬁue. Rather, given the oneness of God, "the Messianic
idea offers man the consolation, confidence, and guarantee that not
merely the chosen people but all nations will, at some future time,
exist in harmony, as nature does today.“ﬁo‘ Here too, Cohen adapted a
tenet of modernity for his own use. Universal reason and universal
ethics have already been discussed; one of their consequences was
political universalism, in the sense that all of humanity would ‘share
one future. Cohen adopted this idea for his messianic vision, in
which all people would be united.

Cohen found Biblical support for his universalist. messianism in
Chapter 19 of Isaiah, where Egypt and Assyria are exalted along with
(or even higher than) Israel. It is iml;cmant to note as well that
Cohen did not believe that messianism was eschatological. Rather, in
accordance with the modern _view of politiéal uni\«ersalism, for Cohen
the Messianic Age would simply be a political time, when the
different nations would be united under the one divine moral
standard. Even the Bible does Sotoiaiin thatthe, Measiah srillicome
~ via a supernatural event: except for Isaiah 25:8, the messianic
ref)ﬂ’mes “indicate an earthly future... the end of days is not
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depicted as a very remote, inconcgivable futuré, although the exact
time is left uncertain. It is -simpl}v the future..."61 Messianism wis,
for Cohen, the central tenet and goal of the religious life, following
logically from his belief in God and his emphasis on morality. "We
the_rgf_mi believe that the Messianic idea is the culmination as well
as’ the touﬁm‘oﬁé of religion and that religious conviction means.
Messianic reli\giosity.“‘fi2 All religion points toward the unification of
humanity under God's moral reign. |

Clearly, messianism for Cohen was a universal phenomenon,
not limited to Jews. The question therefore arose of what kind of
relationship God could have with the Jewish people. Traditional J
Jewish/ thought postulated a special bond between God and Israel;“th
Bible uses terms such as 750 ov gmp " and ™% R to describe the

c

Israelites as possessing a treasured place in God's plan for the
universe. But for Cohen, God could not relate Better to Israel than to
other peoples: "Inasmuch as the One God is the God of all mankind,
He cannot be the God of only one nation.”63 God is ibtisolaly, the God
of Israel. Modern monotheism's oné ethics requires that God relate
to all human beings equally well: "B_ecause‘the One God is the God of
morality, He exists primarily not for the individual, the family, the
tribe, or the nation, but for all mankind."64 It no longer is |
permissible to claim.that God prefers Israel alone; God must love all
people equally. Cohen therefom had to reinterpret the Biblical
descriptions of God's love for Israel as metaphorical, illustrating how

61Cohen, Religion of Reason. p.289. ' .
62Cohen, Reason and Hope, p.127.

63Cohen, Reason and Hope. p.47: -
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God relates to all nations: "God dgs,s not love Israel more or
differently from his love for men in general, nor, needless to say,"
could God's love for Israel limit and impair his love for the human
réce. In Israel God loves nothing other than the human race... God
loves Israel only as a model, a symbol of mankind..."65 God does love
Isracl, but only in the way thai God loves all humanity.. God's love of
Israel in no w;y excludes, and in fact represents, God's love for all
the other nations. . .

With this understanding of the relationship between God and
Israel, -the concept of the chosen people had to be called into
question. Traditionally, God's love for the Jewish people manifestt:J
itself in God "choosing us from among all other nations,” in the words
of the blessing before the Torah reading. But if God's love for Israel
is merely symbolic of God's love for all nations, Israel's chosenness
too must be just a metaphor. Cohen wrote that "the election of Israel
has only a symbolic significance. From the very outset this higher
symbolism presaged Israel's messianic call, its elevation ‘into one
mankind."66 Al people are chosen by God, or rather, God calls all
people to unite in one moral huomanity. Understanding Israel's
chosenness as meaning anything other than this call to ethical umty
is incorrect. In fact, the idea of the one chosen people, by
threatening to divide nations into a hierarchy of classes, is
potentially dangel'ous:" "It is therefore a grave mistake to evaluate
- the election of Israel apart from its connection with the messianic
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election of the human race as a wholer.:?" In order to prevent this
division, Cohen took his understanding of Israel's chosenness to its
logical conclusion. - Israel, and all people, are called to unite under
God's moral rule; according to the Bible, all the nations will go up
together_to' worship at God's hoiy mountain. At that messianic time,
there will be no~further need for people to be divided into. different
nations. Israel's ca\'ll therefore leads to the elimination of Israel as an
entity. Cohen wrote: "Chosenness means Israel‘s'vocation to. proclaim
the One God as the redeemer of mankind... Israel must sacrifice its
peoplehood- for its God."68

Cohen, in explicating the modern ideal of universalism,
effectively eliminated any special relationship between God and
Israel by understanding Israel as symbolic of all humankind.
Ultimately, Israel and the other nations will merge into' one
humanity, and Israel as such will cease to exist. The logical question
then is what reason there is for Israel to continue to exist even now
qas a separate entity. Guttmann believed that the "fundamental
religioué doctrines of Judaism are complefefy identical-- at least in
their conceptual formulations-- with the general- ideas of
monotheistic religion."69 Cohen would have accepted this claim; he
refused to state that Judaism alone was the religion of reason. It
would be more accurate to say that the religion of reason is ethical
monotheism, which Judaisin closely follo;w_s. and which other

 67Cohen, Religion of Reason, p.149.
- 68Cohen, Reason and Hope. p.116. 5
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religions -also follow to some degref.. What then is the purpose of
Judaism for Cohen? C

Before addressing the significance of Judaism as a separate
religion, Cohen had to explain what Judaism was fo; him. The
answer is relatively simple: Judaism is a religion which constitutes
the éth‘omem of the system of universal ethics. Like any
monotheistic }eligion, Judaism must be :solely concerned with
morality: "The ethics intrinsic to God's nature, and that alone,
constitutes religion in Judaism."70 Judaism involves discerning those
morals which God discloses and. guarantees, and attempting to live by
them. Cohen put this equivalence between Judaism and ethics very}
strongly: "There is no distinction in the Jewish consciousness benwln
religion and morals."7! The supernatural mythologies that comprise
so much of traditional conceptions of religion do not comport with
reason, and as such had no place in Cohen's formulation. For Cohen,
religion, and Judaism in particular, should only be about morality.

The substantial overlap in Cohen's thought between Judaism
and the ideal of moral rcliéion posed é new problem. There was a
danger of Judaism "becoming simply identified with the idea -of
monotheistic religion and thereby losing “its specific content."72
Cohen therefore needed to address how Judaism is different f}om
any other monotheistic religion. His answer seemed to fall into two
categories: Judaism differs by virtue of primacy and -actualization.
Primacy means that the idea of ethical monotheism originated in

"'éolm, nm_nd_.ﬂm p.221.
71Cohen, m_nf_m p33. ltalics Cohm
72Guttmann, p.328.

MRALhEe | |



Judaism, and the other religions learned about it from Judaism: "The
distinctiveness of Jewish culture is limited to its ethical concept of ~
God, a concept it has contributed to general culture."73 It is this
original sense of God as the exemplar of universal morality and the
demand_é which that m_orality. placed on the Jews that makes Judaism
different:-"_ﬁec\asie'bf its calling to profess the unique God and also to
accomplish the historical work of the universal recognition of the
unique God, Israel itself is distinguished as a unique people."74 If
now Judaism and the other monotheistic religions are drawing closer,

it is not because Judaism has watered itself down to meet them, but

rather that the others have finally begun to attain the heights of )

Jewish morahty

Actualization, on the other hand, suggests that even if other
religions try now to mcorporate some version of this conception of
ethics, Judaism has come closest to realizing the esﬁence. ‘Guttmann
wrote that Cohen "sees the primal power of morality expressed in its
purest and profoundest form m Jewish monotheism."75 * Judaism has
moved morality from an idea to an estabhshed practice. This
realization of the ldea has left a widespread,” unmistakably Jewish
stamp on all of civilization: "no culture has any ground or foundation

without a scientifically reasoned ethics. But such an ethics, in turn,

~must be grounded in the idea of the One God... Consequently, there is

neither a European culture nor an ethics in which Judaism does not
have a fundamental share..."’6 Through its original conception of the
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unique God and one morality, and through putting those ideals into
practice, Judaism has decisively silaped modern society.

It could be argued, though, that both primacy and actualization
are justifications that belong to history. Judaism may indeed have
been the historical source of the monotheistic ideal, but now -that
other religions. too have incorporated these conceptions, ‘there is no
further need for Judaism to remain distinct. But for Cohen, the
Jewish religion still had a crucial role to play in the unfolding of
world history: "to preserve and propagate the monotheistic ideal."77
Jews are the standard-bearers of monotheism, persistently holding
before the world the ideal vision of humanity united under God's '
moral rule. This task requires the continuity of the Jewish religion:)
"a perpetuation of Jewish group distinction is to serve merely as a
means to preserve the purity of the Jewish faith... [whose] ultimate
hope and fundamental principle [is]... the concept of the Messianic
future in which a united mankind will acknowledge the One and Only
God."78 The Jews will not allow humanity to settle for any vision less
exalted than this one. No other people clings so tightly to this ideal.
Other religions niay appropriaie some aspects of monotheism, but
without the Jewish religion, this utopian future would never be
realized. "It is therefore inc-umbent upon us to gain recognition in
the world for this One God. This is our world-historical task... only
this mission on earth justifies and explains our continued ~
~ existence..."7? 'I'heconunmng raison d'etre of the Jews is to be the

"Mu. p.206. _
78Cohen, Reason and Hope. p.185. 3
"9Cohen, Reason and Hope. p48.

- @

[
| S



agents who spread the knowledge of the unique God and thus bnng
about the unification of humanity under God's morality.

- For Cohen, however, dedication to the Jews as a_religious group
did not require dedication to Jewish nationalism. He wrote: "It is in
the domam of religion alone that we wish to preserve our
d:stmctwene;\s“w Cohen was committed to the continuity of the
Jewish religion. ‘As a modern universalist, however, he did not
accept the claims of Jewish nationalism, manifest in the Zionist
movement. Judaism is purely a religion, and any nationalistic
tendenciés should be subsumed under that 'religion: "Judaism means
religion. Yet, as much as this religion, as messianic- religion, from its
very outset ‘intends to be the world religion, it has nevertheless been,
and remains everywhere, and during the whole time of its ‘
development, the uniform expréssion of the Jewish national spirit. "81
Whatever nationalism inheres in Judaism is devotéd toward making
the whole world one nation under the Jewish moral religion; the
"meaning of Jewish nationality is determined by religious Judaism."82
Through actualizing the goals of: the Jewish religion, the goals of
Jewish nationalism, which, when properly understood, are recognized
to be universal, will also be achieved. e thew

In this way, Cohen arrived at a justification for the historical
~state of Jewish exile. "The One God has takenour.counﬁyfrom us so
that He might give us the concept of mankind. The One God cannot
be the God of any one country or state. He can be the God only of a
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mankind that is united in morality."83 sThe Jewish religion came to
recognize its universal task through being expelled from its land.
Exile was therefore necessary in order to fulfill the greater goal of
the uniﬁcation of humanity. This belief led Cohen to respond sharply
to Zlomss efforts to recreate a Jewish homeland for the protection of
Judaism: Whale ‘the Zionist believes that Judaism can be preserved
only ‘by an all-encompassmg Jewish nationalism, we are of the
opposite view, believing that only a universal, mankind-oriented
Judaism can preserve the Jewish religion,"84 and, therefore, the Jews
as well. Judaism, for Cohen, transcended ang.r particular place,
looking instead toward its purpose in history. The concern of the J
Jewish reli_gion should not stop at self-preservation, but should
instead focus on realizing its me;sianic vision. "The classical com@t
of our religion points towards the future of mankind, and not
towards the past of an ethnic community whose holiness, rather than
. being tied down to a geographical location, is bound up with its
world-historical idea."85 The Zionist emphasis on a specific state for
Judaism is consequently not only nﬁsguiﬁed but also narrow-minded.
When Judaism fulfills its ultimate mission, it will not be limited to
one area, but instead will fill the world. "We. theref:ore see the entu'c
 historical world as the future abode of our religion. And it is this
future alone which we acknowledge as our true home."86 Not only
does Judaism not need a partu:nlar geographical home; accepting one
would mean stopping the work while the task is yet incomplete. In

83Cohen, Reason and Hope, p.48.
84Cohen, Reason and Hope. p.169. -

- 85Cohen, Reason and Hope, p.170. . v
MMPM '

(25)



order to fulfill our purpose, we must be spread among the nations, to
teach all of them about the One God of morality. In Cohen's op'mic;n,
then, "the establishment of a state of our own is ineompatible with
the Messianic concept and with Israel's mission."87 Although Cohen's
me_ss_iéqiyp was ultimately universal, he saw the special mission of
Israel as c;tﬁgziﬁg the unification of humanity under monotheistic
morality by tes&fying to the One God.

Cohen's theoretical universalism derived from modern thought.
It was reinforced in practice by his love for Germany. His warmth
towards Germany arose not only from his living there, but also from
what he saw as the fundamental agreement between German idealsJ
and the tenets of Judaism. In German philosophy, Cohen saw the
rebirth of Jewish ideas of morality and universalism. He stated that
"the German Enlightenment does not view religion as an infamy that
ought to be eradicated but rather as a means by which mankind
attempted... to bring about the realization of the idea of _u_loralit),r.“i‘3
German thought thus agreed with Jewish thought about the nature of
the task at hand. Similarly, German hld Jewish ideas shared ground
concerning the unity of humanity. Cohen believed that "the German
idea of mankind has its origin in the Mess‘ianism'l of Israel's proji_hets,
whose spirit doubtlessly affected German humanism profoundly."8?
Judaism shaped Germany; now the Germans and the Jews would
work laogeﬂ:er to bring the light of morality and universahsm to the
rest of the world. Cohen wrote that "we as German Jews share in a
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central cultural force destined to unit¢ all nations in the spirit of a
Messianic mankind."9 With .such optimism, it is no wonder that
Cohen became "Jewishly minimalist."?! Without a reason for him to
advocate substantial Jewish distinction, with so much in common
between Germany and Judaism, he could call even more strongly for
universalism, \H;ls ‘Germanophilia also contributed to his anti-Zionism;
with the Jews so 'welcome in and integral to their host country, the
idea of a homeland to serve as a sanctuary for them, already harmful
for theological reasons, became unnecessary in practice as well.

Cohen's perception of Germany's hospitality to Jews and to Jewish

thought helped shape his philosophy. ).

It is in this area where Cohen's thought falters most
dramaucally. The flaw becomes obvious in historical hmdsnght, as
the Holocaust rebukes Cohen's love of Germany. Cohen's inaccurate
evaluation of the German spirit calls into question his optimism
about the larger cause of one mankind. Borowitz suggests: "In
philosophy one ought not let a mistaken. historical ju’dg'meht
invalidate an otherwise compelling system of thought. In this case
the error is o blatant and the consequences so tragic that one can
hardly help doubt the rigid universalism he so enthusiastically -
espoused.”92  The Jews alone, according to Borowitz, must carry
forward the banner of morality.

Pethaps. as Borowitz concludes Cohen's erroneous evaluanon of
Germany should cast doubt on his whole program of universalism.
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In any case his universalism is problematic for its implications about
the Jewish people. Cohen's formuldﬁon of the Jews' ongoing role as
standard-bearers of monotheism does not really require Jews;
moﬁotheism pervades many religions today. One must wonder about
the future of Judaism if it has no stronger claim to continued
existence Elhlim\its“.oﬁginal' concept of the Unique God.

Another difficulty with Cohen's thought is its lukewarm
endorsement of ritual. For Cohen, a religious 5{:{ should only be
performed if it somehow contributes to a heightened sense of
morality.. Cohen himself may have been able to see the ethical
relevance of some Jewish rituals, but the majority of contemporary
Jews do not have such moral sensitivity. The danger exists that they
will abandon Jewish practice without realizing what they are los'ing.

Finally, Cohen's God-concept is also problematic. The idea that
God solely exists to disclose and guarantee moralitﬁ is very
attractive. It also comports well with reason; logically, God should
function in this way. But this view of God is ultimately” insufficient.
Does God have no more active .r_ole in the world? Does God do no
more for sufferers than provide‘ them with the cold comfort that
morality will tnurnph in the end? Does God not rejoice with human
joy and mourn with human sorrow" Admittedly, these tasks for God
fall in the realm of faith more than reason. But by rejectmg from the
beginning all areas of ahalysis outside of reason, Cohen limited God
and prevented himself from articulating a God-concept that would
respondtothefullmngeofhumnexpeuence

Tlus chapter has explamed the major concepts of Hermann ‘Cohen's
religious phllomphy, as they emerged from the context of modemty
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; i Specifically, 1ns elnphms on umvel?], reason, his rchance on Kanaan
| - universal ethics, his ehmmahon of snpmmnlmm, his faith in moral
:‘ ' progress, and his political lmiversahsm' show the conpections between
i ~ Cohen's thought and’ his historical and intellectual milicu. But with the
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MOVING TOWARD SALVATION:

MORDECAI KAPLAN AND TRANSNATURALISM

Hermann Cohen's philosophy of Judaism was essentially ;
descriptive. Cohqn did not try to articulate a bold new path for |
Judaism to follow. wnor did he suggest fundamental changes in the
way Jews should conduct themselves; rather, he attempted simply to
describe the underlying presuppositions of Judaism as he understood
it, explicating his conception of how.Judaism' exemplifies the religion
of reason. This explanaﬁon, as has been demonstrated, reflected the J
impact of modernity on Cohen's thought. Mordecai Kaplan (1881-
1983) took a quite different approach to a philosophy of Judaism,
although his ideas too were shaped by modemity. When he wrote
his magnum opus, Judaism as a Civilization, in 1933, he understood
Judaism to be in a state of crisis. This desperate situation called for a
* dramatic change in the general conception of Judaism, and Kaplan
took it upon himself to show the way to a "Greater Judaism."! As a
result, his Jewish philosophy was prescriptive, .inasmuch as he
attempted to alter the self-understanding of modern Jews and §
thereby save Judaism. This chapter will describe Kaplan's vision of
“the form of Judaism necessary for the modern world, and the forces
of imodernity. ithat shaped;this: vision, ** | |

The first way in which the modern situation shaped Kaplan's
ideas of Judmsm is tl:at the crisis which Kaplan. perceived and
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addressed resulted from modernity. Thug, in order to understand
Kaplan's response to the crisis facing Judaism, one must first
understand the nature of the crisis itself. Kaplan himself put it very
starkly: .“Before the beginning of the nineteenth century all Jews
regarded Judaism as a privilege; since then most Jews have come to
regard it .asr a burden."? In the eyes of modern Jews, Kaplan feared,
Judaism had lost its\'purpose, its meaning, and its power. Whereas
once Judaism had been a treasured component of .a Jew's idehtity,
now many modern Jews were happy to relinquish their connection to
the Jewish community. More important to them was their
acceptance in and by the Gentile social world. Kaplan's main concern
did not seem to be those Jews who converted to Christianity; rather,
he worried about those Jews who, while nominally remaining Jewish,
found no value in maintaining Judaism any longer.

The question must therefore be what happened to Judaism to
turn it from a centripetal to a centrifugal force. Kaplan traced the
ciividing line to the early nineteenth century. These years witnessed
the beginning of the Emancipation;_ when, in keeping with
modernity's doctrine of universal lmman rights, Jews started to be
aocepted as citizens of the counmes in which they lived. Their
newfound legal civic equality came with a price, however: "the
surrender of Jewish social and cultural autonomy... [caused Jews to]
lose their identity as a distinct people."3 By keeping the Jews
isolated from the larger society, the ghettoes had had the ‘benefit of

1 Newrmmmum.ps
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strengthening the insular Jewish community. Under the new
conditions, the community began to dissolve, as Jews no longer

needed to rely exclusively on other Jews for busmess or social

contact. Kaplan believed that these coififmunities had kept Judaism
vital and central to the life of the Jews; their dissolution sounded the
death knell for\ traditional Judalsm The final formal blow came at

the hands of "the so-called Sanhedrin, whlch in 1806 at the behest of
Napoleon I, renounced in the name of all Jews, their Jewish
nationhood."4 Napoleon had made this renunciation a condition of
Jewish equality; he had wanted to ensure that the loyalty of the Jews
would belong only to the state and not to their own people. By !
agreeing to this statement, in Kaplan's opinion, the Jews traded awayJ
their strongest asset.

While the loss of this feeling of nationhood was, for Kaplan, the
major factor in modern Judaism's weakened condition, he did not lay
all the blame at the feet of the "Sanhedrin." He recognized that other
aspects of the intellectual and. social climate of the nineteenth
century also contributed to the attenuation of the bonds of Jewish
community. Another consequence of the Jews' receiving civil rights
in their states of residence was a decline in- the desire to see the
restoration of their state of origin in Palestine. This hope and |
expectation had provided a focus for Jewish national unity,
transcending the Jews' i)hysical dispenia_l. As Jews became more
.comfortable in their host countries, the perceived need for a renewed

n. m mm:m Snoiety of ‘America,. 1971,
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Jewish commonwealth decreased, which weakened the sense of
Jewish peoplehood. i

Another modern development that weakened the Jews'
cémmunal status . was Biblical scholarship and the l:élc of the rabbis.
Previously, the community had been united in its acceptance of God's
aut_'héi'shtpwoj; the Torah. The rabbis were seen. as the authoritative
interpreters of\"the traditioﬂ. As such, with the blessing of the
secular government, they served as the legal decisors for the
community, with power to judge and to punish, including, most
dramatically, to excommunicate. " The rabbis' power helped bind the
community together under their rule. Once doubt began to grow,
after Spinoza, about the divine origins of Torah, the common groundj
of belief started to erode, and the strength of the rabbis decreased.
With Emancipation, the Jewish community came under the laws of
the state, not the law of the rabbis; their uniform authority
disappeared, and the communal bonds became even looser.

A fourth factor in the decline of Judaism in the. modern period
was the faltering fortunes of other religions. The Industrial
Revolution and the rise of machines decreased people's perceived
need for religion. No longer did they look to a Deity for assistance
and mercy in response to the indifference or harshness of Nistare.
Rather, hurhahity began to take matters into its own 'hands_. learning
how to dominate the world through technological innovation rather
than religious fervor. In Kaplan's words, the contemporary

challenge [to Judaism] emanates from the spirit of this- .
- worldliness, or secularism, which permeates contemporary
- human life. The transfer of the center of gravity of human
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existence from the other world to this world is both the cause
and the effect of modern man's-passionate desire to acquire
mastery over the forces of nature and his growing ability to
render the world he lives in more habitable.>

The intellectual climate of the nineteenth century in general became
hostile to,_. religion. A decline in faith accompanied the ascendancy of
reason.’ Th: ri\sé-\of ‘naturalism challenéed the supernatural aspects of
all of the traditionzﬁ religions. With other religions as well struggling
to maintain piety, Judaism's battle to preserve a milieu conducive to
religious feeling became more difficult. As Kaplan wrote, "the faith
which Jews had... is being undermined not o;aly directly by modern
naturalism but also indirectly by the fact that their neighbors are
becoming de-Christianized."6 The general malaise afflicting the other
traditional .religions served to weaken Judaism too. |
Judaism was also challengéd by a change in the ‘modern

perception of salvation, historically defined as a good life after death.
_ For Jews, the route to this salvation had been Judaism, and the only
way to participate fully in Judaism was to participate in the life of
the Jewish community. In the late eight;eenth century, however, a
differcnt view of salvation came to promine_ncé; Kaplan described
Moses Mendelssohn as teaching "that the prérequisiie to immortali;y
was not conformity with any supernaturally revealed teaching, but a
life based upon the highest dictates of reason."? Therefore, one did
not have to be Jewish to attain life after death; one simply had to live
the best life one knew how (although for Mendelssohn a Jew was still




obligated to fulfill the ceremonial-daw as well). With the reward for
living Jewishly removed from the sole possession of the Jews, :
Judaism was no longer seen as valuable enough to-compensate for
the difficulties it caused in daily life. This shift weakened the Jewish
community even further. _

Thc;: \dpvélopmcnts ‘comprise only a partial list of the reasons
Kaplan gave fc;r the modern crisis in Judaism, but they suffice to
suggest the parameters of the problem. In short, before
Emancipation, Judaism was essential to the life of the Jew, but once
the bonds which connect Jews into communities and into one Jewish
People were weakened, Judaism became endangered. If the Jewisu
People 'had remained a strong entity, Judaism would still have been
thriving. In Kaplan's analogy, just as soldiers can only function as
soldiers if they belong to an army which functions as an army, so
Jews can only function as Jews if they belong to a Jewish People
which functions as a People. But, as a result of modemit_y; the Jewish
People has ceased to function actively; instead, the Jews became
simply "a miscellany of human beings, who call themselves Jews by
virtue of their being third or fourth 'genel?ation ‘descendants from
Jews who were authentically such becaus;e there was then a Jewish
People to which they belonged."® Without a functioning Jewish
People, Jews cannot really be Jews. The root of the crisis, therefore,
according to Kaplan, was the modern demise of the Jewish .People as

a vibrant, semi-autonomous community.




The challenges of Kaplan's [:i:rﬁe called out for a revision of the
meaning of contemporary Jewish life, to give to Jewish life a '

co'mpelling and comprehensive rationale. ~As he' put- it:

it is necessary to formulate a philosophy of Jewish life-as a
“whote.,. that discerns an organic connection among the
experiences and needs of Jewry, its dispersion and its diversity,
its past and its future, its religious commitments, its manifold
expressions, its many traits and tendencies, its need for self-
adjustment and its prerogative to mold environment.®

In Képlan's opinion, . the Neo-Orthodox, Conservaﬁve, and Reform
branches of Judaism had all attempted this task but failed. A new |
philosophy had to be devised in order to keep Judaism vital; he
therefore devoted himself to the task of articulating it. Just.as, for
Kaplan, the crisis reflected ‘thc influence of modernity, so did his
solution draw on modern ideas. ‘

-For Kaplan, the best way to articulate this philosophy was
through dcscnbmg Judaism as a civilization. He derivéd this idea
from the modern sociology of Emlle Durkheim, who analyzed the
coherence of social groups. The other branches of Judaism treated
Judaism as merely a religion, or a nation, or a Sysgem of ethics, but it
would have been a fatal mistake to think that only one of these
elements was threatened by the contemporary situation; the whole
Jewxsh way of life was in danget. "Judaism... is thus somethmg far
more comprehensive than Jewish religion. It includes that nexus of a '

history, literature, language, social organization, folk saucnons.
standards of conducr sacml and sptmual ideals, esthetic values.
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which in their totality form a civilitation."10 Only the idea of a
civilization captures the full range of the life of a people; for Kaplan,
only viewing Judaism as a civilization captured the -full range of the
life of the Jewish People.

_Kaplan ?dentiﬁed six specific components of the Jewish
civilization in'Judaism as a Civilization. - First, the land of Israel was
the historic location where the Jewish civilization was shaped, and
therefore is at the base of the civilization. Second, every civilization
must have a language, which enables them to develop a literature
arounci the issues most relevant to them; for Jews, that language is
Hebrew, which has connected them across time and space. Third, )
cwmz.atmns have rules for how people are supposed to act in a given
situation, which includes moral, social, legal, and religious conduct.
These behavioral expectations enable members of the civilization to
distinguish between themselves and non-members: if someone
behaves as they do, he is a member; if not, she belongs to another
civili_zation., Kaplan described how important these étandards are to
Judaism: "Judaism functions only so.long as it is co-extensive with
the whole of the Jew's life. To be that, it ‘ﬁas to consist of the entire
range of social habits, from the most artless folkways to the most
formal legislative decree and the most self-conscious ethical
standards.”!!  Fourth, these rules are undergirded by sanctions that
provide a reason for the behavior that is performed, and express
what the civilization holds as sacred. Kaplan maintained that in
Monal Jnd_aism the religious s;m_:‘tions.- and national sanctions




overlapped, and therefore these (s:ihctions were ‘stronger than in
other civilizations. Fifth, the emotional rhythms of the civilizatio.n
are expressed through the arts. As Kaplan wrote:

A civilization implies a specific esthetic mood, and a unique
“content of sensuous and imaginative beauty. The art of a
civilization is its individual interpretation of the world in color,
sound, and image, and interpretation that is familiar and
profoundly intéresting to the people of that civilization. This
art contributes a unique expressive value to each object of the
spiritual life of that people.!2

Despitz the restrictions on the visual arts, the history of achievement
in music, poetry, and dance in Judaism dates back at least to the J
Bible. '.Sixth, civilization requires a group of people to live together
collectively, in order for these other aspects to take shape. The social
structure must be able to enforce its authority, to maintain and
transmit the other elements of the civilization. Within the different
societies in which Jews live, Judaism must work to recreate a social
structure that can allow and encourage its civilization to flourish.
This type of community, which modemnity had weakened, is critical
to the success of the entire civilization. - '

For Kaplan, then, Jewish civilization is a civilization of, 59, and
for the Jewish People. The Jewish People play the crucial role in
Kaplan's vision of Judaism. Norbert Samuelson argues that at
dlﬂ'etent times, different aspects of the Jewish tnad God Torah,
Israel- have been ‘emphasized by Jewish thinkers. In the Rabblmc
meahwasatﬂlemtu,whlemMedwvalumes,thefocus
i, B wlﬂl ﬁ W on, ‘however, the most
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critical aspect of Judaism, according to Jewish philosophers, has been '

the people Israel.!3 Kaplan oettainly provides support for
Samuelson’s view; for Kaplan, the People is essential for the
individual to endure. In Kaplan's words, "what makes a person a Jew
is lns belongmg to a corporate body, the existence of which is a prior
condition ibéns being a Jew, as the existence of an army is a prior

* condition to one's being a soldier."!4 Kaplan also believed that the
notion of the Jewish People, and the civilization which it created,
helped to augment the life of the individual Jew. Membership and
participation in this civilization gave Jews, according to Kaplan, "a
sense of spiritual rootedness in Eretz Yisrael, a feeling of oneness
with the forty-century old People of Israel, a desire to understan
langﬁage and literature, a yearning to cherish its aspirations; and an
eagerness to live its way of life."15 By providing a larger context for
the individual's life, the Jewish People makes it- possible for a Jew to
live a more meaningful life as a Jew.

Perhaps, as David Hartman suggests, Kaplan's ‘emphasis on the
Jewish People was a pragn.natic' resi:ronse to assimilation.16 In order
to koep' Jews: attached, Kapian atiempted’to /define Judaism:
functionally, in terms of its effect on and importance to Jews; .the
other possible ubrics, God and Torah, scemed far removed from the

13Samuelson, Norbert u "Can Bmccmy and Capitalism bé Jewish Values?

Mordecai Klpllns Polmcal l’hllowllhy mm_lllﬂli.m. 3). Mly 1983, p.190. .
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immediate life of the average Jewr._J- Yet Kaplan's emphasis on
peoplehood was more than reactive. If it had still been possible for
the Jews to live together in one specific country, the Jewish Nation
could have played the unifying and defining role that the modern
situaﬁon demanded. Give;l, however, the unlikelihood that all Jews
woul_t_lmn_lhal}e\gli)'mh. Jews. would pfobably never again' all be residents
of one state. Consequently, according to Kaplan, Jews had to see
themselves as part of a People, who had "5 cultural pattern which
affords it sufficient cohesion to make those who belong to it desire to
maintain some kind of unified life."!7 This vision is admittedly
vague on the particulars of Jewish life, but the essential point for |
Kaplan was the unity of the people wherever they lived, not the )
speciﬁc actions which united them. To put it even more sharply, the
Jews are not a nation; rather, the Jews are a "trans-national
people."18 As a single people, the focus of Judaism becomes what
unites all Jews, regardless of their country of residence.

' Kaplan needed to emphasize the non-national status of Jews in
light of the founding of the State of Isracl. Kaplan had not wavered
in his Zionism. He believed that for a civilization to develop most
fully, it required at least one location' where it ‘was the primary
civilization. ~For Judaism, that land is Eretz Yistael. In other lands,
Judaism becomes an amalgam of the Jewmh civilization and the
cl\rlhznuonofthehostconmry Only in the land of Israel ‘would the
‘true Jewish mvﬂiupon develop In ﬂlis perspective Kaplan showed
ﬁemﬂmmﬁsﬁmghtdmmmmmum
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Ha'am, who believed that Israel jouid become: the spiritual center of

Judaism, even if the Jews were '."still dispersed among the nations:
Jews in the Diaspora would draw strength and inspiration from the
(;ivilization as it developed in Israel. Zionism was therefore a
necessary component of Kaplan's view of Judaism.

Feshte\ his support for Israel, Kaplan was concerned that the
existence of the State might split the Jewish People into Israelis on
the one hand and Diaspora Jews on the othér. -Therefofe. Kaplan
intentionally did not deny the value of Diaspora Jewish life, nor
would he have argued that Dia#pora Judaism was less authentically
Judaism. Rather, he articulated an important role for Jews of other |
lands. - Diaspora Jewry could provide Israel with necessary financiJ
and spiritual support, as well as their own creative and vibrant
forms of Judaism. One special Diaspora contribution to the Jewish
civilization, particularly from America, would be the idea of the
separation of church and state, ivhich would prevent Israel from
becoming a theocracy, which would stifle the creativity necessary for
the civilization to flourish. Diaspora ;Iewry and Israel Jewry would
remain united through the Jewish civilization. Thus, Kaplan chose to
describe the structure of the Jewish People tlu'ough the suggestxve
analogy ot‘ a wheel:

The part of the Jewish world community which is to be in
‘Israel will be the hub, the segments of that world community
molhﬂoonnmesw:llbethespokex and the rim will be the

. three thousand-year tradition, which is to be spelled out into a

¢ .,mneof , _and mutual- responsibility of all Jews
L..L .,m;m mﬂe‘ That tradition is not merely Jewish
Doy, 1
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religion; it is also Jewish history, Jewish law and custom, Jewish -
literature and music-- in short, Jewish civilization.!9

The Jewish People, bound together by Jewish civilization regardless
of where they live, is lhe organizing principle of Kaplan's Judaism.
Thls idea derived from the insights of modern sociology.

Ancﬁ?e{ postulate of modemlty which affected Kaplan's
‘thought was universalism and the consequent rejection of
particularism. In describing the Ieﬁvish People, Kaplan consistently
objected to the traditional idea of the chosen people. He believed the
notion of a chosen people to be arrogant, unbecoming of a religion for
the modern world. When Kaplan would rewrite siddurim, he wou}é
be especially vigilant about excising these references completely;
Eisen;stein. one of his co-editors, writes that "Kaplan would not
compromise on the need to eliminate the doctrine of the chosen
people and considered every alternative form:xlﬁtion [such as that
used by the Reform movement, which reinterpreted the English
while maintaining the traditional Hebrew] either a’misinterpretation
of the essential and mMmble mMng of chosenness or plain
dishonest."20 .Kaplan's Goti-concept (to be discussed shortly) did not
allow him to attribute to God Conbtions action” of any sort, let alone
choosing one particular people for special favor or for a umqne
mission. Additionally, Arnold Eisen argues that "American Jews
[feared] the charge of particularism;"! American Jews conscious of

] p.184.
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what their Gentile neighbors would say would be attracted to a
Judaism which eliminated the idea of the chosen people and
therefore focused on broader concerns, rather than parochial ones
specific to the Jewish community. Thus, modern universalism helped
shape Kaplan's philosophy of Judaism.

But in abolishing the idea of the chosen people, Kaplan
redefined the purpose of Jewish life. If the Jews are God's chosen
people, then their purpose is to make God known throughout the
- earth. Without the chosen people concept, however, the Jewish
People need a new rationale for their continued existence. Kaplan's
answer was salvation, first for individual Jews, and then for the
whole world; according to Sandr-a’flm\sky\l(aplan believed that "it
is the group itself which enables the individu;i to fulfill his or her
potential as a human being. Salvation comes through the people
itself, not through the election of the people by God."?2 For Kaplan,
salvation did not mean life after death. Rather, salvation was
essentially synonymous with self-fulfillment. Here again, Kaplan's
ideas overlapped a modern concept; according to the Declaration of
Independence, humans should strive for “the pursuit of happiness.”
Salvation, for Kaplan, was more than happiness, but both
perspectives shared a focus on what the self required for fulfillment.
Jews, however, cannot attain this salvation independently; to achieve
salvation, a Jew needs the Jewish People. The Jewish People helps
the individual attain salvation through the instrument of Jewish

civilization: "since human beings cannot achieve authentic fulfillment

22Lubarsky, Sandra B. - mati i ¢
Religious Pluralism. Cmcmnau chrew Umon Collcgc Prcss. 1990 p. lll
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except amidst a body of people, the group or civilization is the
primary enabler of fulfillment. Civilization then... is itself a means of
salvation; indeed it is the means of salvation for the individual."23
This statement, then, provides one rationale for Judaism: Jews should
therefore remain connected to and involved in the Jewish People
because "their allegiance to the community enriches their lives or, to
use the specifically Kaplanian terminology, contributes to their
salvation."24

But the Jewish People, according to Kaplan, has a greater role to
play in the world than simply ensuring the salvation of Jews. Once
the Jewish People demonstrates its salvation by being "animated by
the divine traits of moral responsibility)~\authenticity, loyalty or love,
and creativity... [they will be a] People in the image of God,"25 but the
Messianic Age will not come until all peoples are in the image of God.
In achieving its own salvation, the Jewish People can serve as a
model for other nations. As Eisen writes, the Jewish civilization
should "make for the enhancement not only of Jewish life but of the
life of mankind, and thus help to render manifest the cosmic purpose
of human life... the Jewish people, closer to this ideal [of salvation]
than any other, would show the rest the way."26 Kaplan denied that
the Jews were more likely to attain this salvation due to any special
knowledge or relationship with God. Rather, the Jewish People

merely acted on what was already widely known. He wrote:

23Lubarsky, p.105. Italics Lubarsky's.

24Siegel, Seymour. "Kaplan and Jewish Law" (Judaism, 30, #117). Winter 1981,
p.62.

25Kaplan, The Purosc and Meaning of Jewish Existence. p.296.

26Eisen, p.95. ‘
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"Judaism is unique not in having evblved values which were totally
unknown to other peoples, but in having carried common values t(;
pragmatic conclusions never dreamt of by other peoples."2? Through
the civilization inspired by the Torah, Judaism tried to achieve its
greatest. _sﬂfi\ealizgﬁon. The Jewish People, therefore, must -
exemplify how\“‘a\ nation can foster the highest possible development
of its members' potential for good.

For Kaplan, then, the central element in the Jewish civilization
was the Jewish People, which still -had a purpose for its existence.
But the‘ modern sociologist Durkheim had placed particular emphasis
on the role of religion in holding a group together. Kaplan therefore
stressed that Judaism must also be a religious civilization. Religion
intertwines intimately with peoplehood, . because religion takes its
form, its aim, and its meaning from the people who observe it. "A
religion is not a philosophical doctrine originating in the mind of an
individual and communicated by him to his fellows; it is a product of
a people's life, the soul of its civilization."28 Indeed, rﬁligions values
only make sense in the context of the larger civilization of the people.
Religion serves the people which creates it, gludmg that people
towards its salvation, its self-fulfillment: "the true function of
- religion... [is] to make of each people or nation a medium for the
nurturing of the ideal human type that would be an embodiment of
Divinity or the Divine aspect of the cosmos.”?® The Jewish religion. s
fio ‘exception to this rule; it emerges from the Jewish People in order
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to assist in their development. "Jewish religion, in a word, is the
conscious endeavor of the Jéwish People to make its collective |
experience contribute to the spiritual growth and -self-realization of
the individual Jew, the Jewish People, and all mankind."30 According
to Kaplan, religion sprouts naturally from civilization, in order to help
the civilization meet its goals.

' This mgﬁc outgrowth of religion from a civilization has an
important consequence for the nature of religion. Traditionally,
religion was conceived as fixed, permanent, given once and for all
time. God's word is ‘eternal; if religion comes from God, therefore, the
religion must maintain its original form. Kaplan reversed this
unders;ahding of religion, suggesting that religion flows not from God
to people, but rather from the people towards God. Humanity must
realize "that religion is rooted in human nature, and that the belief in
the existence of God, and the attributes ascribed to him, must be
derived from and be made to refer to the experience of the average
man and woman."3 Therefore, religion can develop'as human
experience of the world and of the divine increases. .

This conception of religion enabled ‘lEnplan_ to respond to
perhaps the. biggest obstacle to a modern understanding of mlfgion:
the issue of God. He wrote: "The present predicament in religion is
due mainly to the prevailing assumption that religion is {usgpamb!e
- from supernaturalism and theurgy."32 The Biblical im'age of God was
~ that of a supernatural being, anthropomorphic, doihg miracles,
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suspending the laws of nature. Mobdern people, however, did not
encounter God in this way; the contemporary mood was naturalis-t,
portraying God and humanity as inhabiting the same universe. A
religion that insisted on the antiquated traditional view of God was
consequggg! disspnant. In Kaplan's theory, however, religious ideas
were allowed’ ‘%o evolve. He argued that in fact, religion constantly
ﬁndergoes this evolution, even when tradition co-opts the changes.
The Biblical idea of God emerged from the experience of the people
who lived at that time; Kaplan believed that the faith the Israelites
had m God derived only from their witnessing what God did for them
in their lives.33 Therefore, if modern experience is different, the
God-concept can be updated. )
Kaplan thus reconceived God for the modern age. He was
dissatisfied with both supernaturalism, which he regarded as
untenable given contemporary belief, and naturalism, which, by
anchoring God and humanity to the natural world, could not account
for humhnity's higher strivings. He developed the idf.;a of a
"transnatural” God, which unites the different aspects of nature into a
new whole. In his words, "this God,YHWl:i. is that aspect of the
Jewish people which renders it more than the sum of its indi\;iduals,
past, present, and future, and gives meaning to all its virtue, sins,
successes, and failures."34 This God enables people to look beyond
their .current. situation to.the folfillment of their highest potential,
and to strive to reach that level. "Transnaturalist religion beholds




God in the fulfillment ‘of human nature .and not in the suspension of
~the natural order. Its function is not to help man overcome the
hazards of nature, but to enable him to bring under contrel his
inhumanity to his felldw-man'."li God connects human actions to
ultimate - salvation. :
Importantly,\ﬁo;;veirer, this God is not an agent. Theologically,
'- "Kaplan advocate[d] that-abe Stibstifuse jee wotion of process for the
notion of entity."36 That is, rather than thinking of God as a Being
who exists, people should recognize God in their striving to improve
themselves. In The Greater Judaism in the Making, Kaplan derived
lessons about God from the Jewish holidays. In this formulation, God
is the Power ithat makes for salvation, for social regeneration, for the
regeneration of human nature, for coopemtidn. for freedom, and for
righteousness, and which can be seen in nature and in history.37 But
lessons about God are really lessons about how humanity should
conduct itself. The idea of .this God inspires p_eciple to fulfill their
highest potential. :
William Kaufman schematizes Kaplans view of God by statmg
that God can be unde.rstood in three different ways functionally, as a
value term, and as a predicate.38 _First, a functional view of God *’_
would ask how God works; that is, how does God function in human
life? ‘Kaplan said that "the functional aspect of the term God is not
that of an answer to a question of information respecting the origm
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of events; but an answer to what iman needs t6 be, to have, and to do
in order to achieve his destiny as a human being or, collectively, as a
family, tribe, or nation."3%9 The true importance of the God-idea is not
what humans think God is, but how God inspires them to act. Thus,
G_od"s traditional a_ttribut‘es can be reinterpreted as desiderata for
human__c\t;ﬁdgct:' God motivaies hﬁman action. Second, understanding

" God as a value word would identify God with humanity's highest

values. These values are important to humans because they have
cosmic significance: God grounds human values. Kaplan wrote that
God can be understood as "that aspect of nature as a whole which
makes for the maximum fulfillment of man's highest ethical and
creative potentialities."40 Third, viewing God as predicate means that
God is seen in actions that live up to the best that is in people. 'This
understanding redefines the concépt of divine revelation; God
appears in actions that demonstrate people's striving for salvation.
Kaufman- writes that the Divine "can be identified in human
experience through the ethical values that are its manifestations." !
It is more helpful- to say that justice‘ is Divine than to say that God is
just. All three of these rubrics lughhght the transnatural connection
between God and the fulfillment of human abﬂmes

Clearly, Kaplans modern God-concept has important
ramifications for human conduct. When God is defined as the Power
t!m helps humanity to reach its highest potenm], it becomes the Job
of humanity to act in accordance with its highest potential, to become
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humanity in its best sense. Gods success and people's success are
dependent on each other. . Kaplan argued that humanity has not yet
appropriately responded to the -divine summons: "God's work is far
from done, because man keeps on undoing it. God has not yet
anéeeded, because man has not yet become human."42 The proof of .
God is ;ﬁ'iiunian action. Kaufman eloquently summarizes the

- connection between God and humanity. He writes that Kaplan
identified God '

with the process of creativity conquering chaos, with the
eternal and ongoing active tendency in the universe to bring
order out of chaos. This process is unfulfilled without man.
The role of man in the universe is to transform the potentiality
‘of the creative process in the universe into actuality in his life,
through such values as honesty and responsibility. God, as the
power that makes for salvation or self-fulfillment, is the
inexhaustible ground or potentiality that generates the process.
The process is the ongoing activity of the Divine in the
universe, which is actualized when man acts according to
justice and law.43

In Kaplan's opinion, the Jews in particular must strive to live up to
the divine challenge. "The Jewish People is comn.litwd to the
promulgation af that belief fn. God’ which can impel man to create a
social order based on freedom, justice, peace, -and love."44 de,

especially when understood as a process, compels ‘ethical human

action.
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This revolutionary conception of God forces the
reinterpretation of other mligiéus ideas as well. For example, if God
- does not really act supernaturally, then what is_the purpose of
prayer‘? Clearly, prayer cannot be theurgic, in the sense of asking
God to respond in a certain way. However, prayer can enrich the life
‘of the théhipper Kaufman explains that, in Kaplan's system, prayer
can "open [the worshipper] to the creative process as it functions in
nature and in [people]... prayer can be viewed as an expression of
man's quest for self-transcendence."4S Through prayer, the
worshipper hopes .to recognize the Di;rine presence, to identify those
elements of him- or herself which represent greatest potential.
this way, prayer is also an uplifting experience, as the worshipper
conies into contact with a superior plane of existence. "ﬁe function
of prayer, then, could aléo be considered as man's quest to elevate
himself-- to open himself to a higher level of reality transcending
mind."46 In addition to these functions, public worship achieves one
other goal: providing identification with a qommn'nilyl that struggles
with issues of fulfillment. Worship according to Kaplan, should be .
unmistakably Jewish in its symbols and\language in order to give a
strong Jewish flavor to the experience. It should draw on the arts in
order to be a satisfying esthetic experience. The prayers should
address modern issues, not merely the past concerns of Judaism
Fmally, Judaism must remain open to the personal dxmenslon of
rellglon, in order to address the mdlvxdnals needs within the context
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of the community. =Prayer, even for Kaplan, still carried significant
meaning. :

A second question emerging from the transpatural God-concept
is the importance of Torah, if it is no longer to be perceived as
divi:ie_ly revealed. _Kapla;l understood Torah primarily as the way of
life ofthe Jewish people.. The Torah should inspire a lifestyle that
Tteaches towar& the highest values; while all humanity can strive for
these heights, Jews are guided there by Judaism, whose blueprint is
Torah. He wrote:

Torah should inean to the Jew nothing less than a civilization
which enables the individual to effect affirmative and creati
adjustments in his living relationships with reality. Any pdrtial
“conception of Torah is false to the forces that have made for
Judaism's development and survival. Torah means a’complete
Jewish civilization.47
This civilization keeps the community unified in its striving toward
salvation. But because Torah is not compelled by external authority,
and because Diaspora Jews -already live in at least one other
civilization, which is usually secular, this unity cannot be enforced.
Rather, Jewish people freely choose participation in the Jewish
civilization. Even this civilization, enforced by communal congensus.
is subject to amendment if it threatens to become irrelevant: Kaplan
pointed to the Midrash, Philo, and the Zohar as examples of
reinterpretation of the Torah. Whether or not the Torah is
reinterpreted, it still plays the roles of "ordering our collective life as

e s

a spiritually autonomous people... a Constitution which confers upon

47Kaplan, Judaism-as a Civilization, p414.
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us the status of an organic society... a way of life which is intended to
make of us 'a People in the image.of God."48 The Torah has shaped
the People and the civilization. Even if it was not created through
divine revelation, Torah nonetheless remained crucial to Kaplan's
Judaism. ;

One .r;ighl:eﬁﬁestibn about Judaism as a modern religion involves
the role of mitzvot and specific ritual practices. A mitzvah
traditionally implies a m‘tzaveh, but Kaplém's transnatural God
cannot fill that need. In his early writing, Kaplan called mitzvot
"folkways." ' He chose this term in order to eﬂ:phasize their nature as
custom more than as commandment, thereby removing any vestige
of their supernatural origin. Like the Torah, they acquire weight not
from divinity but from humanity; specifically, their widespread --
practice by the Jewish People. While not immutable, they are still
imperative as long as they are part of the collective life of the people.
If they become irrelevant, however, they may be eliminated or
changed. Kaplan left room for personal means of observance,
depending on the individual's relationship w:th God; he believed that
the purpose of mitzvot was to help people achieve meaning in their
lives by giving them occasions to say b'rachot. In his later work, he-
no longer used the term "folkways,”" preferring a broader rationale |
that included individual meaning. He used the term sancm,
suggesting actions hallowed in their own right, without needmg
communal validation of their sacred status. His sole caveat was that
the ritual should somehow allow the individual to connect with the
lamm lest through this personalization, the group cohesion




disintegrate... He' recognized that rituals "[contributed both] to Jewish
group survival and to the personal self-fulfillment of the
individual."4® Mitzvot, too, could be reinterpreted to comport with
Kaplan's view of the Jewish religion.

.The precedmg .pages have explamed Kaplan's underlying
philosophy of\.gudalsm He created a thoroughly modern philosophy,
as reflected in his response to the situation of the Jews brought on by
modernity, the influence of Dnrkheiml and Ahad Ha-am, his
universalism, his emphasis on self-fulfillment, and his elimination of
the supernatural God-concept. Yet Kaplan did more than theorize; he
created a program of action to address the dire straits in which g
Judaism' was mired. How did he propose to rescue Judaism from i
modern crisis? '

Four recommendations‘ are prominent in his thought. First,
Jewish life needed a compelling rationale. As discussed earlier, he
believed that he had provided one in his understanding of the Jewish
People facilitating salvation for the individual Jew and for the whole
world. Second, in order to fulfill this mission, the Jewish People
needed to be revitalized. To achieve this goal, Kaplan proposed an
improved system of communal organizatidn. thlan wrote that
"when we study the quest for salvation and the conditions of ité
fnlﬁllment, we note -that salvanon presupposes a community ‘which
treats the individual as so organic a part of itself that in promotmg
its life it is aware that it promotes lns own"5° The individual and
the commumty are mt:mately mtetconnected they must both accept
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responsibility for the welfare of each/other. These "organic
communities... would function as the instruments of Jewish life as a
whole, and that would meet all its needs, in the order-of their
urgency and importance."5! Kaplan argued that the most prominent
social orgamzat:lon. the congregatlon. was insufficient for these.
communal purMes, because ‘it only reached a limited portion of the
community. _Every person born into a Jewish family should be
considered a member of the Jewish community, and must be treated
as such by the community. All Jewish institutions must work
together' to bri:ig Jews qinto the community,- to encourage Jewish life,
and to help needy Jews. He urged that this structure be built on top
of the existing federations.52 If they were to be made representative
of the community, then they could truly be active advocates fon: a
vibrant Jewish life, which would bring salvation to the Jews and
provide an example for the wider world.

Third, following this broader définition of community, Kaplan
argued for reconceptualizing the synagogue. He wanted tol make it
more representative of the whole community, not just one
congregation, and not just a religious grgapiz;lﬁon githcr. He said:

To Zive Jattien a5 2 civillestion 15 ot ooty (0 ens as a Yew, bid

to work and play as a Jew, that is, to carry on, as-a Jew,

activities which answer to fundamental human wants. Work
and play answer organic needs. The character of a civilization
expresses itself through both... Emancipation and industrialism

have mcucal!y made it impossible for Judaism to influence
‘the Jew in his work. All the more imperattve. therefore, has it
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become for Judaism to influénce the Jew in his leisure
activities.33 '

The synagogue should become a bet am, creating a sense of unity and
friendliness among diverse Jews by offering a variety of
programmi\xlg. The bet am should. attempt to meet the spiritual,
soﬁ:ial, educaﬁghal, and cultural needs of the community. All of these
éspects, of course, are components of the Jewish civilization, but the
non-religious ones often get short shrift in Judaism.

_Fourth, Kaplan called for a rejuvenation of the Jewish religion.
The first step, in his opinion, was to redefine God and religion in
order to remove all traces of supernaturalism. Some of the speciﬁ;n'
of this -revision have already been discussed, but it is important to
emphasize that Kaplan did not intend to weaken belief in Goci. God
played an important role for Kaplan, in terms of responding to
people’s "state of perpetual tension and foreboding... [because] we
have lost our way in life."5¢ Belief in God should show humanity the
direction in which to grow, being "ca;iablé of serving as inspiration
and sanction for whatever is: likely to reflq\er man lhore fully
human."55 Having eliminated supernaturalism, Kaplan would
attempt to remove dogmatism. Since religion is a product of a (
civilization, and civilizations evolve, a religion that wants to stay vital
must also evolve, but stubborn clinging to stagnant tradition kept
Judaism from evolving. He wrote that "each religion identifies as
holy or divine whatever it regards as enabling the members of the




group, or.the group as a whole, to' make the most out of life;"56
however, these sancta must be reevaluated and, if necessary, :
reinterpreted from generation to generation in' order to keep them
relevant. Consequently, Kaplan called for creativity in the liturgy
angl; the hymns recited during worship, as well as in the underlying
rdtionale }Bi\.faifh and the forms of its expression. All of these steps,
‘in Kaplan's oﬁnion, were necessary in order to modernize and
revitalize Judaism, and enable it to respond to the crisis it faced.

The modern situation influenced the ideas of both Kaplan and
Cohen. While their philosophies share some foundations, the specific
forms their thoughts take differ. For example, with respect to the
Jewis_h_' People, as a result of their universalism, both Cohen and
Kaplan abandoned the doctrine of the Jews as the people chosen for a
special relationship with God. But whereas for Cohen, this idea led
him to become an anti-Zionist, struggling to justify the continued
existence of the Jews as a people, for Kaplan, the Jewish People
retained its centrality, albeit without any inherent 'snperiOrity over
any other people. Both Cohen and Kaplan attempted to eliminate
vestiges of supernaturalism from their conoepts of God. But whereas
for Cohen, God became the ground of morality, the original Amhor
and the faithful Guarantor of rational ethics, Kaplan saw God as the
Power that made for salvation, motivating humanity to strive for
their own self-fulfillment. Both Cohen and Kaplan agreed that the
Torah was mot divinely authored,  But whereas for Cohen, Torah -
emﬁued a set of laws dmm taugmdehumamty towards its
w,gﬂlical pOtcntlal, Kaplan's Torah recorded the actions that the
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Jewish People had sanctified s expressions of their civilization.
Modernity planted similar seeds in both systems, but the trees bore
different fruit. . ' o

Despite the influence that Kaplan's ideas have had, an impact

: esp_ecnally visible in the founding of the Reconstructionist movement

~and thc p;rommence of Jewish community centers, his philosophy has

come under intense criticism on two important counts. First, his
conception of the Jewish People raises serious problems. Kaplan
maintained that the People is prior to the religion, the Torah, even to
God: everything emerges from the life of the People. This idea places
tremendous limits on the rest of Judaism; exalting the People abpve
Gqﬂ particularly seems to be putting the cart before the horse.
Hartman writes: "I refuse to allow for the possibility of the Jewish
people's becoming the object of a modern form of idolatry... one
should not sacrifice the Jewish people to God or to Torah nor should
one abandon God and Torah in favor of the glorification of the Jewish

_people.”s7 Similarly, Borowitz protests ascribing equal value to the

different manifestations of Judaism. He states: "if the Jews are
primarily a folk, then their secular acuvmes are as valuable as their
religion. Is folk dancing the Jewish equivalent of study of the Bible
or Talmud?... To make religion only the first of many folk activities
seems to delimit it unduly."58 he: 0

- The second criticism of Kaplan's Judaism concerns his God-

.concept. Onemsnemﬂm:deathatGod cannot act. Such a God cannot

ensure ﬂllt we wnlj ever reach the salvatlon for whlch we -strive. As
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Jacob Staub puts-it, "we are left’ at most with a power or a set of

powers not ourselves that can be of assistance to us in our quests

- However, that falls considerably short of providing us with the

confidence that our efforts will succeed in the face of an apparently

indifferent universe."5? Unlike Cohen's God-concept of the Guarantor

‘of ethicQ“K_'apian's God' only shows humanity the way. Borowitz also

objects to Kaplan's idea of God, in that God cannot have an active
relationship with humanity. To him, "a religion centered on an
impersonal God seems a contradiction in terms... Why should one be
utterly involved with a God who is utterly unresponsive in
return?"50 Borowitz would prefer a God who could actually
communicate in some form with people, rather than being merely an
example or an inspiration. Finally, Kaplan's God-concept comes
under -attack for its derivation from humanity, Human ethics are an
insufficiently rigoi'ous standard by which to determine ultimate
value. Eliezer Berkovits writes that "when [Kaplan] ‘identifies' the
powers that make for these nobler impulses in man as the divine
aspect of reality, far from discovering God, [he] has merely deified
certain aspects of the human personali_t;."ﬁl The same problem is
highlighted by Hartman with respect to Kaplan's view of Tofah;
Hartman argues that "Torah contains standards which indicate how
the Jewish people -ought to live; it is not simply the cultural product
ofshowJews di fiact live 62 This Torali and: this God! ate 1io-more than

‘ﬂm Jacob J. "Kaplan mdessMogy. in Goldsmith et al,~p.288.
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human projections. Milton Steinberg succinctly stated the difficulty
with Kaplan's God by saying that what Kaplan has described is "really

not a theology at all but an account of the psychological and ethical

consequences of having one."63
~In my opinion, despite Kaplan's comprehensiveness,. depth, and

systemaﬁz\étréngths; the fundamental issue is still left unresolved

- for me. To respond to the crisis facing Judaism in his day, Kaplan

needed to create a vision of Judaism that would captivate Jews who
were drifting away, convincing them to decide to participate in the
Jewish civilization.. I do not believe that Kaplan successfully

articulated what he himself admitted was necessary: "an inspirin

~and irresistible motive"64 for revitalized Jewish life in the modern

world, While he painted an attractive picture of the Jewish
civilization, he did not specify the reasons that a Jew should choose
to live that kind of life. I think that he failed to consider the
perspective of those very outsiders whom he needed to convince;
indeed, he failed even to recognize that the Jews whom he needed ‘to
convince would consider tl_lemselve‘s outsiders. His philosophy
presumed a pre-existing affinity toward Judaism; Lubarsky wrote
that Kaplan thought Jews should live a Jewish life "because that is
the civilization into which you were born."65 He dismissed those who
doubted the importance of Jewish life by saying "with this approach,
the question of ‘why be a Ieﬁ?‘ loses its relevance. If Jcﬁsﬁ life is a
unique way of experience, it needs no further justification."66
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BALANCING COMMUNITY AND AUTONOMY:

EUGENE BOROWITZ AND COVENANT THEOLOGY

- Both Mordecai _Kaplzui and Hermann Cohen shaped their
philosdl_:;h‘i‘ésﬁ“i':\‘re'spouse to_ their coﬂtempprary situations. Cohen
believed that individuals thinking rationally would eventually arrive
at a universal system of ethics, grounded in .and guaranteed by the
God of morality, and reinforced by Judaism. For Kaplan, humanity's
progress suggested that as long as Jews remained grounded in the
Jewish civilization, they would grow toward eventual salvation and
self-fulfillment, assisted impersonally by God. In a similar way,
thought of Eugene Borowitz (born in 1924) reflects the conditions of
~ his time period, but whereas Cohen and- Kaplan responded to the
assumptions of modernity, Borowitz believes that those assumptions
have been proven false. His era, which he calls postmodemity, is
substanually different from the ‘earlier age., theology must therefore
adapt to meet the new epoch

Perhaps the. central featnre of modernity was its unbounded
faith in reason. ~Through rational application of their minds, humans
hadthepowe;todetermmewhatwasl:meandjustandtoacton
that. conoepnon. The belief in the natural equality of all people, as
expressed both in the Declaration of Independence and in the slogan
~of the French Revolution, grew out of this idea. The universal norms
_'ayi values of this modern society no longer came from divine
revelation htm&ombﬁnﬂ%ﬂysm anyntmmlprson

m&mle, mve*aulmm ulue system. - Kant's
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categorical imperative was based on this belief in the inevitability of
rational ethics. Consequently, it came to be widely believed that the
development of modernity, with’ its focus on ratigpnalism, would give
rise to a universal system of ethics, which would improve life
whe_i'ever it took root. -

| -ﬁg“do\mihant mood of modemity, therefore, was optimistic
-and progressive. Borowitz writes: "modernization became our
Messiah and we looked to it to effectuate the ideals we had for so
long vainly looked to God and piety to fulfill."! People themselves
would be improved by this process of .dcveloping universal, rational
ethics; they would come to realize the right way to behave, turning
away from evil to goodness. As people changed for the better, they
would continually improve the world around them as well, a process
which would lead eventualljr to the Messianic A_ge. This future time,
however, would be attained not by divine intervention, but rather by
human action, guided by values derived from human reason.

- An important consequence of this -modern emphasis on
rationalism was the develoﬁ;nent of the belief in individual
autonomy. Because each person was rational, each individual was
the final locus of authority. ~According to Borowitz, "the
Enhghwnment thinkers taught that human beings ought to make
their own minds and consmenm the ultimate basis of their decisions
and actions."2 Law could no longer be imposed on people from
mide.msbad,peqﬂehaddwablhtytounderstandu.and,aslong
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as the law comported with their peason, they could accept it for
themselves. The revolutions against European monarchies and - the
rise of democratic states actualized these ideals. What was true of
law was also true of values; each person could rationally determine
the ‘correct code of ethics and morals. The very fact that people
ffée:l_gr-zhbsq_ to’ submit themselves to this code gave ‘any accepted

. idea great p;wer over them; if the source of authority was one's own
reason rather than external obligation, thé individual was more
likely to obey its dictates. Autonomous individuals, in accordance
with' their reason, would thus recognize what was rationally
obligatory and decide for themselves how to live their lives well.
The sum of these decisions would determine the shape of s*m:ict)./i
The widespread ascendance of autonomy resulted from mddemity's
faith in human reason.

By the middle of the twentieth century, however, the original
optimism associated with the rise of rationalism was largely
displaced by a cynical realism about human nature. - Far from
demonstrating that scientific logic would always be used for good,
the Holocaust proved that human reason ‘could be adopted to plan,
execute, and justify evil with unpmlleled efficiency. The ﬁ"gedom
from authonty that aocompamed a belief in autonomy made it
imposslble to prove that any rationally derived value was less
acceptable than any other one; if an individual had chosen a value
autonomously, no one had the right to deny that person that choice.
mmmm affirming a set of universal values, rmanﬂmn

jon;- if all va‘lnbs are equally

thc door for relaumm. Relauvxsm, in turn, mmoved the idea
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acceptable, then no particular valug has ultimate importance.
Consequently, people are under nc obligation to act in a certain moral
way. Borowitz writes: "Our secularized civilization thus no longer has
a philosophic consensus  as to why people must be ethical or how
reason commands duty rather than offers counsel. Simply put
secular mtellect no longer supphes a secure ground of value."

Without this shared ground of value, according to Borowitz, it became
impossible even to argue that the Holocaust was evil. The primacy
and sufficiency of autonomous reason as a basis for ethics was
thereby called into question, and modem{ty itself was challenged.

If the consequence of modernity's emphasis on humanity's J
ability to determine value rationally was the loss of any universally
acceptable, humanly-derived basis for value, then postmodereism
attempts to restore value by -removing it from the sphere of reason.
As Borowitz puts it: "With the demise of the generative Kantian
premise of liberal religion-- that ethics was more certain than belief-
- the converse of the liberal axiom now asserted itself: If ethics
rightly deserves a substance end power that rationalism can no
longer provide, tlien faith mnet now once again provide its :
foundation and standard.” - With mﬁoneﬁem ha\fing_ shown 1tself to
be inadequate to the task, faith returns as the basis of ethics. By
turning to feith. people are searching for some source of meaning
beyond the individual self in which they could ground ‘their values.

' 'Hnﬁqdest leads d‘own. many paths, among them meditation, -
hedomam. and nauonalmm But only a rehg:bus faith, aecordmg to
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Borowitz, can’ provide the senw'that "a transcendent God stands over

against us and our society, summoning us to moral conduct."S The

road from rationalism beyond Trelativism to value- returns to religion.

Borowitz believes that religious life most successfully answers

the need for a secure ethical basis, yet it also clearly seems to conflict

with autohgpy. Religion holds that values are only secure if God

- commands or otherwise grounds them, but autonomy rejects the

ability of any external source to command the individual. This
dialectic characterizes postmodern religion, including Judaism. The
key to understanding the Jewish theology of Eugene Borowitz is to
view it as an attempt to balance the competing claims of divine
command (as mediated by the Jewish community) and autonomy.
Borowitz, while acknowledging' the importance of religion as
the ground of ethics, values autonomy, consequently hesitating to
accept faith uncritically. He argues that Abraham Joshua Heschel's
call for sublimating that autonomy to the fact of God's commanding
message is one reason that his theories were not more widely
accepted. Liberal Jews are not ready to surrender their aﬁtqnomy to
the traditional view of God's revelation of specific immutable
commandments. In Borowitz's opinion, liberal Jews reject Orﬂlodoxy
as a heteronomy which is not a theonomy; that is, law comes from
otherpeople(l.e thenbbm).andnotﬁmnGoddimcﬂyﬁ The
mhmﬁm:slhatlhtwmmbletolmowwhatﬁod's actual sense

oflhehwwas.thenthatthmomycouldbemswcpmble
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replacement for autonomy. But sirice Orthodox Judaism is mediated
by other people, the liberal Jew must approach faith very carefully.

Borowitz writes: "Admitting faith to our religiosity Taises the danger
of Orthodoxy and sets the liberal Jew in search of a principle by
which to regulate the content faith may contribute to hls libéral
Judaism." T\Pg.\h of that principle is autonomy.

" Yet autonomy too must be limited, in order to avoid the
dangers of relativism. The freedom to sclf-legislﬁte is by itself
insufficient ground for a religious' life. Borowitz believes that
“contelhporary American Reform Judaism must correct early ?
Reform's exaggerated emphasis on excessive individualism and J
autono;ﬁy."ﬂ Consequently, Borowitz tries to establish what a .
legitimate constraint on autonomy mighi be. In its earliest days,
Reform Judaism accepted ethics as a boundary for autonomy. For all
that the first Reformers rejected the ritual commandments, the
ethical .mitzvot retained their obligatory nature Borow:tz writes:
"Liberal Judaism proclaimed.that a properly autonomous self exists
essentially in responée‘ to the comanding [sic] power of ethics."?
Reform Judaism denied people the freedom ‘-\to legislate for
themselves violations of proper moral conduct.

Borowitz, howeﬁr. sees the elevated status of .ethics. as a
response to the historical situation of early Reform, not necessarily

still sufficient as a limit 'for autonomy in today's world. He finds

witz, Eugene B. "Fulh and Method in Modern Jewish Theology" CCAR.
thook, 73). 1963, p.218.
B mwiu anu,_xm-lmbs. Lm'i. “Engme Borowltz. in Stem T. Katz




what he judges to be a more relevant constraint in the wishes of the
community, defined broadly as all humanity or more narrowly as the
Jewish' People or the local synagogue. He expresses the restraining

function of community in these words:
I'am. individual and unique but likewise inseparably a part of
all ind... I am therefore morally obligated to... exercise my
personal autonomy in terms of them... the community may
reasonably demand of me that I discipline my will so that the
community can function and persevere... it can also legitimately
expect some sacrifice of my conscience when its promptings
_conflict with central affirmations of my group.!0

By virtue of being human, all people have obligations to humanity).
which supersede their autonomy. Because Borowitz places great
value .on the community, the desires and judgments of the self must
sometimes be sublimated to preserve the community or to carry out
its will. By virtue of being Jewish, Borowitz belongs not only to the
general society of hlimanity, but aiso to the specific community of

Jews, and 'so his autonomy is even further constrained:

the Jewish self will be seriously concerned with the community
which is so great a part of its selfhood. Naturally, this
individual autonomy will often be channeled and fulfilled
through what the Jewish people has done or now values. For
the sake of communal unity, the Jewish self will often
undoubtedly sacrifice the exercise of personal standards.!!

Thus Borowitz makes room for the iewisil tradition as understood by
the Jewish commumty as a lnmt on mdlvldual autonomy. These two
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factors, autonomy and Jewish communal will, interact to shape a
Jewish individual's behavior.: Every aspect of Borowitz's philoso;ihy
of - Judaism reflects the dialectic of these forces. -

Borowitz faces this conflict in attempting to describe his
concq;)iion of God. For Borowitz, God is a weak Absolute. Tlie idea of
an -‘Abs;m;“bq‘nrés from religibus oﬁhodoxies; it refers to a God who
is transcendent.,\ distant, authoritative. In these religions, authorized
leaders interpret God's will and transmit it to the rest of the people.
Borowitz agrees that Judaism cannot really say authoritatively what
God is; even early Reform, which placed iﬁ faith in logic, did not
believe it understood God's essence. As Borowitz writes, "its respecﬂ
for reason did not transcend its awe of God."!2 God must remain
ultimafely indescribable. .

Nevertheless, Borowitz finds this conception of God as an
Absolute unreflective of the biblical experience of the Israelites.
Throughout the Bible, God interacts with people, speaking to them,
allowing them to challenge divine deqrees, revealing facets of the
divine to them. In Judaism, God relates to people, and therefore is
not the unknown Deity of other religious o?thodo;ies. Borowili
writes that "the most characteristic theolog:ical assertion of hbefal
Judaism is that such knowledge as men have of God is subjective, a
human response to him, rather than objective human reception of his
formulations.”3 Jews learn about God through their relationship

- with God. When necessary, God enforces God's will, but even this
strictness is realized in the context of God's relationship with the
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people. The fact of this relationship forces Borowitz to refer to God
as a "weak" Absolute. He describes this "oxymoron" in the following

way: ! e, ak

* Obviously, this Absolute, in its most primary manifestations, is

-~ relational. God creates a fully real, independent world and
makes-covenants with people free to accept or reject God's -will,
including a special Covenant with a single people, linking God's
own historic destiny to that of the Jews... To the extent that
biblical and rabbinic Judaism know no reality or rule equal to,
much less greater than, that of God's, we may call God their
Absolute. Yet this cannot be meant in its philosophic sense: a
thoroughly self-contained, aloof, imimovable reality... As it
were, the special Jewish sense of God's absoluteness requires us
to say that Judaism knows of an Absolute only in a weak, notj
strong sense of that term.l4

This explanation of God as "weak" Absolute raises two issues that
must be addressed in more detail. First, how does Borowitz conceive
of God's immanence and transcendence? Second, how does human
autonomy play itself out in relation to his God-concept?

As the quotation above suggests, Borowitz argues that God
must be both immanent and transcendent. He takes God's
immanence essentially as a given. By sasfi;g that God is known
through' God's ‘relationships with individaals and with the Jewish
people, he can only be talking about an immanent God; in his
assertion that God relates to humanity, Borowitz distinguishes
hiniself from Kaplan. Only a God who is intimately involved with our
lives can serve as the ground of our values. Yet Borowitz is
oomarned al:out the consequences of a purely immanent God;. he
m—that "a momly ummncnt(}odcannot command for it has no
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status greater than anything else ;_1_1, nature... we ‘cannot be satisfied
with the relativism that pure immanence would impose upon us."15
The more immanent God is, the more subjective, and therefore the
leés solid an ethical foundation, God becomes.

| J'Consequently, Borowitz believes that God must be transcendent
as well as \irnueanbnt. Borowitz describes three facets of
transcendence that help explain why this concept is so useful for
him. First, transcendence implies thai there is something beyond our
normal mundane experience, which our religious life allows us to
encounter just long enough to realize the ‘awesome power it has.
Second, the transcendent is not just beyond us, but also better, more ’
complete, more perfect than we are, such that it can serve as a modJl
for wus. ‘ Third, due to this supremacy, transcendence has the p;;wer to
command us, to ground our morals. Borowitz writes that religion can
offer "a transcendent moral ground... a sense of perspective that will
power and sustain man's ethical life, a knowledge of and faith in that
transcendent God who dema_nds nothing before righteéus:iess to men,
andlwho demands nothing lesé than a éociety holy as he is holy."16
Oulyi stusceidelt Godvemn suibuelihiése licaliwalidstwith i
qualities of commandment; it is this iangﬁdge of .God commanding
that disﬁngniéhes Borowitz's ethical God from Cohen's. But only an
immanent God would be involved enough in our lives to be
comed with our actions. Tlms, for Boromtz. God must be both

: :mmancnt ‘and transcende_nt
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Borowitz requires a more_sraditional, transcendent conception -
of God in order to say that God commands and grounds our values, in
response to the relativism of modernity. But Borowitz must balance
this transcendence with a concern for human autonomy. Ultimately,
B_or'bwitz. must assert tha‘t humans have the freedom to accept or
reject_t‘hc scendent commands. He writes that "people play a
‘self—detenninfng. autonomous role; _they are their own lawmakers."17
God grounds these values for us, so we know that they are correct;
rather than relying on our reason to help us determine values, we
can derive them from what we believe -about God. But whether we
choose to accept these values as sovereign in our lives, to live by J
them, to incorporate them into our daily actions, is up to us.

Even so, each individual has certain areas of concern 'regarding
which his or her behavior is not fully a matter of choice. Borowitz
calls these areas (in Paul Tillich's language) our "ultimate concemn,”
which are too impottant to us for us to see them as .our own choices.
Rather, Borowitz believes that they are imposed on us from beyond,
or from within, ourselves; God, as ";iovereign, and also the source of
our freedom... both bestows and delimits our independence."!8 For
Borowitz, this ultimate concern is the overlap - of transcendence and
autonomy, as we choose to make this area a fundamental element of
our lives. He writes that "[the Transcendent] arouses us human
animals to our unique .cgpacity: to exemplify its superlative value and ;
thus :ightfnlly use our freedom."!9 The fact that these concerns are
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important transcends us; how that importance’ plays itself out in our
lives is up to us. When we choose how to live by these values, we
are using our autonomy properly, and we testify_to their enduring
worth. In this way, Borowitz's conception of God reflects a balance of
the_‘ two concerns of tra‘nsccndence and autonomy.

. _{h}§\{0n¢em for balahcing ‘a communal tradition and autonomy
- reappears in Borowitz's view of Judaism in its entirety. David
Ellenson and Lori Krafte-Jacobs write: "Unwilling to choose between a
method that subordinates our autonomy to the divine will and one
that subordinates the divine will to our own, Borowitz embraces a
method that seeks to give primacy to both God and humanity by
empha‘sizing their relationship."20 Borowitz perceives Judaism as a
mntual Covenant, a sacred pact formalizing the relatlonslnp between
the Jewish people and God. He distinguishes between the "covenant,”
which describes the relationship between God and all humanity,
beginning with Noah, and the "vaenant." which describes the
relationship between God and the Jewish people. Borowitz believes
that "God has an ongoing, lustouc relauonslnp with the Jewish
people, one that Jewish practice rchearsés and reinstantiates."21
Hlstoncally, according to the Bible, the Covenant began with ,
Abraham and continued through his children. These divine
promises, however, were mdc with individuals; it was only at
Mount Sinm in the _presence of all the Israelites, that the Covenant
was broadened to, cover the People of Isracl as a community. At that
Mmmwsmh,andﬁodbwmmsGod
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bound together in Covenantal relationship. The Covenant has
endured throughout the ages, despite the punishment and exile that
befell the Jews at various times. Jews today, in Borewitz's opinion,
are just as legitimately bound to the Covenant as those who stood at
the fo_;‘)_t__ of the mountain. _

For ﬁaﬂthz, the term "Covenant” represents a more accurate
déscription of this relationship than the traditional idea of the
"chosen people." "Chosen people” implies a unidirectional action

taken by God, done to Israel, minimizing what Borowitz sees as the

"active human role in establishing and confirming the relationship."22

The Covenant is mutual; both sides chose to participate. Although J

both qu_ien and Kaplan also rejected the idea of the "chosen people,”
Borowitz's distinction betweep the Noahide covenant and the "Jewish
Covenant has implications of superiority, or at least qualitative
difference, which they would not have accepted.

In a poignant passage, Borowitz describes the difficulty with
the concept of chosenness and fleshes ‘out his use of the relationship

metaphor to describe the Covenant between God and Israel:

The traditional language of God unilaterally choosing Israel

carries -conviction only-to the few who still can manage utter
trust in God's acts on our behalf. For most moderns that is

morefmﬂlmGodandlessmmanthanﬂleycanﬁtmmththe

rest of what they believe. On the other hand, to speak as the

old rationalists did of our religion as exclusively man's

discovery of timeless truths, seems more faith in man and his
~ rational capacity than is warranted by our experience... But to
d,ludmsmasaCQvt.mwhlchGodand:thewnsh

"'{.i-& X1y

‘have an atinuing  relationship, puts much of
o lmlusm-- and our trouble with it-- in terms qmte familiar
—
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from our personal experience. ~We do not always understand
the other with whom we have a relationship, but we still feel -
regularly that the relatlonshlp is real. We cannot always be
certain what we ought to do for the other, but the sense of
obligation is pressing, and we know we stand under judgment
if we do not act upon it. Every relationship has moments of
trial and test; yet it often emerges from these stronger than it
was-before. Jewish faith, as Covenant, is very much like the
real relatiogships we talk about so much these days, part

. knowledge, part trust, part comfort, part trial, the source of
much of our worst suffering, yet also the source of our greatest
joy and most lasting satisfaction.23

This idea of Covenant as relationship certairily comes from Martin
Buber, a major influence on Borowitz's thought. In this kind of
covenantal ' relationship, each side has obligations, responsibilities,
and privileges which emerge from the relational encounter. While
God and Israel are clearly not equal partners (it is only because God
created us in God's own image that we can wonder about this topic at
all), this description of Covenant as relationship balances human
autonomy with the traditional image of a commanding God.

In order to understand Boi_*owitz‘s idea of how the Covenantal
relationship functions in Jewish life, it is important to understand
more fully his view of the parties to the Covenant. - Having already
. discussed his postmodern God-concept, we turn to his postmodern
peroepnon of the people Israel. Hemc again Borowitz tries to stnke a
balance between two competing clalms those of pamculmsm and
universalism. In theory, modemity was supposed to bring a time of
universal equality and concern for the rights of ‘fellow humans. A




consequence of this equality was universalism; especially for Jews, a
premium was placed on abandoning one's parochial membershili in a
small ethnic community for thé rewards of participation in the
greatcr society. As Borowitz puts it, "any theory of what constitutes
the human good had to apply to all rational beings. It could not be

lmnted to \oqes own nation or religion or, to move to our own time, to

" one's own race or gender,"24 and neither could it rule. anyone out, as

the Jewish experience during the Emancipation confirmed.

But the reality fell far short of the ideal. The civil rights
problem proved intractable, as prejudi.cc continued despite attempts
to resolve it through the legal system. The failure of the Equal Ryats
Amendment showed that the theory of men's equality did not apply
to wbmen. For Jews, the_world's apathy during the Holocaust and
Israel's “international isolation during the Six Day War provided
evidence that Jews were still not fully welcome in the world
community. These unfortunate episodes demonstrated that, in
practice, universalism was but an illusion. Borowitz concludes that
"optimistic humanism is no longer z; living option for us."25

Given the failure of modernity to actualize the vision of
universalism, postmodernity has wilnessﬁd a return to partii:’ularism.
Various ethnic pride and power movements reflected this trend, as
did the nationalism .which carried over from modemnity. Borowitz
mitesathatifit iscemediilike ihé thight: of-mrrtganostion Ry Lome |
faction of society.to demand that everyone else be like them. Rather,
with. race, religion, gender, sexual preference, folk, region, or
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nationality dominating individ_ué] style, a resurgent particularism

appears."26 This larger trend certainly impacted Jewish life as well.

-~ Many Jews in the Diaspora took great pride in ISrael's victory in

1967, and coﬁtinued to, support Israel strongly in 1973. They
became convinced that Jews had a special role to play in history, that
it was H;Bammt for Jewish life to continue. As a result, some Jews
came to vit;w larger issues through the particularistic lens of Jewish
concern.

Yet even as postmodern Jews return to their particularistic
concern for Jewish life, the dialectic with modernity reappears in
their belief in universal ethics. Although universalism was a faﬂ‘lre
in regard to national and world citizenship, it still proves worthwhile
as a framework for ethical action. ﬁorowitz points to the use of the
term o> 1pn as a call to repairing the world: the whole world, not
just the Jewish part of it. Jews remember that it had been a belief in
the -universality of ethics that led to their Emancipation in the first
place. From the time of Kant, and through Cohcn'§ reinvigoration of
Kant's ideas and his application of them to Judaism, liberal Jews have
bboiisitiontrmed iwishy living as thonghi-smdot<a  daiveotal system ‘of
ethics. ' .

Borowitz tries to reconcile this ongoing universal concern with
the renascent particularistic sense. He believes that_ the'reason Jews
have a concern for universal ethics is that they subscribe to Jewish
(i.e., particular) values: their Judaism is the very source of their

_humanism! Judaism asserts the universality of humanity in several

ays. Judaism first states that people-- all people, not merely Jews-
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- were created in' the ‘divine image;~4nd it is creation b'tzelem elohim
that endows people with worth. Also, the Bible records that God (iid
not” wait until there were Jews in order to make ‘a covenant with
people;. rather, God's covenant with Noah, which covers all
humankind, including the Jews, predates the one at Sinai. Similarly,
repentance ;haﬂﬁble to all people, not just Jews, as a means of
restoring human 'dignity. Finally, even after.the Jews are: established
as a separate people, with their own Covenant with God, they are
commanded to be concerned with ‘the rights of all people, including
the (noh-Jewish) stranger, working to bring a messianic time of
universal divine justice. Borowitz writes that "Judaism calls men to )
subject their particularities to the covenanting King so as to make
their group the sort through which universalism can become real in
history."27 This universal strain has always been a component of
Jewish thought.

Universal ethics, therefore, do not have to be derived from the
failed political universalism of modernity; instead, by following
Jewish values, one leams to care for all people. As Borowitz says of
himself, "I retain my strong universalism, t_h:sn, because of my Jewish -
faith-- that is, because I am.a particularist."28 It is because of the
teachings of Jewish tradition that those universal values have a claim
on Jews. While some people profess a universal concern that is not
rooted in the "Judeo-Christian” ethic, Borowitz argues that only
thmugll :réligﬁion-‘ are “ these values securely _grounded-..
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Borowitz, however, unlike’Cohen, believes that the necessity of
Jewish existence goes beyond grounding universal ethics. Jews are
~called on to do more than insure a proper code -of moral behavior.
While the Noahide covenant set out a basic standard of conduct, ."God
esmbhshes the special Covenant so that the divine rule may become
manifost hhlstory and- eventually transform it. The Jews fulfill
God's spcc;al purpose by living in special intensity under God's law--
that is, by the observance of 613 root commandments."29 Israel
joined God in a Covenant in order to serve as God's witnesses and
parﬁlers; this 'statement summarizes Borowitz's view of the
importance of the people Israel in a postmodern world. By virtuﬂ of
the Covenant relationship, Jews cannot be concerned merely with
universal ethics; they have a particularistic, yet somehow' larger,
charge as well. This sense of mission distances Borowitz from
Kaplan's limited particularism; Kaplan valued the Jews as a unique
civilization, not because they had a distinct role to-play in history.
According to Borowitz, while God is certainly the God of all humanity,
God does have a special relationship with the Jews. From the
perspective of the people Israel, the C&‘enaqt is postmodem
because it requires Jewish paﬂicularisnﬁ, while not abrogatiifg the
Jews' universal ethics.

Borowitz goes beyond this conception of the Covenant between
‘God and Israel, however. God has archuonship notjnst with the |
Imhpeopleastcoununity.bntnlsomtheachmdxnduallewasa
_ mnmbnr of that community. He writes that "commitment to the
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the Jewish people and the indivithI Jew."30 Thus the Covénant is
individual and personal as well as corporate. But this relationship is
not strictly individual. Rather, God and that person have a
relationship inasmuch as that person is a part of th; Jewish people;
as Borowitz says, "the fundamental relationship in which the Jew
staq.ds; IE’“:ha@ovcnaﬁt. However, it was made and is mamtamcd
primarily with \'the. people of Israel and not the individual Jew."31
The Jewish individual, then, is at one and the same time both a
unique human being and a part of a larger community.

This duality allows the Jew to participate in the Covenantal
relationship with God. Borowitz describes it this way: "One is
commanded as a Jew when one stands in relationship to God, not jllsj
as a man-in-general but as one-of-Israel... a Jew is no longer two-
layered, an individual who also finds himself as member of an ethnic
group. Bo.i5 Teaianih man at once-- literally, existentially."32
Borowitz uses the term "Jewish self” to refer to these autonomous
individuals who choose to make Judaism central to their being in this
waj.r, and so see themselves as participhting in this Covenant.
Between the Biblical covenantal experiences of Abraham as an
individual and the Israclites as a whole stands the postmodern
Covenant, one made with individuals who identify themselves as
members of the larger whole. This postmodern Covenant emerges
from the exercise by these individuals of their ‘autonomy in taking
upon themselves the obligations of being part of the people Israel.

3 —g Bllgene B. "libnnllevmh Theology in a Time of Uncertaimty: A
Holistic Approach” (Prescnted at CCAR Conference). June 1977, p.30.
?!Borowitz, "Liberal Jewish Theology in a Time of Uncertainty,” p.30.

rowitz, "Covenant Theology-- Amother Look," p.23.




We have seen how Borowitz conceptualizes the postmodern God
and the postmodern people of (and person of) Israel. What remains
_gf the classical triad is Borowitz's view of the _posjmodem Torah, If
Borowitz's God' can not issue commandments literally, and Borowitz's
people are not capable of creating a sufficiently ethical system on
their own, sfrom where does obligation come? In addressiné this
- issue, Borowﬂ.z once more must balance the traditional idea of
mitzvot with the ideal of human autonomy.

For Borowitz, Torah emerges out of the Covenantal relationship
between God and the Jewish self. Borowitz borrows from Buber to
explain how God is revealed to the individual Jewish self. All ﬂsz
revealed is God's presence, the fact of God's being there in
relationship. Through this relationship, autonomy is preserved by
virtue of the fact that obligation is mot imposed on the self, but
rather derives from the encounter; God does not actually command,
yet a feeling of being commanded results. Borowitz writes that
Torah "arises from what freely passes between twor fully dignified
selves, neither subordinate to the other, each making its claim on the
other simply by the act of lrelating "33 The Covenant relationship has
the consequence of glvmg rise to a sense of obligation. Tlus
ohhganon, however, is freely chosen by us as an exercise of our
autonomy, as we try to honor the relationship we ‘have established
with iGod. WAcsording 0 Bosowitz; "Both ‘partiicis hive:a slisre in ths
law. Were it not for our relationship with God, we would not have
the sensc'of duty that now grips us. But it is we who in a gi.vcn-ﬁme
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and place must set just what the law, is."34 God’'and Israel together,
in relationship, create the law: God provides the feeling of duty, and
the Jew fills in the content of the .commandment. Cohen and Kaplan
would both argue with this description: Cohen would say that the
contenf of the law must be ‘morals and Kaplan would hold that the
sense of duty\gomes from the communal custom.

One might argue that this relatlonslup is very relativistic, in
that no one else can know the content of another person's revelation.
However, there are two restrictions on what a Jew may determine to
be the law. First, the individual must remain true to the divine
partner in the relationship. Borowitz writes: "Jewish law then is mJ
essentially a human invention. But lest this be taken for humanisnt;
it is critical to remember that it arises not out of the people's sense of
self but from its recognition that it is bound to God, the one God of
the universe."35 The law must always reflect its divine source, to the
degree that a person comprehends it. Individual whim does not
suffice; rather, one's understanding of one's relationship with God
determine what one views as law. Second, the Jewish self does not
experience God in Covenantal ‘isolation. but rather as part of the
people Israel, and thus one's individual sense of .obligation must.be
filtered du‘oﬁgh the oommun-al_ lens as well. Borowitz argues that
"the amonomons Jewish self derives its autonomy as part of the
people of Israel's Covenant partnership with God... Such a Jew is self-
~ legislating but only in terms of what God wants of this individual as
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part of the people. of Israel's historic-messjanic service ‘to God."36
This qualification places a limit on fautohomy; the Torah that the
Jewish self creates and accepts must somehow fit the experience and
mission of the Jewish people.

With ::l‘orah emerging from ‘the relationship between God and
the Jewish se_l“f: aé\\cGMmdmenm will doubtlg:ssly change from
_time to time, from plﬁce to place, from person to person. Because the
relationship shifts depending on the situatioh of the ones relating,
the actions which that relationship demands shift as well. As
Borowitz says, "where what another generation called Torah does not
reflect the reality of this relationship, it needs to be changed to do so
or dropped in practice if it cannot be so changed."37 Borowitz
believes that -chs have not only the right but the obligation to
change the tradition when such ch#nge is necessary. He writes: "Each
generation has the responsibility to see to it that the aﬁts through
which the Covenant relationship is lived are appropriate to that -
generation's situation."38 Such stewardship can take the fo:‘ml of
discarding old ceremonies that are"no longér reievant, creativelé
inventing new rituals to mark more recent significant events, and
applying valid moral norms to emerging conminporary situations.
Always, however, the Jew's actions must be based in Jew:sh
tradition, in order to guard.against a misguided faith in human
reason. Borowitz refers to this balance between autonomous

.. ish Thought, p.271.
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innovation and Jewish custom as an "open traditionalism,"3 giving
weight to both the past and the I present.

Thus the postmodern Jew who wishes to live a Jewish life must
live in Covenant with God and balance his or her individual
aun_njomy with the .Jewist; community's perception of Jewish
tradluo;1 ‘Bwo\r‘ovéitz calls the proccés of creating this balance the
Covenantal Dialectic.40 But it is still unclear how to arrive at this
balance. There are three parties to be coﬂsidered—— thé individual,
the larger Jewish community, and God-- whose interests may not
coincide. Some factors are doubtlessly more important than others,
but which ones? The question may be phrased in this way: how djs
an autonomous Jewish self, who lives in Covenant with God as a
member of the Jewish people, decide what to do? :

This question has spécial urgency because of the primacy
Borowitz puts on autonomous deeds. Simply feéling Jewish is not
enough; one's Vadaism must 1ead 1o action.~ The Covenant is useless
unless it shapes behavior. He argues that “relationshiﬁ is meaningful
only insofar as it results iil" action... Covenant without responsibility,
faith without dé.ed, is imaningless."“ For Borowitz, one's every
action should reflect one's special status as a Jew living in Covenant
with God. : He believes th;t Judaism must be the organizing principle
of one's life. He wants to create a sense of obligation to Judaism
strong enough to die for, if necessary, for only in that case will
Judaism be significant enough to live. He writes: "We need to guide
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Jews in the difficult art of maintainriyg an intense -loyalty to Jewish
tradition, that is, of living by a deeply Jewish faith."42 In Borowitz's
opinion, Judaism as a faith has no meaning unless.it is lived.

The responsibility for this way of life falls on the autonomous
self, the locus of authority t;)day. so the self must be existentially
Jewish. ﬁe\k\wish identity. required for this Jewish life is truly all-

encompassing:

we must overcome the schizoid Jewishness of the-human-being
who happens-to-be-a-Jew. My Jewishness is not secondary to
anything but primary to my being... Instead of construing
Judaism in terms of law, idea, nationality, or ethnicity, a
postrationalist-- that is, a postmodern-- Judaism needs to be
defined in terms of utter human being, that is, as the faith/lif
of a particular selfhood, the self that knows itself to be a Jewish
self. Only in that way, I believe, can we specify how autonomy,
normally so destructive of the particular, might be the basis of
a readily identifiable Jewish life.43

Borowitz argues for grounding this postmodern Judaism in the self.

However, his knowledge of modernity leads him to distrust the self
in its secular form, Therefore, he clarifies that he is talking about a
fully Jewish self, a self wholly committed to Judaism, a self that is in
Covenant with God as part of the Jewish people.

In Rmmmx_m_cgmnm. Borowitz lists five elements of
Jewish duty for the Jewish self. These aspects are mot a list of what
Jews must do; rather, fhey are cmena which any action- the Jewish
“self takes must meet in order to be legitimately Jewish. First, the
Jewish self must be involved with God, in an .ongoing Covenantal
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relationship. 'Second, the Jewish self must maintain its relationship

with the larger Jewish people across space and time. Third, the

-Jewish self must be aware of Jewish history, reading, remembering,

rehearsing. Fourth, the Jewish self must remain focused on the
future, looking and working toward the Messianic Age. Fifth, the
Jewish \I\must be an individual, making its own autonomous
decisions from within the Covenant, with personal autonomy
sometimes taking precedence over corporate duty if the two
conflict.44

" This list, as-helpful as it is for highlighting imporiant aspects of
Borowitz's theology, still does not go very far towards creating a
concrete sense of postmodern Jewish duty. Borowitz would
presumably argue that because a sense of obligation must 'arise out
of the Covenantal relationship between the i:pdividual Jewish self and
God, he cannot list what anyone else must do; the most he can do is
give parameters within which he believes a legitimate Jewish action
must fall. But the assistance his guidelines provide is really minimal,
with room for much justification or rationalization for any action that
one might want to claim as Jewish. Even his apparent emphasls on
autonomy as prior to responsibility to the lnrger Jewish commumty

is not as clear-cut as it seems in this list. Earlier he had written that
"autonomy is not -self-grounding but derives from being God's
Cov“enantpartner To me that means that, if anyt]img,.s;iiﬂewhat
greater priority must be given to Judaism in the balance of belief




than to self-determination."45 _,_Still earlier, he had refused to give

precedence to either tradition or autonomy:

neither can claim priority over the other... Jewish faith
increasingly cannot. be the passive continuation of a social -
heritage which is what it essentially was in previous Jewish
~generations... One should choose to be Jewish... That choice...
must be made autonomously to be authentic. Yet the high
value attached to autonomy is no longer self—explanatory One
can explain one's seriousness about it and one's determined
pursuit of it only in terms of a prior faith: for the Jew, Judaism.
The tradition grounds the autonomy-- but it must be the basis
of affirming the tradition-- and so endlessly.4%

Ultimately, it is this ongoing dialectic between autonomy and J
communal tradition that characterizes Borowitz's theology of
postmodem Judaism.

Several contemporal;y thinkers have criticized Borowitz's
theology. The difficulty in striking a balance m the Covenantal
Dialectic, as discussed above, has also been noted by Ellenson and
Krafte-Jacobs. They look at Borowitz's -application of Ins method to
two similar cases: rights f_or homosexuals (particularly rabbis) and
rights for wonien. In the first case, Borowitz, while welcoming and
sympathizing with homosexual laypedpie, cleirly_ states that .
heterosexuality is preferred and does not accept rabbis who an:
homosexual. Regarding women, however, he is unﬂmchmg in his
support for their equality. Ellenson and Krafte-Jacobs conclude:
"Borowitz can legitimately be faulted for methodological
inconsistency in these two instances. A clear way to mediate

)
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between tradition, community:;“'ﬁnd conscie!ice remains unresolved.
Given the nature of covenantal dialectic, it would appear that 'it must
* remain s0."47 | -

Arnold Eisen finds another inconsistency in Borowitz's thought.
‘Bisen_does not believe that it is. possible to reconcile thcl'compet:ing '
‘ideas of \ngtoﬁomy and Jewish tradition. The tradition ascribes
complete authority to God, whereas autonomy locates authority in
the individual person. Despite the lengths to which Borowitz goes to
balance the two, Eisen is not convinced; the conflict, in his opinion, is
ins.uperable. He 'writes that "Borowitz's persistent search for a means
of acting on divine authority while nonetheless retaining full huthan
autonomy can only end in the contradiction with which it begins."48

Another critic, Lawrence Kapian. goes beyond Eisen. He attacks
the very idea that humanity is autonomous. - He disputes Borowitz's
assertion that autonomy is what gives humans their dignit;, arguing
that dignity rather comes from our self-respect and self-image. He
- points out that fa_milieswand other social inslitutioﬁs exert claims on
the individual, and therefore autonomy ‘does not really exist. As
soon as the Jew identifies as part of the people Israel, autonomy is
compromised. Even less can a person be autonomous with Tespect to
God; because the Covenantal mlationf:hip depends on God, a Jew
cannot self-legislate alone. Finally, Kaplan notes that even if a
person was autonomous, the Covenant that would result ‘would
necessarily be without content, and therefore meaningless. He asks
? rhmﬁmlly "But is there any clear-cut content to this covenant? If

m and Krafte-Jacobs, ‘p.35.
48Cited in Ellenson and Krafte-Jacobs, p.36.
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the covenant is a’ bi-lateral agreemedi between Israel and God, what
does Israel undertake to do, obligate itself to perform...? Can it .
undertake to do anything, can it obligate itself to pefform anything,
if the covenant does not validate law, if Jewish law, in principle,
cannot be imposed upon a Jewish self?"49 3

"In my :ﬁgibﬁ, these criticisms of Borowitz's theology are all
valid. But therel are two more difficulties which arise from the
contemporary world which make his ideas problematic for me. The
first one Borowitz himself acknowledges, when he notes the
possibilify that some Jews may not feel themselves to be living
under the Covenant.50 Today more than ever before, identity is a J
matter of choice. Without ghettoes or virulent antisemitism to keep
all Jews forcibly attached to their community, Jewish identity in
particular may be discarded or devalued. Recent demographic data
attests to the fact of this attrition. Therefore, in my opinion, the most
pressing question a theélogy of Judaism must answer in’ the
contemporary situation is why a Jew should choose to li\Ire a Jewish
life. Borowitz does not provide an answer to this question, and s0 his
otherwise helpful notion of the Covenant is ‘i;relev;mt to the growing
number of Jews who choose to ignore it. A

Second,,l' think that Borowitz misses a central element of
todays secular world: the quest for meaning. In modem
muonahsms exaltation of human reason, it seemed that thete was no
problﬂn or phenomenon that could not be resolved or explained
sciu'_t.ﬁﬁally, 'so that our lives could ba measurably improved by.




technical means.  Charles Taylop refers to this attitude as the
."primacy of instrumental. r¢=.-,as:6n:"51 the feeling that technology can
-do anything, that all issues can be resolved through a cost-benefit
analysis. This gain in gognitive ability, however, comes with a
spfritual cost. Value does not inhere only in the rational; there are
oth;rhsomq‘s ‘of meaning as well ‘what Taylor calls other "horizons of
significance."52 Humanity does not live merely in the mind: we have
hearts and souls as well. These horizons of significance must
represent communally agreed-upon areas of meaning, not open to
dispute or choice.  If they could truly be chosen or not chosen, then
they clearly would not be of ultimate significance. Autonomy caﬂ'not
extend to determinations of highest value.

While Borowitz would certainly acknowledge that meamng
inheres' in realms other than the rational, I do_ not think he
satisfactorily answers the need for a communal sense of meaning. In
today's worid. people are startingv to look once again to satisfy an
emotional and spiritual hglpger, and Borowitz does 'not. offer sufficient
guidance on the path. Inasmuch as he addresses this issue, he
believes that meaning comes from the Covenantal relationship. The
Jewish self, by living in Covenant with God, is in contact with the
ultimate ground of higher meaning. When a Jew freely chooses to do
that which his or her relationship to God commands, that Jew touches
the very source of mmmg Yet this definition of meanms remains
pﬂmarily mdividuahsuc ~According to this reading, two Jewish

selves-oonld have diffmnt senses of lhat higher meanmg Bnt
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Judaism and the current situatiog_,rcquire a communal as well as an
individual sense of purpose, and Borowitz does not go far enough in
ensuring the creation of such a consensus. He. asserts that we are
Jews within the community of Israel in Covenant with God. But even
m_oqgh a Jewish self parﬁcipates in the community, the :
demfni_i;a?fon\ of the meaning to be derived from Judaism rests .in
-the hands of the individual, not the community. The question
remains how we as a people develop a sen-se of shared meaning in
the contemporary world.

' The disequilibrium that spurs this quest is eloquently
described by Vaclav Havel. In a penetrating critique of the scienﬂc
world, worth quoting at length, he articulates the contemporary
spmtual situation and pomts to the need to search for hlgher

meaning:

The relationship to the world that modern science fostered and
. shaped now appears to have exhausted its potential. It is
increasingly clear that, strangely, the relationship is missing
- something. It fails to connect with the most intrinsic nature of
reality, and with natural human experience. It is now more of
a source of disintegration and doubt.than a source of
integration and meaning. It produces what amounts to a state
of schizophrenia: Man as an observer is .becoming completely
alienated from himself as a being... Today for instance, we may
know immeasurably more about the universe than our
ancestors did, and yet, it increasingly seems they knew
something more essential about it than we do, something that
escapes us. The same thing is true of nature and ourselves.
The more thoroughly all our organs and their functions, their
internal structure and the biochemical reactions that take place
within them are described, the more we seem to fail to grasp
the spirit, purpose, and meaning of the system that they create
m,;ogcjherandﬂmtwccmmmeaswrumqwsdf And thus
}'t.frwmy:m ﬁnd ourselves in a pmdnncﬂ situation. We enjoy
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all the achievements of modern civilization. that have made our
physical existence on this eﬁ£ easier in. so many important
ways. Yet we do not know exactly what to do with ourselves,
where to. turn. The world of our experiences seems chaotic,
disconnected, confusing: There appear to be Tio integrating
forces, no unified meaning, no true inner understanding of
phenomena in our experience of the world. Experts can explain

-_anything in the objective world to us, yet we understand our
own lives less and less. In short, we live in the post-modern
world, where everything is possible and nothing is certain.53

I believe that Jews today are looking for that very sense of

* meaning that Havel and Taylor describe. They want to know what
fneanin’g Judaism would give to their lives. If the meaning that
Judaism contributes could be articulated, it would provide a J
compelling reason for choosing to live a Jewish life. In my opinion,
therefo:le, answering this question is the greatest challenge fa(;ing
Judaism in today's world. Unfortunately’, I.do not think that Borowitz

answers it, and therefore, his theology is ultimately unsatisfying for

the contemporary situation.




N,
RESPONDING TO "POSTMODERNITY:"

—

THOUGHTS FOR TODAY

~Each of the three thinkers profiled created a philosophy of
Judalsm wluc'h he thought best responded to his contemporary
situation. For Hermann Cohen, the supposed universality of ethics
and utter faith in human reason led him to describe God as the
ground of morality, Torah as propounding those ethical laws, and
Israel as the people who both live by them most fully and advocate
their wider adoption. Mordecai Kaplan was moiivated by the crisijj
facing Judaism to identify it as the evolving comprehensive religious
civilization of the People Israel, expressed in the Torah and their
distincti\ié way of life, with a transnatural God as the Power that
makes for salvation. The failure of modernity prompted Eugene
Borowitz to devise a Judaism whose God, both trans_écndeht and
immanent, is a weak Absolute, with. whom autonomous Jew_ish selves
stand in Covenant relationship as part of the community of Israel,
from which connection emerges Torah, guidance and instruction that
develops through time and" across space. These philosophies, while
| clearly different in their specific forms, share the attempt to portray
Iudaism in terms relevant for contemporary Jews and reflective of
thcu' expenence |
] Yet none of these thinkers quite sncceeded in capturing
ism or’ its situation accnntall Cohens trust in rationalism has
'@w qwn overly optunisuc, lns rose-colored umvcrsahsm missed
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the danger of rising antisemitisﬂrJn and the insufficiency of human
ethical reasoning. Kaplan's transnatural God-concept has proven
‘unable to replace the desire for a God who communicates and acts;
the failure ‘of Reconstructioniso to capture/the | hearts and minds. of

many American Jews testifies against it. History has yet to pass

jllidgrﬁhém\on. Borowitz's thought, but the last chapter suggested some
° _

. ways in which his ideas too are not completely adequate. Clearly, the
shifting sands of time make Jewish theology a difficult undertaking.
In this final chapter, I will attempt to outline my understanding of
the. challenges facing Judaism today, concluding with some ideas for
ways in which Judaism might position itself to meet this situation.

_First, a note about labels. Borowitz, as we have seen, propoSed
his ‘theology as one for the postmodern Jew. A label is useful only if
there is general agreement on the meaning of the label; the question
that must be answered, then, is what postmodernity is, and I have
tried to identify and explicate the characteristics to which Borowitz
responded. But the truth (if one may use such a tenn in this context)
is that postmodernity is “a much-debated concept. Different thinkers.
define it quite differently!, and some reject the idea of
postmodernity entirely. I find myself in agreement with Ernest
Gellner, who writes: "Postmodernism is a contemporary movement.
It is strong and fashionable. Over and above this, it is not altogether
CARAE il She el it xR Give. dhis lack of clarity and consensus
about the meamng of postmodernity, it seems to me that the label is’

_ 1See, for example, the works listed by Borgmann, Breslauer, Gellner, Green,
ith, i SRy Uy ) i e
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more trouble than it is worth. Consequently, 1 will not discuss
postmodernity as such, but instead seek to portray the contemporary
situation without labeling it. [ will begin with some observations on
American society in general before describing the state of religion
and Judaism in particular.

One characteristic of contemporary society is that values no
longer seem to be securely grounded. It seems impossible to
determine what is "right;" different moral choices appear to be
quajly acceptable. Robert Bellah writes that "in a world of
pblcnﬁally conflicting self-interests, no one can really say that one
value system is better than another... [there is] no objectifiable
criterion for choosing one value or co action over another."3
Gellner refers to the "hysteria of suml arises from such
a lack of a foundation for values. Taylor notes that in The Closing of
the American Mind, Bloom identified this relativism not merely as a
random phenomenon, but as an actual American desideratum; out of
respect for other people, one should not challenge their value
systems.5

The preceding discussion was anticipated in the last chapter, in
which rationalism led to the relativization of values. 'I‘Ilere is,
however, an additional cause of contemporary ethical relativism:
individualism, meaning simply the absence of social connectedness,
which is a pervasive feature of life in America, and is a challenge in

its own right. Bellah connects individualism to a virtue valued by

3Bellah, Robert N. et al. Habits of the Heart: Individualism and Commitment in
American Life. Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1985, pp.7, 75.

4Gellner, p.29:
STaylor, p.13.
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American culture, self-reﬁancg_L ~people should be able to take care of
themselves without needing other people. Bellah's evaluation of
individualism is dire: he calls it "ontological," by which he means "the
idea that the individual is the only firm reality,"® and he worries that
: this feeling may have become "cancerous,"? infecting and destroying
: ;nyhﬂsalsq of community and communal values.

Tay;br argues that individualism derives from two facets of our
society. First, America's industrial natﬂl'e forces péople into
increased mobility as they hunt for work, thereby breaking
communal ties and preventing the development of new ones.
Second, although urban life brings interaction with more people,| that
contact is primarily not personal, and therefore paradoxically J
isolating.8 For Taylor, individualism is characterized by a freedom
from older moral systems, as well as a "cosmic order” which
structured and gave meaning to life. The loss of this meaning is how
he understands Weber's idea of the "disenchantment” of the world.

Values have no solid mooring; we no longer see the larger
| significance or purpose of our existence.

As a result of this individualism,: values come to be defined
personally and subjectively. Whereas in an earlier age, morals were
gmundéd externally, in'God or some other source thought to be
reliable, now the locus of morality is internal. Each individual makes
Bliioly Siersionn iilebision Ahbioufiwiat constitutes moral action; Taylor
relates this trend to Rousseau's idea which he calls self-determining
‘M*u ll., p:276. ' 71
7Bellah et al., p.vii. : :

STaylor psﬁ?. : %
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freedom, according to which the individual decides without eﬁtemal
coercion what issues are.'of concern.!0 According to Bellah,
individualism results in each self becoming-its "own moral universe...
[with] no way to reconcilc conflicting claims about what is good in
~itself..., [Thus,] the self and its feelings become our only moral

; gulﬁe(““ In a sense, values become selfish, as people create a
morahty that addresses their situation without the broader
perspective of the community.

This individual definition of value threatens to remove any
objective standard of meaning. 'Bellah describes people making
decisions "not on the basis of higher truths but according to
‘criterion of life-effectiveness as the individual judges it."12 If each
individual is free to choose a personal ethic, then any value that
anyone chooses is eﬁually legitimate. By this reasoning, there is no
way to determine what is truly valuable; in Taylor's words, there is
no "pre-existing horizon of significance, whereby some things are
~worthwhile and others less so, and still others nof at all."13 For any |
choice to have value, it must- somehow be a better choice than
another option. But in an indiﬁdﬁaﬁsﬁc world, we cannot make such
a judgment. Individualism thus leads td relativism, wliich, "by
abolishing all horizons of significance, threatens us with a loss of
meaning."!4 _ It is for this reason that Gellner abhors relativism,
~which he says is the real problem with what is called postmodernity.
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He writes: "A vision which ebscures that which matters most cannot
be sound."!5 The dominant position relativism holds in -
contemporary society, a status shored up by -“individualism, presents
a challenge to all systems of value.
¥ Related to this individualism is another observation about
today 8 %rld People keep their distance from their communities.
Tocquevﬂle, according to Taylor, worried that Americans would stop
participating in their society if they became focused on their
individual needs. If they are "enclosed in their own hearts,"16 their
oilly concern will be if their personal desires are being met. As long
as the government allows them to attain private satisfaction, thgy
will stay out of public life, as witnessed, for example, by low voter
turnout on election day. This state of being is called "soft
despotism,"17 where people, through their apathy, empower their
rulers to take control. Power then becomes concentrated in the
hands of experts; and the people lose their connection even more,
feeling it futile even to. try to change. The only remedy would be
active involvement in public life, but this step requires oyercoming
the lure of individualism. |
Wilfred McClay points out that Tocqueville's main fear was that
Americans would let government take away their precious freedom.
This concern suggests a fourth: contemporary issue: preserving
pcbple's autonomy. McClay argues that American-s have historically,
been both autonomous and conformist, Howevbr, social pressure

mmbpwmgnnfmmorgmnmhkeMcomuyor
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the business are no longer able to serve as communities to connect
people with each other. Hence, "there is no authoritative way left of
talking about obligations that transcend the self, and about the
prerequisites of moral community."!8 Autonomy triumphs such that
"no problem is more fundamental to American social character... than
the locus \F@uthonty Equals, that is, do not take orders from
‘equals.”19 Democracy, the equality of all, necessitates autonomy.
Thus, autonomy is an integral American value.

A fifth characteristic of contemporary society may be called the
quest for authenticity. This doctrine holds that people must try to
become who they really are. Taylor cites Herdér's belief that eaclj
person has a unique way of being human, and therefore they must
discm-rer that way in order to realize their true humanity.20- -Self-
fulfillment then becomes nét just desired but necessary. As Bellah
puts it, "the meaning of one's life for most Americans is to become
one's own pérson.“?l People must make decisions for themselves,
choosing their own path, rather than necessarily folldwixig others. No
one can define a proper life for any;:me else. Like the other t'reﬁds
mentioned so far, the desire for authentmnty also militates agamst
the formation of communal standards. If each' person must find an
individual road, no two people can walk together.

‘Finally, crucially, the characteristic attitude of Americ_gn life
today is apprehension. '_[.‘ay_.lo'lj refers to the "malaises of

i
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mc)c:'lemity"22 for this reason; people are ‘unsure of the present and
even more nervous about the future. As Bellah writes, thé common
theme is "a note of uncertainty, not a desire_to turn back to the past
but an anxiety about where we seem to be headed."23 The search for
' meaning Havel desc;ribed in the last chapter speaks to this concern:

| ;;bﬁlc\no' longer know what their purpose is and consequently are

anxious about life itself. To quote again from Bellah:

There is a widespread feeling that the promise of the modern
era is slipping away from us... ideological fanaticism and
political oppression have reached extremes unknown in
previous history. Science... has given us the power to dgstroy
all life on earth. Progress... seems less compelling whtmjt
appears that it may be progress into the abyss.24

What we are missing is the confidence that we are headed in a
prbper and meaningful direction.

Relativism, individualism, apathy, autonomy, authenticity, and
anxiety seem to ‘me to be the six strongest ch&llengés confronting
- Judaism today from general American culture. _Each of these traits
has its specific manifestation in Judaism. A certain relativism
pervades contemporary religion in _tile name of tolerance and
interfaith cooperation; the result, however, is doubt as to the
important contribution of Judaism. Bellah notes a trend of religious
mchvxduahsm, in wlnch people plck and choose ‘their own brand of
rehglon he calls it "appropriate in our kind of society."25 In general,
peg:le tend to leave rehglon to the experts allowmg the rabbi to |
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serve as surrogate Jew; as lgng as the synagogue meets whatever
needs they have, they do not feel obliged to share in its broader life.
The previous chapter detailed the role of autonomy in contemporary
Jewish life; Arthur Hérlzberg also emphasizes the voluntary nature
"of Judaism today,26 in that today's Jews are not compelled to

g participate-in the life of the community, instead choosing for
themselves how they prefer to affiliate or serve. ‘As for authenticity,
people need to discover the role of Juﬁaism in their individual lives.
Finally, while Jewish life has always manifested anxiety about both
the present and the future, today's form of uncertainty seems more
virulent; it takes the shape of our wondering what the purpose}of
being Jewish is.

In addition, Judaism is affected by trends in the .larger religious
world. Religion in géneral seems to be becoming less important to
people. This characteristic is the real definition of "secular,” that is,
granting religion less of a role in one's life. Bellah writes that "today
religion represents a frame of reference for the self as conspicuous in
its absence as in its i)ﬁsence."iT Peter Berger puts the challenge
even more starkly: "It 1s reasonable” to assume that a high degree of
secularization is a cultural concomitant of modern industrial
societies... A secnlanzed Judaism has to go to considmble exertion
to demonstrate that the religious label.. has anything special to
offer."28 = As science and technology seemingly grant’ people more
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control over the world, religion is challenged to show its continued
relevance.

Ultimately, for Berger, the challenge. to_religion comes down to
its plausibility structure. In his opinion, perceptions are accepted as

true or rejected as false depending on how plausible they are in

society's opinion. He argues that "the plausibility... of views of reality
depends hupon the social support these receive."2® In the ghetto, for
example, the Jew was surrounded by a society which reinforced the

Jewish view of the world, and so Judaism was plausible. Today,

‘however, science challenges the Jewish world-view, as does intimate

contact with the prevailing secularism in public life. This expdsure to
other constructs of reality did tremendous damage to all religious
épproaches: the "pluralization of socially available worlds... 1 see as
the- most important cause of the diminishing plausibility of religious
traditions."30 Any attempt to revitalize J'udaism, therefore, must
seek to reconstruct its plausibility ‘structure.

The preceding pages have attempted to describe the most
serious challenges faciﬁg Judaism today. If we are to meet these
challenges, we must in.corporate the following factors .inio our -
response: ‘ | ‘ p’

.1) an answer to the quest for meaning and security;

2) a non:relativistic ground of values; |

3) a desecularization of life;

4) a response to individualism;
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6) the continued respect for human autonomy and authenticity.
It is a daunting task, but there is reason to hope that religion can be
revitalized.. Bellah did find Americans for whom religion plays an
‘ important role in their lives. Arthur Green's "spiritual, not

. religions"31 Jew is at least searchmg for a higher meaning. Berger

note\:l‘:at 80 percent of American students claim that they have a
need for religious faith, and 86 percent of western Germans say they
pray.32 He adds that religious participation is higher than it used to
be, although he attributes this rise more to a desire to secure moral
“education for children than to a sﬁiritual need of adults. In any case,
there is still a role for religion. What might this rejuvenated )udmsm
look like?

There have, of course, been many attempts to al;swer this
question.33 My thoﬁghts probably draw from all of them in different
ways. It seems to me that the place to start is with the answer to the
search for meining, the first-' concern listed above. What is the
purpose in being Jewish? Or perhaps a better way of phrasing the
question would ‘be: would bei:;g Jewish contribute a sense of meaning
to my life, and if so, what is it? It’is my contention that the sought-
after sense of meaning in contemporary life is a sense of - holiness. = I
believe that people want to know that their lives mean more than
the mundane struggle for survival which preoccupies so much of
their effort and energy. A sense of holiness, of eternity, of umm
De syl

Green, Arthur. Modem Era." _Address delivered at the
Hebrev fﬁiion Oollcge-lewmh M Rdllzlon. Cincinnati. . December- 12,
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direction expressed at sacred times and in satred spaces, would
provide the deeper vision needed to bring meaning to human Ilife.

Judaism, at its root, is a path to holiness.. Holiness is the
ultimate purpose and -mganing of Jewish life; the central
c_:m,_im_;agdment. as stated in Leviticus 19:2, is "You shall be holy, for I .
the Eternal“yout God am holy." Every aspect of Judaism points in this
~ sacred direcﬁbn. The moral laws seek to bring life on earth closer to
an ideal of justice and righteousness. Jewish rituals provide
opportunities and actions to rehearse and concretize these highest
values. The Jewish community extends across time and space to link
Jews in an ongoing chain of shared purpose. In my opinion, this
connection elevates one above one's own mundane life, permitting
one ’to see from the perspective of eternity. Through living. Jewishly,
Jews of the present join ﬁm Jews of the past and future to work for
the ultimate triumph of holiness.

In order for Jews to live by this ideal of holiness, however, the
first important component is belief in the existence of such a higher
plan. I see God, then, in a fashion similar to Cohen, as the guarantor
of this morality. This belief is grounded not in Cohen's reason but in
faith, If I could not believe that our striving would ultimately -
succeed in bringing about holiness, 1 would not be able to persist in
my minuscule but necessary efforts to effect change; therefore, I
must have faith that good will win. I attribute my desire .Ialo'itnmove
thewa'ldtothesparkofthedwmew:thmme In this sense, God is
imm ;,n that God inspires my uctxons which advance Gods
ause --%fm me, is seen and known through hnmm nctmty,
m’w ’_from human. experience, which Berger calls mducnve _
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faith."34" Yet in fact I do not really see God per se, but only God's
manifestations; ultimately, God surpasses human understanding.
Berger calls these divinely-motivated human. actions "signals of
transcendence;"35 ‘these actions point towards something much
greater. God cannot be known or understood by humans; we can
only recognize God's fingerprints, as it were, in the world. . Thus, I
also connect’ God ‘with the mystery and grandeur of the universe. As
Havel puts it, "we must divest ourselves of our egoistical |
anthropocentrism, our habit of seeing ourselves as masters of the

~ universe who, can do whatever méms to us. We must discover a new
respect for what transcends us."36 This recovery of awe ?3 to me
to be a prerequisite for the re-enchantment of the world,
important step in the growth of our spiritual lives. This type of
contemporary God-c'oncept should address concerns two and three
above.

I-Iaving' discussed the existence of the plag and the Planner, I
must address the topic of the people who carry out the plan. An
individual can not fulfill this‘ sacred mission alone; we have seen how
individualism challenges a sense of shared meaning. By belonging to
the Jewish community, the Jew defeats this threat; like Kaplan, then,
I strongly emphasize participation in commun'al life. Bleuah- testifies
to the ability. of a group to. "generate a language of the common good
that could adjudicate between conflicting wants and mwrests"37 of

'\', p.ﬂs f
5 Vﬁw ~Address delivered at Harvard University, Cambridge. Junc 8,

v
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individuals. McClay suggests that "identification with social forms
intimate enough [can] bridge the gap"3% between the a:r;orality of
individualism and the amorality of large -organizations; perhaps a
chavurah is a better model than a synagogue. This community,
dedicated to a common purpose, will have a shared- sense of meaning
Nalue The group feeling must be strong in order to resist the
deterioration of its plausibility structure: Berger writes that "to fulfill
its function of providing social support... the countercommunity must
provide a strong sense of solidarity among its members."3° Through
Jews joining such a community, the plausibility structure of
contemporary Judaism will be maintained, and the membﬂ will
- gain strength from each other to fulfill their divine tasks. A
community like this one addresses concerns four and five above.
There remain now just the issues of autonomy and

authenticity. The basic question is where authority resides. In
today's world there can only be one answer: authority rests firmly
‘within the individual. However, we have seen the dangers of |
unrestricted individualism. Several thinkers argue that true freedom
comes from being part of the comnmmty Taylor wmes that
authenticity "requires (i) openness to horizons of sxgmﬁcancc and
(ii) a self-definition in dialogue."40 That is, one must both be part of
a relationship (and therefore not strictly individual) and recognize
sources.of value outside the ‘self in order to be truly human. Taylor
adds that even ﬂmebelwvesmcxeanng one's own way of living
Mm“m oneself, tlle ideals. sthat one strives for should be




common and shared with others.4! McClay cites D.H. Lawrence as
writing that "real freedom came... from inner obedience, from
belonging to 'a living, organic, believing community, active in
fulfilling some unfulfilled, perhaps unrealized, purpose."42
Especially in today's world, people should recognize the benefits that
accompany membership in a community, and they should freely
choose to become part of one.

But I want to take this argument one step further. To gain the
benefits of life in a community, one may not simply live with others.
Additionally, one must be willing to share their values. This
requirement necessarily constrains one's autonomy; one accepts the
group's guidance in determining value. [ want to argue, however,
that, particularly in the contemporary world, the advantages of being :
part of the community are worth a small sacrifice of autonomy.
McClay too makes the case for "the willingness to surrender a
significant portion of oneself to a social whole."#3 As my model, I
take the Kabbalistic idea of rzimtzum. 1In the beginning, there was
God, but there was no room for creation. In order to make room for
other existence, therefore, God freely drew inward and contracted
the divine fullness. God accepted being diminished (and in fact chose
to be diminished) for the sake of the greater purpose. Similarly, as it
were, an autonomous individual fills himself completely, with no
room for others. For the sake of the greater purpose of joining the
community, he must freely contract his autonomy and agree to

uphold the norms of the community,

41Taylor, p.82.
42McClay, p.29. Italics in McClay.
43McClay, p.30.
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Consequently, I agree with Michael Wyschograd's statement
that "a significant measure of autonomy is involved in the continuing
will to be a believing, practicing Jew."44 In other words, giving up
some personal autonomy for the sake of Judaism and the Jewish
community is itself an affirmation of autonomy. Yet Wyschograd
would surrender that autonomy to God, whereas | give it to the
community. With this strengthening of the role of the community
while preserving autonomy, I can now state that my view of Torah is
similar to that of Borowitz's covenantal dialectic. [ believe that Torah
emerges from the complicated relationship between the individual
Jew, the Jewish community, and God. The emphasis for me is on the
community: I do not believe that God really participates in the” s
relationship except as the ever-present ideal, nor do I believe that I
the individual can overrule the community except in extreme cases,
Rather, the Jewish community is the vehicle through which the
purpose of Jewish existence is realized, and so its needs must take
priority over the needs of the individuals who comprise it.

In my opinion, then, a Judaism for the end of the twentieth
century should acknowledge the autonomy of Jews, but encourage
them to surrender a portion of it in order to live Jewishly as part of
the Jewish community; such a life, in addition to strengthening the
community and Judaism itself, would also assist the individual in his
or her ongoing quest to find meaning in the contemporary world. [
believe that this perspective addresses the six main challenges to
Judaism today. I am sure that it is not a perfect system; nor, in

truth, could it be perfect, for perfection implies that something is

44Cjted in Borowilz, "The Autonomous Jewish Self,” p.49.
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eternally unchanging. Even if my ideas are right for today, tomorrow
will bring a change in the situation of Judaism. Just as the
philosophies of Cohen, Kaplan, and Borowitz responded to their times
but not to ours, so a response that meets the needs of our time will
require adaptation to meet the needs of a later time. It is this
continuing process of change and development that has kept and will

continue to keep Judaism vital and relevant.
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