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DIGFST 

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

Simply being born into a Jewish family does not guarantee , that a . ' 
hilt1 will' ide.ntify with the _Jewish religion or even the Jewish people. 

It j.s necessary to provide Jews with a reason to continue, or in more 

cases commence, living an actively Jewish life. Answering the 

question of why to be Jewish requires first an understanding of the 

emotionfl and intellectual environment that surrounds today's · Jews. 

Then it may l>e possible to_ describe what the· consequjes 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 paid to how each individual's ide~ 

were shaped by the intellectual and historical· milieu which 

surrounded him. Cohen ~erived 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 

modem crisis in Jewish life ·by envisioning Judaism as an evolving 

religious ·civilization; and Borowitz stresses the Covenantal 

relationsltlp between God and the Jewish self as a member of the 

In larger Jewish community as an answer to the · postmodern era. 

each ~. the theologian highlighted aspects of Judaism which • 

addressed the needs of his con~mporary situation. 
~ 

With this analysis as background, the situation of the present 

society is briefly _ described; focusing on those aspects of this time- · 
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period which pose ~ hallenge to 'Judaism, in particular an increliing 
-

individualism, y.,hich is accompanied by relativism and a search for 

ultimate meaning. Finally, some suggestions are made as to a Jewish 

ideology that . may respond to this specific situation. In my opinion, 

ultimate meani.ng is located in holiness. Membership and active . . 
I 

..-,r: cipation in the Jewish community can heip to guide the 

individual Jew on that .quest. 
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INIROl>UCllON 

· In Western Europe, the pre-modem era in Judaism was 

characte~zed for the most part by Jewish COl'llt!!.unities that were 

th~ religious,y and cultur~y self-contained, and l~gely isolated 

the influences of the outside world. This situatiQn arose 

primarily as a result of governmental 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-encompassin~ religious way of · life, re:,ned central 

to Jews' conception of the world and themselves. 
¾ 

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 Jutlaism. Jews concern~ with maintainin~ Judaism 
. . 

in this new age had to c~ge to meet tbe challenges presented by 

modem life: exposure to·· new styles of .worship, secular intellectual · 

disciplines, and broader business and social possibilities. The 

· insulated Jewish community disintegrated, due to .-.e displacement, 

by the civic authorities, of the Jewish common~ authority. Without 

the powe!' to threaten excommunication, rabbis could no longer 

enforce a monolithic view of .Judaism, ancf increasing numbers of 

modem Jews were not content with one. For the first time, 

membership and active participati~ in a Jewish way of life became 

fltlantary. 
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. .. 

During the next two hundred years, Judaism continually 
~ .. 

adapted to face modem life. Hermann Cohen, at the- end of the 
l 

nineteenth century \n Germany, capie out of a philosophical -
background committed to the primacy of universal human reason as 

a way of interpreting experience and formulating behavior;al norms . 
...... 

Hj.§.~ philos0p~y of Judaism was an outgrowth of his ~ttempt to find a 

r: · onal basis for religion. ·He specifically emphasized the role of 
. . 

Kantian universal ethics· in his understanding of Judaism. Political 

universalism also played a major role in his society and 

,eonsequently, as it affected his response to Zionism, in his thought. 

Mordecai Kaplan's thought emerged from the earty twentieth 

century in America. As in Germany, rationalism and/universalism 

were dominant values. But Kaplan also saw the· disintegration of the 

sense of Jewish community that had maµntained Judaism in pre

modem 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 strengthened. His 'philosophy clearly attempted to reconstruct 

Judaism in order to preserve -it. 

Both Cohen ·and Kap·lm ad~sed themselve, to the situation 

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

assumptions on the basis of which modernity came into being may 

no longer be valid. Among _the problematic coosequences of 

modernity are an increasing individualism, the disenchantment of 

the world, in Max Weber's phrase, and the dominance of technology 
. 

ud insttumcntal reason, which gives rise to a loss of a sense of 

hiflb• purpose and mNoiog. The consequent relativization of values 

(viii) 



calls into question and often undermines one's commitment to · one's 

values, as ~ell as one's ~ nfidence in• how important those values are. 
l 

With such uncertainty abS)ut how one's y,,ay 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 experienc~ of 
...... 

~ ~ ~ ~cendent is· still desirable, for Jews and non-Jew~ alike, 

. . traditia.ial forms ~f 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 ~uda,m. 

Eugene Borowitz attempts to respond to this new s1tuaf(on. He 

·" sees that reason is no longer •Supreme, even though ~hnology 

affects our lives in a vast and increasing number of ways. He 

recognizes a resurgence of ethnic pride and particularispi, although 

etliics ·are still claimed to l5e universal. The doctrine of human 

autonomy continues to be accepted, but God and · other people seem 

still to have a claim" on us. Re tries to create a compelling rationale 

for Jewish life under· these conditiens. 

This thesis addresses the qu-estion of bow Judaism bas adapted . r· 
and might continue to adapt to .meet the challenges presented by the 

contemporary world. The ideas of these three Jewish thinkers are 

examined, and their views of bow Judaism should be conceived are 

analyzed, with particular regard to the meaning of God, Torah, and 

Israel. 1be first chapter focuses on Cohen. He empbasiz.ed Judaism 
.. 

as an ethical system, . derived from and grounded in God, with Torah 

as die articulation of moral laws for Jews and the rest of the world to 

. ' 



·follow. Kaplan, the subject of the second chapter, described. Judaism 

as th~ ci~ilization of. ~ Jewish Peopl~. Torah acts as· the constitution 
\ 

of .this people in a clJ}tural sense, cr~a~g and formalizing their way 

of life. G~, meanwhile, assists all people, not just ~e Jews, in 

'striving to reach th~ir highest potential. In the third chapter. 

- ~ r9-"tz'~ covenant theology is detailed~ God rel~s \o the . 

' in<t1vidual Jew ~ough th~ m~ium of God's Covenant with ~e larger 

Jewish community. Torah results from the Jewish selfs participation 

in this Covenant with God. 

The choice of thinkers from three different time periods 

(modem, late modem, and early postmodern) is · meant to1 illustrate 

-;r how Judaism can speak to the concerns and changing ~ si~ations 

/ of each era. It is shown bow 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 challeng~s Judaism faces now and .. 
I': • ; 

for the foreseeable future. Certain important ·ch~acteristics 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 contempo~ Jewish world 

is why a Jew today should choose to live Jewishl_y. The suggestions 

of ~ - ~e~is m&f serve 8:5 part of the ongoing discussion of how 

Jews might respond and adapt ,o these issues in · Older to keep 

Judaism relevant to their lives. 

' . (x) 
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TIIB TRIUMP~F RATION~ ~TlllCS: 

. HERMANN co~ AND E'IHICAL MON01HEISM -
Hermann Cohen {184~-1918) has been called "the .most 

..... 

,unpo J;"~sh think~r in Germany at the end of the nine~nth 

century." 1 · The impact of his ideas bas certainly been felt throu_ghout 
. . 

the twentieth century as well. His thought reflects the influence of. 

{, modernity. · whose ideals permeated the intellectual milieu at the 

tuQl of the century. He moved from ·an attempt to describe religion 

in general to ·a statement of the nature of Jud{lism specifically. 11fis 

chapter will attempt to explicate Cohen's philosophy of Judaism~ 
-r 

higtilighting its congruence with modem thought. 

from the beginning of his writing, Cohen· exemplified the 

modem 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. 
--. . . 

C9hen appointed himself the task of &11iculating the ·,religion 

of reason. and specifically excluded from consideration any· other 

possible sources of religion2, such as· emotions or faith, lest -they . r 
distract film from his focus. This rational religion. based on Kantian 

idealis~ would make "Jews and Christians aware ·of the 'common 

religious foundation' of their two tradi~ons;"3 Cohen, a devout 

German patriot, hoped that such an awareness would help reduce 

1 Meyer, Michael A. Bsans IP Modernity; A ·m,u,a o[ the Reform Movement 
. in Jedele~ New YOik: Odold Um,aBity Pal. 1988, p.205. " 
1nca • · ...,.IDD Bclilkw of Pan Opt of lbc Sqprcq Qf lud•jpp, 
Trell,_, lly Simon Kapla.

1 

New York: F .• Ungar Pub~g Co .• 1m. p.5. 
st.te,er. p. 205. . 
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German antisemitism. Later in Cohen's. career, however, he began to. 

emphas~ze ~ special role Ci'or Judaism, · if :~ot identical with the religion 
l 

of reason, then at least ~ a source of t:tie religion of reason. -
Cohen's very methodology reinfor:ced this concern with reason. 

His technique was
4 

pw:ely logical, using his rational faculty to th,e 
--.. 

,~!,9.n of. his e~otions or faith. William Kluba~k highJights Cohen's 

syste~tic approach, pointing t~ "the unending stress and d~mand 

for totality'Y the strict methodological parallels"4 in his thought. For 

Cohen, the simple fact of reason served as evidence for God's 

'relationship to humanity, which ·underpins his whole theory of 
' . 

morality as humanity emulating God: "God endowed man wi(b 

,,reason... the hallmark of divine creation. Through reason di"an 
r 

; 
becomes the image of God. "5 · Reason also anchored Cohen's 

u_niversalism. It might have been possible to argue that if some 

people did not possess the rational ability, they could not be 

expected to reach the moral and religious heiihts of those who could 

reason. But because reason is intrinsic to all ·humans, then "all 
--- . . 

peoples indeed puticipate in 
4 

the religion of reason, "6 ancl morality 

must be universal. Thus, reason, which was a pervasive element of 

Cohen's intellectual milieu, became a cnjcial factor in hj.s philosophy. 

A second modem upect of Cohen's thought was the influence 

of the ideas of Immanuel Kant, particularly his emphasis on 

universal ethics. Michael Meyer states that Cohen, · as a neo-Kantian, 

4Klubact. William. · Heqnann Cohen; Jbe QtaJien&e of a Bclipon of Reason. 
a.lco, CA: Scbolan Press, 1984, p.25. . 
5Coticm, Hermann. Been, pd IJoile; $clcc;tinp1 from Jhe JeYriu Writinp of 
.,_,.,, CebGP 'lnndmecl by Eva Jospe. Cincinnati: Hebrew Union College 
PMl. 1993. p.132. . 
450Jlacia, B(alillPP of Peen p. 7 r 



. . 
showed his thoughts "de~ g from Kant's fundamental ideas but 

adjusting them to ~t tfie new challenges of contemporary 

materialism and existentialism. as well as t,b.e expanding natural 

sciences. " 7 Coben followed Kant in making morality his cen_tral focus. 

' Eva Jospe, in her translation of Reason and Hqpe. notes that the 

~ce of monµity' and l~ C(!nsequence for · the. unity Qf 

. humani\ was shared by Kant and Cohen's Judaism. She w.rites that 

the "German Enlightenment regards religion as an important means 

.,. 

· for the advancement of th_e '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 Co~n himself w+ very 

much aware of the connection, noting that "Kant's ethics br6thes the 
) . 
spirit of mankind ... [mankind] has for Kant the univer&al, 

c~smopolitan meaning."9 Cohen shared this understanding of 

mankind, as he shared other ideJS from Kant. He noted both Kant's 

influence on Ge~ philosophy and Kant's silp.ilarity to Jewish 

thought when he wrote "we recognize in this innermost sanctum of 
.... . . . 

the German spirit an innermost affinity to the spirit of Judaism. " IO 

Notwithstanding his hyperbolic compliment, Cohen certainly saw 

Kant as a "sanctum" for his own thought. . 

Cohen, however, grounded his morality in a religious system. 

Thos, in his ~working of Kant, Cohen provided for a "ttansition from 

the domination of ethics to an independent valuation of religion." 11 

7Meyer, p.205. 
8<Waon, IMP 1P4 fkmci, p.175. 
'011Nm, BdilPP of Bramn, p.241. Italics Cohen's. 
JC~atL\ Bun IPd Hqpe, p.179. 
11...,,,_, p.205. ' 
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Before co,isid~ring Cohen's t eas of Judaism in particular, it is 

worthwhile to look at .his view of religion in general. For ·Cohen, 

_religion· w~ firmly planted in the human . situation. Religion 

differentiates itself from ethics in the context of human suff~ring; 

. God is the G~ of the individual who suffers. MoralitY--, ultimately, 

~ ~te suffering; and this l!lOrality must Come from , God. 

Religion thus keeps ethics rooted in morality, an4 is therefore 

"indispensable to the advancement of ethical development." 12 

Therefore, Cohen manifes~d a "less than sympathetic attitude 

·toward any rel,igious thought not fully ~ersed in morality. "13 

Human morality, then, emerges from religit?n. But the jnverse 

is not true; as central to religion as ethics are, one cannot use the . 

human sense of what is morally right as a secure foundation 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 

rright to exist is derived from its concept of God." 14 ·Morality must 

have its roots in something other than human invention, or else there 
, ~ 

is no necessary moral continuity between the generations or ~etween , 

different cultures. The God-concept '1s centtal because it must serve 

as the grounding of morality. A religion ~th a flawed God-idea 

would have flawed morals as well. By the same tokc.n, in order to 

understand Cob~n•s philosophy of Judaism as it derived from Kant's 

emphasis on universal ethics, one must understand Cohen's 

conception of. God. 

12oaumana, Julius. PhilQIOJlhic;a of Jyd•im1. New Yorr. Scbocl2en Books, 1973, 
p.401. 
•-....~.. p.33. 
l4cdam, 8CM)Q •od 8-, p.45. · ' 
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Cohen's emphasis on ffmorality groooded 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."l~ 

Accepting many gods would imply accepting many (competing) sets 

<Femands; give~ that ~ there. is only one moral path, there 

y o~e God w~o es~blishes . it. Conve~ely, 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 indivisible. It must be one and the 

same for all nations and throughout all times." 16 This morali~ must 

apply consistently to everybody, everywhere, at every time. 

Consequently, for Cohen, "absolute monotheism ought to be the 

hig~est ideal for all religions and therefore for all nations: the ideal 

of pure religion." 1 7 

Monotheism was thus the central component . of Cohen's ideas 

about God. But the importance of monotheism is not simply 
"". ~ 

num~rical; Cohen did not merely assert a belief in one God as 

opposed to many gods. Rather, God is One qualitatively ~ well as 
. 

quantitatively. Cohen ~escribed God as unique: "it is God'S" 

uniqueness, rather than his oneness, that we po~it as the essential 

content of monotheism. "18 It is in this sense that Cohen understood 

Deuteronomy 6:4: "fflM '" irmK '" ~ »ad, Hear O Israel, The Eternal ~ 

God, The Eternal is Unique. Uniqueness makes God completely 

150.., Bclipop of 8GPIOJ', p.130. 
16cneam, Bnen eod HQJIG. p.101. 
11<'Alllm. Bran eed a,., P,.220. 
IICohen, Bdipqp qf Bmoo, p.35. 

(5) : 
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different .from any other 'r°g. Nothing' -~lse that exists is similar to 

God. Cohen wrote: ."It is this dis~ctiveness alone which ·imparts true 

spirituality to the uni_que being of the uniquely One God. "19 

Spirituality constitutes the real importance of this idea of God, 

. because it allpwed Cohen to ground his morals in God~ "the 

~CC of lhe ,.;.o~olhe~tic ~od-<:oncept lies in lhat principle of 

spirituality in. which the mor~ univ~rse-- in contradistinction to the 

world of nature-- as well as all ethics are grounded. "20 By 

"spirituality," Cohen meant God's nature as the ideal, unrealized in 

· the world and unlike anything in the world. Because God is radically 

unique and therefore distinct from the world and all it coota,, God 

can serve as the foundation of morality. Cohen eloqu~ntly 

summarized the importance of God's uniqueness as fotlows: 

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 spiritu~ty of on,• One God. Anything pertaining to the 
senses, and therefore also to anything buman, 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 ... 21 

. 
For Cohen, monotheism meant God's uniqueness, which· in turn meant 

that morality is not a matter of human whim, but instead is 

grounded in God. 

1,Collaa. Bun end Hoae, p.220. 
20Callea. Bun tDd 11p:, p.221. 
21Cellm, BntN IPd Hgpe, p.45. 
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· The: grounding of moFty in God lias. two implications. Cohen 

wrote that God "is the God of morality. · That means that Si~ 

_sigbificance 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 t)le source of ethics. From God comes tho-.human 
. -

_./ . 
mg of what it means to . act morally. As humans seek to 

know and, love. God, they learn about Qod; _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 archetype~ of human m~rality."23 B~ 

learning God's attributes, humans learn bow they should act in order 
I • 

to behave morally. 

: But God is not just the Author of mo!ality; God is also the 

Guarantor of morality. Because morality is grounded in God, the 

world will ultimately subscribe to God's morals. . !ulius Guttmann 

. called this idea the "tru~ significance of the idea of God- that . . 

genuine ethics c~ and _ must be reached. "24 This God-concept 
. . " . 

enables humans to have futh that,_ by God's very nature as the 

essence of morality, ~is divine morality will eventually be realized. 

If these ethics were to remain forever hypothe~al, there would be 

no purpose in living by them . . To put it more pessimistically, if God's 

moral rule were never to materialize, then those people who work to . . 
bring about morality would be doomed to futility and fail~. 

22cc,1,a., Brasoo •od 89"', p.45. 
230otm, Ban eod Heme,· p.52. 
240aam,.... ·p.404-. 
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Instead, God guarantees that these ethics will come to fruition, and so 

humanity should continue to~ trive for the ~oral life. Cohen put this 
l 

reµance -00 God's guarantee , eve~ more strqng1:x: "It is, however, only 

~e idea of God which gives me the confidence that morality will . . 
become reality on earth. . And because I cannot live w!!ftout this 

cc J cannot live· without God. "25 Cohen (and anyon~ else for ,,. . . 

whom m · ality 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 oeen reached, some day morality 

will triumph. Through God's uniqueness, God provjdes ethics, apd 

guarantees (at least in faith) their ultimate success. Cohen ddved 

ttiis concept of God from his startiQg 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 b_e the ground of all 

ethics, Cohen bad to resolve the apparent paradox. Herc, another 
' . 

aspect of modernity came to the. fore in his thought. Traditional 

religious thought would h•ve explained God's encounters ·with the 

world through the anthr-0pomorpbic Biblical imagery of ct~on, 

revelation, and redemption. But e~er since Baruch Spinoza, 

modernity had challenged the idea of the supernatural God. These 

three rubrics could still be helpful in explaining God's· interaction 

with matter, but they had to be divested of any irrational 

supernatural content. 

250Jllca. ,,.,, •pd Heir, p.216. 
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R.egard;itlg creation, Co~ believed that the world derived from 

God. God had to be th~ orig1.nal source of everything that exists: 

Cohen used the word "becoming" for the ~terial world, as -
distinguished from "being," which only refers to God. He writes: 

. ~ God is the prime cause of activity, God is the creat<>(. His being 
,~ ~ determined in no other way than by .the immanence of · 

crea'f\on 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 untqueness: 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 wep~ 

But even as Cohen referred to God as the creator, bis 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 blessing. "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 bec~mes manifest as 

· divine providence. "27 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 mosi general sense of revelatiOQ: that God comes into . . 
relation with man. "28- The result of ·this relationship is that humanity 

acquires reason; the rational faculty is what God reveals to people . 

Hoolim. BrHDOP of IMP, p.64. Italics Cohen's. 
210a11m, rum:- e4 Bali, pp. 95-96. 
2•0o11en. Belie , of ,,,.,,. ' p.71. ltalic:i Cobcn's • 

(9) 
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"It is onl¥ by virtue of revelation that the raf(onal creature, man, 

comes to be .. .' Revelation is thr-:reation of reason. "29 Cohen 
l 

strengthened his argument by , showing that ,medieval Jewish 

philosophers made this same connection between revelation and 

reason: ·"propositions o( rea~on are established as principles for 
. ., 

,evelati anc:v.even for the · unity-of God and the creation. Thus, 
/ . 

reason is · \ e 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 G~ but rather "Giver 

of Torah," as in the Torah blessings. This w01:,d choice is· not a maper 

of n,ere semantics: "the Jewish gift for language_ here emphas~not 

the object given, the gift, but exclusively the act of giving,_ ·that is, 

communication. "31 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 physical event is also 

supported by Deuterono~y 30: 14, in which the . commandments are 

located "in your mouth and in your he&(t." Cohen argued that this_ 

verse showed that "revelation-- and creation · also-- is transfigured to 
. . . r 

a purely spiritual meaning. "32 Just as cJCation is really renewal, a 

continuous event, so 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 

2tQtbca, Bc;Hgjgp o( Been pp.71-72. Italics Cohen's. 
30Cmm, BcHdeo pf BnMOP, p.82. 
3tcalaen. Been •w! 11gpc, p.~ . 
320allcn, Bril- pf Bii•n, p.82. 
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spirit limits that area of the spirit that connects, .God and m·an to 

holiness. And through this limi~ on and its · exclusiveness, holiness 
l 

becomes mor.ality. "33 It is in d:µs way that God "reveals" morality to 

people. 

' But God's holiness and µiorality are not transferred to peopl~ 

au~. "It is not ~e lioly spirit ~ut the moral activify of ~an 

that effects h\ liness. "34 Even recognizing the gift of morality is not 

enough. In order to be ethical, one inust act ethically . . Cohen wrote 

-\, that "the isolated self exclusively engaged in thinking cannot be an 

ethi~al self. • The ethical self must be engaged in action. "35 Cohen 

found support for this claim in Leviticus 19:2, ""( ou shall be holy, fo, 

I the Eternal your God am holy," which uses different tenses to ,,,) 

descdbe the holiness of humanity and, God. "Holiness thus means for 

man a t4Sk, whereas for God it designJtes 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 ethic~ lie did think 
, ' 

that people take OD themselves the obligatiQD to act. morally. This 

requirement emerges from the "self-given ~uman response to · God ~ 

archetype and prototype of human morality. "3~- When humans 
. . r 

follow morality, they are emulating God. "God is not so much tbe 

model that never can be reached, but rather the archetype and, 

therefore, the idea which, in the case of action, bas the meaning of 

· 33CcJben, Bolilioo o( Bran, p.106. 
34CcJben, Rclitrim of IMP% p.108. 
iso,11en, Ban •od Hor p.218. 
3'calicn. BcJitring of Bnen, · p.~. 
37..,,.., p.206 • 
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the ideal. "38_ Cohen called this 4esire to act ~ God acts "love of God," 

"One c~ot lov~ God as one ~ ves a human ~ing. But to lov~ • 
l 

spiritually. means, simply and solely, to cultivate a concern for . , 
. ' -

morality."39 The human who wishes to follow God must act morally. 

Cohen believed that _the Torah's sole purpo~ is to. help humans 
"'-

WI m_95lem task of living morally. Torah is n,ot a set of 
. ' 

obligations commanded by God, but .rather the moral "law" which 

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 d°f ilot 

seeJ]l to be concerned with morality still point in that directioryl 

whatever "is not moral law in -itself i s at least thought of ·and 

exp~ssly characterized as a means_ to the promotion of, and 

education in, the moral law. "4 1 Perhaps the clearest chapenges to 

Cohen's schema, the most egregious e_xamples of laws that do not 

appear connected to morality, are the rites of th~ sacrificial cult. 

Cohen 11:oted, however,' ·that the · prophets reinforced the moral 

message by redirecting the people's e(forts away from the literal 

practice of these rituals; tliey "[expressed] the purely moral character 
. . r 

of monotheism ... through an unrestrained fight against sactifice"42 

which would supersede morality. For Cohen, any ritual which the 

Torah commanded, any attion which a Jew performed, "derived 

31Coben, Bclipoo of Beuon, p.162. 
39Coben, BCIIOP •Pd Ucmc, p.223. 
40ca11en, BGJipgp of Beem. p.343. 
41Collert, Bc;lipgp of Beem. p.345. 
42Collea, Bc;Hp111 of BGIIPPr p.173. 
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signific~ce only from its capaci~ to serve a& the symbol of moral 

values. "43 The Torah tJ\erefoc;: assists humans in emulating God by 

_ gui~ing them towards acting .morally. 

While every area of life may be approached ethically, certain 

actions · seemed for Cob.en to be connected especially clearly to moral 

,~ t./. Study of the Toran, which the Mishnah sa;; is 

equivalent \ o all the o~er priceless ~ommandments, is necess~ in 
. 

order for humans to know bow · to behave m0rally; 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 f 
"es~blishes, namely, the connection between religious knowle~ 

~ 

and religious action, and at the same time between religi~n and 

morality in general. "45 · Becoming part of a community is necessary 

so the human may remember to focus on more than individ.ual 

concerns, and to work. for the welfare of the larger world; Cohen 

wrote: "The congregation is the indispensable preliminary step to 
'. 

messianic fulfillment... Man is the carrier of mao_k:ind. For this 

purpose be must f'I.Bt of all usemble into a community. "46. But f C?r 

Cohen, the greatest religious and ethical institution of Judaism wu . r 
the idea of the Sabbath. 1be Biblical connection of human rest with 

deliverance from Egypt, which in tum recalls slavery, Judaism's 

paradigmatic experience of sympathy for the oppressu, · makes the 

Sabbath a dnmatic moral statement. "Even if the Jewish religion bad 

43Mcycr, p.206. 
44o.n, BcJi&im of BGUOD, p.349. 
4SQilaen. BGJipiqp pf !Mirna, p.371. 
~ lrli• pf IGIIPD 'p.386 . 
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no other merits, its institutif / and preservAti~on of the Sabbath law 

alone would have add~ a new dimension· to the progress of · religion 

- as ·such."47 -By mandating rest for rich and, pQOr alike, for landowner 

and worker, for Jew and non-Jew, "it is beyond doubt that the 
'I ~ • • 

• Sabbath is meant to secure the equality of men in spite ·.of the 
, ' ., ... 

10 their social standing .... [thus] the Sabbath becomes the 

expression of morality itself. "48 While. the Sabbath_ i:s the best 

example of the connection between religious practice and ethics, all 

ritu~ actions should lead to morality. 

There will,. of course, be times when a person will not act 

morally. Cohen did not shy away qom using the word "sin" to f 
de ,..cribe such actions, but neither did he condemn the sinner r: 
external ,punishment. Instead, even sin became for Cohen an 

opportunity to reach a higher ethical stage. In part Cohen held this 

belief becau~e he knew that God would pardon the sinner: 

"Forgiveness of sin is the simple consequence of G~'s goodness ... It is 

the essence of God to f~rgive th~ sin of man. "49 · On a deeper level, 

though, Co~en asked s~ners to punish themselves, for it is only 

through suffering that the sinner bec<,mes penitent. Tnie repentance 

can el~vate human life_ to a new height of -holiness by allop,ing 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 
returning and creating of a new ~ay of life, all this is brought 

470lla. ICMPI IPd 8-, p.225. 
4lcohen. 1,11,aqp p( ·•,m; p.157. 
49Cobea, Bdlp;lgi of Bemo, p.213 . 
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. ' together ' in self-sanctificatieb. It contain·s. the power and the 
direction in which r~penthce must employ itself for the -new 
creation of the true I. Sanctification is the goal; self-

. · sanctification is the .only · means.so _ 

The sinner can tum back°' to ~ ethical way of life, but suffering is 
..... 

qec~ __ pasb the sinnet in this direction. "Without suffe~g--

no redempti~ ... But there is a liberation from suffenng, 1f the go~ 

for self-sanctification is set in the unique God. "51 Suffering directed 

-l toward a renewal of moral action leads to redemption. This· belief 

e~plains Cohen's view of the Day of Atonement. He wrote that 

"Jewish piety accordingly recognizes suffering as a step to f 
redemption... The fast on the Day of Atoneme~t is the symbol of• 

• 
unde'rstanding of the necessary value of suffering. "52 On ~e Day of 

Atonement, Jews enact the progressiQn from sin. to morality, from 

suffering to redemption. 

Redemption is the third way in which this modem, non

~upematural God relates to the world. In Cohen's thought, the idea 

of redemption took the form of messianism. But even though Cohen 

referred to a "Messiah," be defined the term in a way that differed 

from its historical meaning: "while the · Messiah had originally 
. r 

denoted a dynastic . person, the inner development of this thought 

resulted in the abolition of any personality cult... For the moral 

mankind of an historical future, and it alone, · is the .' Anointed of the 

Lord,' the Messiah."53 Cohen used the term "Messiah" to refer to a 

- 50Cobca, Bt1ipigp of Bt110D, p.205. Italics Cohen's. 
Ha.a, Rg;lipgp of Beer,, p.235. 
s2co1acn. BcHpqp of BGtn, p.228. Italics• Coben'a. 
5SCobea, Rnew,· ud ffw p.121 • 
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united humanity following univeru morals. Thus there are "two 

tasks of the Messiah, the ideal morality and the unity of mankincl. "5 4 

Because God is unique, thei:e can be only one morality. In God's 

capacity as Guarantor of morals, God ensures that morality will 
' . 

ul · ately prevail: "the M~ssiah is now no longer regarded '4s a 
/. I • • 

political e sary but rather as the guarantor of a faith which , 

believes that divine. postulates are ~b!e OD earth. ?S For 

humanity, then, messianism calls people to the · "task of moral 

improvement"56 in order to bring about the eventual triumph of 
. -

morality. This sense of progress is an additional aspect of modem 

thought; modernity held that technology and the universai j 
applicf tion of reason would necessarily improve the world. Cohen 

incorporated the moral component of this idea into bis philosophy. 

According to Guttmann, Cohen felt that this "continual progress 

toward the messianic kingdom of ethics"57 was the essence of 

Judaism. 

But the messianic task and its ultimate reward arc not limited 

to the Jews. Although the _Misbnah teaches that "all Israel has a 

share in the world to come," Cohen believed that "the whole ·of Israel 

stands he~ for the concept of man in general, · for the whole 9f Israel 

includes messianic mankind. "58 Eventually, all humanity will join 

together to recognize and follow djvioe morality. The second 

component of Cohen's messianism was the unity of humanity, which 

54CcJbea. Bc)ipgp of Bnem, p.255. 
" 5Ca1Mm, Been, eod lloJPC, p.125. 
S'Meyer, p.207. 
5'0aatn,1nn. · p.404. , 
51Coben, Bdillm q[ IMID& p.336. 
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be derived fr.om the idea of the Onf-°od. "Thus,' monotheism is the 

immediate cause of Messianism as well as th~ concept of world 

hisrory,. as the history of one manlind. Without the ..unique God, the 

idea of· one mankind could not arise. "59 The very essence of .. 
messianism rules out a spec~ future for the Jews; otherwise · there 

mus{ be two · f'eient s~ts of ~tbical · standards, and ~etefore God 

could not be uni<1,ne. Rather, gh'.en the onene~s of God, "~e 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. "60 Here too, Cohen adapted a 

tenet of modernity for bis own use. Universal reason and ~versal j 
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 bis messianic vision, in 

which all people would be united. 

Cohen found Biblical support for bis universalist . messianism in 

Chapter 19 of Isaiah, where ~gypt and Assyria are exalted along with 

( or even higher than) Israel. ~t is important to note as ·well that 

Cohen did not believe that messianism was 'eschatological. Rattier, in 

accordance with the modem . view of political universalism, for tohen 

the Messianic Age would simply be a political time, when the 

different nations would be united un.der the one divine moral 

11taodard. Bven the Bible does not claim that the Messiah will come 

via a supernatural event: except for Isaiah 25:8, the messianic 

references "indicate an earthly future... the etld of days is not 

59<'4a, Bdipm pf Bum, p.262, ltallca Cohen's. 
GOc•---- 11 •ad a.v.. 126 _,,,.., -- ...... p . . 
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depicted as a very remote, inco~ ivable fut~e; although the exact 

time is left uncertain. It is ,simply the future ... "61 Messianism was, 

for Cohen, the central tenet and goal of the religioqs_ life, following 

logically from his belief in God and his emphasis on morality. "We 
' . . 

tl:te ore believe that the Messianic idea is the culmination ~ s well" 

as ' the touch oife of religion · and that religious conviction. means 

Messianic religiosity. "62 All religion points toward the unification of . . . 
humanity under God's moral reign. 

Cle-arly, messianism for C<>hen 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; the 

. 
Bible uses terms such as m~ c» ,imp ,u and cttib ,1t to describe the 

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 <>f all mankind, 

H~ cannot be the God of o-tt!Y one natipn. "63 God is riot solely the God 

of Israel. Modern monothe~sm's. one ethics requires that God relate 

to all human beings equally well: "Because "the One God is the ·God of 
. . 

morality, ~e exists p~y not for the individual, the family, the 

tribe, or f:be nation, but for all mank:iod. "64 It no longer is 

permissible to cl~. that God prefe,s Israel alone; God must love all · 

people equally. Cohen therefore bad to reinterpret die Biblical 

descriptions of God's love for Israel as metaphorical, illustrating bow 

61Coben. Bel,ipop of BcemP. p.289. 
62coben, ,,,.,, em llgpe, p.127. 

"Cohen. Boen ted Bw- p.47; 
64Cellea, ICIIIPP IN Bcme, p.46 . • 
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God relates· to all na~ons: "God dr. not love Isra_~l more or' 

differently from his love for 
1 
men in general, nor, needless to say, · 

could G,od's love for Israel limit and µnpair his love for the human 
. . -

race. In Israel God loves nothing other than the human race... God 

loves lsrael only as a model, a . symbol of mankind ... "65 God does love -~-- . ....... 

Is~el, but o in the way . that God · 1oves_ all humanity. · God's love of 

Israel in no wa excludes, and in fact represents, God's love for all 

the other nations. 

~-t. 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 manifested f 
itself in -Ood "choosing us from among all other nations," in the worf!'t 

~' . 
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 

bas only a symbolic significance. From the very ou~t this higher 
,. 

symbolism presaged Israel's messianic call, its elevation into one 

mankind. "66 All people are chosen by God, or rather., God calls all 

people to unite in one moral humanity. Understanding Israel's 

chosenness as meaning anything other than this .call to ethical ynity 
. . 

is incorrect. In fact, the idea of the one chosen people, by 

threatening to divide nations into a hierarchy of classes, is 

potentially dangerous: "It is therefore a grave mistake · to evaluate 

the election of ls~l apart from its connection with the messianic 

'I 

65Caiaca. Rgligiqp pf Ben, p.149. 
"amea. BcliaiCII at Been, p.260: Italics Cohen's. 
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election of the• humU} race as a wbolcf f In order w prevent this 

division, Cohen took bis understapding of Israel's cbosenness to its 

logical _conclusion. · Israel, and all people, are called ~o 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 unher need for people· to be divided into different 

nations. 

e~tity. 

Israel's c · therefore leads to the elimination of Israel as an 
\ . . . . . 

Cohen wrote: "Chosenness means Israel's vocation to proclaim 

'i. the One God as the redeemer of mankind... Israel must sacrifice its 

peopiehood · for its God. "68 , 

Cohen, in explicating the modem ideal of universalism, 

effecti~ely e,J.iminated 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 

as a separate entity. Guttmann believed that the "fundamental 
'. 

religious doctrines of Judaism are completely identical-- at least in 

their conceptual formulations-- with the general- ideas of 

monotheistic religion. "69 Cohen would have accept.e4· this claim; he -r 

refused to state that Judaism alone was the religion of reason. It 

would be more accurate ~ say that the religion of reason . is ethical 

monotheism, which Judaism closely follows, and which other .. 

0 oa•e ·, ldisi® of BcelOO, p.149. 
- Hoa•~•• Ian eod 8sp; p.116. 
''01111a-. p.328. 
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religions also follow to some degree. What then is the purpose of r Judaism for Cohen? 

Before addressing the significance of Judaism as a separate 

religion, Cohen bad to explain what Judaism was for him. The 

answer is . relatively simple: J~daism is a religion which constitute~ 
. .. ""' 

th~ ~ gv.of the system of universal ethics. Like any 

.monotheistic ieligion, Judaism must be ·solely concerned with 

morality: "The ethics intrinsic to God's ·oa~re, and that· alone, 

-l,, constitutes religion in Judaism. "?O Judaism involves discerning those 

morals which God discloses and guarantees, and attempting to live by 

them. Cohen put this equivalence between Judaµsm and ethics veryf 

strongly: "There is no distinction in the Jewish consciousness betwJn 
/ religion and morals. "71 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 religion posed a new problem. There was a 

danger of Judaism "becoming simply identified with the idea -of 

monotheistic religion and thereby losing · its s~ific contenL "7.2 
. . r 

Cohen therefore needed to address how Judaism is different from 

any other monotheistic religion. His answer seemed · to fall into two 

categories: Judaism differs by virtue of primacy and -actneliution. 

Primacy means that the idea of ethical monotheism originated in 

1ecoa.en. · Brae eod ftmlG, p.221. 
11o.n. Bcliricm or Been: p.33. 
72oattawm. p.32' • 

ltalica Cohen's. 
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Judaism* and the other religions le~ 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. "71. It is this 

original sense of God as the exemplar of universal morality and the _ 
~ 

delll8.Qds which that mprality plaeed on the Jews that makes J.Qdaism 

differen~"of its calling io pr~fess !fie 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 monoth.eistic religions are drawing closer, 

it is not' because JudaisJD bas watered itself down to meet them, but 

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

Jewish morality. 
j 

Actualization, on the other hand, suggests that even if other 

religions try now to incorporate some version of this conception of 

ethics, Judaism · has come closest to realW.ng the essence. -Guttmann 

wrote that Cohen "sees the primal power of morality expressed in its 

purest and profoundest form in · Jewish ~onotheism. "75 · Judaism has 

moved morality from an idea to an established practice. This 

realization of the idea as left a widespread," unmistakably Jewish 

stamp on all of civilization: "no culture has any ground or foundaijon 

without a scientifically reason~ 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 s.hare ... "76 Through its original conception of the 

730J1am, Bun· end Hgpe, p.49. 
74oalacn, Bcllpgg of BCMPD, pp . . 115-116 • 
.,,.,.,an. p.406. 
ffcmeia. Boen ·Pd llqpe. p.46. 
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unique God and one morality, and JJirough putting those 

practice, Judaism has decisiv«tlY -sbaped modern· society. 

_ It could be argued, though, .that both prim~y and -

ideals into 

actualization 

are justifications that belong to history. Judaism may indeed have 

been the historical source of the monotheistic ideal, but now ·that - ; . ._.,__ 

other religion too' have in~orporated · thesC? conceptions, there is nQ 

further need for udaism 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 p~opagate the monoth_eistic ideal. "7 7 

Jews are the ·standard;-bearers of monotheism, persistently holding 

before the world the ideal vision of humanity united under God's j 
mo~ 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 b~ty .to settle for- any vision less 

exalted than this one. No other people clings so tightly to this ideal. 

Other religions may appropriate some aspects of monotheism, but 

without the ~ewish religion, . this utopian future would never be ·r 

realized. "It is therefore incumbent 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 ••. "79 The _continuing raison d'etre of the Jews is to be the 

nue,cr. p.206. 
nc.-. IMP tw! Hsmc; p.lM. 
79eae,m, ,_ tw! ,,_ p.48~ 
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agents who spread the knowledge of-Jhe unique Ood and thus bring 

about the unification of humanity under God'~ morality. 

- Fm: Cohen; ho~ever, dedication to the Jews as JL.religious group . . 
did not require dedication -to Jewish nationalism. He wrote: "It is in • . 
the dQIJ!ain of religion .alone that· we wish to preserve our ---.;.__ . 
distinctiveness. so,,~ Cohen w.as ~ommitted t9 the continuity of the , 

Jewish religion. s a · modem universalist, ·however, he did not . . . . . .. 

. accept the claims of Jewish nationalism, manifest in the Zionist 

movement. Judaism is purely a reµgion, and any nationalistic 

tendencies should be s11bsumed under that religion: "Judaism means 

religion. Yet, as much as this religion, as messianic-religion, from its j 
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 expression of the Jewish national spirit. "8 1 

Whatever nationalism inheres in Judaism is devoted toward making 

the whole world one nation under the Jewish moral religion; the 

"meaning of Jewish nationality is detennµled by religious Judaism."82 . "'.. .. 
Through actualizing the goals of the Jewish religion, the goals of 

Jewish nationalism, which, when properly onaerstood, are recognized 

to be universal, will also be achieved. r 

In this way, Cohen arriv~ at a justification for ~e historical 

state of Jewish exile. "1be One God has taken om country from 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 

.. . 
no-., Bcme rd Jlcs p.49 • . 
l10af: n, Bc;lippp pf Imm, p.30. halics Cohen's. 
lt0a1n m. ldili>P pf I srn11, p.31. , 
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mankind that is united in morality. "8~ The Jewish. reJigion came to 

recognize its universal task through being expe)Jed from its land. 

Exile . was .therefore necessary in . ordet to ·fulfill the greater goal of 

the unification of humanity.· ~ belief led Cohen to respond sharply 

to Zionist efforts to recreate a ~ewisb homeland for the protection. of 

C Zioni~t belie~es th~t Judaism can be preserved 

only ' by an all-encompassing Jewish natio.nalism, . we are of ~e 

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 any 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 messianic vision. "The classical concept 

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 wi~ its 

world-~istorical idea. "85 The Zionist emphasis on a specific state for 
'· . 

Judaism is consequently not onlY. misguided 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 therefore see the entire . . 

_historical world as the future abode of our religion. And ,t is this 

future alone which we acknowledge as our true home. "86 Not only 
. . 

docs Judaism not need a particular geographical home; accepting one 

would mean stopping the wolk while the task is yet incomplete. In 

llOollea, Bame •wt Bue, p.48. 
Meata■, Bran end Bcme- p.169. 
Ueatm, Ben rd ffmK; p.170. 
'6calaea. ,_ rd fhx; p.170 • 
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order to fulfill our purpose, we °t"' be spread 'an.iong the nations: to 

teach all of them about the One God of morality. In Cohen's opinion, 

then, "the establishment of a state' of our own is' ineompatible with 

the Messianic concept and with Israel's mission. "87 Although Cohen's . ' . 
messi;µrlsm was ultimately universal, he saw the special mission of 

,I ~ • ' 

Israel as ca \ 2irig the unification of h~manity under monotheistic 

morality by testifying .to the One God.. . . . 

Cohen's theoretical universalism derived from modem thought. 

It was re~orced in practice by his love f~r Germany. His warmth 

towards Germany arose not only from his living there, but also from 

what he saw as the fundamental agreement between Germ~ ideal0 

and the ,tenets of Judaism. In German philosophy, Cohen saw ~e 

rebirth of Jewish ideas of morality and universalism. He stated that 

"the German Enlightenment does not view religioa;i as an infamy ~at 

ought to . be eradicated but rather as a means by which mankind· 

attempted ... to bring about the realization of the idea of .morality."88 
. 

Gen;nan thought thus agreed with Jewish thought about the nature of . ,; 

the task at band. Similarly, 9erman and Jewish ideas shared ground 
.... 

concerning the unity of humanity. Cohen believed that "the German 

idea of mankind bas its origin in the Messianism of Israel's proP.bets, 

whose spirit doubtlessly affected German humanism profoundly. "8 9 

Judaism shaped Germany; now the Germans and the Jews wo~ld 
. . 

work together to bring the light of morality and universalism to the 

rest of the world. Cohen wrote that •we as German Jews share in a . 

87Qlhal, BetlOP ID4 8-, p.48. 
lloaliea. Bram e4 8- p.177. 
l'Cme,., ·- pl· U.,. p.180. 
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central cultural force destined to ~ all nations • m. the spirit of a 

Messianic mankind. "90 With such optimism, it ·is no wonder that 

Cohen ~ame ""Jewisbly min!malist."91 Without a reason for him to 

advocate substantial Jewish distinction, with so .much in common 
' betw~e9 Germany and . Judaism, be could call even more strongly for 

. . 
universalism. 

I 

Germanophilia also contributed to his anti-Zionism; 

with the Jews so welc~me in an4 integral to 1:fleir host co_uotry, the 

idea of a homeland to serve as a sanctuary for them, already harmful 

l 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. j 
It i f in this area where Cohen's thought falters most 

dramatically. The flaw bec0mes obvious in historical hindsigh~ as . 
the Holocaust rebukes Cohen's love of Germany. Cohen's inaccurate , . . 
evaluation . of the German spirit calls into question bis optimism 

about the larger cause of one mankind. Borowitz suggests_: "In 

philosophy one ought not let a mistaken historical judgment . '... ... 

invalidate an otherwise compe~g system of thought. In this case 

the error is so blatant and the co~scquences so tragic that one c~ 

hardly help doubt the rigid ~versalism he so enth11;5iastically r" 

espoused. "92 The Jews alone, according to Borowitz, must carry . . . 
forward the banner of morality. 

. . 
Perhaps, as Borowitz concludes, Cohen's erroneous evaluation of 

Germany shoald cast .doubt _ on his whole program of universalism. 

900Jla. Br,e end Rcme, p.182. 
91Mefer, p.205. . 
fa~ Eepae B. QoiGCf ip Yodi;rp Jcnrillt• Doum. New York: 
J19DDID llollle, 1983, ·p.51. 
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In any case his universalism is pro~matic for its· _implications about 

the Jewish people. Cohen's foQDulation of the Jews' ongoing role as· 

stanc!ard-bearers · of monotheism docs not really requjre Jews; 

monotheism pervades many religions today. One must wonder about 

the future of Judaism if it bas no stronger claim to continued ...... -· , . . . 
existCDce th~ · .etiginal' coQcept of the Unique God. 

Another di· ilculty with Cohen's thought is its luke~arm 

. endorsement of ritual. For Cohen, a religious act should only be 

-l performed if it somehow contribute~ to a heightened sense of 

. morality: Cohen himself may have been able to see the ethical 

relev.ance of some Jewish rituals, but the majority of contemporary j 
Jews do not have such moral sensitivity. The danger exists that they 

will abandon Jewish practice without realizing what they are losing. 

Finallf, Cohen's God-concept is also problematic. The idea that 

God solely exists to disclose and guarantee morality 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 role in the world? Docs God do no 

more for sufferers than provide them with th'e cold comfort that 

morality will triumph in the end? Does God. not rejoice with huni;m 

joy and mourn with human sorrow? Admittedly, these tasks for God 

fall in the realm of fai~ more than reason. But by rejecting from the 

beginning all areas of analysis outside of reason, Cohen limited God 
and prevented himself_ from . articulating a God-concept that would 

respond to the full range of human experience; .. 
· This chapter bas explained the major cbncepts of Hermann Cohen's 

· religious philosophy, as they emerged from• the context of modernity. 
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Specifically, b~s emphasis on univer?"· reason, bis ' reliance on Kantian 

universal ethics, bis elimination. of supematuraµsm, his faith in moral 

• prog~ess, . and his political uni':ersalism show the collJl,CCtions between 

Cohen's thought and' his historical and intellectual milieu. But with th~ 

judgment of history and the perspective of most of a century, ~e can raise 
... ., . . ~ 

While an. ~derstanding' of bis ideas is 

essential for grasping la!,er Jewish philosophy, ~s theology . no longer 

.seems sufficient for contemporary Judaism. 

.. 

.. 

-,. . 
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. , . 
MOVING TOW ARlf'SAL VA TION: · 

MORDECAI KAPLAN.AND TRANSNA1URALISM . . -
Hermann· Cohen's philosophy. of Judaism was essentially 
-. , 

descrippve. . n (Yd not try_ to · articulate a bold new path f ~r 

Judai.sm to follow; or did he suggest fundamental changes in the 
. . . 

way Jews should conduct themselves; rather, he attempted simply to 

-l describe the underlying presuppositions of Judaism as he understood 

it, explicating his. conception of how Judaism· exemplifies the religion 

of reason. This explanation, as has been demonstr~. reflected the 

impact of modernity on Cohen's thought. Mordecai Kaplan (1881-

1983) toolf a quite different approach to a philosophy of Judais~; 

although bis jdeas too were shaped by modernity. When be wrote 

bis magnum opus, Judaism as a Civilization. in 1933, be 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."1 As a 

result, his Jewish pliilosophy was prescriptive, imasmuch as he 

attempted to alter the self-understanding· of modem_- Jews and r

thereby save Judaism. This chapter will describe Kaplan's vision of 

·the form of Judaism necessary for the modem world, and the forces 

of modernity that shaped this vision. 

The fint way in which the modem situation shaped Kaplan~s 

ideas of Judaism is that the crisis which Kaplan . perceived and 

lg .... , 
0

Monlacli M. De Oms« Jgdppp ip IN Mikior; A $1.pdy of the 
Mr+0e Bvqlgtigg of hHJ•iPP- New Yolk: Rccooltruction1st Preas, 1960. 
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addressed resulted from modernity. The:', in order to understand 

_ Kaplan's response to the crisis facipg Judaism, one must first 

understand the nature of the crisis itself. ~aplan him$elf _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 ,as a b .?. In the ~yes of mode~ Jews, Kaplan• feared, 

Judaism had lost its · urpose, its meaning, and its power. Whereas 

on'?e Judaism had been a treasured component of a Jew's identity, 

--l now many modem 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 

tum it from a centripetal to a centrifugal force. Kaplan trac_ed the 

dividing line to the early nineteenth century. These years •witnessed 

the beginning of the Emancipation, when, in keeping with 

modernity's doctrine of universal human rights, Jews started to be 

accepted as cimens of the countries in which they lived. Their 

newfound legal civic equality came with a price, however: "the 

surrender of Jewi~h social ~d cultural a~nomy ... [caused Jews to] 

lose their identity as a distinct people. "3 By ~ping the Jews 

isolated from the larger ~iety, the ghettoes bad bad the ·benefit af 

2K..,aa. Mordecai M. lw!•ipp II I Qyillptjm· Toward I BmooSIJlitiop of " 
tc;&we-Jcwieb Y(e. New Yoit: Sc1,oc1011 Boob. 1m. p.3. 
Sr..,,., MDnleeai M. "TIie Preedom ID ·be Jews" (R,ecomtractionilt Pamphlet 
17). 1945, p.6. • 
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strengthening the insular Jewish comµiunity. Uq4er the new 

conditions, the comm~nity began t~issolve, as.·Jews no longer 
l 

needed to rely exclusively on · other Jews for business or social . , . - -
contacL Kaplan believed that these coii6nunities had kept Judaism 

vital and central to the life ·or the Jews; their dissolution sounded the 
~ , ' 
d~~ ~itional Judaism. The final formal blow came at 

th~ bands of "Je so-called Sanhedrin, whi~h in 1806 at the behest of 

Napoleon I, renounced in the nuie of 'all Jews, their Jewish 

nationhood. "4 Napoleon bad 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 OWf! people. By f 
agreeing to this statement, in Kaplan's opinion, the Jews traded awar' 

their sttongest asset. 

Whil~ the loss of this feeling of nationhood was, for Kaplan, the 

major factor in modem 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 . r 
restoration of their state of origin in Palestine. This hope and 

· expectation bad provided a focus for Jewish national unity, 

transcending the Jews' physical dispersal. As Jews became more 

.comfortable in their host countries, the perceived need for a renewed 

4ra;,.. Mordecai M. 
iQ!¥1■•aCOod 
p.9. 

De PllQ)OIC PM! Mm;n, or Jewish ExillGQCe; A People 
Pbilldelplua: Jewilll Publication Society of. America. 1971, . 
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Jewish commoqwealth decreased, which weakep~ the sense of 

Jewish peoplehood. c-1 
Another. modem developm~nt that weakened the Jews' 

comm_unal status . was ~iblical scholarship and the role of the rabbis. 

Previously; the community .. had_ been united in its acceptance of God's 
.... 

au~~~ T~rah. . The rabbis were seen . as the authorita~ve 

~terpreters of'1te b:adition. As such, with the blessing of the 

secular government, they served as the legal decisors for the 

-l community, with power to judge and to punish, including, most 

· dramaJically, .to excommunicate. The rabbis' power helped bind the 

community together under their rule. O~ce dou~t began to· grow, f 
after Spinoza, about the divine origins of Torah, the common grounK 

of belief started to erode, and the strength of the rabbis dec_reased. 

With Em~ncipation, 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. modem period 
. 

was the faltering fortunes of other religions. The Ipdustrial 

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 Nature. 

Rather, humanity 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 
bWDID life. The trusfer of the ce!I= of gravity. of human 

(33) 
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existence ·from the other world to this world is both the cause . . . 
and the effect ' of modem man'~ assionate desire to acquire 
mastery over the forces of~ nature and his growing ability to 
render the world he lives in more habitable.s 

The intellectual climate of 1.he nineteenth century in general became 

hostile_ to, religion. A decline in faith accompanied the ascendancy of 

reason. ' ~ f ' naturalism. cballen~ecl the supernatural aspects of 

all of the traditional religions. WitJi otht:r religi~.ns as we.11 .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 only directly by modem 

naturalism but also indirectly by the fact that their neighbors are 

becoming ~e-Christianized. "6 The general malaise afflicting the other 

traditional religions served to weaken Judaism too. 

Judaism• was also challenged by a change in the modem 

perception of salvation, historically defined as a good life after death. 

For Jews, the route to this salvation bad been Judaism. and the· only 

way to_ participate fully in Judals_m was to .participate in the life of 

the Jewish community. In the ~tc eighteenth century, however, a 

different view of salvation came to prominen~; Kaplan described · 

Moses Mendelssohn as teaching "that the prerequisite to immonality 

was not conformity with any supernaturally revealed tca~hing,. but a 

life based upon the highest dictates of ~on. "7 Therefore, one did 

not have to be Jewish to attain life after death; one simply· had · to live 

die best life one knew .how (although for Mendelssohn a Jew was still 

5Kaplaa. De Qnwcc Judaipp in the Maklu, p.150. 
6Kapfe, De Amiee !11dtiSP! in tltc MviP1, p.viii. 
7K••· Jnd•ie M I QyiHptjgp p.li. • 
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obligated to fulfill the ceremo~w as well). .With the reward for 

living Jewishly removed from the sole possession of the Jews, 

J udaisni was no longer seen as valuable enougll to-compensate for 

the difficulties it caused ii} daily life. This shift weakened the Jewish . . 
co unity even further. ...... 

_./. 
velopments ·comprise only a partial list of the reasons 

Kaplan gave for the modem crisis in Judaism, but they .suffice to 

suggest the parameters of the problem. In short, before 

Emancip~tion, Judaism was essential to th.e life of the Jew, but once 

the bonds which connect Jews into communities and into one Jewish 

People were weakened, Judaism became endangered. H the Jewis~ 

People had remained a strong entity, Judaism would still have been .,. 

thriving. In Kaplan's analo~y, just as soldiers can only function as 

soldiers if they belong to an army which functio\}s as an army, so 

Jews can onl·y function as Jews if they belong to a Jewish People 

which functions as a People. But, as a result of modernio/, the Jewish 

People bas ceased to functio,n actively;• instead, the Jews became 
. 

simply "a miscellany of h~ beings, who call themselves Jews by 
.... 

virtue of their being third or fo~ generation descendants from 

Jews who \_Vere authentically such because there· was then a Jewish 

People to which they belonged. •s Without a functioQing Jewish 

People, Jews cannot really be Jews. The root of the crisis, therefore, 
. . 

according to Kaplan, was the modem demise of the Jewish People as 

a vibrant, semi-autonomous community. 

.. 

~-. De ,_,. eed Hnni•r ot kiri• BJ;,ac;w;c. p.4. 
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The challenges of Kaplan's ~e called out for a revision of the 

meaning of contemporary Jewish life, to give to Jewish life a 
- . 

compelling and comprehensive rationale. As he · put-" it: 

it is necessary . to formulate a philosophy of Jewish life· as a · 
w o~ !Y.-t discerns an organic connectio!l among the' 
experie~ es and needs of Jewry, its dispersion and its diversity,· 
its past and its future, its religious commitments, its manifold 
expre~sions, its many traits and tendencies, its need for self- · 
adjustment and its prerogative to mold environment.9 

In Kaplan's opinion, the Neo-Orthodox, Conservative, 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 the influence of modernity, so did his 

solution draw on modem ideas. 

For Kaplan, the best way to articulate this philosophy was 

through describing Judaism .as a civ~tion. He derived this idea 

from the modem sociology ~f Emile Durkheim, who analyzed the 

coherence of social groups. The other branches of Judaism treated 
. . 

Judaism as. merely a religi9n, or a nation, or a -system of ethics,. but it 
' would have been a fatal mistake to think that only one of these 

elements was threatened by the c.ontemporary situation; the whole 

Jewish way of life was in danger. .. Judaism... is thus · sotMthing far 
. 

more comprehensive than Jewish religion. It includes that nexus of a 

~ry, literature, lang11age, social organiuition, folk sanctions, 
~ 

8tlllldards of conduct, so~ial and spirit11al ideals, esthetic val,us, .. 

fioipa•, lndein ·• • Qvi!iildon pp.84-85. . . 
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which in their totality form a civ~ation." to Only the idea of a 

civilization captures the full tange 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. . 

- -...::....-~K,aplan identified sµ. specific components of the Jewish 

civilization in ./. · - . . First, the land of Israel was 
. 
the historic l~~on where the Jewis~ civiliiation 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 

around the issues most relevant to them; for Jews, that language is 

Hebrew~ which has connected them across time and space. Third, j 
civilizyions have rules for how people are supposed to act in a given 

situation, which includes m~ral, social, legal, and religious conducL 

These behavioral expectations enable members Qf the civilizatio~ to 

distinguish ~tween themselves and non-members: if someone 

behaves as they do, he is a member; if not, she belong~ to another 

civilization. Kaplan desc~ how ~portant these standards are to 

Judaism: "Judaism functions 9nly so long as it is co-extensive with 
' . 

the whole of the Jew's life. To be "1at, it has to consist of the entire 

rang~ of social habits, from th~ most artless folkways to the most 

formal legislative decree and the most self-consciou~ ethical 

standards." 11 Fourth, these rules are undergirded by sanctions that 
. . 

provide a cJ"CUOn for the behavior that is performed, and express 

what the civilization bolds as sacred. Kaplan maintained that in 

~itional Judaism the religious sanctions ·anc1 national sanctions 

10&,paa, Jwa,jpp M • QYifi11tjgp p.178. ltalica Kaplm'a. u•••· Wet• · • , Qriltvdee• ,.196. 
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overlapped~ and therefore these ,safuctions wer~ · stronger than in 

other civilizations. Fifth, ttie emotional rhythms of the civilization 

are expressed through the arts. 'As Kaplan wrote: -

A civilization _implies a specific esthetic mood, and a unique 
c.-.---t ~t,sensuous and- imaginative beauty. The art of a 
civili · on is its individual interpretation of the world in color, 
sound, d image, and interpretation that is familiar and 
profoundly interesting to the people of that civilization. This 
art contributes a unique expressive value to each object of the 
spiritual life of that people.12 

Despite the restrictions on the visual arts, the history of achievement 

in mus~c, poetry, and dance in Judaism dates back at least to the j 
Bible... Sixth, civilization requires a group of people to live t~gether 

collectively, in order for th~sc other aspects to take shape. The social 

strueture 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 encoura.ge its civilization to flourish. 

This type of community, wbich modernity had weakened, is critical 

to the success of the entire civilization. 

For Kaplan, then, Jewish civilization is a civilization of, by, and 

for the Jewish People. The Jewish People play the crucial role in 

Kaplan's vision of Judaism. Norbert Samuelson argues that . at 

different times, different upccts of the Jewish triad- God, Torah, 

Israel- have been· Mlpbasiml by Jewish thinkers. In the Rabbinic 

peaod, !onh . was at the center, while in Medieval times, ~ focus 

,,. OD God. Beginning with the Binincption, however, the most . . 
tt:1t; $ . # -

•••• 11Hw ~ t Q1Plefim p.205. 
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critical aspect Df Judaism, acco~g to Jewis_lt philosophers, has been 

the people lsrael.13 Kaplan certainly provides support for 

_Samuelson's view; for Kapl_an, the People is essenlial for the 

individual to endure. In Kaplan's words, "what makes a person a Jew 

is_ f!is belonging to . a corporate body, the existence of whicb' .. .._is a prior 

con~ being a J~w: as th~ exi$tence of an army is a prior 

· condition to one's being a soldier."14 Kaplan also beli~ved that the , 

notion of the Jewish People, and the civilization which it created, 

helped to augment the life of l;he 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 f 
with the forty-century old People of Israel, a desire to understana--'its 

/ . 
language and literature, a yearning to cherish its aspirations, and an 

eageme,s to live its w-ay 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 pragmatic response to assimilation.16 In order -.. 

to keep Jews attached, Kaplan attempted"to define Judaism · 

functionally, in terms of i~ effect on and importance to Jews;·,the 

other possible rubrics, God and To~ seemed far removed from the 

13Samelaoa, Norbert M. "C. Dcmocney ad Capilaliam be Jewlsb · Valaes? 
Mordecai Kaplan's Political Pbilotophy" <Mpdc;m Jgdalgp, 3). May 1983, p.190. 
1-trap1., Monlecai M. ledetm Wi!boeJ s.rnmrnVa: De APlx 
AJtca•&IYG IQ Orthpdpxy IP4 Sg;glarigp, New York: Reconstructionist Press. 
INS, p.lJS. . 
-lSKapllD, De Qmrr, Heim ip ,_ IMtar p.451. 
1
..__, Davi4. ~ ~~·:: ~ QRClt for BCPCiwal: it::"••,. n ►A ; ~ Moatleal: c.onpegation 

lluliiJillayha. t98fi ... . . 
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immediate .life qf the average Jer · Yet Kaplan's _emphasis on 

peoplehood was more than ~ctive. If it had still been possible for 

the Jews to live together in one 6pecific country., the Jewish Nation -
could · have played the unifying and defining role that the modem 

' 
situation demanded. Given, however, the unlikelihood that all Jews . , ..... 

wo~iyah, 1ews. would p;obably never again · all be residents 

of one state. \ onseq.uently, according to 'Kaplan, Jews had to see 

themselves as part of a People, who had "a cultural pattern which 

affords it sufficient cohesion to make those who belong to it desire to 

maintain some kind of unified life." 17 Tb.is vision is admittedly 

vague on the particulars of Jewish life, but the essential point for j 
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 Israel. Kaplan had not wavered 

in his Zionism. He believed that for a civHization to develop most 

fully, it required at least one location wliere it . ·was the primar)' 

civilization. For Judaism, that land is Eretz Yisrael. In other lands, 

Judaism becomes an _amalgam of the Jewish civilization and the 

cjviliuuon of the host country. Only in the land of Israel ·woutd the 

true Jewish civilizMion develop._ In this perspective Kaplan showed 

the influence on hia tboapt of die moderil · c~tunl Zionist, Abad 

17SwpJ•. 'DI$ Omt!Gt ¥•in ip 1¥ Hem'° · p.452. 
••cap1a, De Omescr· ,.,,,_ ip... MrtiP1, p.455 • 
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. Ha'arn, who beµev~ that Israel ~ould become. .the spiritual center of · 

Judaism, even if the Jews \Vere still dispersed among the nations: 

J~ws in the Diaspora would draw strength and . in.spiration from the -
civilization as it· develqped in Israel. Zionism was therefore a 

necessary component of Kaplan's view of Judaism. 
. ' 
, ~ bis support for · Israef, Kaplan was concerned that the 

-existence of dle State mi~t split the Je~ish People into Israelis ,on 

the one band and Diaspora Jews on the other. Therefore, Kaplan 

intentionally did not deny the value of Diaspora Jewish life, nor 

would he have argued that Diaspora Judaism was less authentically 

Judaism. 

lands. 

Rather, he articulated an important role for Jews of other f 
Diaspora Jewry could provide Israel with necessary financnd 

and spiritual support, as well as their own creative and vib.rant 

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, which would prevent Israel from 

becoming a theocracy, which would stifle the creativity · nec~ssary for 

the civilization to flourish. Diaspora Jewry and Israel Jewry would 

remain united through the Jewish civilizatmn. Thus, Kaplan chose to 

describe the structure of the Jewish People ~ough the suggestive 
r 

analogy of 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 
in -odler countties will be the spokes, and the rim will be the 
three tboasafld-,,car ttadition, which is to be spelled out into a 
aease of ~ace and malllil · ...,oaaibility of all Jews 
T/Jleuver they ~ 1'lr!I "8dilion is not merely Jewish 
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religion; it is also Jewish history, Jewish law and custom, Jewish · 
literature and music-- in s_Jd,rt, Jewish civ,ilization.1 9 

The Jewish People, bound together by Jewish civilization regardless 

of where they live, is the organizing principle of Kaplan's Judaism. 

Tbis idea derived from the insights of modem sociology. .... I 
' ~ postulate of ~ode~ity ~bicb affected Kaplan's ._ 

~ / 

· thought was universalism and the ~onsequ~nt rejection_ of , ,,,,--

particularism. In describing the Jewish 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 modem world. When Kaplan would rewrite siddurim,· be wo~ 

be especially vigilant about excising these references completely; ~a 
. 

Eisenstein, one of bis co-editors, writes that "Kaplan would not 

compromise on the need to eliminate the doctrine of the chosen 

people and considered every alternative formulation [such as that 

used by the Reform movement, which reinterpreted . the English 

while maintaining the traditional Hebrew] either a · misinterpretation . . 
of the essendal and unacceptable meaning of chosenness or plain 

dishonest. "20 Kaplan's God-concept (to be discussed shortly) "did not 

allow him to attribute to God conscious action of any sort, let -~one . . 

choosing one particular people for special favor or for a unique 

mission. Additionally, Arnold Eisen argues that "American Jews 

[feared] the charge of particularism:"21 American Jews conscious of 

19~ ,.,.,_ t{ithopt $RIIGJD•tpplipp. p.184. 
2~m, hL "Kaplan u Umrgllt, • in Ooldlmi$. Emanuel S. et al. (eds.). 
DI ♦,,,.,.,in M➔w q( Hor'me! II, IVM New YOik: New Yorlt Uaivenity ~ '1-- pp.m-324. 
IIJillll; AmiJN. ...,.,., •. Sodolfc,. fdeola9; Jewilll .......... in America. 
...,,,,. tMi1ir Hetw,t). ' NNa1 1112, p.91. 
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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 Sand~aplan believed that "it 

is the group itself which enables the individual to fulfill his or her 

p<;>tential as a human being. Salvation comes through the people 

itself, not through the election of the people by God. "22 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. Tolerance and Transfonn.atjon; Jewish Approaches to 
Reli&ious Pluralism. Cincinnati: Hebrew Union College Press, 1990, p.111. 
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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 di vine 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 

ljfe of mankind, and thus help to re~der manifest the cosmic purpose 

of human life ... the Jewish people, closer to thjs 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: 

23Lubarslcy. p.105. 
24Sicgel, Seymour. 
p.62 

Italics Lubarsky's. 
"Kaplan and Jewish Law" <Judajsm. lO.. #117). 

25Kaplan, The Purpose and Me&ain& of Jewish Existence, p.296. 
26Eisen, p.95. 
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"Judaism is unique not in having evhlved values 
I 

which were totally 

unknown to other peoples, but in having carried common values to 

pragmatic conclusions never dreamt of by other j>eoptes. "27 Through ' 

the civµization inspired tiy Uie Torah, Judaism tried to achieve its , 

greatcs~ ~on. The Jewish People, therefore, must "' 

exeniplify how '!(,,Dation' cari f;slt:r ~e highest possible · developmellt 

of its members' potential for good. • · 

For Kaplan, then, the central element in the Jewish civilization 

~as the Jewish People, which still · had a p~se for its existence. 

But the modem sociolbgist Durkheim had placed particular emphasis . 

on the role of religion in holding a group together. Kaplan ~erefore) 
r 

stressed that Judaism must also be a religious civilization. Religion 

intertwines intimately with ~plehood, because religion takes its 

form, its aim. and its meaning from the people who observ~ it. "A 

religion is not a philos~hical 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 civilir.atiqn. "28 Ind~ religious values 

only make sense in the context of the larger civilization of the people. 
.... . 

Religion serves the people which creates i~ guiding that people 

towards its salvation, its self-fulfillment: "the ttue function of 

• religion •.. [is) to make of each people or nation a medium for the 

nurturina of die ideal human type that would be an embodiment of . . 
Divinity or die Divine aspect of the cosmos. "29 The Jewish religion is 

no exception to dds iule; it emeqes from the Jewish People in order 

.. . 
21&,ifiw, 1Pd•te M I Qxl1bedm, _p.256. 
21Ktplw, DI Omer IMeieie ti 1M HeE:c, ;.458. 
21rapaw, 116 .... . w ts •• gf lcarMb &;-•mcc p.312. 
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to assist in their development. "{°wish religio~ ·in a word, is the 

conscious endeavor of the Jewish People to make its collective 

experience contribute to the spiritual growth and ~If-realization of 

the individual Jew, the Je~ish People, and all mankind. "30 According 
' . 

to 1'11. religion sprouts .naturally from civilization, in order to help ' 

the civilizatio ~t its goals: -

This organic outgrowth of religion from a civilization has an 

important consequence for the nature of religion. Traditionally, 

religion was conceived as fixed, ·permane~t, given once and for all 

time. God's word is eternal; if religion comes from God, therefore, the 

religion ~ must ~tain its original form. Kaplan reveISed this j 
understanding of religion, suggesting that religion flows not f!om God 

. . 
to people, but rather from ~e 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."31 Therefore, religion can develop as human 

experience of the world and . of the divine increases. • r 

.... 
This conception of religion enabled Kaplan to respond to 

perhaps the. biggest obstacle to a modem understanding of religion: 

the issue of God. He wrote: "Tu present predicament in religion is 

due mainly to the prevailing assumption that religion is ins~parable 
. - . 

from &,q,ernaturalism and tlaewgy."32 Tlie Biblical image of God was 

that of a supematlU'al being, anthropomorphic, doing miracles, 

'8Jill1n, ]k 0mtrm: Jpd•ip· ip 1¥ He!s!BI p.463. 
U.-,.nn, JwlelW N I Qyiljtlllffl; P_. • 
3lg..,a-. Hetw . YflONw& s.o,.,,q11p. p.98p Italics Kaplan's. 
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suspending the laws of nature. ~em people, · however, did not 

encounter God in this way; 1 the· contemporary· mood was naturali~t, 

portraying God and humanity as , inhabiting the same universe. A 

religi~n th11t insisted on the antiquated traditional view of God was 

cons~y dissonant: In. Kaplan's theory, however, religious ideas - . 
J / 

were allowed . evolve. He argued that in fact, religion constantly 
' . 

undergoes 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 in God derived 6nly from their witnessing what God did for them 

in their _lives.33 Therefore·, if modem experience is different, the j 
God-c9ncept can be updated. 

Kaplan thus recooceiv~ God for the modem age. He was 

dissatisfied with both supernaturalism, which be regarded as 

untenable given con~mporary belief, and naturalism, which, by 

anchoring God and humanity to the natural world, could not account 

for humanity's higher strivings. He 4eveloped the idea of a 

"transnaturar God, which unites the different aspects of nature into a 
~ . 

new whole. In his words, "this God, . YHWH, is ~at aspect of the 

Jewish people which rendea it more than the sum of its individuals, 

past, present, and future, and gives meaning to all its virtue, sins, 

successes, and failmes. "34 1bis God enables people to look beyond . . 
their current situation to dae fulfillment of their highest potential, 

and to strive to reach that level "Transnaturalist religion beholds 

.. 
3ig,ipte, ~ M. If Npt Now, Mn? IQDPI • lamflljtptigp pf Jhe 
• th PriAldc: Awne.,,, 8 •scm Mffl'rrlf· M, K_,, M4 Arthur A, 
.. NCl'W YOlki ~ Jk,ab. 1973, p.56': 
Sfgap1ee, ff IA& Now, Wbcn7, p.68. 
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God in the fulfillment of human nature ~d not in the . ~uspension of 

the natural order. Its function is not to help man overcome the 

hazards of nature, but to enable him to' bring under conttel his . 
inhumanity to his fellow-man. "35 God connects human actions to . . 
ultimate -s lvation. ---

Importantly, h ~ ver, this God. is n~ an agenL Theol~gically, 

_ "Kaplan advocate[d] t we substitute the µotion ()( process fur the 

notion of entity. "36 That is, rather than thinking of God as a Being 

-l h . 1 h uld . God . the' . . . w o exists, pe<>J>1.e s o recogmze m ir stnvmg to unprove 

themselves. In The Greater Judaism in the Makine, Kaplan derived 

lessons about God from the Jewish holidays. In this formulation, God j 
is the Power ,that makes for salvation, for social regeneration, for ~e 

regeneration of human nature, for . cooperation, 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 people to fulfill their 

highest potential. 

William Kaufman scbematiz.es . Kaplan's view of God by stating 
.... 

that God can be understood in three different ways: functionally, as a 

value term. and as a preclicate.38 . First, a functional view of God r 

wpuld ask bow God worts; that is, bow does God function in human 

life? Kaplan said that "the :fuctional aspect of the term God is n~ 

that of an answer to a question of information respecting the origin 

35x..,a •• !edelw Withopg $gpc;me&vt!iw, p.10. 
36!;,...ti.;,ruua a Qetcmnomy JcwWa Plai!oeoabina New Yort: 
Reilllll ..... Plea aad Bdlrman B~ Inc., 1976, p.204. 
Jig 1h , De Omer .,,,,ip II i¥ HrtiBr pp.470474 . 
•s-.... p.2CM. • . 

.. 
(48) 

.. 



.,. 

of events, but an answer to w~an needs t6· ~. to have, and to do 

in order to achieve bis destiny as a bum~ being or, collectively; as a 

_family, tribe, or nation."39. The true importance qf the God-idea is not ~ 

what humans think God is, but how God inspires them to act. Th~s. 
' 

Q<><J's traditional attribute~ can be reinterpreted as desiderata for 

human con et: God motivates h~man .action. Second, understanding 

· God as a val e word would identify God _with humanity's highest 

values. These values are important to humans because they have 

cosmic significance: God groun(ls human values. Kaplan wrote that 

God · can be. understPod as "that aspect of nature as a whole which 

makes for the maximum . fulfillme.nt of man's highest ethical and) 

creative po~ntialities. "40 Third, viewing God as predicate means that 

God is seen in actions that live up to the best that is in people. This 

under~tanding redefines the concept of divine revelation; God 

appear.s in actions that demonstrate people's striving for salvation. 

Kaufman· writes that the Divine "can be identified in human 

C?[perience through the e~cal values that are its manifestations. "4 t 

It is more helpful to say th~t justice is Divine than to say that God is 

just. All three of these rubrics highlight the ttansnatural c~nnection 

between God and the fulfillment of human abilities. r 

Clearly, Kaplan's modem God-concept has i8:',P(>rtant 

ramifications for human conduct. When God is defined as the Power 

that helps bumanity to reach its highest · potential, it · becomes the job 

of humanity to act in accordance with its highest potential, to ~me 

,..._, U Nqt Now, Wbm?, p.44. . 
...... DI DJ'Pw ., .,,.,., pf RW lliercerre p.295 . 
........ p.205. . 
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humanity in i~ best sense. ~ success anti __ 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 
. 

s_ucceeded, because man has not yet become human. "42 1.l!e proof of , 

G~uman action. Kau~ elQquently sUlllDWizes the . 

connection ~een 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. I 
The role of man in the universe is to transform the potentj,Jity 

1 
of the creative process in the universe into actuality in his life, 
through such values as honesty and responsibility. Qod, as the 
power that makes for salvation or self-fulfillment, is the 
ipexhaustible ground or potentiality that generates the process. 
The process is the ongoing activity of the Divine in the · 
universe, which is actuali7.ed 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 Peopl~ is committed to the 

promulgation of that belief in God· which can impel man to create a 
r 

social order based on freedom, justice, peace, and love."« God, 

especially when understood as a process, compels ·ethical human 

action. 

◄2Kaplaa. De Gmescc Jpd•ipp Ip 1¥ MlkiRI, p.509 . 
., ... ,... p.206. 
41Ktp1ee. The Peqpc; ed Mrie!ar of Jcwub BJ;ercosc, p.313. ...... ..__ 
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This revolutionary concef on of God forces the . 

reinterpretation of other ~ligious ideas ~ well. For example~ if God 

.- doe.s· not really act supei;naturally, then what· is....tbe purpose of 

prayer? Clearly, prayer cannot be theurgic, in the sense of° as~g . 
. 09(1 to respond iti a certain· way. However, prayer can enrich the life 

·o~ hipper, ~ exPlains Iba!, in Kaplan's system, prayer 

can "open [the w9rshipper] io the_ creativ~ process ~ it functions in 

nature and in [people]... prayer can be viewed as an expression of 

man's quest for self-transcendence."45 Through· prayer, the 

worshipper hopes .to recognize the Divine presence, to identify those 

elements of him- or herself which represent greatest potential. j 
this ; way, prayer is also an uplifting experience, as the w~rshipper 

comes into contact with a superior plane of existence. "The function 

of prayer, then, could also 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 wo~hip achieves one 

_other· goal: providing id~tificatio? with a community 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 ~e experience. It should draw on the arts in 

order to be a satisfying esthetic experience. The prayers should 

address modem issues, not merely the past concerns of Judaism. 
. . 

Finally, Judaism must remain o~n to ·the personal dimension of 

religion, in order to adcbess the individual's needs within the context 

4S1taafman, p.210. '"• . 
.,., .. , p.210. 
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of the community. Prayer, even~r Kaplan, still carried significant 

meaning. 

A second question e~erging from the trans.natural God-concept 

is the importance of Torah, if it is no longer to be perceived as 
di~ely revealed. Kaplan understood Torah primarily as ~ way of 

life of tile wish people. . The Torah should inspire a lifestyle that 

·reaches toward the highest values; while aµ humanity .can strive for 

these heights, Jews are guided there by Judaism, whose blueprint is 

Torah. He wrote: 

Torah should mean to the Jew nothing les~ than a civilizatio!f. · 
which enables the individual to effect affirmative and creati 
adjustments in his living relationships with reality. Any p · al 
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 ~xtefl}al authority, 

and because DiasPQra Jews -already live in a.t least one other

civilization, which is usually secular, this" unity cannot be e~orced. 

Rather, Jewish people freely choose participation in the Jewi~h 

civilization·. Even this civilization, enforced by communal con"sensus, 

is subject to amendment if it threatens to become irrelevant: Kaplan 

pointed to the Midrash, Philo. and the Zohar as examples pf 

reinterpretation of the Torah. Whether or not the Torah is 

reinterpreted, it still plays the roles of "ordering our collective life as 

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

, 

4•ra,rm, ,.,.,,,~ • • o,ntuetnr p.414. 
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us the status of an organiq society... a ?_Y of life w~c~ is intended to 

make of us 'a People in the image of God'. "48 The Torah has shaped 

the People ~d the "civilization. Even if it . was not crea~ through 

divine revelation, Torah nonetheless remained crucial to Kaplan's 

Judaism~ 

One more about Ju~sm as a µ:iodcm religion involves 

the role of mitzvot d specific ritual practices.' A mitzvah 
. . . 

tra,:µtionally implies a m'tzaveh, but Kaplan's transnatural God 

·i cannot fill that need. In his early wri~g. Kaplan called mitzvot 

"folkways." · He chose this term in order to emphasiu their nature as 

custom more than as commandment, thereby removing any vestige j 
of their su~atural origin. Like the Torah, they acquire weight not 

from divinity but from humanity; specifically, their widespread . 

practice by th~ 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 with God; be believed ·that 

the purpose of mitzvot was to help people achieve meaning in their 

lives by giving them occasions ~ say b'rachot. In bis later w~ be- · 

no longer used the term "folkways:' preferring a broader rationale . 
that included individual meaning. He used the term "sancta," 

suggesting actions hallowed in their own right. without needing 

communal validation of their sacred status. His sole caveat was that 

the riUlal aboald somehow allow the illdividual tl> connect with the . 
larger ,a:.aap. lest through this personalization, the group cohesion 

-ti,:.,_, Dn ,.,,.,_ ed ¥ tor f# Je,rgb · &;l!CPGC p.295. 
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disintegrate.. He recognized that r-als "[contributed both] to Jewish 

group survival and to the personal self-fulfl:1lment of the 

individual. "49 ·Mitzvot, too, could be reinterpreted to comport with 

Kaplan-.s view of the Jewish religion. . . . 
,The preceding .pages ~ave explained Kaplan's underlyi'Jlg 

philosophy o .,daism. ' He created a thQroughly modern philosophy, 

as reflected in bis response to the situation of the Jews brought oil by . . 

modernity, the influence of Durkheim and Abad Ha-~ his 

universalism, his emphasis on self-fulfillment, and b1s 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 ) 

Judaism' was mired. How did be propose to rescue Judaism from i 

m0dern crisis? 

Four recommendations are prominent in his thought. First, 

Jewish life needed a compelling rationale. As discussed earlier, he 

believed that be had provided one in his understanding of· the Jewish 

People facilitating salvation ~or the individual Jew anc:I for the whole 

world. Second, in order to fulfill this mission, the Jewish People 

needed to be revjtalized. To achieve this g~ Kaplan proposed an · 

improved system of commiµial organization. Keplan wrote that 

"when we study the quest for salvation ·and the con~tions . of its 

fulfillment, we note -that salvation presupposes a community which 

ttcats the individual as so organic a part of itself that" in promoting 

its life it is aware that it promotes his own. •s~ The individual and 

the community are intimately interconncctecl; they must both accept 
" 

''Clad in Siepl. p.63. • 
'°Kapla, HeiP N I QyjHMfim pffl. 
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responsibility . for the welfare of e~·other. These __ "organic 

communities... would function as the instruments of Jewish life as a . . 

whole, anti that would meet all its 'needs, in the ordei;.. of their 

urgency · and importance. "51 Kaplan argued that the most prominent . 
' 

social ~o~, the congreg~tion, _was insufficie. nt for these_ 

conunun~ p~ because · it only reached a limited portion of the 

community. ~very 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 bring Jews into the community, to encourage Jewish life, 

and to he~ needy Jews. He urged that this structure be _built on top j 
of the ei.isting federations.52 If they were to be made representative 

' ' 

of the community, then they ~ould truly be active advocates for a 

vibrant Jewish life, which would bring salvation to the Jews and 

provide an example for the wider world. 

Third, following this broader definition of community, . Kaplan 

argued for reconceptualizing tJie synagogue. He wanted to make it 

more representative of the whc;,l~ community, ·not just one 

" congregation, and not just a religious 9rganization either. He said: 

r 
To live Judaism as a civilization is not only to pray as a Jew, but 
to wort and play as a Jew, that is, to carry on, as• a Jew. 
activities which answer to fund~ntal human wants. Work 
and play answer organic needs. The character of a civilization 
expresses itself through both... Emancipation and industrialism 
have practically made it impossible for Judaism to influence 
the Jew in his wort. All the more i•rative, therefore, has it 

nm.ti , Do Oir ,r• Hele 1p &be NBiPs, p.456. 
~'tnstfllil, 1.,tiW N · a <N!frtdng, p.298. . 
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become for Judaism to influnce the Jew' in his leisure 
activities.53 Z 

The synagogue should become a bet am, creating a sense of unity and 

frien~liness among diverse Jews by offering a variety of 

p~g~ ~e bet am s.bould. attempt to meet the spiritual, 

social, educa~nal, and cultural needs of the community. All of these 

aspects, of colJllSe, 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 redefme God and religion in . f 
order to remove all traces of supernaturalism. Some of the specifi~ 

of this revision have alrea<Jy ~n discussed, but it is important to 

emphasize that Kaplan did not intend to weaken beµef in God. God 

played an important role for Kaplan, in tenns of responding to 

people's "state of peq>etual tension and foreboding ... [because] we 

have los_t our way in life. "54 Belief in God should sh~w -humanity the 

direction in which to grow, being "capable of serving as inspiration 

and sanction for whatever is··likely to ren~er man more fully . 

human. "55 Having eliminated supematuoilism, Kaplan would 
. r 

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, bui stubborn clinging to stagnant tlJldition kept 

Judaism from evolving. He wrote that "each religion identifies as 

holy or divine whatever it regards as enabling the members of the 

~fit#bz, Hein u • QviJiAdm, ,p.428. 
s4c..,._, ledeiw Witllgpt' Sypei;utuoun. s,.101. 
5SK11fw, De Qmelcr: w,;,m ip dy; Wkfil. p.469. 
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group, or the group as a whole, f8. make the ~os.t out of life;"56 

however, these sancta must be reevaluated and, if necessary, 

reinterpreted · from generatifJn to generation in· oJ!der to keep them 

relevant. Consequently, J{aplan called for creativity in the liturgy 

and the hymns recited dui:ing wor~hip, as well as in the underlying 

rationale for uih and the forms of its expression. All of these steps, 

· in Kaplan's opinion, were necessary_ in order to modernize and 

revitalize Judaism, and enable it to respond to the crisis it faced. 

The modem situation influenced the ideas of both Kaplan and 

Cohen. While their philosophies share some foundations, the specific 

fonns their thoughts take differ. For example, with respect to the j 
Jewish People~ as a result of their universalism, both Cohen }llld 

Kaplan abandoned the doc~ne of the Jews as the people cliosen 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 Kap~ the Jewish People 

retained its centtality, albeit withou.t · any inherent superiority over 

any other people. Both Coben and K.aplan attempted to eliminate 

" vestiges of supernaturalism from their concepts of God. Bat whereas 

for Cohen, . God became the ground of morality, the original Author 

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 C.Ohen and Kaplan agreed that the 

Torah was not divinely authored. Bot wheias for Cohen, Torah 
- . 

CGDW1Md a set of laws designed to picle bomanity towards Jts 

lilt• e.tbical potential, Kaplan's Torah recorded the actions that the 

(S7) · 



Jewish People had sanctifiedci5 expression~ · of their civilization. 

Modernity planted simi.lllr seeds in both systems, but the trees bore 

- different fruit. -
Despite the inflgence that Kaplan's ideas have had, an impact 

. ~ visible in th~ (ounding of the Reconstructionist movement 

I and the ~ ~ence of J~wish . co~unity 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 t~ the religion, the Torah, even to 

God: everything emerges from the life of the People. This idea P,laces 

tremendous limits on the rest of Judaism; exalting the People J,ve 

God particularly seems to be putting the cart before the horse. 

Hartman writes: "I refus~ to allow for the possibility of the Jewish 

people's becoming the object of a modem 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 glorificatjon of the Jewish , 

people. "57 Similarly, Borowitz P.(Otests ascribing equal value to the 

different manifestations of Judaism. He states: "if the Jews arc 

primarily a folk, then their secular ~tivities arc 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 

The second criticism of Kaplan's Judaism concerns his God

concept. One issue is· the idea that God cannot act. Such a God cannot 

eaauae that we will ever reach die salvation for which we .. strive. As 

Utllom•. p.36. 
~ p.119. •·. 
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Jacob Staub puts it, "we are 1~ at most ~th a power or a set _of 

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

. - However, ihat falls considerably short of providing us with the 

confidence that our eff9rts will succeed in the face of an apparently 
' 

irulifferent universe. "59 Unlike Cohen's God-concept of the Guarantor 
. -

' of ethics, 1lplan's God only shows humanity the way. Borowitz also 

objects to Kaplan's idea of God, ~ 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?"60 Borowitz would prefer a God who' could actually j 
communicate in some form with people, rather than being_ merely an 

example or an inspiratio~. F~y. Kaplan's God-concept ·comes 

under · attack for its derivation from humanity, Human ethics are an 

insufficiently rigorous standard by which to determine ultimate 

value. Elieur Berkovits writes that "when [Kaplan] 'identifies' the 

powers that mate for these noblei:_ impulses in man as the divine 

aspect of reality, far from. discovering G~ [he] has merely deified 
.._ 

certain aspects of the human peoonality."61 The same problem is 

highlighted by Hartman with respect to Kaplan's view of Totah; 

Hartman argues that "Torah contains standards which indicate bow 

the Jewish people ~011ght to live; it is not simply the cultural product 

of bow Jews in fact live. "62 This Torali and this God are no more thui 

59Slalb, Jacob J. '"Kaplan and Procea Tbeology.■ in Goldsmith et al,•p.288. 
· IOiw.tu, pp.111-112 • 
...... illt Bieler. Nejnc·nnw ip Ugdc;rg ffailggbir, o[ h•dtiUP; A 
fl.,,. kflptlgp. New Yort:· bv ~ lloale, 1974, p.183. 
,...,.,, .p.56.' laalica BIIUPM'J. . 
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human projections. Milton S~jnberg succinctI.y stated the difficulty 

with Kaplan's GO$l 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 op~on, despite Kaplan's comprehensiveness,.... depth, and 
. . 

syste~tic uengths; the fundamental .issue is still left unresolved 

for me. To teSpond to the crisis f~cing I~daism in hi$ day, Kaplah 

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 sl!ccessfully 

articulated what he himself admitted was nec~ssary: "an inspirinj 

and irresistible motive"64 for revitalized Jewish life in the modem , 

world. While he painted an attractive picture of the Jewish 

civ~tion, 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, be failed even to recognize that the Jews whom be needed to . ,_ ~ 

convince would consider themselves outsiders. His philosophy 

presumed a pre-existing affinity toward" Judaism; Lubanky wrote 

that Kap~ thought Jews . should live a Jewish· life "because that is 

the civilization into which you were born. "65 He ~ismissed those who 

doubted the importance of Jewish life by saying "with this ~pproacb, 

the question of 'why be a Jew?' loses its relevance. If Jewish life is a 

unique way of experience, it needs no further justification. "66 

"3QecliDBiam,p.97. 

--·•• lPdeiP M I Qvlilllioo p.84. 
~ • . p.112. ._ 
6's.ptp, !ed•ipp M I Qyililldnp, p. f82. 
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Unfortunately, in today's worlyhere embrat~g Judaism is more 

than ever a choice that Je.ws feel free not to make. the question "why 

_be a Jew?" remains extremely l'elevant. Judaism.,j:an no longer be 

inherited; instead, it must be freely chosen and adopted. Based ~s it 
• 

is on this flawed premise, Kaplan's case, although thougbtfpl, 
. . 

creative, ultimately does not convince . 

. . 

.. j 

,. 
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BALANCING co~ AND AUTONOMY: 

EU6ENE BOROWilZAND COVENANf 11;1EOLOGY -
~ 

Both Mordecai Kaplan and Hermann Cohen shaped their . . ....._ 

philos~res~nsd to . their contemp~rary situations. Cohen . 

believed that ~ividuals thinking rationally would eventually arrive 

at a universal system of ethics, grounded in and guaranteed by the 

-l, · God of morality, and reinforced b~ Judaism. For Maplan, humanity's 

progress suggested that as long as Jews remained grounded in the 

Jewish civilization, they would grow toward eventual salvation and) 

self-fulfilhnent, assisted impersonally by God. In a similar way, th 

.. 

. 
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 posbn~ernity, is 

substantially different from the · earlier age; theology tnust therefore 
. '. 

adapt to ~eet the new epoch. 

Perhaps the central feature of modernity was its unbounded 

faith in reason. Through rational application of their minds, humans 

had the power to determine what was true and just and to act on 

that conception. The ~lief in the natural equality of all people, as 

expressed both in the Declaration of Independence and in die slogan 

· of the French Revolqtion, grew out of this idea. The universal norms 

and values of this modem society no longer c~e from divine .. .ldWI•-. · but rather from lopcal aalysis; any rational penon 

liiVII~• in prinGiple, mive · at tho. aame valae system. · Kant's 

t 
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categorical imperative was basedrn this belief in the inevitability of 

rational ethics. Consequently, it came to be · wfdely believed that the 

!fevelwment · of modernity, with· its focus on ratiQDalism, would give 

rise to a universal system of ethics, which would improve life 
' wherever it took root. .... 

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. "1 People themselves 

wouU:1 be improved , by this process of developing universal, rational 

ethics; they would come to realize the right way to behav~, turnin;J 
away from evil to goodness. As people changed for the better, tliey 

would continually improve the world around them as well, ·a process 

which would lead eventually to the Messianic Age. 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 -modem emphasis on 

rationalism was the development of the belief in individual 

autonomy. Because each penon was rational, each individoai was 

the final locus of authority: According to Borowitz, "the .-

Enlightenment thinkers taught that human beings ought to make 

their own minds and consciences the ultimate basis of their decisions 

and actions. "2 Law could no longer be imposed on people· from 

Olltlide; iaslead, people had the ability to undentand it. and, as 1!)11& 

~ Euac-. B. Bmrnrio1 dte <pmeet A '[beplaa for the PcSIJDooc;m 
"Aiiladelplaia: The Jewiab PnblicatiOD SocJety, 1991, p.19. -•wlli. r,.,,e B. "TIie ~ldGilomou lewilb Self' otdm· Jrutaipp, ~ - · 

Felnary, 1984, p.40. ltalicl Bonnritz'I. . 
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as the law compoi:te<I with the~ ason, they ,could accept it for 

themselves. The revolutiqns 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 e_eople . . 
free~ Jo'. submit themselves· to this code gave any accep~ 

. idea great po\ver over th.em; if the so~ of authority was one's own 

reason rather than external obligation, the 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 bow to live their lives well. f 
The sum of these decisions would determine the shape of socie✓ 
The widespread ascendance of autonomy resulted from modernity's 

faith in human reason. 

By the middle of the twentieth century, however, the original 

optimism associated with the rise of rationalism w~ 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 unparalleled efficiency. The m,edom 

from authority that accompanied a belief in autonomy made it 

impossible to prove_ that any rationally derived value was less 

acceptable than any other one: if an individual bad chosen a value 

aatonomously, no _one had the right to deny that person that choice. 

fbu, nther than affirming a set of universal values, rationalism 
.. 

opeMd the door for relativism. Relativism, in turn, removed the idea 

alue hitrmc~ from tlte ~on;• if all values ·are equally 

(64) : 



aceep~ble, then no particular valr has ultim~e .. importance. 

Consequently, people are under no obligatio~ to act in a certain ·moral 

way. ~rowitt writes: "Our secularized civilization .thus no longer has 

a philosophic consensus .as to why people must be ethical or how 

· , reas_on' commands d1;1ty rather than offers counsel. Simply put, 

secul~ ;,,o _Ioni:er s~l'Plies ; .SOCl!fC ground of 'value."3 

Without this shared ~ound of ~alue, according to Bor~v.:i~, it became 

impossible even to -argue that the Holocaust was evil. The primacy 

--l, · · and sufficiency of autonomous fe¥0n as a basis for ethics was 

thereby called. into q1i1estion, and modernity itself was challenged. 

.,:_. 

, 
, 

If the consequence of modernity's emphasis on humanity's j 
ab~ity to ·determine value rationally was the loss of any universally 

acceptable, humanly-derived . basis for · value, then postmodemism 

attempts te restore value by removing it from the sphere of reason. 

As Borowitz puts it: "With the demise of the generative Kantian 

premise of liberal reli.gion-- that ethics was more certaiJ:i than belief

- the converse of the liberal axiom now asserted itself:· If ethics 
,.· 

rightly deserves a substance and power that rationalism can no 

longer provide, then faith must now once again provide its 

foundation and standard. "4 With rationalism ha~g_ shown itse~ to 

be inadequate . to the task, faith returns as· the basis of ethics. By 

turning to faith, peopl~ are searching. for some solllU of meaning 

beyond the individual self in which they could ground . their values. 

· This quest leads down m~y paths, among them meditation, 

hedoaism, and nationalism. But only a religibus faith, according to . ., 

... , t 11. Bwmu OF Qme•· pp.22-23. ltalica Bomwitz'•~ 
-...vJM; Btri1dll• Jhe C6it,pg , p.-29. · 
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forowitz, · can provide the sen~e..ithat "a tran~cendent God stands over 

against us and our society, summoning us to moral conduct. "5 The 

:•road from rationalism beyond 'relativism to v'alue-- 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 auton y. Religion holds that values are only secure if God 

· commands or otherwise grounds ~em, 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 j 
command (as mediated by the Jewish community) and aut9nomy. 

Borowitz, while ac~owledging 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 

~essage is one reason ~~ his thC<?ries were not more widely 

accepted. Liberal Jews ~ not ready to surrender their autonomy to 

" the traditional view of God's revelation of specific immutable 

commandments. In Borowjtz's opinion, liberal · Jews reject Orthodoxy 

as a heu:ronomy which is not a theonomy; that is, law comes from 
' 

other people (i.e., tile rabbis), and .not from God directly.6 1be 

implication is that if it were possible to ·mow what God's actual sense . 

of the law was, then that theonomy could be an acceptable 

iii;,;,.;, ._e B. ?Miaioo ancl America'• ¥oral Crilil• {WaJl4yi~w). = .. ~., p.54. . > • 

■-.1.-1. ..,.. :B. "11ie Psoblem of ~ Form of a Jewish 11aeoioo• CHebrew 
ft! ':lad,_ e\9MU. 1969-1970, p.405 . . 
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replacement for autonomy. But ~ce Orthodo_~ Judaism is medi.a~ 

by other people, the liberal Jew must approach faith very carefully. 

Borowitz writ~s: "Admitting .faith ' to our religios1.ty "raises the danger " 

of Orthodoxy and sets the Jiberal Jew in search of a principle oy 
' . . 

whi b. to regulate the content faith may contribute to his liberal . . -
Judaism. "7 .,,,./ o( th~t ptin~iple is autonomy. 

Yet autondJily too must be limited, in order to aivoid the 

~ dangers of relativism. The freedo~ tG self-legislate is by itself 

~sufficiept ground for a religious· life. B_orowitz believes that 

"contemporary ~erican Reform Judaism must correct early 
' Reform's exaggerated emph'asis on excessive individualism and ) 

autono!Ji y. "8 Consequently,. Borowitz ':°es to establish what a . 

legitimate constraint on autoi,omy ffli,gbt 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. Borowitz. writes: 

"Liberal Judaism proclaimed . that a P!operty autonomous self exi~ts 
. -

essentially in response· to the comanding [sic] power of ethics. "9 
~ . 

. Reform Judaism denied people the freedom to legislate for 

themselves violations of proper moral conduct. r 

Borowitz, however, sees the elevated status of edlics as a 

response to the historical situatjon of early Reform, no~ n~ssarily 

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

7Borowitz, Eugene B. •Faith and Mctboc1 in Modem 7cwish Theology• lC.C,A,R, 
XctdKmk, 13). · 1963. p.218. ~ 

•m•••• Davl4 1114 Knfte-J~. Lori. "Bugcnc Borowitz." in St.even T. Katz 
-. -;n mmem 0( JudeJw IP lllo •• ™-1esb oamu, .wasbiqton. -
~ JI,,. lloab. 1993, p34. " . ,,.__iii:. "TIie 4~ Jen1a Self.• p.41. 
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what he judges to be a more re,Jeiant constraint . in the wishes of the 
' . 

community, defmed broadly as all humanity or more narrowly as the 

~ewish People or the local ,synagogue. He expresses the restraining 

function of community in_ these words: 

,.......· -
· d

0

vidual, and unique but likewise inseparably a parJ of 
all d. .. I am· therefore inor~y obligated to... exercise my 
personal autonomy in terms of them... the co~unity 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. IO 

By virtue of being human, all people have obligations to humanityj 

which supersede their autonomy. Because Borowitz places ~at 

value on the community, the desires and judgments of the self must 

sometimes be sublimated to preserve the comm~ity or to carry out 

its will. By virtue of being Jewish, Borowitz .belongs not only to the 

general society of humanity, but also to the specific co,mmunity of 

Jews, and so his autonomy . is even ~er constrained: 

the Jewish self will be seriously concerned with the community 
which is so great a part of its selfh()Od. Naturally, this 
individual autonomy will often be channeled and fulfilled 
through what the Jewish people has done or now values. For 
the sate of communal unity, the Jewish self will often 
undoubtedly ~rifice the exercise of personal standards.1 1 

Thus Borowitz makes room for the Jewish tradition as understood by 

the Jewish community as a limit on individ~al autonomy. These two 

'I 

l'lt lO'#ltr.. Ba,ene B. "'Die AulOIIIIIDoUI Self and die Commanding Community" 
.. - - ' II I .,.,, ,a). Marda in4, p.50. • 
lllolowltz. -.,. ~ Jewilll Self.• ·pp.45-46. 
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factors, autonomy and Jewish coirmunal will, in~ract to shape a _ 

Jewish individual's behavior. Every aspect of Borowitz's philosophy 

o(-Judaism reflects the dialectic of these forces. · -

Borowitz faces this e;onflict in attempting to describe his 

conception of God. E'or Borowifz, God is a weak Absolute. The idea of 

an --~• fro~ reli~~us ordiodo~cs; it refers lO a God who 

is transcendent, distant, authoritative.. In tl)ese religions, authorize<l 

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 its faith in logic, did 'not 

believe it understood God's- essence. As Borowitz writes, "its respecj 

for reason did not transcend its awe of God." 12 God must remain 

ultimately indescribable. 

Nev.erth~less, 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 ~vine d~rees, revealing facets of the 

divine to them. In Judaism, 9od relates to people, and therefore is 

" not the unknown Deity of other religious orthodoxies. Borowitz 

writes that "the most charac;teristic tbeological assertion of libe~ 

Judaism is that such knowledge as men have of God ~ subjective, a 

human response to him, rather than .objective human recepti~n of his 

formulations."13 Jews learn about God through their relationship 

with God. Whca aocessary, God enforces God's will, but even this 

~-- is ,caJiRMI in lbe context of God'J 'relationship with ~e 

......... 8apne 8. Bpw (>p I Jcw Silr,et 2{ ,Pahh l'Pdu7 Philadelphia: 
Weur IMtea Pnill. 1969, p.19. · • 
1 ..... llz. P,- Ge, I W S, t I( B@ TocJv7: p,62. 
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people. The fa.at o( this relation~ forces Bo~o~ to refer to God 

as a "weak" Absolute. He describes this "oxymoron" in. the following 

w.ay: . -
· Obviously, this Absolute, in its most primary manifestations, is 

....:.. ational. God creates . a fully real, independent world' and 
m-es ovenants ' with people free \o accept or reject God's ,will, 
includin a s~ial 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, immovable reality ... As it 
were, the ~pecial Jewish sense of God's absoluteness requires~s 
to say that Judaism knows of an Absolute only in a weak, not 
strong sense of that term.I 4 

;,,-

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 abov~ sugges~, · Borowitz ugues that God 

must be both immanent and .iranscendent. He takes God's 

" immanence essentially as a given. B.y saying ~t God is known 

through G~'s relationships . with individuals and with the Jewish 

people, be can only be talking about an immanent God; in bis 

assertion that God relates to humanity, Borowitz distinguishes 
. . . 

himself from Kaplan. Only a God who is · intimately involved with our 

lives can se,ve as the ground of our values. Yet Borowitz is 

concerned about the consequences of a purely · jmmanent God;_ he 

-,. that •a morely immanent God cannot command for it has no 
• 
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status greater th'-8 apything else t · nature ... w_e' ·cannot be satisfied 

with the relativism that pure immanence woulc:1 impose upon us. "1 s 

Th~ m~re immanent God is, the · more subjective, awt therefore the 

less solid an ethical foundation, God becomes. 

Consequently, ~orowitz believes that God must be tran_scendent ---as well as~n'ent. 'Borowiiz de~ribes three facets of 

transcenden~ help explain why this :concept is so useful for . .. . . 

him. First, tr:anscendence implies that there is something bey~nd our 

-\, normal mundane experience, whic~ our religious life allows us to 
. . 
encounter just long enough to realiz.e the awesome power it has. 

Second, the tr-anscendent is not just beyond us, but also better, more f 
co~lete, more perfect than we are, such that it can serve as a mofe'i' 

for us. Third, doe to this supremacy, transcendence bas the power 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 dem~ds nothing before righteousness to men, . . . 
~ . 

and who demands nothing less than a society holy as he is holy." 16 

Only a transcendent God can imbue these dhical values with the 
. -

qualities of commandment; it is this language of -God commanding 

that distinguishes Borowitz's ethical God from Cohen's. But only an 

immanent God would t,e involved en~ugb in our lives to be 

concerned with our actions. 1bus, for Borowitz, God must be both 

· immanent and transcende_nt. 

,...,... IWWI lM O!YCDPL pp.91, 102. . 
1.._,•it&. ..,_ 9Pe,• w Sp;et;,9{flitl! IocJu7, p.187. 
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Borowitz requires a mor~aditional, .tr~scendent 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. Ultima~ly, 
' . 

B.01pwitz must ass~rt that humans have the freedom to accept or . 

rej~eodeiit co~ds. - He writes that "people play a 

· self-determining, &1!-tonomous role; they ~e their o~ 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 bis or her behavior is not fully a matter of choice. Borowitz 

calls these areas (in Paul Tillich's language) our "ultimate concern," 

which are too important to us for us to see them as .our own choices. 

~er, Borowitz believes t_hat they are imposed on · us from beyond, 

or from within, ourselves; ~od. as "sovereign, and also the source of 

our freedom ... both bestows and delimits"' our indepcadence. •is For 

Borowitz, this 11ltiroate c~m is the overlap · of transcendence and 

autonomy, as we choose to make this area a fundamental clement of 

om lives. He writes that "[the Transcendent] arouses us human 

animals to our unique capacity to exemplify its superlative value and 

thus rialltfully use our freedom.• 19 1be fact that these concerns are 

l7&omwm. .Eugene B. "Tbe 090lea f'eaplc Concept u it Affectl Life .in tbc 
DI 'I••• (Jggnyl of BArnce!'ilJ SmcHGI, .U. M). Fall 1975, p.566 . 
......... ~ MtNbWOUII Self and die £ommanding -Community,• p.49. 
1'8oaowiti. P■t:rinf IN Orrunt p.lt . 
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important transcends us; how ~ importance' ~lays itself out in our 

lives is up to us. When we choose how to live by these values, · we 

arc using our autonomy ~roperly, and we testify_ to their enduring 

worth. In this· way, Horowitz's conception of God reflects a balan~e of 
" 

the two concerns of transcendence and autonomy. 
. . 

This oncem for balancing a communal tradition and autonomy 

· reappears in oro~tz's view of Ju~aism ~ its entirety_. David 

Ellenson and Lori K'rafte-Jacobs write: "Unwilling to choose between a 

method that subordinates our •utonomy to the divine will and one 

that · subordinates tb,e divine will to our own, Horowitz embraces a 

method that seeks to give primacy to both God and hum~ty by) 

emphasizing their relationship. "20 Horowitz perceives Judaism as a 

mutual Covenant, a sacred pact formalizing the relationship between 

the Jewish people and God. He distinguishes between the "covenant," 

which describes the relationship between God and all humanity, 

be&i!ining with Noah, and the "Covenan~" which dcsc~bes the 

relationship between God _and the Jewish people. Borowitz believes 
'. 

that "God has an ongoing, historic relationship with the Jewish 

people, one that Jewish practice rchearsts and rcinstantiates. "21 

Historically, acconiing to _the Bible, the Covenant began with 

Abraham and continued through his children. These divine 

promises. however, .were made with individuals; it was only at 

Mount Sinai, in the presence of all the Israelites, thit the Covenant 

was broadened to. cover the People of lsncl as a community. At that 

moment, 1:mo) became God's ~le, and God became 1srae1:s God, 

20&lenson ad Knfte-JICObl, p._n. 
2fBon,wil&, B►OC dao Qemen• p:71 • 
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bound together in Covenantal rel~nship. The ' Covenant has _ 

endUX'ed throughout the ages,• despite the punishment and exile that 

befell the Jews at various times. Jews today, in ·B<>Fewitz's opinion, 

are just as legitimately bound to the Covenant as those who stood at 
' . .. 

the foot of the mountain. -- I 

' For Bor w1tz, the term "Covenant" represents a more accurate 

description of this relationship than the tradi.tional 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. Altllough j 
both Cohen and Kaplan also rejected the idea of the "chosen people," 

; . 

Borowitz's distinction between the Noahide covenant and the · Jewish 

Covenant .bas implications of superiority, or at lc::ast qualitative 

difference, which they would not have accepted. 

In a poignant passage, Borowitz describes the difficulty with 
. 

the .concept of cbosenness aq4 fleshes _out his use of the relationship 

metaphor to describe the Cov~oant between God and Israel: 

The traditional language of God unilaterally choosing Israel 
carries . conviction only· to the few who still can manage utfer 
ttust in God's acts on our behalf. For most modems that is 
more faith in God and less in man than they can· fit in with the 
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 thu is warranted by our experience ... But to 
speak of 1ucl1ism as a Cov~t, in which God and the Jewish 
people · have an old but conlfnuing relationship, puts mucll of 
Judaism-- and our ~ble whh it-- in terms quite familiar 

)1._t)CU , ,.._,•ltz. "1lllt OIOlcD People Concept._,• p.566. 
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from our personal experience. r:!"_e do not always understand 
the other with whom we have a relationship, but we still feel · 

' regularly that the relationship is real. We cannot always be 
_ certain what we ought to do for the other, but tbe sense of 
obligation is pressing, and we know we stand under judgment 
if we do not act upon it- Every relationship bas moments of 
trial and test; yet it often emerges from these stronger tlr~ it 
was-bet:~. J7wish , faith; as Covenant, is very muc~ like the 
teal relati sliips we talk about so much these days, part 
knowledge, · art 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 ~ relationship certainly comes from Martin 

B~ber, 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 ttaditional image of a commanding God. 
. . 

In order to understand Borowitz's idea of how the Covenant.al 

relationship functions in Jewish life, it is important to understand 
. . 

more fully his view of the P8If:ies to the CovcnanL · Having already 

discussed his postmodern God-concept. we turn to bis postmodern 

perception of the people Jsracl. Here again Borowilz tries to strike a 

balaace between two competing claims, those of particularism· and 

univenalism. In daeorJ. modernity was supposed to bring a time of 

uaiveaal eqaality and concern for dae rights of 'fellow humans. A· 

,~...., s..-e B. "Co¥ealiat 11leelogy- . Another 1..oot• {Wgrldyicw). 
itill6tm. ... ~ 
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consequence of this equality wf'· universalis~;· especially for J~ws, a 

premium wa.s placed on abandoning one'$ parochial membership in a 

. .small ethnic community for the rewards of particapation in the 

greater society.' As Borowitz puts it, "any theory of what constitutes . 
~e, human good bed to apply to all rational beings. lt could not be · 

~·s own natio~ ~r religion ~r, to move to our own time, to 

· one's own race or gender, "24. and ~either ~ould it role . anyone out, as 

the Jewish experience during the Emancipation confirmed. 

But the reality fell far short of the ideal. The civil rights 

protilem proved intractable, as prejudice continued despite attempts 

to resolve it through the legal system. The failure of the Equal ~ts 

Amendment showed that the theory of men's equality did ~ot apply 

to women. For Jews, the world's apathy during the Holocaust and . 
Israel's : international isolation during the Six Day Wv provided 

evidence that Jews were still not fully welcome in the world 

community. These unfortunate episodes demonstrate4 that, in 

P!&Ctice, universalism was ~at an ~usion. Borowitz concludes that 

"optimistic lmmanism is no _longer a living option for us."25 
' . 

Given the failure of modernity to actualize the vision of 

universali~m. postmodemi~y has witnessed a Teturn to particularism. 

Various ~dmic pride and power movements reflec~ this trend, as 

did the nationalism . which carried .over from modernity. Borowitz 
. . 

writes that "it seemed like the height of· am>gance for any one 

fiction of society . to demand lbat everyone else be like them. Rather, 

wi1h nee, . religion, geader, seual preference, folk, region, or 
~ 

24ilorowilz. Bon•IPI the; Covcoeob p.14. 
21adrowllE. "TIii Claell 1'eajp1e Olac:epl "•· p.560_. 
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nationality dominating indivictuit style, a resurgent particularism 

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

. -Many Jews in the Diaspora took great pride 1n ~rael's victory in 

1967, and continued· to. support Israel strongly in 1973. They · 
' . . 
ame c0nvinced that Jew~· had _a special role to play in mstory, that 

~./. ' . 
na,-rsant for Jewish life to continue. As a result, some Jews 

larger issues through the particularistic lens of Je·wish 

concern. 

Yet even as postmodern Jews ~turn to their particularistic 

concern for Jewish life, the dialectic with modernity reappears in • 

their belief in universal ethics. Although uni~ersalism was a f~ 

· in ~gard to national and world citizenship, it still proves .worthwhile· 

as a framework for ethica_J. action. Horowitz points to the use of the 

tenn c',i.s, 11pn 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 Emancipatio~ in the first · 

place. From the time of. Kant, an4 through Cohen's reinvigoration of 

Kant's ideas and his application of them to Judaism, liberal Jews have 
' . 

been concerned with living as though ~der a universal system of 

ethics. 
r 

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· 

bumani~m! Judaism asserts the universality of humanity ill several · 

~ Jpdaism first states _that people-- all people, not merely Jews-
4C! t 

2laaa,w11z. 1w· 2'81 IN Onnw p.25. 
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- were created in the divine imagee811d it is creation b'tzelem elohim 

that endows people with worth. Also, the Bible records that God did 

nor- wait until dlere were Jews in , order to make 'a et>venant with 
' 

people; rather, God's coven~nt with Noah, which covers all . 
humankind, including the Jews, ·predates the one at Sinai. Silnilarly, , , 

_/ 

repentance is a . ailabJe 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 

commande,d to be concerned with ·the righ~ of all people, including 

the (non-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 mllke 

their group the son 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 deriv~ from the 

failed political universalism of moderajty; instead, by following 

Jewish values, one learns to care for all people. As Borowitz says of 
. .... 

. himself, "I retain my strong universalism, then, ~ause of my Jewish 

faith-- that is, because I am . a particularist. "28 It' is because of die 

teachings of Jewish tradition that those universal values have a claim 

on Jews. While some -people profess -a universal concern tha! is not 

rooted in the "Judeo-Cbristian" ethic, Borowitz argues that only 

through religion are · these values securely grounded. 

.. 
2'1....._ &taene B. "Tbe Di.iectic of Jewish -Particularity• Uggmat of 
It .. , :Sendia). 1971, p.574. 

-......... rm mi • <:c,-• p.111. 

(78) 



.. 

Horowitz, however, unl~e-'-Coben, beli~ve.s that the necessity of 
. 

Jewish existence goes beyond grounding universal ethics. Jews are 

. - called on to do more than insure a proper axle 'f>f moral behavior. 

While the Noahide covenant set out a basic- standard of conduct, . "God . . 
stablishes the special Covenant so that the divine rule may become ' 

'manifest · history and · ev~ntuall~- transform it. The Jews fulfill 

God's special 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 

partners; this statement summarizes Horowitz's view of the 

importance of the people Israel in a postmodern wodd. .By virtuj of 

the Covenant relationship, Jews cannot be concerned mere!y with 

universal ethics; they ha~e a particularistic, yet somehow· larger, 

charge as well. This sense of mission distances Horowitz 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 Horowitz. ~!µle God Js certainly the God of all humanity, 

God does hav~ a special ~lationship with the Jews. From the 

" perspective of the people Israel, the Covenant is postmodern, 

because Jt requires Jewish particularism, white not abrogatin'g the 

Jews' univenal ethics. 

Borowitz gQes beyond this .conception of the Covenant between 

God and Israel, however. God has a relationship not just with the 

Jewish people u a community, but also with each individual Jew as a 

member of that community. He writes that "commitment to the 

~ lilt insists that a lC!ationslilj, to God is primary to the life of 
JiflG.J , • 
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the Jewish 'people and the individual Jew. "30 Th.us the Covenant is 

individual and personal as well ~orporate. But this relationship- is 

no! strictly individual. Rather, God and that person have a 
' -

relationship inasmuch as. that person is a part of the Jewish people; 

as Borowitz says,, "the fundam~ntal relationship in which the- Jew 

stal}ds 1S Coyenant. · However, it was made and is maintained 

primarily with · e people of Israel and not the individual Jew."31 

The Jewish individual, then, is at one· and the same time both a 

l,.. · 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 J 
comman~ed as a Jew when one stands in relationship to God, not j 

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. He is Jew ~d 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 

way, and so see themselves as participating in this ~ovenant . 

Between the Biblical covenantal experiences of Abraham as an 

individual and the Israelites as a whole stands the postmodern 
. . r 

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 

3Gaomwitz\ Baaeac B. "Liberal Jewiab. 'l'llcology in a' Time of Unccnaillty: A 
BoHldc Approach" (Prclcmed ll CCAR CoafcleDCC). June 1977, p.30. 
31itouwlU.. "Liberal lewi'1I 'lbeoloO in a Time· of Uncertainty,• p.30 . 
....,_ ~ l'lleoloo- lmolber ~ • p.23. 
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We have seen bow Boro, conceptu~s the postmodern God 

and the postmodern people of (and person of) Israel. What remains 

9f the classical triad is Borowitz's view of the ,postmodern Torah. If 
. . -
Borowitz's God· can not issue commandments literally, and Borowitz's 

. 
~ople are not capable of creating a sufficiently ethical system on 

. -
om where ~oes . obligation come? In addressing tltjs 

· issue, Borow1tz once more must balance the traditional idea of 

mitzvot with the ideal of human autonomy. 

-l · For Borowitz, Torah emerges out of the Covenantal relationship 

between God and the Jewish self. Borowitz borrows from Buber to 

explain bow God is revealed to the individual Jewish self. All that fs 

revealed is God's presence, the fact of God's being there in ,,,,) 

relationship. 1brough this relationship, autonomy is prcse.ived by 

virtue ~f the fact that obligation is not imposed on the self, but ... 

rather derives from the encounter; God does not actually command, 

yet a feeling of being commanded results. Borowi~ writes that 

Torah "arises from what freely pas~s between two· fully dignified 

selves, neither subordinate to the other, each making its claim on the _ 

other simply by the act of relating. "33 'lbe Covenant relationship bas 

the consequence of giving_ rise to a sense of ot:,ligation. This -r 

obligation, however, is freely chosen by us as an exCICise of our 

autonomy. as we ~ to honor the relationship we have established 

with God. According to Borowitz, "Both partners have a "Shue in the 

law. Were it n~ for our relationship with God, we would not have 

the sense of duty that now grips us. But it is we who in a given time 
.. 

Jli1L; 
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and place in~st sc;t ju~t what the l~ · is. "34 God• ~d Israel together, 

in relationship, create the law: God provides the feeling of duty, and 

the_Jew fiHs in• the content of the ,commandment. . Cohen and Kaplan ., 
. -

would both argue with this description: Cohen would say that the . 
cont~nt of the law m~st be morals, and Kaplan would hold th~t the 

sense of do 0111es from the ·conun'onal custom. 

One might argue that this relationship 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 - f 
ess_entially a human invention. But lest this be taken for homaniso("" 

. 
it is critical to remember that it arises not out of the people's .sense of 

self but fr:em its recognition that it is bound to God, the one God of 

the universe. "35 The law must always Teflcct its divine source, to the 

degree that a person comprehends iL Individual whim does not 

suffice; rather, one's understanding of ~ne's relationship with God 

determine what one views as law. Second, th~ Jewish self does not 

experience God in Covenantal isolation, but 'nther as part of the 

people Israel, and thus one's individual sense of .·obligation must, be 

filtered through the communal lens as well. Borowitz ar~s that 

· "the autonomous Jewi~b self derives its autonomy as part of the 

people of Israel's Covenant partnership with God... Such · a Jew is self

legislating but only jn te~ of what God wants of this individual as 

I l:Ji':IZE • 

........... "Coveaul. ~IY- AIIOlller ~ • p.23. 
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part of the people of Israel~s historic-me~c servi~ to God. "3 6 

. This qualification places a limit on , autonomy; the Torah that the 

Jewish S!)lf creates and accepts mu~t somehow fit the exiie.rience and 

mission of the Jewish people . 

Witb_ Torah emerging from the relationship between God and"' 

the Jewish self, th c(\fumandments ~ill doubtl~ssly change from 

time to. time, from place to place, from person to person. Because the - . .- .. 
relationship shifts depending on the situation of the ones relating, 

l, the actions whi,ch that relationship de~ds 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 practic~ if it cannot be so changed. "37 Borowitz 

believes that Jews have not only the right but the obligation to 

change the tradition when such change is necessary. He writes: "Each 

generation has. the responsibility to see to it that the acts through 

which the Covenant relationship is lived are appropriate to . that 

generatio~•s situation. "38 Such stewardship can take the form of 
. -

discarding old ceremonies that are no longer relevan~ creatively 

inventing new rituals to mark more recent signiftcant events, and 

applying valid m~ral norms to e_merging contemporary situations. ,-

Always, however, the Jew's actions must be based in Jewish . 
tradition, in order to guard . against a misguided faith in human 

reason. Borowitz refers to this balance between autonomoui 

3&aol0Wfla. Dokn in Nodcrn Je,,g1a 'DPcNIP p.271. 
~"116fajMII. 1lfe Problem of tbe Form of a Jewish 'lbe()logy: p.406. 
!4'M11ifi:. "11le C>olea, People Concept u it AffeclB•Ufe in tbe Diaspora." •·· . . . 
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innovation and Jewi~h custom asr "open traditionalism,"3'9 giving 

weight to both the past and the present. 

Thus the wstmodem ~ew who wishes to live _a Jewish life must 

live in Covenant with God and balance his or her individual 
' 

au~ol!omy with the Jewish community's perception of Jewis~ · 

ttadi~ witz calls die ·process of creating this balance the . 

Covenantal Dtalectic.40 But it is still urlclear how to arrive at this 

balance. There are three parties to be considered•· the individual, 

the larger Jewish community, ~d 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 j s 

an autonomous Jewish seH, who lives in Covenant with God as a 

member of the Jewish people, decide what to do? 

~is question has special urgency because of the primacy 

Borowi~ puts on autonomous deeds. Simply feeling Jewish is not 

enough; one's Judaism must lead to action. The Covenant is useless 

unless it shapes behavior. He argues that "relationship 'is meaningful 

only insofar as it results in· action ... · Covenant without responsibility, 

faith without deed, is meaningless. "41 Fo'r Borowitz, one's every 

action should reflect one's special status as a Jew living in Cov,enant 

with God. He believes that Judaism must be the organizing principle 

of one's life. He w.-its to create a sense of obligation to Judaism 

strong enough to die for, if necessary, for. only · in that· case will 

Judaism be signifi~t enough to live. He writes: -We need to guide 

s~ Bugme B. A Na Jgg1t JIN;olo&J in the Mak;n,. Philadelphia: 
~ r Plea, 1968, p.20J. 

".Covcunt TIIOOJogy_. ADotber Loot," p.25 • 
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Iews in the difficµlt a,rt of maintaic1'g an inten~e ~oyalty 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 ~ lived. 

The responsibility for this way of life falls on the autonomous . . 
self, .the locus of authority today, so the self must be existen~y 

Jewish. ~wisb identity required . for this Jewish life is ttuly all-
. \ . 

encompassing: . . 

we must overcome the schizoid Jewishness of the-human-being 
who. happeQs-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 posbnodeqi-- Judaism needs to be J 
defined in terms of utter human being, that is, as the f aith/ln 
of ..a particular selfhood, the self that knows itself to be a Jewish 
self. Only in that way, I believe, can we specify bow 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. Theref orc, he clarilies that he is .talking about a 

fully Jewish self, a self wholly committed to 'Judaism, a self that "is in 

Covenant with God as· pan of the Jewish people. · 
. 

In Renewina the Coyen&Qt, Borowitz lists five elements of 

Jewish duty for the Je~sh self. These aspects are not a list of what 

Jewa must do; rather, they arc criteria whic~ 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 

42lkl■owilz. Eu,enc B. "Tbe ~r of Jewish E·d11ealialism• l,Jewiah Book 
41111b-U). 19?4-1975, p.49. • 
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relationship. Second, the Jew,. self must Diaintain its relationship 

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

Jewish self must be aware of Jewish history~ reading, remembering • . 
re~earsing. Fourth, the_ Jewish self must remain focused on the . 

future, looking and working· toward the Messianic Age. Fifth, the 

inust be an· individual, making its own autonomous 

decisions from within the Covenant, wiltt personal autonomy 

sometimes taking precedence over corporate duty if the two 

conflicL44 
. 

This list, as helpful as it is for highlighting important aspects of 

Borowitz's theology, still does not go very far' towards c;eating 0 
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 individual Jewish self and 

God, he cannot list what anyone else must do; the most be can do is 

give parameters within whicb he believes a legitimate Jewisb 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. E~ his apparent emphasis oil 

autonomy as prior to ~sponsibility to the larger Jewish comniunity 

is not as clear-cut as it seems in this lisL Earlier be had written that 

"autonomy is not -self-grounding but derives from being God's 
. . 

Covenant partner. To me that means ·that, if anything, somewhat 

pater priority must 1,e given to Judaism in the balance of be~ef 

◄\~: • 
'"8onnritz. lninill M Omeeb . pp.289-~3. 
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than to self-determination. "45 c96ll earlier, _?k 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 previoua, Jewish 

~__,- ati~s... One sliould choose to be Jewish ... . That choice ... 
must . made autonomously to be authentic. Yet the high 
value a hed to autonomy is no longer self-explanatory. One 
can explain one's seriousness about · it and one's determined 
pursui\ 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 ~o endlessly.46 

Ultimately, it is this ongoing dialectic between autonomy and 

communal tradition that chuacterizes Borowitz's theology of 

postmodern Judaism. 

j 

Several contemporuy thinkers have criticized Borowitz's 

theology. The difficulty in striking a balance in the Covenantal 

Dialectic, as discussed above, has- also been noted by Ellenson and 

Krafte-Jacobs. They look at Borowi~'s application of his method to . '. 

two similu cases: rights for homosexuals (particululy rabbis) and 

rights for women. In the first case, Bor<}witz, while welcoming and 

sympathizing with homo~exual laypeople, cleuly states that r · 

heterosexuality is preferred and docs not accept rabbis who arc 

homosexual. Regarding women, ~owevcr, he is unflinching in his 

support for their equality. Ellenson and Krafte-Jacobs conclude: 

"Borowitz cu Jcgidmately be faulted for methodological 

i~-,.c:y in these two instances. A clc,r way to mediate 

fl.,.IMoJrilz. Qcime ip ¥o4rm. Jmlh DAIPI p.269. 
"-ilz.. A Mm Jowglt Dtnofw Ai,-, Mek•nr ·pp.212-213. 
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between tradition, communi~ ~d consci~~~e remains unresolved. 

Given the nature of covenantal dialectic, it would appear that it must 

.~ remain so. "4 7 -
Arnold Eisen finds another inconsistency in Borowitz's thought. 

:msc~ s ~ t believe that it is_ possible to reconci!e the c ompeting 

ideas of ~ tonomy and' Jewish tradition. The tradition ascribes 

complete authority to God, · whereas autenomy locates authority in 

the individual person. Despjte the lengths to which Borowitz goes to 

balance the two, Eisen is not convince(l.; the conflict, in his opinion, is 

insuperable. He 'writes that "Borowitz's persistent search for a means 

of acting on divine authority while nonethel~ss retaining full hJan 

autonomy can only end in the contradiction with which it _begins."48 

Another critic, Lawrence Kaplan, goes beyond Eisen: He attacks 

the very idea that humanity is autonomous. He disputes Borowitz's . 
" assertion that au~nomy is what gives humans their dignity, arguing 

-
that dignity rather comes from our self-respect anti self-image. He 

· points out that families and other. social institutions exert claims on 

the individual, and therefore autonomy does not really exist. As 
" soon as the Jew identifies as part of ~ people Israel, autonomy is 

compromised. Even less can a person be autonomous with 'respect to 

God; becallSC the Covenantal relationship depends on God, a Jew 

cannot self-legislate alone. F'maHy, Kaplan notes that even if a . . 
person was autonomous, the Covenant that would result would 

necessarily be without content, and therefore meaningless. He asks 

daMorically: "But is there any clear-cut content to this cov.,,nant? H 

.,..__. wt Kafte.Jacobl. ~p.35. . • u . C!:lted ill ~ and Krafte.;.Jacobl. p.36. 

(88) : 

. ' 



i • 

the covenant is a bi-lateral agreemerlt between l~rael and God, what 
\ 

does Israel undertake to do, o&ligate itself to perform ... ? Can it 

undertake to do anything, can. it obligate itself to' pe'ffonn anything, . 
if the c_ovenant does not valipate law, if Jewish law, in principle, 

cannot be imposed upon a Je~h self!"49 ..... 
, 

In my op _-o~ these cliticisms of Borowitz's theology are all 

vafid. But there are two more difficulties which arise from the 

contemporary world which make his ideas problematic for me. The 

first one Borowitz himself acknowledges, w_ben be notes the 

possibility that some Jews may not feel themselves to be living 

under the Covenant.SO 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 theology of Judaism must answer in. the 

contemporary situation is why A Jew sh~uld choose to live a Jewish 

life. Borowitz docs not provide. an answer to this question, and S? his 

" otherwise helpful notion of the Covenant is irrelevant to the growing 

number of Jews who choose to ignore iL " 

Secon~ I think that Borowitz misses a central clement of 
I 

today's secular world: the quest for meaning. In modem 

rationalism's exaltation of human reason, it iecmed that there was no 

problem 01' phenomenon that could not be ~lvcd or explained 

scientifically, so that our lives could 4Je measurably improved by. 

4'K :tu , ~- ,_s _IP llel Bprmpitg · "Do Prarev!• of the 
♦•tr t Nd: 1cpg11 lcJC- Mamreat: McGill _Umrinity, 1980, p.9. ,.._.,..ill. "Ubenl Je~ Tbeology in a nme· of Uncenainty," p.~s. 
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}CChnical means. Charles TayF· refers to ~s attitude as the 

"primacy of instrumental reason:"51 the feeling that technology can 

.. -do anything, that all issu~s can be resolved through a cost-benefit 

analysis. This gain in cognitive ability, however, comes with a . . 
$pititual cost. Value does not inhere only in the rational; ~ere are , 

~ 'Of meaning . ~ 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 significanc~ must 

represent communally agreed-lJl)on areas of meanlng, 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 c~not 

extend to determinations of highest value. • I 

While Horowitz would certainly acknowledge that meaning 

inheres in realms other than the rational, I do not think he 

satisf~torily answers the need for a communal sense of meaning. In 

tod,y's world, people are starting to look once again to satisfy an 

emotional and spiritual ~unger, and Horowitz does ·not offer sufficient 

guidance on the path. Inasmuch as be addresses this issue, he 

believes that meaning comes from the Covenantal relationship. The 

Jewish self, by living in ~venant with God, is in contact widt the 

ultimate ground of higher meaning. When a Jew freely chooses to do 

that which bis or her relationship . to God commands, that Jew touches 

the very source of meaning. Yet this definition of D1C1nina remains 

primarily individualistic.. According to this reading, two Jewish . 

selves CODld have different senses of lhat · higher meaning. But 
. ~ 

51TaJlar, awlcs. De ljhjg of AP1bcntlcilJr Cambridp, MA: Harvard 
Ualwnlty P.ral. 1991, p-.5. • 
52'ra,Jor, p.37 
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Judaism and tile current situatior require a co~unal as well as an 

individual sense of purpose. and Borowitz does not go far enough in 

~..nsuring the creation of such a consensus. He, as~rts that we are 

Jews within the· community of Israel in Covenant with God. But ~ven . 
though a Jewish self participates in the community, the 

detennin:ab ,ef the 'meaning to be derived from Judaism rests in 

· the hands of \ he individual, not the community. The 9uestion 

remains how we as a people develop a sense of shared meaning in 

the contemporary world. 

· The disequilibrium that spurs this quest is eloquently 

described by Vaclav Havel. In a penetrating critique of ~e scien'c 

world, worth quoting at length, he articulates the contemporary 
. 

spiritual situation and points to the need to search for higher 

meaning: 
., 

The relationship to the world that modem science fostered and 
shaped now appears to have exhausted its potentj.al. 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 comp>etely 
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 w~ seem to fail to grasp 
the ipirit, purpose, and meaning of the system that they create 
together and that w~ experience as our unique self. And thus 
today we find ourselves. in a paradoxical situation. We enjoy 
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all the achievements of mod~Jll civilizatioa, that have ·made our 
physical existence on this e.irth easier in SO' many important 
ways. Yet we do not know exactly wl)at. to do with ourselves, 
w~ere to. turn. The world ·qf o~ experien~s seems chaotic, 
disconnected, confusing: There appear to be lio integrating 
forces, no unified . meaning, no true inner understanding of 
phenomena in our experience of the world. Experts cap explain 

,.. -~ing in the- objecti.ve · wort~ to us, yet we understand our 
, ownllv~.Jess and le~s. · In short, we live in the post-modem 

world, Wl\ere e_verything is possible· and nothing is certain.S 3 

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

meaning ~at Havel and Taylor describe. They want to know what 

meaning 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, ., 
therefore, answering this question is the greatest challenge facing 

Judaism in today's world. Unfortunately, I do not think that Borowitz 

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

the co~ntemporary situation. 

r 

5~ Vaclav. •Addfflll of Ille P-aideat of die Cr.ccb Republic, Bil 
~ cy Vaclav Havel, on -the Occasion of ~ Uberty Medal Cen:mooy.• 
JIIIJ 4. 1994. ' 

t 
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RESPONDING 10 "POSTMODERNITY:" 

IllOUGifiS R}R 10DAY 

~ G~- the three thinkers pr-0filed created a philosophy of 

!udais~ whic\ ~e th~ught best respond~ 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 

groun.d of ~orality, Torah as propounding those ethical laws, and 

Israel as the people who both live by them mos~t fully and advocate f 
their wider adoption. Mordecai Kaplan was motivated· by the eris~ 

facing,' Judaism to identify it as the ~volving comprehensive religious · 

civi.liution of the People Israel, expressed in the Torah and their 

distinctive 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 transcendent and 

iutm~nt, is a weak Absolute, with~· whom autonomous Jewish selves 

stand in Covenant relationship as part of the community of Israel, 
~ . 

from which connection emerges Torah, · guidance and instructi~n that 
. " 

develops through time and · across space. These philosophies, while 

clearly different in their specific forms, share the attempt to portray 

Judaism in terms reievant for contemporary Jews and reflective of . . 
their experience. 

Yet none of· these thinkers quite succeeded in capturing 

J~iun or its situation accurate11,. Cohen's trust in Qtionali1m has 

•• -.hown overly optimisti~; his rose-colored universalism missed 
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the danger of rising antisemitisni and the inBufficiency of human 

ethical reasoning. Kaplan's ~snatural God-concept bas proven 

unable to replace the desire for a God who c~mmunicates and acts; 

the failure of • Reconstructionism to capture the hearts and minds of 

many American Jews testi.fie.s against it. History bas yet to pass 
- ,,, ... , 
judgmen on ..Borowitz's thought, ·but the last chapter sugges~ some 

ways in wbi b bis ideas too are not completely adequate. Clearly. the 
. . 

shifting sands of time make Jewish theology a difficult undertaking. 

l, 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.f 

First, a note about labels. Borowitz, as we have seen. pro~ed 

his theology as one for the postmodern Jew. A label is u~ful only if 

there i~ general agreemen't on the meaning of the label; the question 

that must be answered. then, is what postmodem.ity is, -and I have 

tried to identify and explicate the characteristics to which B9rowitz 

responded. But the truth (if one may use such a term· in this context) 

is that postmodem.ity is i much-debated concept. Different thinkers. 

define it quite differentlyf, and some n,ject the idea of 

postmodemity entirely. I find myself · in •~ment with Ernest 
r 

Gellner, who writes: "Postmodemism is a contemporary movement. 

It is strong and fashionable. Over and above this, · it is not altogether 

clear what the devil it is. "2 Given this lack of clarity and consensus 

about the meaning of postmodem.ity, it seems to .me that the label is · 

. lSee. '9r example, the wolb lil&ed b] Boqmanh, Breslauer, GellnCT, Green, 
~ 
t'oeP-er, l3melt.. Pg&tptodcri,ippa BralOD IPd Bclipog. London: Routledge. 
1911.p.U. • 

t 
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more trouble than it is worth. Consequently, I will not discuss 

postmodernity as such, but instead seek to portray the contemporary 

situation without labeling it. I will begin with some observations on 

American society in genera] 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 

equ;Ily acceptable. Robert Bellah writes that "in a world of .-
potentially conflicting self-interests, no one can really say that one 

value system is better than another. .. [there is ] no objectifiable 

criterion for choosing 

Gellner refers to the "hysteria of subjectivity"4 t t arises from such 

a lack of a foundation for values. Taylor notes that in The Closina 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. ~ere 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, Roben N. et aJ. Habits of the Heart: Indjyiduatjsm and CommiQnent in 
American Life. Berkeley, CA: University of California Press. 1985, pp.7, 75. 
4Qellner, p.29: 
5Taylor, p. 13. 
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American culture, self-relian~ -peaple should be able to take care ·of 

themselves without need,ing other people. · Bellah's evaluation of 

individualism is dire: be calls it "ontological," by which be means "the -
idea that the indivi_dual is the only firm reality, "6 and be worries that 

t&is feeling may have~ bec.ome "cancerous,"7 infecting and destroying 
- ,, ----

I ~ of community "and communal values. ' 

. -• TayioJ argues ~at individ~~ derives from two facets of our 

society. First, America's industrial nature forces people 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 16ore 

isolating.8 For Taylor, individualism is characterized by . a freedom 

from older moral systems, as well as a "cosmic order"9 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. 

penonally and subjectively. Whereas in ~ earlier age, morals were 

grounded externally, in God or some other source thought to be 

reliable. now the_ locus of morality is internal. Each individual makes 

his or her own decision about what constitutes moral 4ctfon; Taylor 

relates this trend to Rousseau's idea which he calls self-determining 

._.et .... p.276. 
, ... et .... p.vii • 
......... p.59. 
tn,aor,. p.3. 
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freedom, according to wrch the individual decides without external 

coercion what issues are of concem .. 10· According to Bellah, 

individualism results in each self becomin3--its "own moral universe ... 

[with] no way to reconcile conflicting claims about what is good in 

. ~ itself... [Thu$,] the self and its feelings become our only moral , · 

,~~t1 In 'a sense: valu~s become selfish, as people create a 

morali\ that addresse~ the~ situatjon without the broader . . 

perspective of the community. 

This individual definition of value threatens to remove any 

objective sta.odard of meaning. Bellah descrij>es people making 

decisions "not on the basis of ttjgher truths but according t~e 

criterion of life-effectiveness as the individual judges it." 12 H each 

individual is free to choose a personal ethic, then any value that 

anyone chooses is equally 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 not at all." 13 For any 

choice to have value, it must somehow be a better choice than 

another option. But in an individualistic world, we c~ot make such 
. 

a judgmenL lndi~dualism thus leads to relativism, which, "by 

abolishing all horizons of significance, threatc':15 us with a loss of 

meaning." 14 . It is for this reason that Gellner abhors relativism, 

which be says is the real problem with what is called postmodemity. 

•o-r..or. p.27. 
1 ..... et ... , p.76 . 
...... et at. p.47. 
dt-a;k,r, p.18. 
l+r.,ior, p.68~ 
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He writes: "A vision which ptiscures that which matters most cannot 

be sound." 15 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 i,ndividualism is another observation about ------ . 
People keep their distance from their communities. 

according to Taylor, worried that Americans would stop 

participating in their society if they became focused on their 

individual needs. If they are "enclo~ed in their own hearts,"16 their 

only concern will be if their personal desires are being met. As long 

as the government allows them to attain pnvate satisf~tion, ~y 

will stay out of public life, as witnessed, for example, by _ low voter 

turnout on election day . . This state of being is called "so~ 

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 Jose their connection even more, 

feeling it futile even to try to ch~e. The only remedy would be 

active involyement in pQblic life, but this step · requires overcoming 

the lure of individualism. 

Wilfred McClay points out that Tocqlieville's main fear was that 

Americans would let government take away their precious freedom. 

This concern suggests a fourth . contemporary issue: preserving 
. . 

people's autonomy. McClay argues that Americans have historicallY. 

been both autonomous and conformist. However, social pressure 

.._. to be waning u a fon:c; large organiuti.ons like tho country or 

- ..... , p. 72. Italics Gdlner'a. 
· Taylor, p.9. 

111a;1or, p.9 . . 

(98) : 

'• 



-l 

the business are no longer able (°. serve as co~unities to co~ect 

people with each other. Hence, "there is no ·authoritative way left of 

~g about obligations ~at transcend the self, and about the 

prerequisites of moral community." 18 Autonomy triumphs such that 

"n.o .,problem is more fundamental to American social charaG.ter ... than ' 

the locus o 
~ . . 

uthority ... Equals, that is, do not take orders from 

·equals. "19 D mocr~y. 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 Herder's belief that eac~ 

person bas a unique way of being human, and therefore they must 

discover that way in order to realize their true humanity .20 · Self

fulfillment then becomes not just desired but necessary. As Bellah 

puts it, "the meaning of one's life for most Americans is to become 

one's own person."21 People must make decisions for themselves, 

c~09sing their own path, r~er than necessarily following others. No 

one can define a proper life for anyone else. Like the other trends 
. 

mentioned so far, the desire for a~thenticity also militates against 

the formation of communal standards. If each · person must fiad an 

individual road, no two people can walk together. 

Finally, crucially, the characteristic attitude of American life 
. . 

today is apprehension. Taylor refers to the "malaises of 

18Mcaay, Wilfred M. 

- ..... ip28. 1, p.29 • 

.,.21. 
21Mlllt • IL, p.82. 

"The Hipster and tbe Orpniutioa Man• Cfim Thincs}. 
4 
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modernity"2~ for this reasf'1; people ~ unsure of the present and 

even more nervous about the future. As Bellah writes, the common 

theme is "a note of uncerwnty, not a desire_to turn back to the past 

but an anxiety about where we seem to be headed. "23 The .search for 

. meaning Hav(?l described in the last chapter speaks to, this concern: -- . 
, ~no.1 longer know' what the~ purpose is and consequently are 

anxious -~ bout life itself. To quote a~ain from Bep.ah: •· 

There is a widespread feeling that the promise of the modem 
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~stroy 
all life on earth. Progress... seems less compelling when it 
appears that it may be progress into the abyss.24 

What we are missing. is the confidence that we are headed in a 

proper and meaningful direction. 

Relativism, individualism, apathy, autonomy, authenticity, and 

anxiety seem to me to be the six strongest challe1,1ges confronting 

Judaism today from general Ainerican culture. Each of these traits 

has its specific manifestation in Judaism. A certain relativism 
" pervades contemporary religion in . the naµie of tolerance and 

. . 
interfaith cooperation; the result, however, is doubt as to the 

important contribution of Judaism. Bellah notes a trend of religious 

individualism, in which . people pick and choose . theiJ: own brand of 

religion; he calls it "appropriate in our kind of society."25 In general, 

people tend ·to leave religion to the experts, allowing the rabbi to 

..,.;.. p.1. 
n_...... et al, p.276. 
HJie1t,t et Ill.. p.!l.77. 
Ifs•• • 411.. -p.247. 
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serve as SJlll"Ogate Jew; as (!Pg as the syn~gogue 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 Hertzberg also emphasizes the voluntary nature 

'of Judaism today,26 ·in that today's Jews are not compelled to ..... 

~in the' lif~ of the i:omm_onity, instead choosing fqr · 

themselves bow they prefer to affiliate or serve. As for authenticity, 

people need to discover the role of Judaism in their individual lives. · 

Finally, while Jewish life ~as always manifested anxiety about both 

the present an4 the future, today's · form of uncertainty seems more 

virulent; it takes the shape of our wondering what the purpo::J of 

being Jewish is. 

In addition, Judaism is affected by trends in the . larger religious 

world~ Religion in general 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 presence. "27 Peter Berger puts the challenge 

even more starkly: "It is... reasonable' to assume that a high degree of 

secularization is a cultural concomitant of modem industrial 
I 

societies... A secularized... Judaism bu to go to considerable exertion 

to demonstrate . that the religious label.. has anything special to 

offer. •21 As science and tccluaology seemingly grant· people more 

26Boct,:1,etg, Artbar. "'lbe r:Emaacipldon: A Reuseasment after Two Centuries" -= lud•tn- L ti). May 1981, p.47. • 
..... ___ 11111-• et .... p.63. . 

... t►, ,-,_ A IP!DQ[ ·of Agp; Mpdmp SocietY IPd the Recliscoyery of 

.... rn.,,,t Gudeil city, NY: Doubleday. 1969, pp.20, 25-26 . 
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control ov~r the world, reli~n is cballen'ged to show its continued 

relevance. 

Ultimately, for Berger, the challenge to_religion comes down to 

its plausibility structure. In his opinio~, perceptions are acc~pted as 

true or rejected as false depending on bow plausible t4.ey are in , 

~ opinion. ·He· ~gues ·that ~the plausibility ... 0f views of reality 

depends upon the social support these receive. ?9. 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, scien9e challenges the Jewish world-view, as docs intimate 

contact with the prevailing secularism in public life. This exp+ure to 

other constructs of reality did tremendous damage to all reu(i'ous 
-

approaches: the "plUl'aJiution of· socially available worlds ... I see as 

the· most important cause of the diminishing plausibility of religious 

traditions. "30 Any attempt to revitalize Judaism, therefore, most 

seek to reconstruct its plausibility structure. 

The preceding pages have attempted to describe the most 
·, . 

serious challenges facing Judaism today. H we are to meet these 

challenges, we must incorporate the 'following factors into our 

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

2) a non:-relativistic ground of values; 

3) a desecalarization of life; 

4) a ~ponse to individualism; 

5) a rebuilt plausibility s~;. 

p.43. 
p.65. · 
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6) the continued re~t 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 vdlom religion plays an 

important role in ~cir lives. Arthur Green's "spiritual, not 

religious"31 lew is 3:t least searching for a higher meaning. Berge~ 

( 80 percent ~f ~erican students claiin that they have a 

need for religious faith, and ~6 pef'CC?nt of western Germans say they 

pray.32 He adds that religious participation is higher than it used to 

be, although be attributes .this rise more to a desire ~ secure moral 

education for children than to a spiritual need of adults. In any case, 

there is still a role for religion. What might this rejuvenated Judaism 

look like? 

There have, of course, been many attempts to answer this 

question.33 My thoughts 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 meaning, the first concern listed above. What is the 

purpose in being Je~sh? Or perhaps a better · way of phrasing the 

question wouTd be: ~old being 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 ~g in contemporary life is a sense of r holiness. I 

believe that people want to know that their lives mean more than 

the mundane sttuggle for survival which preoccupies so much of 

their effon and energy. A sense of holiness, of etemity, of ultimate 

3.!~ Arthur. .,_,. for die Poll-Modem Era.• .Addlca delivered at the 
111&& · trnlon College-Jewish Institute of Religion. Cincinnati . ., · December 12. 
!MJ,-4. 
~~. p.30. · . . . 
Hli,$ for emnpJ~ NYiew articlel lillrd l,y PmlllN'r, Eisen. Elleman, and ...... 
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direction expressed at sacred ti~ s and in sacred spaces, would 

provide the deeper vision needed to brin~ meaning to human lffe. 

·Judaism, at its root, is a path to holiness., l{oliness is the 

ultimate purpose and -meaning of Jewish lif~; the central 
' . 

~ommand.ment, as stated in Leviticus 19:2, is "You shall be '_Jioly, for I , 

the ~,(t God' am-boiy. • Every . aspect of Judaism points ,in this 

· sacred direction. The moral ~ws seek to ~g life on_ earth closer to 

an ideal of justice and righteousness. Jewish rituals provide 

oppo~nities and actions to r~hearse and concretize these highest 

values. The Jewisb 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 j0in with 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 

fjrst important component is belief in the existence ·of such a higher 

plan. I see God, ~ in 8: fashion similar to Cohen, as the guarantor 

of this morality. This belief is grounded 'not in Cohen's reason but in 
. . 

faith. H . I could not be~eve that our sttiving -would plrimate}y 

succeed in bringing about holiness, I would not be able to penist in 

my minuscule but ~ecessary efforts to effect change; therefore, I 

must have faith that good will win. I attribute my ciesire to improve 

the world to the spark of the divine within me. In this sense, God is 

imm.,._" in that God inspires my actions which advance God's 
. ~ 

Cf for me, is ~n and known through human activity; God 

induced from human-experience, which Berger calls "inductive 
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faith. "34 Yet in fact I do ,u,t, really see G~ per se, but only God;s 

manifestations; ultimately, God surpasses human understanding. 

·Berger calls these d~vinely-motivated humau.. actions "signals of 

transcendence; '!35 these actions point towards something much . . 
~ greater. God canno~ be known or understood by huJitan-s; we can 

• ~ ogniu God's fingerprints, :•• 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 occurs to us. We must discover a new 

respect for what transcends us. "36 This recovery of awe seeifis to me 

to be a prerequisite for the re-enchantment of the world, a:' 
important step in the growth of our spiritual lives. 'Ibis type of 

contemporary God-concept should address concerns two and three 

above. 

Having discussed the existence of the plan and the Planner, I 

must address the top~c 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 ot' shared meaning. By belonging to 
. 

the Jewish community, the Jew defeats •this threat; like -Kaplan, then, 

I strongly emphasize participation in communal life. Bellah testifies 

to the ability-of a group to . "generate a language of the common good 

that could adjudicate between conflicting wants and interests"37 of 

p.96. 
• p.65. 
Vaclav. Addre:88 delivered at Harvard University, Cambridge. June 8, 

« al.. p.207. 
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individuals. 
I • 

McClay sqgests that "identification with social forms 
. -

intimate enough [can] bridge the gap"38 between the amorality of 

individualism and the amorality of large -organizations; perhaps a 

chavurah is a ~tter model than a synagogue. This community, 
. ~~=e.10 

~ co;:n f::se~u: be ~:o:g •:-:.::• ;:is~ing 
:~~ ration of its plausibil:ity ·structure: Berger writes that "to fulfill 

its function of providing social support... the countercommunity must 

provide a strong sense of solidarity among its members. "39 Through 

Jews joining such a community. the plausibility structure of 

contemporary Judaism will be maintained, and the mem~ will 

gain strength from each other to fulfill their divine ~ks. 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 
. 

with.in the individu.al. However, we have seen the dangers of 

unrestricted individualism. Several thinkers argue that true freedom 
" . . 

comes from being part of the community. Taylor writes that ... 

au~cnticity "requi.('es (i) openness to horizons of significance... and 

(iO a self-definition in dialogue. "40 That is,. one must both be part of 

a relationship (and therefore not strictly individual) and recognize 

soun:es of value outside the self in order to be truly human. Taylor 

adda that even if one believes in cieating one's own way of living 

• .QplUSiag oneself, the ideals daat one strives f~ should be 

....... y. p.26. 

·--·· p.U. ~or .. · p.66. 
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common and shared with others .41 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."'4 2 

Especially in today's world. people should recognize the benefits that 

accompany membership in a community, and they s hould freel y 

choose to become part of one. 

But I want to take this argument one step further. To gain the 

benefits of li fe in a community,- one may not simply live with others. 

Addi tionally, one must be will ing to share their values. This 

requirement necessari ly constrains one's autonomy; one accepts the 
_ _,,... ----

group's guidance in determining value . I want to a rgue. however:- "-\ 

that, particularly in the contemporary world . the advantages of being 

part of the community are worth a small sacri fice of autonomy. 

McClay too makes the case for '' the willingness to surrender a 

significant portion of oneself to a social whole."4 3 As my model. I 

take the Kabbalistic idea of rzimrzum. In 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 c hose 

to be diminished) for the sake of the greater purpose. Similarly, as it 

were. an autonomous individual fill s 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. 
43McCJay, p.30. 
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Consequently, I agree with Michael Wyschograd's s tatement 

that ''a significant measure of autonomy is involved in the continuing 

will to be a believ ing, 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 W yschograd 

would s urrender that a utonomy to God, whereas I give it to the 

community. With this stre ngthe ning of the role of the community 

wh ile preserving autonomy. I can now slate that my view of Torah is 

similar to that of Borowitz.'s covenantal d ialectic. I be lieve that Torah 

e me rges from the complicated relationship between the ind ividual 

Jew, the Jewish community, and God. The e mphasis for me is on the 

community: I do no t believe that God really partic ipates in~~ 

relationship except as the ever -present ideal. nor do I believe that 

the indi vidual can overrule the community except in extreme cases. 

Rather, the Jewish community is the vehicle through w hich the 

purpose of Jewish existence is realized , a nd so its needs must take 

priority over the needs of the individuals who comprise it. 

In my opinion, then , a Judaism for the e nd of the twentieth 

century should acknowledge the autonomy of Jews, but e ncourage 

them to surrender a portion of it in o rder to live Jewish ly as part of 

the Jewish community; such a life, in addition to s trengthening the 

community and Judaism itself, would al so assist the individual in his 

or her ongoing quest to find meaning in the contemporary world. I 

believe that thi s 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 

44Cited io Borowitz. "The Autonomous Jewish Self," p.49. 
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eternally unchanging. Even if my ideas are right for today, tomorrow 

wi ll bring a change in the situation of Judaism. Just as the 

philosophies of Cohen, Kaplan. and Borowitz responded to their time~ 

but not to ours, so a response that meets the needs of our time wi ll 

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 vi tal and relevant. 
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