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DIGEST 

Jewish rel i gi ou s 1 a nguage can be interpreted in one of two ways: l) 

according to the literal, or plain meaning of its words . or 2) according to a 

non-literal, or figurative understanding. There has been considerable debate 

over the last two mil lenia as to which of tliese is the proper way in which to 

interpret the language used with respect to Scri pture, God, religious services 

and religious symbolic practice. 

This work analyzes the thought of four philosophers, three of whom 

offer figurative interpretations of Jewish religious language, one of whom es

cnews such interpretation. The philosophers to be examined are Moses :~aimon

ides, Martin Buber, Abraham Cronbach, and Alvin Reines. 

In our analysis, we will attempt to show the followin91 Maimonides ' 

system of figurative interpretation is based on scientific and philosophic 

principles of Ueo-Platoni zed f\ristotelianism (hereafter: Nee-Platoni c sci

ence). He considered his interpretation to reflect the genuine meaning of the 

language employed in the above topic areas. Suber simil arly believed that his 

system of interpreta tion, based on his I-Thou philosophy , actually reflected the 

true int ent of Jewi sh rc1igi~J> language. His conceptualization is based upon 

his conviction of there having taken place actual meetings between Jews (as 

i nd ividuals and as a people) and God as the ~ternal Thou. Cronbach ~lso 

viewet1 Jewi s'l relig1ous language through a f igura t ive system of interpretc'l

tion. His system understands such language in tenns of both t he differing se

mantic functions of religious language and his personal vision of ultimate 

social idealism. 

We will also show that Reines discredits all such systems of figurative 

interpretation of Jewish religious language. He interprets the language of 

ifi 
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both Scripture and the pharisaic tradition according to i ts pla in meaning. 

This unders tanding results in the reject ion of the concepts based upon this 

language because they con travene the evidence of both science and biblical 

scho 1 a rsh i p. His theory of po lydoxy and the finite response to the conflict 

of finit:udP will be eitamined insofar as they effecti vely serve as substitutes 

in plain l?~guage for any figurative system of interpretation of Jewish reli

gious language. 

l\fte r anal yzing the positions of a11 four philosophers, brief cri · 

tiques of each system of t liought will be offe red. In doing so, we will at

t empt to deinonstr:Jte that each posi tion contains varying degrees of subjectiv

ity, even those of i1aimonides a nd Reines which are ostensibly based on philos

ophy and science. Since all ~pistemology involves some element of human doubt 

and choice, we will atternpt to show the superiority of a plain appr oach to 

J ewish religious language; one based on t he best, empirically verifiable know

ledge t"la t the individual human person can apprehend. 

iv 



TABLE OF CONTENTS 

PAGE 

DIGEST iii 

INTRODUCTION 1 

CHAPTER I 

IA. Maimonides: Figurative language and Seri pture 10 
18. t~aimonides: Figurative language and God 25 
IC. Maimonides: Figurative language and Religious 40 

Serv ices 
10. Maimonides: Figurative language and Religious 55 

Symbolic Practice 

CHAPTER II 

I IA. Buber: Figurative Language and Scripture 64 
I IB. Buber: Fi gurative Language and Goc:1 78 
I IC. 8uber: Figurative Language and Religious 92 

Ser\lices 
I ID. Buber: Figurative language and Religious 102 

Symbol ic Practice 

CHAPTER II 1 

JIIA. Cronbach: Figurative Language and Scripture 115 
IIIB. Cronbach: Figurative Language and God 129 
t I IC. Cronbach: Figurative language and Religious 139 

Services 
t I IO. Cronbach: Figurative Language and Religious 151 

Symboli c Practice 

CHAPTER IV 

IVA. Reines: Figurati\le l anguage and Seri pture 161 
IVB. Reines : Figurative language and God 172 
lVC. Re ines: Fi gurative Language and Religious 186 

Services 
IYO, Reines : Figurative language <lnd Reli gious 199 

Symboli c Prac t ice 

CRITIQUE 214 

FOOT'IOTES 8Y CHAPTER 

tlotes to Introduct ion 226 
notes to Chapter I 227 
Notes to Chapter II 234 
Notes to Chapter II I 242 
Notes to Chapter IV 250 
Notes to Critique 258 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 259 -----

V 



I N T R O D U C T I O N 
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Language is a primary means by which human persons attempt to express 

that which is real. It is not, ho~1ever , wholly effective in this endeavor . 

Language can never fully express reality as it actually is. It is, at best, a 

tool to describe certain aspects and conditions of reality as it has been re

fracted through human experience. 

Religious language is a category of language that has a more special

ized function. Religious language attempts to accurately describe aspects, 

conditions and the meaning of "Ultimate Reality," or the totality of both the 

external and internal worlds. A characteristic of most religious language, 

especially that employed by or thodoxies, is that it purports to yield a " true" 

pictu re of ultimate reality by virtue of a pa rticular faith's religious out

look. This outlook has been fonned based upon the hi storical expe ri ence and 

subjecti ve insight of those people who established it. Consequently , in re

ligious language , words (the component parts of language) become representa

tions of tile totality of the world because of the interpret~tions placed upon 

thrm by J given religion's viewpoint. 

A problem, however, arises with respect tu this usage due to the na

ture a.nd limitations of language. It i s the natu re of words to partake of 1,ore 

than one meaning. They ,1re not. for t he most part, uni vocal. 'ords can have 

both plain and figurative meanings. Plain meanings yield clarity or concrete 

representation. Figurative meanings of words. however. indicate abs tra~tion. 

Religious language cl aims to yield "truth" concerning ti,at which is ultimatelv 

r eal . ls this so-ct1lled truth bO?st conveyed through c larity and plainness of 

expr ession? Or perhaps the abstraction conveyed by figurative language is 111ore 

suited for this expr ession of truth because of its ability t o transcend the 

plain meaning of a particular word . This, then, is the problem. Wo rds witi, 

solitary meanings are by their nature limited in what they can expr ess; words 
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with figurative meanings run the r i sk of part aki ng of so many interpretat ions 

that they convey no i nfonnation at al 1. 

One thing is cl ear . ~1 words admit of some figurat ive or metaphoric 

interpretation ~hether or not that sati sfi es any religious or secular purpose. 

Phi l osopher of language, Wilbur Urban, arrives at t he hea rt of the matter when 

he writes: 

"Accordir.g to Hobbes, we abuse words when we use t hem 
metaphorically--that is, in other senses than they are or
dained for. 1t is, however, quite clear that if we do not 
'.JSe them metaphorical ly , we shal 1 not use them at al 1. If 
t here was any kind of ordaini ng, it was that they should be 
used metaµhorica lly."1 

Rel igion itself is a figur3tive expression of ultimate reality, re

gardless of i ts truth value. Consequently, the effecti veness of the language 

empl oyed by a given rel i gion is dependent upon the dramatic power and/or the 

objective accuracy of the figurative express ions i t uses t-0 interpret that re

ality. 

This work is a study of the method and function of such figurative 

expression in Jewish religious language. It will attempt to examine both the 

persuasi veness and ot,jective accuracy of several different sys t ems of reli

gious figurative e~ pr ession. These figurative fil()des of ex?ress ion wi ll oe an

~lyzed wi~, respect to four particular areas that have served as the basis for 

di fferent types of Jewish belief and practice over the past two mil lenia. 

These areas incl ude the religious language by which we understand: 

1) Sc ripLure 

2) God 

3) Religious Services, or Liturgy 

4) Symbolic Practice, or Ritual 

we will pv~mine systems of figurat ive expression in order to detenn

ine whether or not they are successful in accurately describing the aspects, 
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condit ions and the meaning of ult imate real i ty which is religion's ostensible 

pur pose. Languge , however, especially when used fi guratively, can obscure as 

easily as it can clarify. lf religious figurative language is to convey an ac

curate view of ultimate reality, it cannot brush aside the issue of i t s objec

tive accuracy in addition to its internal consistency . As Urban astutely 

perceives: "The problem of t ruth i nvolves . .. the protlem of language and its 

relation to reality. 11 2 

All figurative language is based upon the ability of words to symbo

lize ideas or acts which transcend t heir plain meaning. Yet it i s poss ible 

for t he me t aphoric or inferred figurative meaning adduced from a word to out

strip the boundaries of its original meaning. Esoecially in the case of reli

gious languaoe, a figurative meaning can, in the end, replace the original and 

plain meaning of a word. This can result in a word 's mea ning being misrepre

sent ed due to the artificial meaning placed upon it by means of a figurat ive 

interpretation . Urban expla ins this problem, stating : 

" . .. the truth of such predications ( implied by figurative 
expressions) rests upon the assumption that analogy is a 
genuine featu re of ' things' and that between different con
texts and universes of disc~urse there exist such relations 
that a name can be t r ansfe rred fr om one mode to another and 
sti l l ha~e reference, and that the name t hus transferred 
can in some way represent t he object to which it is trans
f er rc:.1 . 11 3 

Or, as C. K. r)gden and I. A. Ri chards hluntl y state i n their "'ork, 

The Meaning of Meaning: ''A t rue symbol = one wtii r.h correct ly records "" ~de

quate reference."4 Thus, religious figurative language is justifiable only i n

sofar as it adheres to prope r "rul es" of symboli c usage and cl arif ies , as op

posed to obscures, its vision of ultimate reality . 

The work of four phi l osophers wil l be exami ned in this ~ork. For 

three of t~em, figurative expression represents the best means to understand 

the truth behind the four topic areas listed above. They find thot the pla in 
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meaning of the r eligious language generally connected with these areas is either 

inaccurate or inadequate. They therefore substi t ute a figurative or symbol ic 

meaning for the plain mea ning of the language that i s associa ted with Sc r ip

ture, God, r eligious services, and religious symbolic pr actice (namely, rit

uali sm) . The philosophers in this category to be exami ned a r e Moses :1aimon

ides, Marti n Buber , and Ab r aham Cronbach. 

For one of the four philosophers to be examined, the use of religious 

figurative language to comprehend t ruth concerning the topic areas l isted above 

is itsel f inadequate or inaccurate. This thinker c laims that the figurati ve 

modes of expr ess iGn devised by the other three phi l osophers do not y i eld ob

jective t ruth concerning Sc r ipture , God, religious se rvi ces and religious sym

bolic practice . He cla ims that such truth-claims only be competently con

veyed i n pl ai n, clear language. This philosopher i s Alvin J. Reines. 

What follows is a brief description of each thinker, his phi l osophic 

ori entation, and his position, to be enla r ged upon in t his thesis, wi th re

spect to the use of figurative language as a means of interpreting Scripture, 

God , religious services and r eligious symbol ic practice. These thumbnail 

sketches are designed to acquaint the reade r wi th these thinkers and their 

vi ews in general, without nPCPSS r ily providing compr ehensive de t ai l abou t 

them. 

Moses Mai monides (1135-1204 ) was the premie r Jewish rationalist r-r 

ligious thinker in his day. Born in Spain , he absorbed the appreciation of 

phil osophical discourse that was pr evalent in the Muslim environment in wh ich 

he lived. He was acquainted wit'1 the work of the Greek philosophers, espec

ially Aristotle . and also his Neo-Platonic expositors Al-Farabi, Avicenna, and 

ibn Oajja as well. Me was pa rticularl y fond of t he philosophic thought of Ar

istotle as interpreted by Al-Farabi. 5 In addition, t\e was an expert in the 
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pharisaic Jewish legal tradition and wrote many works explaining and/or sum

marizing it. It is the contention of this analysis that Maimonides' religious 

writing can only be understood within the context of his philosophical writ

ing. This viewpoint is essentially contained in his famous Guide of the Per

plexed (Moreh Nebukim). This philosophical, as opposed to religious, under

standing of Maimoni:1es is controversial, even though i t jc; certainly not new. 

The argument surrounding Maimonides' true orientation will be taken up in the 

course of analyzing his use of figurative reli gious language. 

This anal ysis wil 1 attempt to demonstrate that Maimoni:tes rejected 

the plain meaning of t,e religious language of both Scripture and the phari

saic tradition which produced the Talmud. In its place, he devised a system 

of figurative interpretation which he claimed to be the true meaning of t his 

religious language. ln our analysis, it will be seen that Maimonides claimed 

that Scripture \!fas but a figurat1ve means for expressing principles of Neo

Pl aton ic philosophy, the truth of which he considered to be demonstrated. 

Consequent,y , t he plain, literal meaning of Scriptural and pharisaic religious 

language is inaccurate, in his view. He did not think that he was merely rat

iona1izing the beliefs and practice of the pharisaic tradition. He wrote with 

the conviction that Sc ripture i s written figuratively, and not plainly, in or

der to teach and prot.Pct the masses of unthinking, uneducated Jews who. in his 

view, were incapable of receiving philosophic truth in any other form. 

Ma rtin Buber (1878-1965) was a pioneering Jewish existentiali st phil

osopher of the 20th century. In the tradition of Kierkegaard, Buber rejected 

the str1::tures of objectivity and empirical verifiability which are the 

hallmarks of the Western philosophical tradition. As a Jewish thinker, he de

vised a novel theory of religion which required a totally new epi stemology to 

support it. This, of course, is his famous "I-Thou" theory of rela ti on. 
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Buber removed both logic and empirical testing as bases for religious dis

course. In their place, he advocated an intuitive "knowing" which results 

from a "genuine relation'' with another object or God. 

ihis analysis will attempt to demonstrate that Buber not only reject-

ed the plai n meaning of t,e religious language of Scripture and the pha risaic 

t radition as inaccurate and inadequate. In additfon, we sl:itll attempt to dem

onstrate the manner in Which he perceived such language figuratively. He saw 

such language as indicative of actual. historical meetings between Jews and Gnd 

in an I-Thou relation. For example, in Buber's view, Scripture interpreted 

according to its plain meaning is inaccurate scientifically, and even accord i ng to 

his relig ious theory as well. Scripture records the necessarily faulty recol 

lections of meetings between Jews as a people and individually with God. This 

view will be examined in detail in the chapters concerned with his work. 

Like Maimonides, Buber did not think that his figurative I-Thou ap

proach to religious language was an interpretation. We shall attempt to dem

onstrate that Buber actually conceived the figurative notion of t~e I-Thou to 

be the genuine and actual meaning of the language of Scripture , God religious 

services, and reli.gious symbolic practice. We will try to show that he 

thought that this figurative expression of religious languague was "true" and 

that the language of the dbove topic areas is itself a symbolic working out of 

the I-Thou throughout Jewish national and religious history. 

Ab raham Cronbach (1882 -1963 ) was a liberal Jewish cnink~r who was 

Professor of Social Studies at the Hebrew Union College. He was not a phil

osopher per se. Although tal ented as a semanticist and a linguist, he did not 

develop an entire philosophical system of thought as did Buber and Maimonides. 

He was, however, an empiricist in his epistemological orientation and rejected 

all unverifiable assertions about the supernatural in Judaism. Although not 
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really a philosopher, he did offer his own theory of religion . Cronbach 

claimed that religion was the enterprise by which huma n persons strove to make 

real their highest hopes and ideals. For him, reli gious language was a mere 

instrument in this endeavor. Its words can take on almost any meaning in or

der to speed the attainment of t he goals of religion as he saw it. In Cron

bach 's view, as we shall see, God Himself is conceived of as an ideal. Be

cause of this religious view, Cronbach was extremely concerned with issues of 

social justice (this included an absolute commitment to pacifism). Social 

idealism became the equivalent of the religious imperative for Cronbach. If, 

pe r chance, an aspect of religion impeded rather than aided the social causes 

for which he strove. he viewed that given aspect as irreligi ous and of no 

worth wh atsoever. 

This analysis will attempt to demonstrate that Cronbach rejected out

r i ght the plain meaning of the religious language of Scripture, God, religious 

services and religious symbolic practice. He viewed such language as viable 

only if taken in a figurative sense , one which espoused the cause of social 

idealism as he perceived it. Consequently, for Cronbach , the words of Scrip

ture and the pharisaic tradition are nonsensical if taken according to their 

plain meaning. He shows semantically how Jewish religious language is more ap

propriately c0nceived of along the lines of his idealism. Therefore, the 

plain meaning of Scripture, in his -.,;ew, could be altered or manipulated to 

serve the primary goal nf achi eving soci al justice . This was because, for 

Cronbach, the figura tive meaning of Scripture as a document of social justice 

superseded in intent the plain meaning of the words found in it. Ttie over

riding value of the end of social justice justified the manipula tion of Jewish 

reli gious language in such a way as to support Cronbach' s ideals. 

Alvin J. Reines (1926- ) is a philosopher, teaching at the Hebrew 
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Union College. He is a phenomalist in his philosophic orientation. This 

means that he is an empiricist in the tradition of David Hume and that objec

tive ~emonstration and empirical verifiability are the only bases upon which 

one can claim clear and certain knowledge (for a discussi on of Phenomenalism 

and its critics, see: The Encyclopedia of Philosophy, vol. 6, pp. 130ff. un

der 11Phenomenc1lism, 11 New York: MacMillan Co. , 1967) . 

As a religious thinker, he rejects bot h the claims of Orthodox Jud

aism for supernatural causation described in Scripture as well as all figura

tive systems of interpretation which change or obscure the plain meaning of 

the language found there. Since, in his view, the plain meaning of Scripture 

is empirically untrue and incapabl~ of suppo rting a figurative system of in

terpretation, it has no authority over Jews (or anyone else for that matter). 

Consequently, he advocates the radical freedom of the individual from any re

ligious system of au t hority which cannot be verified objectively and empiric

ally. Reines finds that no such justifiah le authority can be shown to exist. 

Therefore, he advances the notion that each person is his or her own ultimate 

authority with respect to matters of religi ous beli ef and practice. 

This analysis will attempt to demonstrate that Reines rejects all 

systems of figurative religious language which claim to accurately and adequately 

:1esc ,•ibe Scripture . God, religious services, and religious symbolic practice. 

We shall see that he strongly asserts that even in religious discourse words 

must have plain and clear meanings which supersede their fi gurative interpr'e

tations in order for them to convey any meaning at all. Plain, not figurative 

religi ous la'lguage represents, in Reines ' view, the most qualitatively superior 

manner in which to view the aspects, conditions and meaning of ultimate reali

ty. 

Reines offers his own system of interpreting religious language. His 



9 

approach, ho~ever, is not based upon a particular overriding meUphor as are 

the others. lt is an approach based upon the strictures of objec tivity and 

empirical verifiability. His system is offered as one alternative religi ous 

viewpoint , in contradistinction to the views of the othe r thinkers, who 

purport that t he views of religious l anguage they set forth are incontestably 

true. 

Afte r examinf ng the phi l osophies of t he thinkers introduced above 

concerning figurative inte rpretations of Jewi sh religious language. b r ief crit

iques of each of ttiese positions will be offe red. These critiques will serve 

as a conclus ion to this analysis . This is due to the fact that the ideas of 

t he phi l osophers ar P ddequat:ly summarized in the respecti ve chapters con

cerni ng t hem. 

The question remains : Does figurative expression in religious lan

guage serve to clarify or obscure in comparison to pl ain and clear expression? 

The answer to this dilemma may well provide the individual 1~ith the where

wittial to chOO'.>t' a sa tisfying r esponse to the ultima te r eality that religion 

os t ensibly uncove rs. A figurative, unprovable dreamworld inay prove t o be as 

meaningful to one pe rson as an empirically verifiable, objec tive view of real

; ty i s to anothe r. No c lai ms to absolute truth concerning religious systems 

of thought have P.ver ::ieen compellingly demonstrated. Consequently, the ind i 

vi dua l must cho os e the religious language ,vtiose "r efe rences are adequate , " i n 

the words of Ogden anl1 Richards. He or she must do so in order to find t 11e 

r el igious res ponse that most satisfactorily connects language with t ruth and 

reality. 



Chapter IA 

Maimonides: 

Figurative Language 

and Scripture 
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DEF 1 NITI ONS 

Any discussion of the phi losophic usage of language is bound to concern 

itself with the proper defini tion of the tenninology upon which that usage is 

based. Al though Maimonides uses several terms to express varying degrees of 

equivocality of scriptural language, in the Mo reh Nevuchim each of these tenns 

carries with it one crucial assumption: words used in Sc ri ptu re connot e more 

than one meaning. In other words, literal interpretation of Scripture (the 

notion that there is one accurate and pennissible designative usage of each 

word of Scripture) is impossible. With this in mind, we will proceed to de

fine the tenns Maimonides uses to explain the equivocal ity of scdptural lan

guage. 

1) Amphibolous -- An amphibolous term in the Moreh Nebukim is",. 

a tenn applied to two or mo r e objects whic h, so far as esssen

tial properties are concerned , are totally heterogeneous so that 

the term would be a homonym~ but they have a mutual resemblance 

in unessential properties •naldng the term a class name."l Ma i

mon i des scholar, Harry Wolfson, states that "amphibolous" is 

equivalent in meaning to "ambiguous , " and that it denotes a 

state of clarity between univocality a.nd equivocality.2 

Leo Strauss, in his discussion of the Moreh, concurs with this usage 

of the ten11 and el;iborates furthe r , quoting Wolfson who writes : "The expr e s 

sion "ambiguous w~•·r1" i s itse1 f ambiguous. Used as a technical term, it means 

a word which is applied t o ' two objects between which the r e is a simi1 ari ty 

with regard to something which is accidental to both and which does not con

stitute the essence of either of them. 111 3 Strauss points out t~at fur Maimon

ides, ari ambiguous word in Scripture constitutes "a 'word fitly spoken' (Pro

verhs 25 .11 ) ... a speech which has two faces ... an exte rior and an 'inner 
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face'; an exterior useful ... for the proper condition of human societies and 

an inner useful for the knowledge of the truth. 114 

2) Equivocal For Maimonides, an equi vocal terit1 is one that has 

at least two definite meanings . Th i s usually corres ponds to a 

figurative and a lite ral meaning. Ma i monides takes care to ex

plain the figurative meaning of each tenn which has such usage, 

as wil 1 be elaborated in deta il below. 

ln addition to a figurative versus literal meaning , Maimoni des also 

uses t he t e nn equivocal to describe those tenns whose mean ings differ depend

ing on the human or divi ne contex t of their usage . 

Equivocal tenns can have mre than two n~anings. For example, the 

word heaven in a Maimoni dean analysis could be assumed to have at least three 

meanings. 

l) heaven - a geographical l ocation in which Deity r esides 

2 ) heaven - a metaphor for the inf1 nite transcendence of the divine 

sove rei gnty according t o generalized rabbini c thought 

3) heaven - tha t part of the universe which li es beyond the sphere 

of the moo11 ; that pa r t of t he universe which contains all of the 

di vine In t ell igences and pl anPts ~ccording tu uas H. Neo- pl a ton

ized cosmology.5 

In this anal ysis, it wnl be seen t hat Maimoni1es chooses the pt,il o

sophic meaning for an equivocal t enn as s upe rio r to hoth the literal a nrt ral>

binically interpre t ed meanings of that tenn. 

3) Figurative La ngua ge and Metaphor -- Figurative language denotes 

me taphori c use of language or language wt,ic h conveys a fi gur e of 

speech either in addition to . or instead of, literal lingui s t ic 

usage. Figurative language and metapho r are equival ent in mean-
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ing. A metaphor denotes a "figure of speech in which a tenn .. . 

is applied to something to whi c h it is not literally applicable, 

in order to suggest a resemblance.6 The following is an example 

of Maimonides' explanation of Scripture in terms of figurative 

usage. 

"Going Out" -- y'~ee-a ... Every mention of go i ng out with ref

erence to Him (Deity) confonns to this figurative use. 117 (i.e., 

that which is unknown becoming manifest) 

4) Pa rabl~-Allegory -- A matal is the proper designation of a 

scriptural event which •~aimonides views as not necessarily hav

ing occurred . Such an incident is allegorical, coming t o teach 

a lesson that goes beyond the simple sto ry offe red in Scripture. 

By viewing incidents of Scri ptur e as parable or allegory, Mai

monides explains the " true " philosophic meaning of the given 

scriµ tural incident. Consequently, according to the Maimonid ean 

view, scriptural incidents which contradict the laws of nature 

must be interpreted allegorically or as parables in order to un

derstand their true l'leanin9. 

MAIMON IDES ' WORLOVIE\J 

Why was such an elaborate system of scr-i ptural inte rpretati on neces

sary, in Mai1110nides' view? ~s we shall see. 1aimonijes i5 a scientist and a 

phil osopher. The Scri o ture makes truth claims that contr adi c t the t ru th 

claims of science and philosophy which ~aimonides already accepts as demon

stra ted. Since Scripture does not expr ess itself with scientific or philo

sophic c larity, Maimonides takes it upon himself to explain how t he r e is in 

reality no contradiction between Script ural and scientific truth claims. 

Scriptur e merely used a symbolic language system to express truths confonn1ng 
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to Meo-Platonic science.• 

What did Neo-Plantonized thought claim in regard to the order and 

function of the universe? Three features of this phi l osophical cosmol ogy are 

vital for this analysis. 8 

1) The universe is composed of a system of divine spheres and Intel

ligences which reside in various concentric orbits aro~no t he earth. The out

emost sphere is God, who is the source of all motion fn the universe. This 

Deity causes other beings in existence to flow because of the emanation of di

vine substance which makes its way through the system of spheres and Intelli

gences toward Ea rth. Except for causing motion due to divine emanation, the 

sole activity of God is self-intellection. 

2) The realm between the moon and the earth constitutes the area de

fined as the sub-lunar sphere . Cot erminous with the moon's orbit lies the Ac

tive Intelligence, the divine Intell igence furthes t from Deity and the only 

one accessible in any fonn to human persons. 

1) ThP universe i s static and unchanging. This postulate of Neo

Platonic philosophy was accepted without question by Maimonides, except with 

respect to the possi~il i ty nf the creation of the universe. "A post parte" 

(post-c reation), no change in the natural order is possible. Those phen~nena 

which seem to contravene the natural order have been misperceived by hu1-:ians. 

The acceptance of these three postulates of Neo-Platonized philosophy 

by Maimonides creates a problem. Sc ripture, simply interpretPd, does not 

speak of spheres or i"tel ligence. It states expressly that the natural order 

of phenomena can be contravened at the whim of the Creator God. Scripture 

*As w,11 be explained, th1s was done in order to make truth accessib le to 
those who were intellectually qualified. Scripture is written in parabolic 
form for the salce of the masses, who are unable to accept the consequences of 
the unveiled philosophic truth. 
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also states that Deify does far more than the mere self-intellection al lowed 

for by Neo-Platonized philosophy. The disparity between the divine image in 

Scripture and in Neo-Platoni zed phi l osophy will be further examined below. 

MAIMONIDES' RATIONAL ORIENTATION 

Given a choice between a philosphic system which denies scriptural 

truth cla ims and a Scripture which describes non-rati~nal or miraculous phen

omena, Maimonides is confronted with a difficult choice: to deny one of the 

two sets of truth claims, or to hannonize the two systems. Although tradi

tional Maimonidean scholarship asse,.ts that he made such a harmonization, it 

is clear from reading the Moreh that he rejected Scriptural truth claims. 

Scriptu re, in his view, is in reality a philosphic work of truth expressed in 

figurative language . It is superior to the writings of the Greek-Arabic phil

osophers because it accomodates the reason of the individual human person 

while not upsetting the masses. 

Maimonides admits that the human mind is not capable of apprehending 

truth ii' its totality. He says, however, thet this is no excuse for faith 

which is not Sltpported by the best evidence the mind can muster: 

"Do not think that what has been Sdid with regard to the 
insufficiency of the human intellect and its having a limit 
•. • is a statement made in ordel" to conform to the law ... it 
is sn~ething that has already been said and truly grasped 
by the philosophers without their having concern for a 
particular doctri ne.tt9 

Maimonides also says: -

"Man has love for, and the wish to defend, opinions to 
which he is habituated and in which he has been brought up 
and has a feel ing of repulsion for op1n1ons other than 
those •.. man is blind to the apprehension of the true reali
ties and inclines toward the things to which he is habitua
ted to texts that it is an established usage to regard as 
true, and whose eitternal meaning is indicative of the corp
oreality of God and of other imaginings with no truth in 
them, for these have beyn set forth in parabl es and rid
~·" (emphasis added) 0 

I . 
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While acknowledging the limits of t he human intellect, Maimonides af

firms the process of rational and empirical demonstration for attaining trutt1 . 

There is no substitute for either empirical or logical demonstration for test

ing the truth of a proposition assuming that rational phenomena are under 

di scuss ion. 

'' ... in al 1 t hi ngs whose reality is known through demont, tr a
t ion there is no tug of war and no refusal to accept a 
thing proven -- unless indeed such refusal comes from an 
ignorance who offyrs resistance that is called resistance 
to demonstration." 1 

Stating that a proposition is contained in Scripture or sacred liter

ature (Phari saic writings) is insufficient evidence for es tablishing the truth 

or validity of that proposition. For Maimonides, phil osophic truth, not mere 

rel igious philosophic truth, i s paramount among human intel lectual concerns . 

As Shlomo Pines states in hi s introduction to the Moreh: 

"In spite of the convenient fiction which he (Maimonides) 
repeats, that the philosophic sciences flourished among the 
Jews of antiquity, he evidently considered thaf philosophy 
transcended religious or national distinction." 2 

Maimonide ~• po~ltion with respect to the superiority of phil osophic/ 

scientific truth clafms over truth claims based on the revealed natu re of 

Scr ipture car. be summarized ~s follows: 

"Maimonides' reject ion of the traditional view of provi
dence h indicated throughout the Moreh . .. the vi ew ex
pressed by the 1 Heral meaning of Ser, pture and t he writ
ings of the Sages is no evidence of its truth. Scri pture, 
the Talmud and Mid rash . .. were not intended to communica t e 
truth in any ord inary sense. They are works intended pri
marily for the religious e1ucation of the phil osophically 
uneducated masses , whereas truth comes through knowledge of 
metaphysics and science. Hence, Sc ripture and the rabbinic 
writings are written in the form of parables. As such, 
they conta i n two entirely di f ferent set s of meani ngs : an 
ex t ernal mytho l ogical sense appropriate to the masses' de
ficient misunderstanding and a secret, frue sense intended 
for the qualified, intellectual elite. '' 3 
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ijQN-LITERAL INTERPRETATION--NEED ANO DANGERS 

Maimonides believes that Scripture, through its figurative language 

system, was the best possible way to convey philosophic tr'uth to the intel

lectually qualified while keeping that truth a secret fr~n the ignorant mass

es . It is clear that Maimonides feels that knowledge of the actual phil o

sophic state of affairs must be kept secret at all cost:s from the masses, lest 

moral chaos ens ue. He specffically states that those who~ capable of un

derstanding should not teach the philosophic truth they have garnered from 

Scripture. Students who are capable of grasping philosophic truth intuitively 

should be al lowed to do so wllile the r.iasses are to be left in ignorance. 

Maimonides writes: 

'' As 1 have explained several times in our conmentary on the 
Mishna, none of those who know something of it (philosophic 
truth) should divulge it ... As from the beginning of the 
book up to he re, the glory of God (requires) to conceal the 
thino" (Genesis Rabba with reference to Proverbs 25.2) " .•. 
It is forbidden to be explicit about it. He ( the teacher) 
must accordingly make t he secret appear in fla shes. 11 14 

Sc ripture teaches the masses about a world in l'lhich there is divine 

providence, inescapable reward and punishment for human actions, and a Dei ty 

who consciously and actively intervenes in history when Deity feels like it , 

These beliefs are not accurate philosophically, yet Maimonides feels that the 

9oal ~f soci al control merits their teaching. He writes: 

" ... it (the Torah) is presented in such a manner as to make 
it possible for the young, the women, and all people to be
gin with it and learn it ... it is not within their power to 
understand th~se matters as they truly are. H~nce they are 
confined to accepting tradition witli rega rd to all sound 
opinions that 3re such sort that it is preferable that they 
should be pronounced true. 11 15 (Note--"sound" in this con
text does not mean true-cd.) 

Maimonides believes that it is actually hannful t o try to teach tha t 

which is philosophically true t o the masses . He believes, rather, in teach

ing th"? tradition finnly and recognizing that those who aspire to philosophic 



knowl edge wil 1 necessarily struggle pa.st the simple meaning of Scripture: 

" ... It is •.• hannful to make clear the meani ng of the para-
bles of the prophets and to draw attention to the figura-
tive senses of tenns used in addressing people... It be
hooves rather to educate the young and to give firmness to 
the dificient according to the measure of the1r apprehen
sion. 6 (emphasis added) 
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There i s a danger, however, in teaching the masses the simple meaning 

(interpretation) of Scripture. Deity is talked abou t in very anthropomorphic 

tenns. The masses may mi sapprehend that Dei ty is corpo real. This belief is 

very dangerous in '1aimonides' eyes. Its apparent presence in Scri ptu re is due 

solely to the lack of intellectual capability of the 1nasses, not because of 

its truth. 

"'The Torah speaks in the language of the sons of men.' 
(Baba Me1ia 31b; Yevamoth 7la) . .. attribu t es indicating cor
poreality (of God in the Scripture) have been predicated of 
Him in order to indicate that He ... exists, in as much as 
the multitude cannot conceive of any existence save that of 
a body alone; thus that which is neither a body nor exist
ent in a body does not exist in their opinion . "17 

This op inion of the masses is wrong and must be actively refuted. 

Maimon1ues oisputes the notion that the corporeality of Dei ty represen t s an 

accurate portray a 1 of Seri pture with respect to divinity. He wr ites: 

" .. . He who beli eves in this doctrine (corporeality) was not 
led to it by intQ11ectual speculation; he merely foll owed 
the external sense of the t exts of t he Scriptures . 18 {em-
phasis added) 

This clearly implies the inaccuracy of t he Script.Ural not i on of a 

corporeal God . So oppos2d was he to this notion of divine corpor~al ity that 

~aimohides actively sought the day when this and other primitive notions 

concerning Deity would be universally rejected by Jews. Maimonides writes : 

" ... when corporeality is abolished, all these predicates 
are likewise abolished {positive attributes with respect to 
Deity). I mean such t enns as 'to descend, to ascend , to go, 
to stand erect, to go ~round, to sit, to dwell, to go out , 
t t I ul9 o come, o pass .• • 
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MAIMONIDES' METHODOLOGY OF INTERPRETATION 

We have es tablished 4aimonides' true phil osophic beliefs as opposed 

to traditional Jewish ones: the unalterable character of the natural world, 

the superfori ty of rational and empirically demonstrated truths to truth 

claims merely based upon sacred Scripture, the need to hide the truth from the 

masses and the need to combat the notion of corporeality. Consequently, it is 

incumbent upon Maimonides to interpret Scripture figuratively, in a manner 

which is accurate philosophically yet not dangerous to the ignorant believer. 

He accomplishes this by interpreting Scripture according to the principle of 

equivocal i ty and figurative language. 

Maimonides states his belief that Je1o1s should accept beliefs re: 

Scri pture and the natural world which are in accordance with their mental cap

abilities. For this reason, equivocality ser-ves as an excel lent principle by 

whic h to interpret Sci rpture. In the beginning of the Moren, Maimonides ex-

pl a ins his intent ; writing: 

" ... with regard to every tenn whose equivocality we shall 
explain . . our purpose in such an explanation is not only to 
draw attention to what we mention in that particular 
chapter. Rather do we ... draw your attention to such n~ an
ings of that particular term as are useful for our purpose. 
Take every equivocal t erm in that o ne from among its vaf
ious senses is suitable in that parbc ular passage." 0 
(emphas1s added) 

Mai110nides, although cooimitted to lhe discovery of truth through 

philosophic and scientific method, does not condemn those who are unable to 

aspi re to such a leve1 of intellectual apprehension. He says : 

"If ... an individual of insufficient capacity should not 
wish to reac h the rank to which we desire him to ascend, 
and consider that all the words (of the Bible) concerning 
this subject are indicative of sensual perception ... why, 
there is no hann in thinking thi s,"2 1 

The superiority of Sc ri pture over philosophic texts with regard to 

disseminating truth is this very equivocality. This quality allows for in-
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dividuals to apprehend truth as they are able while not upsetting either their 

psychological balance or the social order. Maimonide s comments: 

"You should not consider as blameworthy the fact that this 
profound subject. which is remote for our apprehension, 
should be subject to ma ny different interpretations. For 
this does no hann with respect to that t oward which we di
rect ou r selves . And you are free to choose whatever bel ief 
you wish. 1122 

There is a tension in the Mo r eh with respect to Maimonides' attitude 

toward educating the unenlightened masses. The Moreh i tself is ambiguous as 

t o whether or not the phi l osophic truths contained within Scripture should be 

ei<plained. F.ven with r espect to those truths which Maimonides is in favor of 

explaining there remains the issue of tile extent of illumination desirable. 

We have seen how Maimonides virtually makes philosophic inquiry t aboo for the 

masses. It is to b~ grasped by the intuition of tl-te gifted individual. Yet 

at the same time, he admits the need for unde r standing this figurative use of 

language in or der to r el ate the notion of div i ne corporeality. 1f the reade r 

of the Moreh were to become confused as to what i~aimonides did i n fact es

pouse, tnis wuuld not be surprising, as this is pr ecisely ~aimonides' intent. 

Maimonides schola r s have long sought to detennine the exact 1oetho-

do i ogy employed by Mai mon i 1es in concealing the true intent of his phil oso

phica 1 writing . Leo Strauss , .-:imo11g Mhers, has determined that Maimonides 

succeeded in his purpose through consc i ous contradictions , QUtright lies , set

ting ttuthful statements in enigmatic formul a tions and writing in a proto

rabbinic style , one similar to that employed by other, more orthor1ox interpre

ters of Scripture.23 

Maimonides interprets scrip t ural language rat i onally according to the 

r,hilosophic science of his day, especially as it relates to the divineA What 

Maimonides cannot divulge openly is that his philosophic interpre tations are 

part and parcel of a weltanschaung ti-tat is antithetical to Scripture. l~imon-
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ides did not believe that neo-Platonized philosophy and Scripture were in con

flict. He seemed to genuinely bel i eve that Scripture was an ingenious method 

of hiding philosophic truths from those 1'1110 might be hanned. The reason for t he 

secrecy and deception employed by Maimonides is that t he ambitious yet un

qual ifi ed student inight t hink that this was pr ecisely Maimonides' view: that 

Neo-Plantonized philosophy was superior in its grasp ~nd presentation of truth 

than Scripture . 

Maimonides therefore believes strongly in the force of the Law to 

promot e "right " thinking and maintain social orde r . He makes this point spe 

cifically in the fift1eth chapter of the third part of the Gu i de. He says: 

" ... all the stories you wil I find mentioned in the To rah 
occur there for a necessary utility for the Law; either 
they give a correct noti on of an opinion that is a pillar 
of the Law, or rectify some action so that mutual 1~rong do-
ing should not occur be tween ,nen."24 

A. Reines describes how Maimonides uses his method of interpretation to support 

the equivoca l nature of Scriptural language. He writes: 

"The method 11aimonides employs to reconci 1 e the con tradic
tions between the Torah and philosophy is to show that the 
Torah was written largely as parable and contains, there
fore, two basically different s~~tems of meanings, one lit
eral and the othe r figurative." 

Consequen l l y , Mai rnoni:ies exp 1 a ins the pa rt icu 1 a r instances where fig

ur~t i ve language is employed while ~nitting the general sys tem from which he 

derives those explanations , i.e., Neo- Plantonized philosophy. In the Guide , he 

al 1 udes to Greek philosophy so ambiguously that it is rli fficul t t o ei t her' de

rive a complete system of thought or dete nnine hi s acceptance of its prin

ciples.20 

SPECIFIC APPLICATIONS OF MAIMONJ JEAN INTERPRETATION 

The figurative explana t ions of Scripture by Ma i,nonides can be deri ved 

into two classes: 1) those interpretations which se rve to explain scriptural 
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language in t e nns of Neo- Platonized principles and 2 ) those interpretations 

which serve to decorpor ealize notions of Deity. This section will analyze 

speci fic examples of each usage. 

Maimonides used Neo-Plantonized pr inci ples to explain biblical t erms 

which had radically different meanings than their plain meaning in Scripture. 

For example . in his expl anation of the Hebrew t ern r11ah, Ma imonides says: 

0 Air (rual}) is an eQuivocal tenn. It i s a tenn denoting ... 
the element that is one of the four elements. Thus 'aod 
the air of God ( ruah e'lo- him) hovered. '" (Genesis 1.2) 26 - . 
By use of this interpretation, Maimonides radically changes the mean

ing of the sc riptural term. In the Genesis c reation story, ruah denotes the 

actual spirit of Deity whi ch hove red over the face of the pri mo rdial waters . 

~ccording to Maimonides, however, ruah i s not an aspect of divinity~ but s imply 

denotes one of the four known Aristotelian eleQents: Earth, Water, Fire, and 

A.ir. Since Air (ruah) is the lightest of the four, it is natural that it 

"hovered" over the waters. Fo r Air to have been i n any other posi tion would 

have h~en unnatural . 

Maimonides also interprets the creation of man in this Neo-Plato ni c 

fashion. Re ferring t o the creation of man "in the image of De ity," Maimonides 

states: 

" ... i mage (~elem) is an equivoca l or amphibolous tenn ap
plied to the specific fonn and also to the artificial form 
and to what is analogous to t he two in the shapes a nd con
figurations of the natural bodies. That whi ch wa s meant in 
the scriptural dic tum 'let us make man iri our image' (Gen
esis l. 2fi ) was t he spec ific form, which is inte ]ectual ap
prehension, not the shape and con 19ura ,on . emp as, s 
added) - -

In other words , t he similarity denoted by the phrase ''our image 11 in 

Genesis refe rs to the human capacity to use intellect, just as the divine In

telligences and Deity use intellect. The word image is divorced by Maimonides 

from any conside ration of physica l form or shape. 
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One further explanation of this type of rationalization of Scri pture 

shoul d be sufficient for our anal ysis. ln interpreting the phrase, "but my 

face shall not be seen" (Exodus 33.23), Maimonides st ates: 

" (this phrase) i s understood by Onqe l os, who trans 1 ates : 
"And those in front of me shal 1 not be seen." He indicates 
by this that there are l ikewise great created beings whom 
men cannot apprehend as they really are. Thes.e are the 
separate intellects. 11 28 

Maimonides uses this phrase by which Deity expresses His ultimate un

knowabil i ty , as evidence to support the exis tence of the heavenly Intellects 

as postulated by Neo-Platonized philosophy. That this is a radical change 

from the plain meaning of this phrase in i ts Sc ri ptural context hardly needs 

be stated. 

The other class of terminological explanation of Maimonides invol ves 

the idealization of concrete picturings of Dei ty or divine attributes . Phys

ical characteristics, such as heart ,29 back,30 foot,31 face,32 have completely 

non-physical meanings when appli ed to Deity. Similarly , human actions such 

ai comi ng,3j seeing, 34 standi ng,35 r i sing, 36 and presence37 are explained as 

being figurative uses for the intel lectual and ~nanati ve functions of God 

which result in human per-ceptions . Those human pe rcept ions are described in 

t erms which are accessihle to and under; ~.indable by humans, i.e . , the language 

of physical action and human nature. 

To Maimonides , this system of interpretation is not merely a new al 

ternative a111ong the various r-abbinic modes of interpretati on offored dur ing 

the previous one thousand years. To Maimonides , this system of interpretation 

al lows the teaching of philosophic and scientific truths which have s imply 

been pl aced i n the figurative language of Script ure. For Maimonides, to take 

divine metaphors literally is hlasphemou s, as wi ll be seen in detail below. 

To take f igurative language literally, without allowing for int erpretation iri 
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the light of demonstrated scientific principles, is stupid and ignorant. 

Maimonides believes that he is offering the interpretation of Scripture with 

the highest possible degree of scientific accuracy and validity, without an 

understanding of which the human intell ect cannot be realized. He makes this 

point strenuously in his explanation of the very word for life (hai): 

"The term ( 1 i vi ng-~ai) is often used al so in the sense of 
acquisition of knowledge ... correct opinions are called life 
and false opi nions death. God ... say accordingly: 'See,'"i 
have set before youtms day life and good, etc.'" (Deut
eronomy 30.15)38 

Maimonides' very notion of an after-life concerns the amount of the 

intellect that has been realized by the individual (i .e., the "acquired intel

lect"). Therefore, one's temporal and .? ternal existence is bound up in the 

issue of correct opinions about science and philosophy. As Strauss attests, 

Maimonides believed that the acquiring of properly demonstrated and defended 

opinions was vastly superior in worth to any good acts that a person might 

perfonn.39 

I t can be seen from this analysis that Maimonides bel ieved that 

.Sc ripture contained veiled philosophy, presented in parabolic fonn for the mass

es while containing hints of true philosophic principles for the intellectual 

el i te. The figurative language of the Scripture was, in his opinion, an ing~n

ious t1evice by w!,ich both true belief and social order could be encouraged. 

5cripture is, therefore, not true as rabbinically understood, i .e. , the prod

uct of supernatural revelation relating the wnl of a Creator Gnn who is tloth 

provident and active in relation to the world. Sc ripture is only true when 

understood metaphorically, i.e . • an exposition of the philosophic and scien

tific principles accepted in Maimonides ' day. This includes acceptance of the 

Neo-Platonic cosmology and cosmogony, emanation theory and the unchanging nature 

of the uni verse. 
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Chapter IB 

Maimonides : 

Fi gurative Language 

and God 
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OEF INITIONS 

In discussing Maimonides' philosophy with res pect to figurative 

1 anguage and God, it wil l be necessary t o defi ne three separate God concepts. 

\ ) God. according to the Pentateuch 

l l God , according t o Pharasaism 

J) God, according to Neo-P l at onized philosophy 

Ttie re are elements of all three theologies in Maimonides ' thought, so 

i t is not difficult to become confused about which concept Maimonides accepted. 

8efore examini ng the issue of Maimonides' probable theology, however, it is 

necessary to define these three God concepts. The fo l lowing definitions are 

based on a general understanding of the functi ons and attributes of t ha t 

,articular God concept and are not necessari l y comprehensive with respect to 

all de tails. 

1) God in the Pentateuch -- The God of the Pentateuch can be 

defined as that Deity which di rectl y communicat ed with the Is

raelites as desc , ibed hy the revelation in Exodus 19-20. This 

Deity created the world , is capable of exert ing both individua l 

and national providence , and has chosen to es t ablish a covenant 

with the Is raelites , who have descendPn fr om the patriarchal 

l ine of Abraham, Isaac, and J acob. The Diety has issued a set 

of commands (mi~woth) to the Israelites, most of 11hich have to 

do with animal sacrifice and special worship requirements. In 

return for obedience, De ity grants special providence and pro

t ection. This covenant cannot be abrogated and disobedience to 

its particulars results in punishment on ei ther an individual or 

a national scale. This Deity i s the most powerful of all of t he 

gods of tne Mesopotamian world. This Deity is also capable of 
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emot ion, of being swayed in i ts conviction by human pleading, 

and cares more about the Israelites than any other people. 

2) God in Pharisaism - - The Pharisaic God concept is based upon the 

Pentateuchal Deity. but has a far greater scope of power and 

concern . This Deity is all-powerful, all-knowing, all -benevol

ent. and provident. No other entity with these attributes e.x-

i sts. This is the sole true Deity in the universe. This Deity 

has promised redemption of the Jewish peopl e by miraculous 

means, through an appointed messenger (ma~ia~). The Pharisaic 

God al3_, promised an e t ernal life for the individual 's s01.11 i n

cl uding resurrec tion and reunion with that individ1.1al 's body. 

This God is highly accessible to human prayers and concerns but 

also is beyond them (being both immanent and transcendent). 

Like the God of the Pentateuch, t he pharasaic God has given com

mands that Jews are duty-bound to upho l d. An entire set of oral 

l aws was given by God in addition to the written law. It is 

this oral law that is t he basis for t he rabbinic legal tradi

tion. Laws of personal behavior supersede the laws of national 

worship in the pharasaic sys t em. This Dei ty is capable of in

tervening in human affa irs, changing na ture and/ or history as it 

sees f i t. It is, however, all -benevolent. and would not capri

ciously t>r ing hann to human beings . The pharas,dc God "car~s " 

about each indi vidual living creature and has assured the possi

bility of the continued existence of t he worl d. 

3) God in Neo-Platoni zed Philosophy -- As desc ribed in the previ

ous section, God in Neo-Platonic phil osophy is defined as t he 

ou t ennos t sphere i n the sys t ern of heavenly !lodi es. This god is 
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the cause of all motion t hr ough the overflow of divine essence, 

which travels through the heavenly spheres and Intell igences to 

the Active Intellect and eventually to Earth. Through this 

emanation, God is the ultimate and indirect cause of everything. 

This emanation has caused a natural order to exist, in which it 

is imposs ible for change to occur . This Gori exerts neither na

tional nor individual providence. The only direct action thi s 

Deity is capable of is self-intellection, i.e., "thinking the 

thought that is jtself . 112 The other heavenly bodies, the 

spheres and Intelligences, have free will, yet choose no other 

path or action than that which is perfect for them. This God is 

inaccess ible to the human person, as human comprehension is 

bound by Active Intelligence, and that whic h lies within the 

sub-lunar sphere.3 

WHICH GOD DID MAIMONIDES ACCEPT? 

Ever since the time of Maimonides, there has been a controversy ove r 

what was Maimonides' t rue theo logical belief. Traditional Maimonides scholar

ship, emphasizing his halahic writings , c laims that Maimonides accepted the. 

God of tlie Pentateuch and the Pharisees. It claims tha t although Maimonides 

was highly interested in philosophy, he subordinated his phi l osophic quest to 

his r eligious faith. As Maimonides' scholar, David Hartman, writes, " • •. it is 

mi stak en to pr esume t hilt Maimoni1es separated his indiviJudl quest fo r God from 

communal forms of spirituality ."4 Hartman ins i sts that Maimon ides believed 

in a God capable of choosing a people fo r a spec ial purpose. This bel i ef i s 

" i nsepa rab ly 1 i nkerl with a mode of behavi or because by accepti ng the yoke of 

the Kingdom of Heaven, one was l ~d to accept the yoke of the divine command. ,,5 

I. Twersky also attests that Maimonides bel i eved in a more or less traditional 



theological schema, claiming that: 

" •.. the reli gious philosopher opetates on the assumption 
that the Torah--i.e., moral- r itual law created by God--i s 
rational a nd intelligible. The same mode of thinking and 
feeling about the cosmic order ca r r i ed over to the moral 
o rder; t he same axiolog ical-ontolog i cal postulates governed 
both realms. 116 (emphasis added) 
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In other words, God directly created bot h the world of nature and the 

world of morality~ there i s no disparity between the functioning of the two 

worlds . Twersky assumes that Maimonides was a priori a religi ous philosopher , 

i . e. , one concerned wi ti) the discovery of divi ne truths as opposed to a ..e.nll

osopher wtlOse primary commitment was to truth whatever its shape or fonn. One 

student of this school on Maimonides went so far as to purport that philosophy 

was virtually a sidel ine of Maimonides'. In he.r view, it was, so to speak, an 

avocation in contradistinction to his " real" work of explicating hal akah. 7 

~on-traditional Maimonidean scholars have emphasized the deceptive 

natu r e of The Gui de of the Perp l exed a.nd its cont ,·adictory t eaching. They do 

so t o demonstrate that l~aimonides was at best on the fringe of phari saic 

theol ogy, and at t he worst, virtually heterodo,c, as regards traditional dogma. 

Tl1ese. scholars , including Alvi n J. Reines, Leo Strauss, J. Habennan , and L. 

Kravitz have poi nted out the immense care with which the Guide wac: wr itt en, 

emphasizina its inte~tional decepl fons and contradictions. 8 They ha ve averred 

that this type of writing is unjustifiable if Mai monides was pres~nting a 

theology that was acceptable to inains tream pharisaic-rabbinic J uda ism. They 

also point out the gaprng, irreconcilable inconsistancies he~een rabbini c the-

ology and Neo-Platonized theology. They concl ude that Maimonides really ex

pounded a heterodox theology that he was obli gated to cover-up to the best :>f 

his ability from the non-philosophic Jewish public. 

lt is our contention that the non-traditional school of Maimonidean 

thou9ht repr esents a mo r e likely possibility than its counterpart. This con-
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c lusion is derived primarily for two reasons: 1) the untenable, unbridgabl e, 

inconsistencies betwee n Neo-Platon i zed theology and pharisaic-rabbinic theol

ogy 2) Maimonides' own theory of negative attributes. explicated below, wh ich 

by itself clearly denies the possibility of much whi c h is postulated by phar

isaic-rabbinic theology. 

The i neons i stenci es between the two theologies seem chvi ous. A Deity 

whose sole action is self-intell ectio n cannot ve ry well act in history, make 

covenants wi t h people (as described in Genesi s 15. Exodus 19-20) or exert 

provide nce on a national or individual level. God cannot exert providential 

control ove r t he universe if all of the intervening spheres and Intelligences 

betwen it and the Earth exert their own free will. Traditional Ma imonidean 

scholars fail to provide a rational e by which a philosophica l God concept . 

presented as viable theology by Maimonides in the Guide , which admit s of no 

r elatio n to the human person (see below on negative a ttributes), can be r econcil ed 

with the miraculous God expounded upon by the Scripture, Talmud, and Midrash. 

MAIMONIIJES' THEORY OF !JEGATIVE ATTRIAUTES 

Maimonides' t heory of negati ve a ttribute s is based on the i mpossi 

bility of div iding Deity into as pec t s or component parts, or adding anything 

at all to the divine essence. Two statements of his make this absolutely 

clear: 

1) " . .. if HP (God) has part of an essence, His essence 
must be composite. The absurdity of divine attr ibutes be
l ongi ng to this gr oup is like the absurdity r ecognized wit"i 
regard to t he first group (at tempts to define God) . "9 
2) " ... He (God) has no essent ial attribute exi s ti ng jn 
true reality as would be superadded to His essence. 1110 

These theologica l propositions specifically deny t he possibil ity of 
V 

l ) divi sion of deity i nto a spect s, s uch as the rabbi n ic concepts of 11 se~ena11 

or "hamaqom" ( immanence or transcendence ) or 2) addi ng of qualities of t he di-
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vine essence as attributed by Scripture (for example, "Yahveh, the Deity is 

merciful and gracious, l ong-suffering and abounding in truthful loving kind

ness . " Exodus 34.6) 

Maimonides' theory also denies t he very possibility of relation be-

tween Deity and the human person. He says: 

"How then can a relation be repr esented between Him and 
what is other than He (i.e .• the human pe r son) when there 
is no notion comprising in any respect both of the two, in 
as much as existence is, in our opinion, affirmed of Him, 
and of what is other t han He (i.e., His existence) merely 
by way of equivocation. There is in truth, no rel ation in 
any respect between Him and any of his creatures. 11 11 

These "demonstrated'' theological propositions place Maimonides in t he 

peculiar position of requ iring that all God- talk be first and foremost figur

ative or equivocal, as the absence of relation bet ween God and the human per

son precludes the possibil i ty of sure knowl edge of God. Theologica l discus

sion must also be phrased in the fonn of the negati ve , because saying that God 

is not like someone or some attribute will always be mor e phi l osophically ac

curate than similar sentiments phrased positively. Maimonides' scholar, H. 

Wolfson, described the correct fon11 of God-talk according to Maimon i des as 

being ca tego ri zab 1 e under one of three r111 es = 

1) Any affirmative proposition about God using qual ;ta t ·vc termin

ology must be understood as being equivocal o r figurative. 

2) Megative propositions, which negate in God that which is inap

plicable to God, are irrelevant (i.i> . , "the wall is not 

~ing . "). 

3) Any affirmative propos i tion about God which pr~dica t es a quality 

in negative tenns is acceptable (i.e., God is immortal).12 

Deity, in ~aimonides' view, is even further limited in its scope and 

function beyond what lias been described above. No t only is Deity lacking in 
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power and will, at least as those terms are understood by humans . Maimonides 

says specifically, 

" .. . neither powe r nor will exists in , and bel ongs to, the 
Creator in respect to His own essence; fo r He does note~
erci se His power on Hi s own essence, nor can it be predi
cated of Him that He wills Kis own essence ... these attri
butes are not to be considered in reference to Hl·s essence , 
but in reference to things that are erected . 3 (i.e., 
things created via the causal cha in of divine emanation, 
display characteristics that we judge posi tively or nega
t i ve 1 y . ed . ) 

For Maimonides, the human appr ehens ion of natural phenomena can be 

described by humans as being di vine. All natural phenomena ..!2_ divine in 

origin, God be ing the starting point of the causal chain. God simply exists , 

overflows and self-intellects , ye t the end result visib le to us becomes attri 

butable to God. Yet what we attribute to divine qualities merely represents 

our limited ability as human persons to comprehend the actions which occur in 

the world (natural phenomena) in any other way. Maimonides says: 

" . .. the apprehension of ( these ) actions is an apprehension 
of His attributes .... with respect to which He is known . .. He 
performs actions resembl ing t he ac t ions that i n us proceed 
from mo ral qualities. 11 14 

In other words, when we as human persons ascribe divine status to an 

act or Qual i ty, it is on the basis of our li mi t ed comprehension, not on the 

ba~is of object i ve. phil osophic / scient ific/ reality.ls 

MAIMONiuES ' USE OF FIGURATIVE LMIGUAGE TO REFER TO DEITY 

If , then , Gn<l is utterly transcendent , beyond ~ny possi~ le l1nk or 

contact with the human pe rson. how can accurate stat ements be marle wi t h re

spect to Deity at all? Maimonides realizes the inherent li mitat ion of ling

ui s tic express ion : 

" .. . ttie hounds of e)(pressi on in all languages are ve.ry nar
row ideed, so that we cannot rep resent this notion ( t he no
tion of divinity ) except through a certain looseness of ex
pressi on. Thus when we wi sh to indicate the deity is not 
many, the one who makes the statement cannot say anyt hing 

.! 



but He i s one, even though 'one' and 'many' are subdivi 
sions of quantity . 0 16 
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Before examining how one is to pr operly describe Deity. it is essen

tial to note t hat Maimonides did not want to admit that he was propounding a 

new theology , or even one that varied substanti ally from Scriptural and phari

saic thought. Maimonides cla ims not to of fe r a Neo-P1at.,n i zed theory of God 

as a departure from traditional rabbinic God concepts. He wants to claim that 

ne was building on the basis of what the Pharisees had already established. 

Maimonides says : 

"Our sages laid down a general pr i ncipl e, by which the lit
eral sense of the physical attributes of God men ti oned by 
the prophets is rejected: a principle which evidently 
shows that our Sages were far fr om beli ef in the corporeal -
i ty of God, and t hat they did not think that this was a 
matter that lent itself to imagination or confusion. For 
that reason, they employ in the Talmud and Midrashim phras
es (with a literal sense) s imil ar to those employed by the 
prophe t s , without any circumlocution. They knew t hat t hef; 
could be no doubt about their :netaphorical character." 
(emphas1s added! 

For Maimonides , the sole reason for the use of poetic, physical imag

e ry concerning De ity is the intel l ectual inability of the masses to conceive 

of Deity in any other way. Ma imonides specifically states : 

" ' The Torah speclk.s in t he language of the sons of men . ' 
(Babe tnesia 31b , Yevamoth 71ol. .. attribu t es indi ca ting cor
poreality ( i n Scripture) have been predi cated of Him 
(Deity) in order t o indica te that He ... exists , in as much 
as t he multitude cannot conceive of any exist ence serve 
that of a body al one: thus, that which is neither a b~dy 
nor existent in a body does not exist in their opinion." 8 

Maimonides reckons, t hen, with a crucidl probl em of phari saic t heol-

ogy: descriptions used by Scipture and Sage to demonstrate the existence of 

Oeity are filled wi th anthropomorphic notions which denote the corporeality of 

God if taken literally. Ma imoni des argues that these descriptions are only an 

indulgence to the masses . They are necessary, but not desirabl e. He s tates 

tha t although such figurative language mus t be used to convi nce the masses 
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that God exis t s, the masses mus t also be taught that God is in no way corpor

eal. It i s fasc ina t ing to note that Maimonides relies on traditional author

i ty rather than phil osophic demonstration to drive this point home. He 

writes : 

" ... the negation of the doctrine of corporeality of Go d and 
the denial of His ~aving a likeness to created thi ngs . • ,3re 
matters that ought to be inculcated in virtue vf t radition
al authority upon children, women! stup1d ones and those of 
a defecbve natural disposition.'' 9 

Maimonides feels that once the notion of corporeality of Deity i s 

dispensed wi t h, there will be no need of fi gurat i ve . anthropomorphic ~od-talk. 

Yet this goal is far off becau se of the unthinking, unphilosophical ly-trained 

masses. 

"When corporeality is abolished, all those predicates are 
l ikewise abolished (predicates wh ich attribute charact er
istics to Deity ). I mean such terms as : 'to descend, to 
ascend, to stand erect , to stand , to go round, to sit, to 
dwell, to go out, to come, to pass,' and all terms similar 
t o these. To speak at length uf this matter woul d be sup
erfluous, were it not for the ootions to wh ich the minds of 
the mul titude are accustomed. 1120 

THE DANGERS OF THEOLOGICAL DISCUSSION ACCORDING TO PHILOSOPHIC PR l 14C!PLES 

There is , therefore, a t ension t hat is fundament al to Jewish t heolo

gy, as expounded by Maimonides. All figurative, anthropomorphic and equivocal 

descf"ipt1ons of the Deity are object i vely inaccura te as sure and certain data 

about Goo are impos5ible to obtain. Yet, the figurative expressions used in 

lieu of concrete infonnatfon about Oei ty can lead the unsophisticated to c1 l>e-

1 i ef in divine corporeality; a belief which is a sin in Maimonides' opin-

; on. 21 

Thi s problem i s compounder! by Maimonides' concern with social con

trol . Al though he believes that qualified students should study philosophy 

and metaphysics in order to better apprehend the natur e of things as they 

r ea1 1v are, he al so realizes that t he acceptance of the God of Neo-Platonic 
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philosophy could result in social anarchy in the masses. Wi thout belief ind 

God who cares about their every act , who will faithfully reward their obedience 

and punish their misbehavior , the masses might beli eve t ha t there is no 

single source of authority ~,hich compels their assent. The result would be a 

society in Which the strong would victimize the weak with no fear of retribu

tion. Maimonides understands the goal of social order to be a noble one, and 

wort hy of deceit to uphold. Therefore, Maimonides, in his discussion of fig

urative language with respect to Deity, emphasizes the use of metaphoric lan

guage by the Scripture and the Sages. He also forthrightly attacks the notion 

of corporeali ty in Deity. His discussion of the true nature of God is veiled 

to a degre~. There are simple statements which by themselves refute the ver

acity of the Scriptural and pharisaic God; yet these statements are not organ

i zed into a tightly- knit philosophical argument. The alert student must pick 

out these statements and synthesize them on his or her own. 

MAIMONIDES' Fl GURt-Tl VE METHODOLOGY IN THEOLOGICAL DISCOURSE 

Alvin Reines, writing about Maimonides' concept of prophecy, offers a 

conci se and coherent description of the process by which accep t able parables 

are de ri ved for use in proper theological discussion: 

"The intellect . . . employs t"ie imagination to portray in sym
bolic form the rational , theological and scientific propo
s itional truths at which it has arr ived. Maimoni :les em
ploys the general tenn "parabl e" to designate this symbo
lism. T~e parable i s composed of ambiguous images , each of 
which represents more t han one idea or object. and equivo
tal language whose words possess multi ple significances. 
8y means of this ambiguity and equi voe a 1 i ty , the pa rab 1 e 
communicates a two-fold sense: one t hat is .. . literal , and 
the other internal or concealed. 1122 

By this process, acceptable figurative language (via the parable) 

regarding the Deity is derived. A literal meaning for the parable does exist, 

yet it i s merely the fonn by which the imagination interprets rational truths. 

Maimonides is clear. God does not act; ac t s are ascribed to i t . The 
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perfecti ons symbolized by the ascribed act do exist in God as a matter of 

fact. The existence of that perfec tion has noth ing to do with "acts" per

ceived as divine by humans. This point is further elaborated upon by Maimon

i des. 

" •. . His exis t ence is identical with His essence and His 
true reality, and His essence i s His existerce... He ex
ists , hut not through an existence other than His essence; 
similarly He lives, but not through life ; He i s powerful, 
but not through power; He knows but not through knowl 
edge.1125 

Concerning the above attributes, 1 ife, power and knowledge, Ma imon-

i des writes: "These noti ons are not ascribed to Him and to us in the same 

sense . "26 Even the t enn existence must be interpre ted equivocally in order to 

avoid inaccuracy. These tenns simply portray the form in which the imagina

tion couches truths about Deity as have been discerned by the intellect. Mai

monides contends that this inabi lity to conceive Dei ty as it really is, is a 

function of the structure of the un iverse, in which the human person has an 

infe rior pi!rt 

" ..• we, the commun ity of men, are in regard to place as 
well as degree of existence in a most lowly position if we 
are compared to the all-encompassing heavenly sphere ( i.e. , 
God); whereas He ... is in respect of t rue existence, sublim
ity and greatness in the very highes t position-- an eleva
tion 1-fllich is not a spatial one. 027 

The human person can only grasp that which contains mat ter and form-

he or she cannot apprehend even t he separate heave nly int ellect s. Human pei-

sons, endowed with ,natt er and fonn, are "the beings fr001 which I (God) have 

tur ned my back, because of their remot eness from the exis t ence of God. 1128 

EXAf1PLES OF THEOLOGICAL LANGUAGE INTERPRETED ACCORDING TO MAIMONI DES' METHOD 

Given a Neo- Platonic understanding of the universe, prope r phil o

soptiic interpretation of figurative descriptions of Deity in Scri pture can 

take place . Ma imonides, on this basis , says: 



"Every Hebrew knew that the tenn 'Elohim' is equivocal, 
designating the deity, the angels, and the rulers governing 
the cities. 11 28 

Commenting on the Biblica l verse, "But My face shall not be seen" 

(Exodus 32.23), Maimonides says the meaning that is int ended by Scriptu r e is 

that "the true reality of 1-,Y existence as it veriably is, cannot be 

grasped. 0 29 

Maimonides further explains tenns of motion with respect to Deity in 

light of his philosophy. lie says : 

As for approach i ng .•. the word is used to denot e the act of 
letting somebody know a knowable thing . .. coming near (mean
ing with respect t o Dei ty ) in a state of 10sp1 ratlon and 
prophetic trance. 113 0 (emphasis ddded) 

The philosophic i nter pretation of Scripture is made even clearer by 

Maimonides in his explanation of the tenn for heaven itself . 

" •.. The heaven is called a throne, as indicating to those 
who have knowl edge of them (the spheres and Intellects) and 
reflect upon them the greatness of Him who caused them to 
ex i st and to move and who gove r ns this lower world by means 
of their bounty. Accordingly, it says 'Thus says the Lord: 
The heaven is my throne , etc . ( Isaiah 66.1) That i s, He 
says: The heavens indicate iny existence , grandeur, and 
power as a throne indicates the individual who is consid
ered worthy of it. uJl 

Maimonides explains three tenns which have particular Neo-Platonic 

philosopl11c and theological meanings which supersede tht:? ir plain meaning in 

Sc ripture . 

"To approac h (garov), to touch (noga ' ), to come near 
(naga1) . Tl-ti?se three tenns sometimes signify to draw near 
and approach in space. Elsewhere tt1ey s ignify the union of 
cognition with what is cognized . .. The second signification 
of the t hree tenns is union in knowledge, ~nd drawing near 
through apprehension, not in space .. • Scri pture (uses) the 
tenn "touching" in the sense of union in knowledge (Jere
miah 51.19) - - 'For her judgment touches heaven. •11 J2 

The above interpretation explains just how heavenly matters are trans-

mi tted to the human person. There is the continual divine overflow and emana-

. 
.J 
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tion, which cause the motion of the other heavenly bodies. Human apprehension 

or understanding of (these) events is described figuratively--"~f" he 

approached, 11 11s if" he touched, "as if" he came near--all of these expressions 

designate the coming together of knowledge and apprehension in a ~-physical 

way. 

tn describin9 the concept of God's immanence, Maimon!des says: 

"~akon-- ... the verb is applied f iguratively to .•. God, to 
the- pennanence of his Indwelling (s'kina) or His providen§e 
in whatever place they may subsist in pennanent fashion." 3 

Although couched in rabbinic terminology, Maimonides used this ex-

planation in support of philosophic theologi cal concepts, not pharisaic theo

logical concepts. The idea Maimonides emphasizes with this interpretation is 

that God's ?resence , (i.e., the emanation or overflow--s~pha) is pennanent 

just as the universe is permanent. The r ef erence to divine providence refe rs 

to the permanence of nature with its natural providence whi ch benefi ts the 

human person according to his/her capacity. 

Si mila, to t his is the correct figurative usage of tie term qima, to 

stand, with reference to the Deity. Maimonides explains: 

"Standing is an equivocal t~nn . .. it has the meaning to be 
stable and durable .. . permanent and enduring. Wheneve r the 
term standing oc~~4s with reference to God . .. it 1s used ,n 
thi s las t sen;;e . TernpnasTs adoear---

God does not "stand' in human tenns, obviously, onlJ peopl e can do 

that. Rut Maimonides emphasizes through this in t e rpre tation that the universe 

is enduring and unchanging. 

One last example of r1a1monides' interpretive methodology will suffice 

for our purpose. In explaining the figurative use of t~e word 'heart, ' 

Maimonides says: 

"I t fs in thi s sense--indicative of the lntellect--that the 
term i s applied figuratively to God in all the passages in 
question ... save certai n exceptional ones whe re it sometimes 



is used to indica te the wi 11 . Every pas sage shou 1 d there
fore be unde r s tood accor ding to i t s context. 11 35 

CONCLUSION 
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There are several conclusions that ca n be derived from this discus

s ion of 11aimonides' use of figurative language with res pect to Deity. 

1) Maimonides s imply rejected the pharisaic notion of the supernat

ural Dei ty described in Scri pture and Rabbinic writings. 

2) Maimon ides held a highly sophist icated Goc1 concep t t hat was gen

e rally in consonance with the scientific and philosophic ideas 

of his day. 

3) He bel ieved that Sc r iptur al t1escript ions of Def ty were fac tual

ly incorrect; qualitative desc ri ptio ns of De ity were penni ss i l> l e 

only if pe r ce ived metaphorically. 

4) l~aimonides bel i eved that the parabolic s tyl e of Sc ri pture did 

hel p t o prevent the masses from comprehending the true nature of 

Deity . Tliis ignornance of the true "impersonal" nature of De ity 

wa s necessa ry for the maintenance of social order. 

5) Sc ripture, when prope rl y interpreted, gi ves a coherent rendering 

o f Neo-Plato nic t heological concepts . Because of the subtle ty 

with ..ihich this theology i~ couched in Sc ri pture , onl y the very 

astute and philosophical ly trained are capab l e of deriving t rue 

meani ng frorn Sc ri ptural language. This is an important safe

gua rd t>-~t; aids in social control, yet the e:r.cPptional student 

can , with effort, extrac t pr opositions whi ch are i n fact true 

from proper reading of Sc ripture. 
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DEFINITIONS 

In order to anal yze Maimonides 1 philosophy of figurative language 

with respect to the religious service, two differing modes of experience 

require definiti on: 1) the pharisaic religious ser vice and 2) philosophic 

contemplation. 

1) Pha risaic Religious Services - - The pharisaic religious service 

is cooiprised of an established Hebrew liturgy of prayers dr awn 

froo scriptural and rabbin ic material. This l i turgy purports to 

effect canmunication with the Deity. It is required to be re

cited three times daily in additi on to var-ious additional pray

ers on Sabbath and festival days. This liturgy may be recited 

privately or in public; however the stated preference of the 

Sages is that it be recited in pub 1 i c. The prayers of this 1 it

urgy express the individua l 's and the community's utter depend

ence on Deity for happiness and favor in everyday 1 ife. Conse

quently, the prayers employ praise, thanksgiving and petitioning 

of the Dei ty for improvement in the lot of the individual and 

the community in this life while hoping for redemption ~nd sal

vation in a futur e lirt:.l 

2) Philosophic Contemplation -- Phi l osophic contemplation is a mode 

of heing characterized by the individual concentra ting on 

his/ her tl~ ught process . This concentration is not merely idle 

thought . In it, the individual 's thought is concentrated on a 

given object or idea (e.g., God). Such contemplation is de

signed to have two benefits: 1) the expanding of the individu

al's rational knowledge due to the concentrated thought on the 

given object or idea ; and 2) the attainment of an intellectual 
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and emot ional satisfaction by virtue of participation in the act 

of intellection (whereby the intellect goes from a potential to 

an actual state of being) . 

PRAYER--COMMUNICATION WITH DEITY OR NOT? 

Maimonides 1ffites about the liturgy e.<tens i vely in the Mi shneh Torah 

(his legal compendium). 2 He devotes some attention to its purpose and meaning 

in the third oart of the Guide . Although he exhorts the individual J ew t o be 

scrupulous in the matter of correct recital of prayers in the Mishneh Torah 

(and to a lesser extent, in the Guide), the rational e behind Maimonides' ex

hortation is not readily c l ear . 

What is clear is that based upon his theory of negative attributes, 

Maimonides cannot have countenanced the pharisaic notion that during prayer, 

actual communication takes place wi tl1 the Deity. This possibility is speci 

fically ruled out by Maimonides in his denial of the relational capability be

tween the human person and Deity. He states: 

"There i s in truth. no r elation in any respect between Him 
(God) and any of His creatur es . . . relation is always found 
between two things under the same-necessarily proxi mate--
species ... How, then, could the re subsist a relation be-
tween Hir.i .. . ;ind any of the things c reated by Hi m, given the 
i mmense difference between them and the true realijY of 
t hei -- exi st:mce , than whi c h 1 s nu greate r di ffe r ence?" 

The absence of relational ability nullifi es the possibili ty that 

prayer is in any sense communication with the Deity . Thc?n, has been a r e ti

cence by some major wr-i te r s on Maimonides to accept this consPque ncP of the 

theory of attributes. Hi stori an of philosophy, I. Husik, confessed his in

abil i ty to hannon ize thi s noti on of divine transcendence with his percep tion 

that Maimonides fully accepted the pharisaic tradition. He said: 

"The idea of making God transcendent appealed to r1aimon
i des, and he carried it to the 1 i mi t. How he cou l d combine 
such transiendence Ioli th Jewish prayer and ceremony is hard 
to tell... (emphasis addedl 
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0. Hal"tman glosses over this problem as if it did not exist. 

Maimoni'des' thought is anathema to him outside of a pharisaic worl d view. He 

proclaims, almost by cavea t , tha t: "Maimoni des ' philosophy is significant on

ly if one accepts the fact that phil osophy can be practiced within a tradi

tion. "5 (i.e., the Jewish pharisaic tradit ion) 

Yet, there is no avoiding the fact that Maimonid es' theology denies 

the entil"e pharisaic world view by a simple inability to have any relations at 

al l with the human pe rson . A. Reines sums up succinctly the consequences of 

this position with respect to prayer when he writes : 

"God . .. enters into no relations with any of His crea tures 
so that He cannot be a "father" who prov ides for man and 
guides him (Isaiah 52) • • . God possesses no emotions (Isaiah 
55) so that He is absolutely incapable of feeling lo-.ie a,,d 
111ercy for mankind . They err oneousl y attr ibute to God prov
idential emotions when they see certain actions they con
sider beneficient but these are actually produced l>ynature 
(Isaiah 54) ." 

In addition to the inability t o relate to Deity, the human pe rson 

cannot even apprehend God in order to kno~, anything at al 1 about the Deity 

i t self. Maimonides writes : 

" ... 311 men ... affinn clearly that God . . . cannot be apprehended by the 

intellects and that none but He Himself can appre hend what He is . • 7 

Lack of ability on the pa rt of the huma n person to appr ehend or even 

relate to Deity would seem t o nullify the basis fo r obser-ving a pharisaic re

li gious ser-vice . Ye t, Mai mon i des , as pointed out above . wri t~s ext ensively 

and meticulously about the importance of observing the rites of the phal"isaic 

prayer service. Obvious ly , thi s is for the benefit of the masses, who are in

c apable of accepting this fact about Deity . 

OBLIGATORY NATURE OF PRAYER 

The pharisaic prayer service . according to Maimonides. should be ob-



44 

served and recited primarily because it is pa rt of t he underpinning of ritual 

law (hala~a) by Wh ich order and control are maintained in the community . Mai

monides, in the third part of the Guide, expressly states that social control 

i s one of the important benefits of the law. This need for social order sup

e r sedes any impe r ati ve fo r di ssemioation of philosophical t ruth about God. In 

exp l aining t he halakic basis for reciting the pharisaic prayer se rvice, Mai 

monides says: 

" ... the commandment given to us to call upon Him ... i n every 
calamity ... likewise belongs t o this class (mi~wot with man
; fest cau~'?~ as opposed to those pr ac t ices to be observed 
because they are true) . . • it i s an action through which the 
correc t op inion (note : oot the truth) is firmly es tab
lished that He ... apprehends ou r situat1ons and that it de
pends on Him t o improve them if we obey , and t o make them 
ruinous if we disobey; ge should not believe that such 
things happen by chance." 

Maimonides is implying that natural phenomena do indeed happen by 

cha nce, if chance i s defined as that whi c'1 i s natural to occur. It i s Maimon

ides' theory of pr ovidence that the more ao individual actualizes hi,/ her in

t ell ect , the l ess that person will be susceptible t o the whims of so- ca l led 

chance. Thi s is because the individual knows the natural possibilities of 

events so well that chance is vi rtually not a fac t o r in their occurrence .9 

1aimonides. further on, makes t hf:; poin ► ,no re eir.plicit. The purpose of divi ne 

se rvice is to encourage uniformity of bel i ef and to uphold the basis fo r the 

law. He writes : 

"The end o( these ac t ions pertaining to divine service is 
the constant commemo r ation of God, the l ove . .. and fear of 
Him, the obl i gatory observance of t he commandments and the 
bri nging about ef_-siJCn 'bel1ef concern,ra Him ... as lS neces-
sary for everyone profess ing the law. " {emphasis added) 

T~e beli e f in scr i ptural attributes conce r ning God should be pr ~noted 

for the sake of an orderly society. not because the hel i efs are true. Espec

ially for the masses, it is vital for social o rder t ha t people fear God and 
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bel ieve not only in the concept of divine reward and punishment,11 but in the 

legitimate governi ng authority of the rabbis as well. Maimonides writes: 

"There is a certai n manifest ut ility i n honoring the bear
ers of the l aw, for , f a gr ea t veneration is not accorded 
to them in their souls, their voice will not be li stened to 
when they give guidance regarding opinions and actions . 11 12 
(emphasis added ) 

The prayer service is to be recited, but not because it is literall.1 

true . The concept of canmunica t ion wi t h Deity and of di vine a t tributes e~

pressed in t he pr aye rs of the service cannot be justiffed in tenns of Maimon

ides' theol ogy. Tht! pharisaic service is a fonn of worship to be observed for 

reasons of halakah and social control , due to the meager intellectual ability 

of the masses to participate in metaphysically accurate God-talk. Maimonides 

c l aims t hat the masses are phi l osoph ically immature . Their emotional well

being is served well by the service, even though i t is scientifically inac

curate. Maimonides writes: 

"His (God's) wisdom ... and His graci ous r use, which is man
ifest in regard to all His creatures, dHJ not require tha t 
He give us a law prescribi ng abandonment and abolition of 
all t hese kinds of worship (sac r ifices). At that t'ime, it 
would have been similar to the appearance of a prophet in 
these times, who, calling upon the people to worship God 
would say: ' God has gi ve n you a law for bi ddi ng you to 
pr ay to Him, t o fas t , to cal 1 upon Him for help .. . your wor
ship should consist solely in meditatic~ wi ~out any works 
at all."1 3 (emphasi s added) 

By means of this subt le "qal wa-~omer" argument (a fortio r i), Maimon

ides has shown the perceptive reacte,· the ideal form of worship: " .•. medi ta-

t ion without any works at all." [f the prayer service was enacted by the 

Pha r isees as a s t ep removed from the gross materialism of animal sacrifice, 

meditation, in his view, serves to remove the people a step fur ther from be

liefs in corporealism and positive attributes of God. The only impediment to 

this scheme is t hat it would be too great a shock to the peopl e, who are naive 

in terms of accuratP theolog i cal discourse. 
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PERVERSE PIETY 

Could it not be a r-gued that a Jew could compensate fo,. his/her- 1 ack 

of intellectual abi lity by means of an outpour- ing of feeling for God, even 

though that fer-vor is not based on an intellectual apprehension of Deity? 

Maimonides specifical l y denies this possibility in the Guide. He states em

phatical ly: 

11 
••• we do not like what is done by the truly ignor-ant who 

spol(e at great length and spent gr eat effort s on prayers 
they composed • •• through which they, in thei r opin ion, came 
near-er to God ... the utterances of some of them constitute 
an absolute denial of faith, while other- utterances conta in 
such robbi sh . .. as to make them weep when they conside r that 
t hese utterances a re applied to God . 11 14 

These prosaic "utterances" which purport to prai ,e God and t el 1 of 

God ' s att ributes and acts are ludi c r-ous to Maimo nides' thinking. They are the 

pr-oducts of imag inations that are unrestrained and have no corres pondence to 

r eality wh atsoever. At the risk of being r-epetitive, it is worth quoting Mai

monides in ful 1 .:>n this point , especially because so many have mistakenly con

: eived of Maimo nides as a pillar of Ort hodox Jewi sh reasoni'lg and th<!ology. 

Maimoni des writes: 

" •.. someone who thinks and frequently men tions God , without 
knowledge, foll owing a mere imagining or ... a bel ief adopted 
because of his relianre on th~ authority of somebody else • 
• . is to my mind outside the habitation ( of truth) and far 
away from it and does not in true reality mention or think 
about God . . . that thing which is in his imagination ... does 
not corresp0nd to any be ing at al l and has merely been7'ii'= 
vented by In s 1mag1nat,on •. . 11 15 (emphasis added) 

Still further on, Maimoni1es repeats: " ... he ,..-ho has no intel lectuctl 

cognition at al 1 of God is like one who is in darkness and has never seen 

l ight . 11 16 

Maimonides employs a pa rable to nlustrate his contention that intel

lectual cognition is a necessary condition for any knowledge of the divine. He 

desc ri bes a royal castle (a favorite metaphor of the Sages) and places God i n 
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the throne ro001. The pr oximity of the individual to God or the castle of God 

is based upon the degree to which his/her intellect has been actualized. There 

are seven levels of closeness to Deity in Ma imonides ' parable and they are 

ranked in the following manner : 

1) out~itjP the city wa11s--a11 persons who do not profess any 

belief whatsoever, be it based on traditi on or upon specula

tion 

2) within the city, with backs turned from the cas tle- -all persons 

who hold incorrec t opinions due to error in speculation or 

reliance on traditional authority 

3) within the ci ty, seeking the castle , but cannot see it--the 

multitude of adhe rents t o halaka 

4) walking around the castle--all persons who hold true opinions 

but base them on traditional authority 

5) entered the antechamber of t he castle--all persons who speculate 

and have achieved so111e l evel of demonstrat i on with respect 

to the fundamental principles of religion 

6) walking within the antechamber of the castle--all persons who 

display understanding (and perfection) with respect to nat

..:ra1 science 

7) in the inner court of the castle--al 1 persons who have mastered 

natural science and demonstrated underst.lnding of tiiv ine 

sci ence17 

What is immediately obvious is that traditional piety and observance 

of ritual law will not lead the individual toward God. In fact, the multitude 

who observe in this manner are incapable of even seeing the castle of God , mvch 

less enetering it. For Maimonides, there is no substitute for demonstrated 
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knowl edge with respect to na ture and God. Even good deeds cannot cooipare to 

the knowledge that comes fr~n the actualizing of the intel lect. 

FIGURATIVE LANGUAGE ANO THE RELIGIOUS SERVlCE--LIMJTATlONS 

We would expect that Maimonides' approach to the religious service 

would be that of showing how al l the divine epithets contained therein are 

merely figurative. We would expect that he woul d argue f )r a limitation on 

traditional prayer formulae which contain phrases that might he misconstrued 

as positive divine attributes. So Maimonides does argue. To him, the ve ry 

notion of descriptive prayer, prayer wh ich purports to describe God or the 

divine functioning is almost embarrassing. The service, according to 

t1a imonides. is constructed the way H i s so lely for the benefi t of the masses' 

naive level of religious thinking. Maimonides writes: 

" .. . if ... left only to our intell ects , we should never have 
mentioned these attributes (God is Gr eat, Mighty and 
Exalted--ha-eil, hag-gad-dol, we-hag-gib-bor , we
han-no-rah) •.. yet the necessity to addr ess men in such 
tenns as would make them achieve some representati on--•. . 
'The To rah speaks in the language of people' (Baba Mesia 
31~) - -obliged resort to predic~ting of God some of thei r 
(the rabbis) own perfections . 11 18 

The descriptive prayer of the pharisaic se rvice is not only justified 

on the basis of the intel lectual weakness of t he masses . The halakic obliga

tions, with their rationale of social r..ontrol, also pertain. Additionally, 

Maimonides ca nnot deny the acceptability of using expressions in connection 

with Deity that are part of the Torah i t self. Maimon ides s t ates : 

" ... ~ o necessary obl igations detennined our naming these 
attributes in our prayers: one of them is that they occur 
in the Torah, and the other f s that the prophets . .• used 
them in the prayer they ccxnposed .. • we should not have men
tioned these attributes at al l bu t for the first necessary 
Ob l1gat1on (ment1on 1n the Torah) and but for the second 
necessity we .. . should not have had recourse to them in our 
prayers ."1' (emphasis added) 

We state the above divine attributes in our prayers out of obligation, 
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not because of any connection with reali ty . Beyond this obligatory naming of 

attributes used in the To rah, Maimonides states that it is forbidden to use 

other attributes in prayer, even if they are found in other books of sacred 

Scripture Maimonides writes about this almost with a passion. 

" ..• we are not penni tted in our prayers to use and cite al 1 
the attributes ascribed to God in the books of the proph
ets . For Rabbi Han ina not only says, 'I f Moses 1ur Master 
had not pronounced them, we cou 1 d not have ut te,·ed them' 
(Berachoth 36b) but imposes a second condition: 'And if 
the men of the Great Synagogue had not establi shed their 
use in prayer' (we would not say theml--whereupon we ar-e 
permitted to use them i n our prayers . 11 20 

Maimonides points out that this same Rabbi Hanina would have shrunk 

from utilizing even the description of Torah in our prayer--ha-ei l, hag-ga-dol, 

hag-gib-bor, we-han-no-rah--except for the conditions discussed above. 21 Mai

monides stresses the need to limi t the use of expressions \olhich describe the 

Deity whenever possible . To him, these expressions are only permissible to 

read aloud during the public reading of the law. 22 

Maimonides' purpose is clear-. He wants to limit the scope and con

tent of the pha r isaic service .,; th respect to statements about Deity. E. Lew

is , in her study on Maimonides and l i tu rgy, writes about Maimonides' tendency 

to 1 imi t prayer in the fo 11 owing way: 

"Mr1imoni t1"s carefully di f fere1ot iates between prayers which 
are mandatory and prayers which are merely customary... If 
the custom changes the form establ ished by the Sages ... 
"1aimonides rnakes his opposition known . .. 23 

As a consequence , Maimonides' prayerbook was smalle r than th~ nc-m. 

Lewis coopares his pr aye rbook to the other great compilation of prayer, Seder 

Rav ' Amram Gaon, saying: 

"Maimonides' prayerbook .•. follows 'Amram relatively close
ly ... the Sephardic (Spanish/North African) prayerbook is 
similar to Maimon~des ' except for having accumulated 
many more prayers." 4 
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ACCEPTABLE PRAYER--REQUIREO PRAYER THAT IS FIGURATIVELY INTERPRETED 

What did Maimonides consider t o he the essential prayers which com-

prise the divine ser1ice? 

1) Prayer--'Amida 

2) Recital of Sh'ma--Q'riyat ~ •ma 

3) Blessi ng of Food--Birqat ham-mazon 

4) Blessing of Priests--Birqat Qohannim 

Sl Phylac t eries--Tepnil lin 

6) Doorpost Jnscriptions--Mez- zuza 

7) Acquiring Oook of the Law--Sepher Torah 

Ha imonides says that al 1 of the above a re ac ti ons "wh ich bring about 

useful opinions" (de-ot mo 'ee-lot) .25 In other words, even cutting the divine 

service to the mi nimum does not guarantee that God will be r epresent ed accur

ately. The divine service can do no more than to bring about "useful opin

i ons/' opinions which maintain community standards and social order . 

Consequently. the words of the various prayers listed above must be 

interpreteil figuratively, in order to equivocal ize their meaning lest they be 

thought to he literally true .?.6 Ma imo nides gives an example of the proper 

figurative interpretation in hi s exp lanation of the meaning of the "we' ahavta 

pr ayer . " Maimoni :!e~ writes: 

" ' And thou shall l ove t he Lord your God with all thy heart ' 
(Deuteronomy 6.5)--in my opinion i ts i nt erpretation is: 
with all the forces of your heart ( i.e., the intel l ect!); 
I mean to say with all the forces of the body , for the 
pri ncip le of al 1 of them derives fr om the heart ( i ntel 
lect). Acco rdingly, the int ended meaning is ... that you 
should make Hi s appr ehension the end of all your 
actions."27 

Serving God, then, acco rding to ~aimonides, is to try to apprehend 

Dei ty (not to fulfill the rest of the miswot of the Torah). If the publi c , by 

virtue of their limited intellectual abilities falls short of the goal , by re-
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citing the pharisaic service, they in the very lest will be temporarily rised 

from their concern with gross, material things. The pharisafc service, in 

addition to exerti ng social control el evates the masses by causing them to use 

their intellects to try to apprehend God. Maimonides contends that this is 

the sole purpose of the pharisaic service--not to actually commun icate human 

desires to God but to elevate their daily concerns througt; the practice of 

intellection. Maimonides says specifically: 

" ••. all the practices of the worship ... reading tl'ie Torah, 
prayer, and tl'ie perfonnance of the other commandments, have 
only the end of training you to occupy yourself with His 
commandments . .. r ather than with matters pertaining to this 
world. "28 (emphasis added} 

Each individual Jew will get someth ing different from t~e pharisaic 

service, in Maimonides' scheme. Each Jew will reach the level of intellectual 

illumination of which he is capable. The unsophisticated Jew may pray using 

the anthropomorphic imagery of the prayers. If these are interpreted proper

ly, such prayers incul ca t e correct belief and proper respect for authori ty. 

They also p1·ov id1c emotional satisfaction among those who need to perceive 

Dei ty as a parent figure. The sophisticated, thinking Jew will look past the 

anthr~pomorphic imagery of the service while engaging in philosophical cont em

plation, a contemplation which Maimonides considers to be the truest form of 

prayer. 

RATlONAL WORSHIP 

This true n.•3y.? r . for Maimonides, is none otnP.- ban philosophical 

contempl ation (defined -'bove) through which the individual reaches progress

ively greater apprehension and appreciation of De1ey's greatness and ultimate 

ineffabili ty. This cont emplation causes the individual to actualize his/ her 

i ntPl lect to a progressively greater degree. For Maimonides, the hi gher the 

degree of intellectual actualization the individual has achieved, the higher 



52 

the level of sal vation achieved . Therefore, philosophical contemplation is 

not only an important e1tercise for the intellectually capable, it is the 

vehicle by ~ich an ultimately meaningful existence is attained . Good deeds 

and pious prayers cannot match philosophic contemplation for its salvific 

power. Therefore, Maimonides encourages this activity for al 1 who are capa

ble of engaging in it. He describes the procedure of philo~ophic contempla

tion specifically: 

"When . .. you are alone with yourself .• • you should take great 
care . . . not to set your thought to work on anything other-
than that intellectual worship consisting i n nearness to 
God and in being in His presence in that t rue reality ... and 
not by way of affectations of the imagination ... (This erio 
can be acnfeved by those men of knowledge :;;.+io have rendered 
their souls worthy of it by training of this kind.) 11 29 

A. Reines accurately points out that for Ma imonides, this philosophic 

discipline was what gave more traditional theological concepts their true 

meaning. 

"The phrases 'worstiip of God' and 'love of God' for Maimon
ides are .•. figurative expressions. What they amount to is 
dedici.tio ,, to and passion for scientific and metaphysical 
truth. 1130 

IJnl ike the pharisaic pr ayer service, whose preferred observance, ac

cording to the Sages, is in public, ohilosophic contemplation should be in

dulged in by the i11u ivioual 1~hile 10 sol 1 tude. Maimonides comMents that those 

truly concerned with the divine truth and science (even) resent the times dur

ing which they are not engaged in this phil osophic contempl ation. 31 He dis

tinguishes between this state of contempla tion and me re daydreaming. emphas

izing that such contemplation is ~at is meant hy divine service. He writes: 

" ... 'know you the God of your Father and serve Him ... ' (I 
Chronicles 28. 9). The exhortation always refers to intel
lectual apprehensions, not to ima"9ination .•. thought con
cern i ng imaginings is not called knowledge, but •.. 'that 
which comes into your mind' (Isaiah 20.32). .. after appre
hension, total devotion to Hi m and the empl oyment of i ntel-
1 ectual thought in . .. loving Him should be aimed at ... 
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frequently in soli tude and does not meet anyone else unless 
it is necessary. ••32 
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This type of contemplation. however, is not easily achievable. lt 

represents the end of a process, the process of scientific and metaphysical 

inquiry. It is the final and truest fonn of worship which is the result of 

the arduous task of actualizing one's intel lect. It can b~ practiced in its 

most cCJT1ple te fonn only after an intellectual apprehension of the Deity has 

been achieved. This is not in contradiction to Maimonides' earlier statements 

regarding God's ultimate unknowability. All that can be known of God consists 

of the process of actualizing the intellect. One's "knowl edge" of God and 

one's access to natural providence is solely dependent on the level of par

ticipation in t he "intellectual overflow" from the Active lntel l igence. 33 

Maimonides further el ab orates this concept of rational worship as philosophic 

contemplation: 

" •.. this last worship ( rational worship) ... can only be 
achieved after apprehension has been achieved ; it says: 
'To love the Lo rd your God,' etc. (Deuteronomy 11.13) ..• 
that love is proportionate to apprehension. After love 
cones th1s worsh1p (about which) •.. the Sages ... said , ' This 
is the worship in the heart' (Ta'anith 2a}. In my opinion, 
it consists of setting thought to work on the first intel
ligible and devoting oneself exclusively to this as far as 
this is within one ' s capacity . 11 J4 

The final stage of this intellectual worship is achieved when the 

mind is virtually solely occupied with intel lection , no matter What one's bod

il y needs may be.35 As with respect to prophecy, for Maimonides this idE'ill is 

represented by Mose-, in the Torah. Maimoni1es 1'lrites: 

" ... there rnay be a huMan individual who, through his appre
hension of the true realities and his joy in .mat Ile has 
apprehended , achieves a state in which he talks with people 
and is occupied with his bodily necessities while his in
tellect is wholly turned toward tlim . •. This is the rank of 
Moses our Master. u36 
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CONCLUSIOU 

For Maimoni des, figurative interpretation is crucial to the under

standing of tl:ie pl')arisaic religious service . As detailed above in his theolo

gy, no positive description of God is accurate in its literal meaning. Yet the 

service must be recited even though it is filled with such anthropomorphic 

descriptions. Maimonides teaches that such descriptions are tquivocal in 

meaning. Of the various f igurative descriptions of Dei ty in the pharisaic 

service , only one is truly legitimate to be used--ha'eil, hag gad-dol, hag-

gi b-bor we han-no-ra--The Lord is Gr eat, Mighty and Awesome. The use of this 

phrase is justified only by the fact that it wa s used both by Moses and in

serted in the service by the 'me n of the Great Assembly.' Recital of the 

pharisaic religi ous service, however, is required hy halakah. It is necessa ry 

because it inculcates useful and correct opinions in the masses, and aids in 

maintaining social o rder. The service teaches the doctri nes of dependence up

on Deity which results in obedience to authority. The pharisaic service is 

al so ~iood for the masses because it causes them to temporarily give up their 

concern with material things. It al 1 ows them t o imaginatively picture Deity 

in a way that is not hannful to them and wil 1 keep them from idolatry and ex

cessive notions of corporeality. 

For all of i ts positive benefits, however, the phari saic service is 

qualitatively inferior to philosophic contemplation as a means of salvation. 

Figurative interpretation of imaginary descriptions of Deity are helpful t o the 

masses, but cannot subs ti tute for philosophic inquiry as a means of apprehend

ing Deity. Such inquiry is necessary for it is only through it that actuali

zation of the i ntellect by participation in the overflow from the Active In

telligence takes place . It is only through such participation in the intel

lectual overflow that the individual is freed from the whiin of chance and 

enjoys a truly meaningful existence. 
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OEF IN ITI OMS 

There are specific concepts which will be used in the discussion 

of Maimonides' use of figurative language with respect to rel igious symbol

ism. 

1) Symbol -- A symbol is "something t hat stands for , represents , or 

denotes something else (not by exact resemblo11ce, but by vague· 

suggestion . . . or by conventional relation). 1 

2) Symboland -- A symboland is " ... the state or thing pointed 

t o ... " by a symbol. 2 

3) Religious symbol s and religious symbolic acts -- A religious 

symbol is an object or ritual of signiffcance in a religious sys

tem of bel i ef and practice which denotes more than simple object 

or the pa rticular act in question. Included in this category 

are all obj ects and acts considered "sac red'' or "special'' by 

that religious system. 

4) Ritual -miswah 

A ritual can be termed an equivalent for the term rite which is de

fined as ua formal procedure or act in a rel igious or other sol emn observ

ance . "3 This meaning does not includ~ 'nor does it intend to for the purposes 

of this anal ysis) sociological or psychological meanings of this word. The 

word ritual will be discussed wholly within a context of pharisaic Jewish 

practice that are o~l igatory in nature. 

A miswah can be defined as a ritual practice whi ch has been either 

enjoined or prohibited by the first five books of the Bible (Genesis through 

Deuteronomy), known as t~e Torah. According to phar isaic t radition, there are 

613 of these miswoth or conmandments that are the resul t of direct, divine 

communication between God and Hoses . In addition to these 613 divinely or-
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dained miswoth (known in the phari saic tradition either as Torah Sh'biktav or 

miswoth d'orai'ta) the re are authoritative i nterpretations of these commandments 

as wel 1. These additions to the 61 3 Toraitic rniswoth are known co11ective1y 

as Torah She' Ba'al Peh (o ral law) or mi~woth d'rab-ba-nan (commandments en

j oined by the Sages). In pharisaic traditi on, observance of all these miswotll 

o r both the written and oral laws is considered equivalent tc fulfilling the 

will of God . For the purpose of this anal ysi s , the mi~wah will be examined as 

a symbolic religious act. Its symboland will depend upon the context in whic h 

it is placed (i.e., pharisaic Jewish practice or Maimonidean religious prac

tice). 

It shoul t1 be not ed from the ou t se t that Ma imonides' thought stands at 

variance with the pharisaic poi nt of view. Especially in his parable of the 

castle , Maimonide claims that only the ac tualizing of the intellect br ings an 

individual in hannony with God, and that the observance of ritual s is totally 

inefficacious with r espect to the fulfilling the so-called "wil l" of God. 4 

OBSERVANCE OF MJSWOTH 

Because Maimonides ' thought is at sucn variance with the phari saic 

tradition, it behooves the reade r t o ques tion the purpose of observance of 

ritual law in the Maimonidean syste111 Pt" purpose of observing ri tuals en

joined by hal aka is the same as the purpose fo r prayi ng a praye r service 

which is philosophically inaccurate according to its plain meaning. That pur

pose is the o rde rl y functioning of society and the protection of the welfare 

of the individual. That t his orde rly functioning is a purpose distinct, in

ferior, and wholly unrela ted to the salvific act of developing t he intellect, 

is made clea r in a series of quotes from the third part of the Guide, chapters 

26 and 27. Quotation of a few of these sta t ements should be sufficient for 

our purpose . 



"The law ... aims at two th ings : the welfare of the sou l a nd 
the welfare of the body • . . the welfare of the sou l consists 
in t he multitude ' s acquiring correct opin ions corresponding 
to thei r respective ( intellectual ) capaci ty. Therefore, 
some of them (namely, the correc t opinions) are set forth 
explicitly and some are se t forth in parab les . •. As fo r the 
welfare of the body, it comes about by the impr ovement of 
their (the multitude's ways of living one with another ... 
between the two aims, one is indubitably greater i n nobi li
ty •.. the procu r ing of correct opinions--whil e the se§ord 
aTm (wel fare of the body) is prior in nature and t ime." 

Also: 

" •. . man has two perfec tions : a first perfect ion which is 
the perfection of the body , and an ultimate perfection , 
which i s the pe rfection of t he soul .. • t o this ultimate per
fection there do not belong either actions or moral quali
t i es . .. it consis t s only of opinion toward which speculation 
has led and that investigation has rendered compulsory .•• 
the ultimate .. 6(perfection) is the onl y ca use of pennanent 
pr eservati on. " (emphasis added ) 
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If t he rituals prescribed by hal aka a r e not in fact sal vi fie, perhaps 

t heir obse rvance is justifiable because of thei r supposed basis in divine rev

ela tion. Maimonides disagr ees with th is view. He asserts that there is a 

reason for each of th~ commandments as opposed to mer ~l y following divine de

e ree. 7 

The laws have rational causes, ye t it is not always in the power of 

t he individual to disce r n them . 8 Since the laws coo,e to either improve the 

welfare of the mind or the body, it is unwise to spend a great amount of time 

to detennine thei r rational e (especially of the laws related to physi cal wel \ 

being). The activity of finding the so-called "proper" rational e for dll of 

the particula r commandments i s an exercise withou t i'!ny benefit, according to 

Maimonides . He writes: 

" ... all those who occupy themselves with finding cause for 
something of t~ese particulars (of the coo,mandment/sac r i
fica l system) a r e stricken wi th a prolonged rnadness. Those 
who imagine that a cause may be found for such 1 ike th ings 
are as fa r from the truth as those who imagine the gener
al ities (of the laws) a re not designed wi th a view to some 
real util~ty. 11 9 -
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The ritual laws and even traditio~al beliefs enjoined by halaka serve 

a utilitarian purpose; they restrain the masses from acting on ruinous pas

sions and provide for stability in the body politic. It again must be empha

s i zed that for Maimonides, the truth value of such rituals and beliefs is sec

ondary. An incomplete or inaccurate belief may be justifiabl y promul gated in 

the ~ame of social welfare. For example. concerning the beli ef that jod is 

capable of emotions, such as anger, Maimonides writes: 

" .. • the law also makes a call to adopt certa in beliefs, be
lief in which is necessary for the sal e of political wel
fare. Such for i nstance, is our bel ief that He . .. is vio
lently angrywiththose whodisobey Himand that itis 
necessary to fear Him ... and take care not to disobey. 11 10 

This rational e is also employed to justify the bel ief in common ances

try entailing love and responsibility to anothe r . Maimonides writes: 

" . • . a single tribe that is united through 
ancestor- -even if he is remote- -because of this , 
another , pity on one another; and the attajnment 
things is the greatest purpose of the Law. 111 1 

a common 
1 ove one 
of t'1ese 

The doctrine of social stability justifies the acceptance of a tra-

ditional belief system whi c h is simply philosophically untrue. Th i s same doc

trine justifies the promulgation of rel igious ritual laws. Ttiese laws do not, 

as pharisaic tradition would claim, represent the will of Deity. They r epr

sent those symbolic religi ous ~cts which serve to , ~~t~ain human behavior from 

t he ex tremes while elevating its concern above c rass materialism. 12 Mai111on

ides goes so far as to claim that the laws needed for the social order do not 

even proceed from the human intell ect, much less the Active Intellect. Laws 

needecl for social stability are called ''nomos" and originate from the human 

imaginative faculty, which represents the extreme in distance from the Active 

1 ntellect . 13 

Ttie purpose of laws , then, is to regulate behavior within a r eligious 

context. 1\11 religious rituals are symboli c of the need to restrain passions 
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and not to ovennvolve one's self with materia l ism. One might even sugge s t 

tha t Maimonides felt that the system of miswoth--the religious symbolic acts-

was a figurative el(pression for what is canmonly known as Aristotle's "Golden 

Mea n": Moderation i:1 all things, and nothing to excess . 

APPL lCATION OF THE "GOLDEN MEAN" TO PHARI SAIC PRACTICE 

Maimonides writes that "to the totality of the intentions of the Law 

t here belong gentlenes s and docility; man shoul d not be hard and rough but re

sponsi ve , obedient. acquiescent and docil e. 11 14 (emphasis added ) 

This i s not a mere platitude for Maimonides. This attitude is to be 

incuicated in t he human person through l aw and ceremony, symbolic though they 

may be . Im Ma imonides' opi nion, the entire group of laws concerning cleanli

ness serve no ot her purpose than to purify the heart fr001 unclean thinking and 

lustful atttudes. 15 The laws of purity are symbol ic of the renouncing (o r at 

l east limiting) of sexual intercourse if possib le . 16 

"Repentance" is a concep t which Maimonide explains in t enns of social 

control and developmen t nf "proper" attitude of the individual. Maimonides 

wr ites with respect to this: 

" •.• Repentance also belongs to this class (of opinions) 
without which the ex i s t ence of indiv i duals professing a law 
cannot be wel l -orde r ed. Fo r an indi vidual cannot but sin 
and err ... Jf then the i ndiv i~ua l behe,;ed that this frac
ture can never be remedied , he would persist in his error 
and sometimes perhaps disobey even more because . . . no strat
egen remains at his disposal. If, however, he beli eves in 
repentance, he can correc t himself .. 

1
Thus, the uti lity of 

all these th ings i s t"lecane manifes t. " 7 (emphasis added) 

SPECIFIC RITUALS AND CEREMONlALS--RATIONALE 

Maimonides carries through arguments for the social ut ili ty of these 

symbol ic rituals with respect t o all major scriptural of pharisaically enjoined 

practices. These rationalistic e~planations , as we have seen with Maimonides' 

other explanations of Jewish practice, stands at variance with pharisa ic 
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thought. For example, in Scripture and rabbinic thought, circumcision is a 

sign of a covenant between Deity and the Jew, a covenant sealed in the flesh. 

It is a perpetual reminder of duties to Deity as elaborated by Scri pture and 

Talmud. But for Maimonides , circumcision has a different meaning. Maimon

ides' explanation is far more in com,onance with principles of Neo- Platonized 

philosophy than of pharisaic J udais,n. Maimonides writes: 

"Circumcision ... is t o bring about a decrease in sexual in
tercourse and a weakening of the organ in question, so that 
this activity be diminished and the organ be in as quiet a 
state as possi~ l e. 11 18 

Circumcision, therefore , is not so much a sign of the Jewish coven

ant; it is a r eligious symbolic act designed to keep 1:ian 1s sexual passion un

der contr ol and his temperament in a calm and stable state. 

The festivals, whose observance is prescribed by Scripture and Tal-

11ud , purport to celeb rate historical connections between Deity and the Israel

ites. For Ma imonides, the historicity of supernatural revelato ry incidents 

may he suspect, but the utility of the festi vals is not. Maimonides writes: 

The fes ti va 1 s a re a 11 for rejoicings and p 1 easurab 1 e ga th
eri ngs, whi ch in most cases are indispensable for man; they 
are useful in the establishment of f ri endshi~9 whi ch exist 
among people living in political societi es. " 

Jewi sh festival observances, then, are symbolic acts which for Mai

mon i des emphasize the social needs of the human person . Each religious festi

val, has its particular purpose in ke epi ng the social order while representing 

a Neo-Platonized philosophical ideal as wel 1. 

For example, Yorn Kippur becomes a service uniquely equipped to be 

cons i dered "div ine" service. Its emphasis on fasting points out the need to 

abstrain from corporeal thought with respect t o Deity and corporeal pleasur e as 

wel 1 • 20 

The festivals of Passover and Tabernacles have their own philosophic 
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justifications : memorials of the wilderness experience pr~note group identity 

while the memory of want a11d poverty wil 1 cause Jews to be generous them-

sel ves.21 

What is crucial in these ceremonies for Ma imonides is their perfect 

harmony with Nature ( and natural phenomena), not their supposed Scriptural 

basis. Maimonides says specifically and repeatedly : "For the law always 

tends to assimilate itself to nature, perfecting natural matters in a certain 

respect. 11 22 and ''If you consider the divine actions--1 mean to say the natur

al actions ..... 23 (emphasis added) 

For Maimunides. it is imperative that there be no variance between 

the religious opinion of the Jews (as he interprets it) and Neo-Platoniz~d 

philosophy. He writes: 

"If you consider this op1n1on (the Jewish religious one) 
and the philosophic opinion ... you wil 1 not find any differ
ence between them regarding any of the particulars of ev
e rything that exists ... (save concerning the doctrine of 
Creationism vs. eternal i ty) understand this! 11 24 

CONCLUSI ON 

Maimonides ' vi ewpiont is clear to those who wi11 see it. Since phil

osophy demonstrates i ts principles to he true, it is irrefutable, except with 

respect to issues upon which no clear conclusion has lJee,, ,!emonstrat ed . The 

Jewish religion, for Maimonides, is not a religion of myth and folkways, but 

a highly sophistic~ted thought-system wh ich is equi ,alent in meaning to Neo

Platoni zed philosophy. In order for tlii 5 to be the case, the Jewish religion 

(as interpreted by the Pharisees) must depend on a complex system of figura

tive language ; one which takes into account the base level of the average per

son's intelligence and his/her reliance upon the imagination for malting de

cis ions. about how the world operates. For Maimonides. what makes the Jewish 

religious prac tice justifiable is its capacity to foster social order and in-
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di vi dual morality whil e undoing philosophic truth fo r which the indiv i dual migh t 

be unprepared . The Jewi sh religion, as detenn ined by the Pharisees, comprises 

beliefs and practices which are true onl y i n a figurative sense--a symbolic 

sense hy whi ch its particulars a re seen as equivalent to principles of Neo

Platonized phil osophy. This symbolic fonn of philosophic truths is vital be

cause most people are not capable of psychologically accepting the world as it 

has been demonstrated to be , according to Maimonides. This complex syst em of 

symbol s, symbol i c ac ts and f igurative language maintain the required social or

der while spurring the intel lectually astute to search for the truth behind 

the symbolic expression to which he/she has been accustomed. 
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OEF IN IT IONS- -GrnERAL 

In discussing the philosophical work of Martin Buber, it is necessary 

to develop an understanding of his religious vocabulary. He invented not only 

a new terminology. but a new epistemology as well, based on a particular ap

proach to Bible and to theology. T~e following is a brief list of terms used 

often by Buber with short working definitions to aid in our analysis. 

1 ) I-Thou, I-It -- The I-Thou is a relation between living entities 

which is comprised of an internal "knowing" one of the other. 

Thi~ relation is referred to by Buber as a "dialogue." Knowl

edge gained via this dialogue is based on the ability of both 

the entities to not "objectify" the other (i.e. , perce ive the 

other entity as an object as opposed to a living entity capable 

of sustaining relations). It is this characteristic which dis

tinguishes the 1-It relation, or the everyday mode of relation 

between living entities. This relation can occur between dif

fering species of living organisms. The highest form of ~his 

relation is between the human person and God, defi ned here as 

the ultimate personality in exi stence . According to Buber, God 

is part of nature yet transr Pnds it (a panentheism),* maintain

ing the potential to appear in human history in proportion to 

the human person's ability to sustain relationships with the 

divine. 

* Although Ouber is generally regarded as a theist, this is due to the 
confusion and ambiguity with which he talks about God. In I-Thou, pp . 134-
136, Suber ad1nits of his panent hei sm which is in direct relation to 
Spinoza's pantheism. The reader must keep this in mi nd and not be fooled 
into thinking tnat Buber was a theist because of his poetic expression of 
theology. 
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2) Gr ace - - A divine qual ity bestowed upon the human person; the 

propensity or openness t o relational encounter with the divine 

whi ch is not the result of human will; accord ing to Buber, both 

"grace" and "wil l" are r equired for the possibility of the 

I -Thou relation to occur .1 

3 l Will - - the capacity of both the huma n person and God t o have a 

part icular desire a nd act upon t ha t desire; with respect to God, 

will represents t he metaphysical s triving of God for relational 

encounters wit~ the human person. When used with respect to the 

human person, will represent s both the person's decision-making 

and decision-executing capacities. 

4) Encounter - - the mol'!e of expe r ience in which the ac tual I- Thou 

relation occurs; in the situation of encoun t er , the only exper

ience is that of the other entity. There is no self-consc i ous

ness or realization of the self . Once such self-consciousness or 

r 0 ~1 izatiC1n takes place, the encounter ceases to cont inue in the 

r eal m of I-Thou a nd becomes an I-I t relation ins t ead. 

5) Cr eation Fo r Buber, creation is one of three primal religious 

e vent s (the others being revelation and redempt ion). Creation 

is the beginnfng of t"le cosmos, which is the beginning of the 

possibility of I -Thou relation. In Buber-ian cosmogony, a divine 

need for rela t ion led to c reation of t he cosmos dnd i ts conti n

ued existence as well. 

6) Revelation -- This is the experience of God in the Thou encount

er. Accord ing to Buber, such e,<perience nas no object ive con

t ent whatsoever. All reports of the experience of revela tion 

i\re merely human instruments of i nterpre ting an experi e nce whi ch 
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is ineffabl e . For exampl e, as will be explained below, Scripture 

does not contain the actual product of revelation, rather some

one 's memory of tt,e experience of the divine encounter, The ex

peri ence of revela tion is contentless; it is mere experience of 

the divine in the context of the I-Thou relation. 

7) Redemptivn the s tate in which the human pe r son will renounce 

the world of objects and turn solel y to God in an I-Thou rel a

tion; on a larger scale, redemption is achieved when al 1 human 

persons, as a consequence of their #i ll, give up the 1-It mode 

of experi encing in favor of a continuing relation of dialogue 

wi t h the div ine i n a relationship of 1-ThOu. According to Buber, 

it was for this ultimate purpose that the worl d was c reated. 

DEFINITIONS--SCRIPTURE 

In addition to his general terminol ogy which he util izes in explaining 

his I-Thou philosophy, Bube r also uses some technical t ermi nology wi th res pect 

t.o Scripture . 

1) myth -- "the expr ession of a world in wh ich the divine and human 

1 i ve next to each othe r. 

2) sa1Ja - - "the expr., !> i io11 .:if a world in rmich they ar e no l onge r 

intertwined and man already begins to sense with a shudder what 

is over against him." 

3) l egend -- the expression of a world in which th€: separation be

tween di vine and human is conpleted; however , " • . . dialog ue and 

interchange take place from sphere to sphere .. • "and it is of 

this experience that t he myt h t el ls . 2 

With the compl etion of the above definitions, we may proceed to exam

ine how Buber pe rceived Sc ri pture figuratively . Just as Maimonides claimed 
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that the plai n meaning of tl-te Oible wa s not equivalent to its r eal or true 

meaning, so Buber argues as well. Whereas Maimonides argued that Scripture 

contained a system of f igura tive language whicti described scientifically proven 

principles of Neo-Platonized philosophy, Buber inte rprets Scripture differently . 

Buber thinks that Scripture contai ns systems of f i gurative language, but the 

purpose of that system is to provide writte n il l ustrati~n of the various divine 

encounters which took place in Israelite hi s tory. 

WHAT THE BIBLE IS NOT IN BUBER'S VIEW 

We can begin by examining what the Bible is not in Buber's op i nion. 

Sc ripture is not the literal historical account which it purports to be i n its 

most pl ain level of meaning. It is an account of revelation of the divine to 

the human person, yet not in the fonn in which it is presented by Scripture. 

13uber writes that if Sc ripture 

" .. . is the report of a 'supernatural' event, one that sev
ers the intelligible sequence of happenings we cal 1 natural 
by interposing something unintelligible •.. rnan of today in 
deciding to accept the Bible woul d have to 1nake a sac rifice 
of hi ll intellect that would cut his life irreparably in 
two . uJ 

Buber Nr i t es elsewh ere that the Sc r ip ture is not only not true in its simple 

meaning, hut that such a l i mited notion of revelation would havf! to be reject

ed almost categorically. 

" ... no one who has ever been close to the secret of the he
coming will think that it (the secret of becoming) could 
contain t he beli ef in a one- time revela4ion transmitted in 
its entirety and binding for all time." 

To Buber, then, Scripture is not true in its literal sense and does 

not represent revelation as a un ique phenomenon . The alternative, the percep

tion of Scripture as a devotional religious literature, is equally repugnant to 

Buber. He says that the Bib le cannot be studied as •Nor k of mere literature, 

but "as a bsaic document of t~e Absolut e's (God's) i mpact upon the national 
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spirit of Israel."5 If it i s literary, then Scrip t ur e might be misconceived 

as fictional in some manner, or merely religious writing . Buber writes pas

sionately against drawing such a conclusion. He says, " If we accept the Old 

Testament as merely religious writing, as subdivision of the detached spirit, 

it will fail us, and we must needs fail it." 6 Scripture's worth is diminished 

irrepar11bly if it does not reflect "actual historical events" which are an in

tegral part of an "authentic tradition."7 

While rejecting the literal and ficti onal interpretation of Scrip

ture, Buber al so rejects the general metap horic or symbolic approach as well. 

He specifically denies that Scripture is either "devotional l iterature" or 

"symbolic theology . 118 He goes so far as to claim that such metaphoric inter

pretation strips Scripture of any significant meaning for the modern thinking 

person. He writes that if Scriptur e: 

" ... is figura tive language used to express a 'spiritual' 
process; or if bibl h.:al histo ry does not recal 1 actual 
events, but is metaphor and allegory, then it is no l onger 
Bib 1 i ca 1 , and deserves no better fate than to he sur rend
ered to the appr oach of modern man, the historical , aes
thetic and the like approaches. 119 

Scripture i s not literature to be interpreted nor symbolic theology 

t o be translated into supposedly meaningful form for the modern huMan pe rson. 

It also is not 111erely a legislative handboo~ designed to 9overn the behavior 

of people.IO In Buber's view, those who perceive Scriptu re in this manner, 

past or present repr~sen t the antithesis of the "real " Bibl ical messag~ 

Sadly, Buber notes, when Sc ripture was promulga t ed , 

" ... i t triumphed not only over ot her writings; it triumphed 
over life itself. Henceforth, Scripture was truth; one 
cou l d only reach Goc1 by adhering to it in everycierril ... -
( l)t was viewed as a statute, sum of prescripti ons, fonnal
istically circumsc r ibed by the priest, dialectically spun 
out over by the scho l ar, and ah~ays directed toward the ar
row, the rigid, the ~nfree- - thwarting instead of promoting 
living religiosity . 11 11 
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WHAT THE BIBLE IS: MYTH, MEMORY, DIVINE 

Wht, then, is the Bible according to Buber? He makes many poetic and 

elliptical statements about the nature of the Bible which make it difficult to 

detennine what he actually thgouht. Probably the most direct statement Buber 

makes in this regard is the following: 

" ... the Bible is the encounte,. between a group of people 
and the Lord of the World in the course of Hi story, these
quence of events occurring on earth. Either opening or pt 
implication, the stories are reports of encounters." 2 

These "encounters" Buber alludes to are I-Thou encounters between the 

lsraltie people and God. Si nce the actual encounters between Deity and tile 

huma n person are comprised of pure experience, without any content at all, a 

fonn must be used to preserve the memory of the encountu and convey what that 

encounter meant to that person or people. According to Buber, the fonn the 

Bible uses to convey this memory of divine encounter is the myth. By use of 

this fonn, Buber shows his detennination to accept t he historicity of Biblical 

events While refusing to be l imited by a narrow understanding of the s~ope and 

meaning of those events. As he explains, "Real myth is t he expression, not an 

imaginative state of mind or of 1T1ere feeling, but of a meeting of two reali 

ties." (God and the human person) 13 Elsewhere, Buber elaborates upon this 

thought, saying. " ... we must desi gn ll e ~ ~ myth every tale of a corporeal ly 

real event that is pe rcei ved and presented as a divine, an absolute event."1 4 

The Bit-le i s, therefore, a record of ac t ual historical encounters with 

God pr esented in the form of myth. Scripture is presented mythically because 

the ancient Israelites had no other fonn in which to express their experience 

of divine encounter. The myth cannot bederogated or berated as a fonn of 

valid historical experi ence. This is because, according to Buber, true myths 

are self-validating. As he writes, "Jewish myth ... replaces empirical causality 

with a methaphysical one, with a causal relationship between experienced events 
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and the divine being."15 The Bible, consequentl y, is freed from philosophical 

or c ritical fonns of evaluation. Its truth is not empi rically verifi able but 

ine taphysically true nonetheless . As such, Buber is highly cri tical of those who 

would c r itique the Bible's historicity or unique status as a document wh ich in 

fac t contains traces of the human-divine dialogue. Suber writes : 

"It i s fundamental t o Jewish r eligiosity, and central to 
Jewish monotheism--which is so widely misunderslood and so 
c ruel ly rationalized--to vi ew all thi ngs as utte rances of 
God and all events as manifestations of the absolute ... t o 
the Jew corporeal reality is a revelation of t he divine 
spi rit and will. Consequently, all myth is ... for the 
Jew •.. a true account of God's manifestation on Earth. The 
Jew of antiquity cannot tell a story in any other way then 
mythically, for to him an event is only wor th telling when 
it has been grasped in its divine significance . All story
telling books of the Bib 1 e have but one subjec t ,natter: 
the account of YHWH's encounters with His people . Even 
later, when ... (God) passed into ... the non-corporeal realm, 
the conti nuity of mythic story-telling is not broken; YHWH 
Himself can no longer be pe r ceived, but all His manifesta 
tions in nature and i n hi story can be so percei ved . 11 16 

To repeat, the expressi on of an event in mythic fonn does not inval 

idate the event ' s historici ty or signi ficance as a memory of divine encounte r . 

Buber argues that Plato understood that t he truth cont ained in these events 

"can only be commun i cated in t he fonn vf ,11yths.•117 

Buber argues that , far f r om invalidating its message, the myt hic 

status of Oib l it:ill events act ually ~nh,rnces tlie message they cont ain and t heir 

universal meani ng. He explains that: 

" •.• countless concrete mee tings of I and Thou have attained 
symbolic e"pressfon i n relatively abstract fnrm. It is 
just thi s i n fact which gives these myths their universali
ty and prvfundity. Recause these myths are products of 
actual human expe r ience, t hey tel 1 us something of t'1e 
structure of human reality which nothing else can tell 
us. 1118 

The myths of t~e Bi bl e are compell ing for t wo reasons. First, they 

are reflections of ac t ual histo ri cal human experience. 19 Secondly, they are 
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reflections of divine encounters dS opposed to other, more ordinary phenomena. 

~ccording to Buber, the form of the myth takes the memory of the experience of 

encounter and gives it a shape that can be expressed to others . The subject

ive influence of memory does not dimi nish the myth's believability for Buber . 

In fact, memory is that which takes away what is valuabl e from the encounter, 

what is forgotten may as well be forgotten. In support of this notion , Buber 

wri t es: 

"It is not fantasy which is active here, but memory , that 
believi ng memory of the souls and generations of early 
times which works unarbitrarily out of the impulse of an 
extraordinary event . Even the myth l'lhich seems most fan
tastic of all is creation around the kernel of the organ
ically shaei ng memory ... Hi story cannot be dissevered from 
the hi stoncal wonder; but the experience which has been 
transmitted to us , the experience of event as wonder, is 
itself great his~ry and must be understood out of the ele
ment of history." 0 (emphasis added) 

13uber realizes that this theory that claims every Biblical myth con

tains an essential truth at its core is not logically defensibl e. His argu

ment then weighs from that of actuality of human experience t o the uniqueness 

of experience which cannot, in his opinion, admit of any other explanation ex

cept God. Buber writes t ha t : 

"Wha t is preserved fo r us here is to be regarded not as the 
'hi storiza tion' of a myth or a cul t drama nor is it to be 
cxplain:d as lhe transposition of somethi ng or ig inally be
yond time into historical time ~ a great his tory-faith does 
not come into the world through t he interpretation of the 
extra- historical as historical , but by receiving an occur
r ence e~perienced as a 'wonder,' t hat is, as ~~ event wh ich 
cannot be grasped excep t as an act of God . ""t'l (emphasis 
added ) ---

BUBER'S NATURALISM 

Earlier, we al l uded in passing to Buber's belief that the corporeal 

nature of events, thei r susceptibility to human sense perception, is what makes 

them divine. Because of this belief, Buber can extol the anthropomorphic mode 

in which the Bible is written. To him, it is this anthropomorphic quality of 
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tl'le Hebrew Bib1e which preserves, " ... the concrete quality of the encounter 

with the divine . ln the encounter ' we are confronted by something compelling

ly anthropomorphic, something demanding reciprocity, a primary Thou. 
11

•22 

Buber offers no compelling evidence for this viewpoint. It is simply 

his understanding of the Bibl i cal view and what is essentially Jewish about 

it. He states this view concerning corporeality specifica11y: " ... t o the Jew 

corporeal reality is a revelation of the divine spirit and will. 1123 In his 

later writing, he expanded upon this concept saying: 

"Everything is, being and becoming , nature and history, is 
essentially a divine pronouncement, an infinite context of 
signs ioeant to be perceived and understood by perceiving 
and understanding creatures. 1124 

(CONTINUE ON NEXT PAGE) 
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Because of this, Buber finds no difference be tween natural events and so

called miracles. The fact of phenomena exis ting to be perceived is evidence 

of God's wanting a relation. The human 's ability or proclivity toward per

ceiving and appreciating such phenomena is evidence that such relation ex

ists.25 

SCRIPTURE--FIGURATIVE LANGUAGE FOR THE I-THOU 

Buber's naturalism helps augment our appreciation of his view that 

Scripture is a figurative account of divine-human I-Thou encounters, and not 

true according to its ol ain meaning. This point is often obscured (as is Bub

er's na turalism) by his copious use of the tenns "God," and "divine". Yet if, 

as Buber says,~ events are divine if perceived in an encounter '110de, we can 

see that the supernatural relationship posited by pharisaic Judaism as t he 

basis for Scripture hol ds no meaning for Buber. He makes this clear when he 

comments on what exactly the Bible should be taken to be. He writes: 

"It (the Bible) could be the verbal trace of a natural 
event , i.e . • of an event that took place in the world of 
senses common to a 11 men and fi t ted into connections that 
the senses can perceive. But the assemblage ... experienced 
its revelation vouchsafed to them by God, and preserved it 
as such in the memory of the generations, an enthusiastic, 
spontaneously formative memory . Experience undergone in 
this way is not self-delusion ... it is what they see, what 
they recognize and percei ve •~i~"' t hc i~ reason, for natural 
events are carr iers of r~velation , and revelat1on c5ccurs 
when he who ~itnesses the event and sustains it experiences 
revelation."'6 (emphasis added) 

For Buber, the Bible is merely one glori ous e~ample of human persons choo~ing 

to take part in encounters wit~ the events of naturP and of history. The 

pharisaic and Scriptural notion that Mt. Si nai corres ponds to the major event 

revelat ion of divinity in history is anathema to Buber. He specifically arg

ues that Mt. Sinai was~ revelation, just as other events of encounter repre

sent revelation in their own right. Buber writes: 

"Cre"'tion is the origin, redemption the goal. But revela
tion is not a fi~ed, dated point between the two. The rev
elat ion at Sinai is not this midpoint itself, but 



the perceiv1ng of it, and such perception is possib l e at 
any t1me. That 1s why a psal m or a prophecy 1s no l ess 
To rah, i.e., instruction, then the story of the Exodus from 
Egypt. This history of this people .. . points to the history 
of all mankind, but the secret dialogue expressed in the 
psalms and prophecies points to my own sec ret."27 (emphas
is added) 
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Buber's own "sec ret" here i s that of encounte r ing any and all natural 

and histo rical phenomena from the s t andpoint of the I-Thou. It should be 

noted that Buber has offered elements of three separate theologies, pantheism, 

panentheism, and the ism in his expl anations of the functi on and l anguage of 

Sc ripture. This confusion makes difficult the task of clear exposition of l1is 

t hought. Buber's theology, however, will be discussed in the next part of our 

analysis. 

The revel ation at Ht . Si nai is not the sole illustration of revela

tion in history. Yet, for Buber it is the most poi nted and powerful example 

of divine-human encounter ever r ecorded. The r esults of that encounter, the 

words of the Decalogue, however, pale i n importance When compared t o the ex

perience which took place at Mt. Sinai. Buber writes: 

"The sou 1 of the Oeca 1 ogue . •. is to be found in the word 
' Thou.' He re nothing is stated or confused ; but orde r s are 
given to the one addressed, to the listener. In distinc
tion to al 1 catechi sms •.. everything here has refe r ence to 
tl'lat specific hour in ,m ich words were spoken and hea rd. 
It 1s possible that only the man who wrote down the 1'/0rds 
had once had the experience of feeling himself ad dressed ; 
possib l y he transmi tted that which he heard to his people 
not orally , taking '1 ' of h i s own mouth as though it were 
his own , but only in wr i tten fonn, preserving the necessary 
distance. A .. al 1 times , in any case, only those persons 
really grasped the Decalogue who 1 i t e ral ly fe lt 1 t as hav
ing been addres sed to themselves ; only those . .. who exper-
1enced that state of berng addressed as an address t o t hem
selves. T~anks to the 'thou,' ~he Decal ogue means the pre
servation of the d1v1ne voi ce." 8 (emphas is added) 

The Bible, especially the Decalogue, repres~nts the height of 1-Thou 

communication bet;,,,een the human and the divine, not its onl y occurrence . To 

ignore it o, to deprecate its significance is t o be unworthy of the Bible , to 

• ... 
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be unworthy of the divine encounter. In Buber's view, the worthy indhtidual 

is one who allows him or herself to accept the encounter itself and the con

sequences of that encounter. Buber exp la ins: 

"Only that man who wil 1 s to do and hear what the mouth of 
t he Un conditioned (God) conmands him is worthy of the Bib
le . Only that man is a Hebrew man who lets himself be ad
dressed by the voice that speaks t o him in the Heb r ew Bible 
and who responds to it with his life."29 

The person who responds to the voice is the person most t r ue to the 

world of Scripture. 30 Fo r Bub~r, that is the link be tween the people in Bib

l ical times and the mode rn person. If the Bible is me r ely the recollection of 

ancient histori cal events in t he life of a people it is not truly s i gnificant 

for our time. The fact of response to divine encounter as r ecorded in Scr;p

ture points the way for us to do the same . The entire purpose of the Bible is 

t o point out the possibility and reality of the link between di vine and human 

spirit. 31 

This view of Sc ripture as being a figurative expression of the I-Thou 

relation is neither philosophic nor sc i entific. It is bl atantly eisegetical. 

It is also, in several respects, the antithesis of ,mat !1airnonides propounded 

in hi s view of Scripture. Buber emphasizes that Sc ri pture is an illustration 

of " ... the terl"ible .. . and mer c iful fac1- of the immedf.1.:J be:t,;cn God and our

s elves .1132 Buber stresses that the basis of reality res ides in corporeality. 

Maimonides ,~ould r ej Ec t these views ca t egorically as lacking any compelling 

evidence whatsoever. 

Buber , howeve r , construc t s his own real ity and dema nds t ha t ot hers 

confront it. Since he has experienced the divine e ncounte r of which he 

speaks , he as sumes its objective reality. Yet lac k of logical force i s not .i 

problem for Bube r. The I-Thou, for him at least, is ontal in nature , it is a 

fac t of bei ng. This aspect of Buber's view of the world ve rsus the Bible i s 
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b rought out by one of the expositors of his thought, Grete Schaeder. She 

writes: 

"The langua9e in "hich Buber ... expressed the experience of 
' the Eter nal Thou' as a world view is unsystematic and un
philosophic from a technical point of view, but highly ap
pr opriate fo r his conception of the Bible... The 'ontic' 
character of the I-Thou rela tion, wh ich he emphasized from 
the very beginning, became for him a certainty through his 
meeting with ttie 'Eternal Thou ' ... The revelation of the 
vo, ce Buber heard ,s the same as that attested to in the 
Bible, the great document of the dialogue between heaven 
and earth. "33 (emphasis added) 
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There is a p!"oblem, however, in that Buber argues for philosophic 

validity fo his view on the basis of his subjective expe rience. Although his 

argument for Sc ripture as a record of actual I-Thou encounters is seemingly 

based more on aesthetics and a certain poetic power, Bube r tri es to clothe his 

view in the garb of objective reason. Buber cla i ms tha t : 

" .. . a faithful and unbiased reader of Scriptur e must en
dorse the vi ew he has learned from it: what happened once 
(i.e., revelation) happens now and always, and the fact of 
its happening to us is a guarantee of its having happened. 
The Bil)le has, in the forn, of a glorif i ed remembrance, 
given vi~id, decisive expr ession to an ever recurrent hap
pening.1134 

l.ogical or not, after establishi ng the real ity of tlie I-Thou in his 

own life, Butler found in Scripture a more or less ideal vehicle of expression 

of thi s encounter. He, the refore, int erpreted Sc r ipture to he an deposit ion of 

divine-human I-Thou relationships which form the basis of the Jewish religion. 

On the hasis of t hi:. assumrtion , Buber went on to espous,.: he vi ew that S::rip

ture is merely a part of the his tory of encounte r, a hi,;torJ in which each 

person can participate. All of history becanes, in effect, ''hol y history."35 

We participate in that history to the extent that we perceive that we engage 

in this dialogic process. Buber c laims: 

"If history is a dialogue between Jeity and mankind. we can 
understand its meaning only when we a r e the ones addressed, 
ind onl y to the degree to which we render ourselves recept-
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ive . "36 

CONCLUSION 

Sc ripture , then is a record of the historical memory of divine en

counte rs . Tlie fonn of expression in Scripture is mythical , yet the myth re

flects actual divine-human events accord ing to Buber. The revelato ry encount

ers described in Sc ripture are examples of the past and paradigms fo r the mod

ern person. Parti c ipation i n divine- hur:ian I-Thou r elationship is open to all 

who avail themselves of the constant flow of revelatory events which are mani 

fested in the worl d . 



Chapter 118 

Buber: 

Figurative Language and God 



79 

GOD AS ETERNAL THOU--SYMBOL OF RELATION 

Participation in encounte r s with the divine is a vital aspect of Bub

e r reli gious thought . What, however, does Buber mean when using tenns such as 

"Goc1" and "divine" in his phil osophy? It is obvious that he is not referr ing 

t o the supernatural. miswah--commanding God of the Pharisees or the "outennost 

sphere" in Maimonidean thought. Our analysis proceeds with the problem of de

fining Buber's meaning for the word God and his application of that usage. 

Buber primarily explains god as the "Eternal Thou" whic h is equiva

lent to what he calls the "Unconditioned." Therefore, God is 1) eternal, 2) 

al ways a Thou and 3) unbound by conditions whi c h restrict human persons. On 

t he existence of t'1is God, Suber wri tes II . • . above man's conditionali ty there 

stands an Unconditioned whose desire is to fonn a 1 i V 1 ng community wi th him 

and whose will he may real 1 ze in t he world of men." 1 

This view of God does not require l ogi ca 1 proof, according to Buber- -

his God simply exists , standing over against the human person, wishing for re

lation. Buber writes: 

"Go<1 cannot be inferred in anything ... in nature . .. or in 
histo ry . .. or in the subject as the self that is thought i n 
it. Go<1 is the Being that is directly, most nearly and 
lastingly over aga inst ~s, that may properly only be ad
dressed, not expressed. " 

God as t",e Eternal Thou 1 s the source of al 1 of the "Thou-ness" in 

tl-ie universe. So that, if two entities r elate to eac h othe r in an I-Thou 

Mode, the entities al so ex perience the Et e rnal Thou of which they are a part. 

Buber explains that, ([ )very particular Thou is a glimpse through to t he 

r.ternal Thou ; by means of eve ry particular Thou the primary word addr esses 

the Eternal Thou ."3 

We as human persons have no conclusively verified knowledge that God 

is the Et ernal Thou , however. Bube r admits that it is not pos s i b l e to direct-
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)y contemplate God. 4 Relation is possible, contemplation is not. The e ternal 

Thou, consequently is a symbol, a figurative expression for the possibility of 

relationship wit, the divine. Buber wri t es: 

" ... the Eternal Thou is not a symbol of God but of our relation to 

God. What is more, no r eal symbol of God is possible, for we do not know Him 

as He is in Himself."b 

Go~ cannot be known, only experi enced. Even the experience of an I

Thou relation with God defies demo nstration. Fo r this reason, Buber claims 

ttiat it is an act of <faring and witnessing t o participate in such a relation. 

Through imagery and symbol , the human person can at l east know of 

God. Buber considers authentic symbols of the divine to be iust as revelatory 

in nature as is the Pncounte r witti the Eternal Thou. 7 Buber explains that God 

is unchanging, what changes is" ... t heophany--the manifestation of the divine 

in man's symbol-crea ting mind: until no symbol is adequate any longer and 

none is needed. "8 

Maur ie~ Friedman, the primary expositor of Buber's thought, explains 

that this notion of symbolic representation of divine e ncounter is different 

than the ordinary explanation fo r religious symbols. He writes: 

"For Buber, the meaning of the symbol is found not in its 
universality but in the fac t that it points to a concrete 
event which witnesse :, just as it is, in all its conc rete
ness, trans ito r iness, and uniqueness, to t he !"elation with 
the Absolute."9 (emphasis added) 

As the symbolic Eternal T,ou, God cannot be an It. People and en

tities may suffer objectification, but C,ud is always a Thou . Peopl e may trei!t 

De ity as 1f it is an It, but that does not change the di vine nature. Buber 

expla i ns in I and Thou: 

"By its very nature the Eternal You (Thou) cannot become an 
It, because by its very nature it cannot be placed within 
~easure and l i mi t . .. and yet we reduce the Eternal You 
(Thou ) e ver agai n int o an It, to something, tur11ing God 
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into a thing, in accordance with our noture."10 

We ca n speak of God as an It, however, this description i s never 

accurate. lt is c1t best a metaphor and at worst shows total ignorance of God. 

God as It can only be talked about as a theoretical counter point to the 

ever-present everlasting Eternal Thou. Buber writes: 

"Whether one speaks of God as He or It , this is never more 
than allegory. Rut when we say You (Thou) t o him (God), 
the unbroken truth of the world has been made word by mo r t
al sense."11 (emphasis added) 

Buber defends the notion of God as the Eternal Thou as actual, in 

contradistinction to bting objective or subjective. He claims that any divine 

symbolic imagery without the ac tuality of divine-human encounters is "illu

sion and self-deception."12 It is also vital in his opinion, not to fall in

to the trap of distinguishing the encounter as subjective or objective. Bot h 

views, according to him, are incomplete and misleading . He writes : 

"Subjectivism is psychologization while objectivism is verification 

of Gorl; one, a false fixation, the other a false liberation; both departures 

from the way of ac tuality; both attempts to find substitutes for it."13 

NATURE OF THE "ETERNAL THOU" 

To this point, Buber has referred to Gorl simply as the "Uncondi 

tioned" or the "Eternal Thou." Except for r elational ability, no essential 

attribute of Buber's God has been offered. Buber posits that God has an in

finite number of attrH>utes. _yet the human person is limitet1 in ability to 

grasp them. He concedes Raruch Spinoza 's argument of two essential attribute~ 

of God ( thought and extension), and adds another. This third knowable attrib

ute is God's status as a "person." This is a tenn which we will examine here 

in order to detennine the consequences it holds for Buber's God. Buber 

writes· 

" ... I should have to say that of God's infinitely many at-
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tributes. we human beings know not two, as Spinoza thought, 
but three: in addi tion to spi ri tl ikeness, the source of 
what we call spirit-and naturalikeness, exemplified by what 
•,1e know as nature , also thirdly, the attribute of person
likeness ... only this third attribute, personlikeness, could 
then be said to be known directly in i t s quality as an at
tribute. 0 14 

82 

God, therefore, i s a person. As we have seen, it is this character

istic of "personlikeness" that make relation with the Eternal Thou possible 

and desirable, in contradistinction to the utterly transcendent God of Maimon

ides. This attribute, however, creates unsennountable logical difficulties 

for Buber's entire philosophy. This notion is confusing even for Buber's dis

ciple, Friedman , who writes : 

" ... particularly to the Whiteheadian metaphysician it can
not be conprehensible that Buber speaks of God as an Abso
lute Person, for a person is in relation and therefore is 
limited and in that sense relabve. 1115 (emphasis added) 

Buber is aware of the problem. He knows that the concept of person

hood for God is a contradiction, yet he cannot back off from it, lt?st his en

tire religious philosophy lapse into meaninglessness. He writes of the pr ob

lem at the very end of I and Thou, explaining: 

"A person ... is by definition an independent individual and 
yet also relativized by other independent individuals; and 
this, of course, could not be said about God. This con
tradiction is met by the paradoxical designation of God as 
thE:: absolute person . .. one that cannot be relativized. It 
is as the absolute person that God enters rnto the di rect 
relationship with us. The contradiction must give way to 
higher insight." 16 (emphasis added ) 

It is as if Buher knows that what lie is saying is impossill lt and log

ically indefensible, yet he is cooipelled to say it anyway. Buber hints at an 

escape f ran this dilemma. however. He hints that the problem is one of lan

guage and that the appellations upon which he relies on so heavily are simply 

figurative expressions. Two statements by Buber display his absolute defense 

of the concep t of GvG's personhood, his ambivalence about the logical contra-
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diction involved, and his notion that the problem i s linguis tic in nature . In 

the Eclipse of God, Buber writes: 

"It is indeed legitimate to speak of the person of God 
within the religious relation and in its language; but in 
doing so, we are making no essential statement about the 
abso l ute which reduces it to the personal . '-'e are rather 
saying that it enters int o the relationship as Absolu t e 
Person we call God . One may understand the personality of 
God as this act--it is, indeed even permissible for tie be
li ever to bel ieve that God became a person for love of him, 
because in our human mode of existence the only reciprocal 
relation that exists is a personal one." 12 (emphasis add
ed) 

Al so, at the end of I and Thou , Buber argues for the necessity to 

posit God's personhood in spite of what we can claim logically about an unlim

ited Deity. Bube r writes: 

''The designation of God as a person is 10dispensable for 
everyone who like myself means by "God" not a "pri nciple" 
and l i ke myself means by "God" not an idea •.. but who rather 
means by God . .. Him who .. . enters into a direct relati o n wi th 
us men i n creative, revealing and redeemi ng acts, and thus 
makes it possible for us to have a direc t rel at ion wi th 
Him •.. (The concept of pe r sonal being is indeed incapable of 
declaring what God ' s essential being 1s, but it is both 
perm, t ted and necessary to say that God , s al so a per
son. )1118 {emphasis added) 

Buber intimates that we c laim personhood for God not because it is 

necessarily true or demonstrabl e in any way, but t hat it is a linguistic 

method by \otlich we C!~p. es;; our emo t ional nee<.1 to r ela t e to God as a pe rson. 

In both of the above c itations , Buber admits that perso nhood cannot be part o f 

God's essent i al berng. It is a human need, however, to pe~ceive God 1n thi s 

way and, therefore, pemiss ible to use linguistic constructions that fill this 

need. Buber does not specifically label his divi ne epithe t s "Eternal Thou," 

"Absolute Person, " "The Unconditioned" as figurative language. If, howeve r , 

Buber reluctantly admi ts that this claim of pe rso nhood for God is not defens

ible as being part of God's essential being, then not only his descriptions, 

but the very attribute of personhood itself, al 1 become figurative expressions 
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which correspond to the need of the human person to relate to that which is 

beyond him or herself. 

This human need for relationship to a divine person is what Buber is 

eJCpressing when he claims that, " ... a God who is not a living personality is 

an idol ... if the idea of God is onl y that Ian idea), then it is totally impos

sible to "believe" in God legitimately~ ttiat is ... to stand in c. personal re

lationship with Him."l; 

Buber al lows what Maimoni1es condemned as idolatry--the human posit

ing of divine attr ibutes especially those which speak of relation to the human 

person. Persons are pennitted to express their "belief" in this kind of Dei ty 

with no hint of demonstration. This is the very belief which Maimonides ~,ould 

di s111i ss as mere fantasy, the uncontrolled outpouring of the imagination. 

BELIEF VIA DELUSION IN BUBER'S THOUGHT 

Whereas Maimonides considered thought indispensb l e for proper belief, 

for Buber almost the opposite is the case. He repeatedly and insistently criti

c izes t '1e "God or µhilusophy" (without bothering to specify which theological 

e ntity of whi ch philosopher is invalid). 20 Since the I-Thou encounter is 

solely one of experience , all efforts to explain, categorize or expr ess the 

divine partner of t he encounte r are failures and necessaril y di minish the ex

perience undergone.21 

Buber's theology takes on an almost delusional nature due t o this 

fr~edom from coherence or log i cal demonstration. He sta tes :;yeci fical 11 that : 

"It is not necessary to know something about God in order 
to believe in Hi m: many true beleivers know how t o talk t o 
God but not about Hirn. I f one dares to go to meet Him, to 
call Him, reality is present. "22 (emphasis added ) 

Ttiis position is an abandonment to total subjectivity an all of t he dangers 

there in . In Buber's ;,stem, the indiv idual is allowed full freedom to be

lieve In :;od conceived of and believed in out o f a stat e of total delusion. 
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Belief conquers object ive reality for Buber. More importantly, belief makes for 

the only reality wh ich to him is meaningful and worthy of livi ng. He writes 

in I and Thou: 

" ... whoever pronounces the word God and really means you 
(Thou). addresses, no matter wha t his delusion (!). the 
true you (Thou) of his life that cannot be restricted by 
any other, and to whom he stands in a relationship that in
cludes all others ."23 

Faith, attested to by experience of encounter ""i t h t he Eternal Thou 

is sel f- j ustifying and qualitatively superior to empirically verified knowl

ed!)e, in Buber's view. This is not faith supported by argument or de1nonstrat

ed hy objec t i ve evide~ce . It i s fa i th based on the totally subject i ve e~peri

ence of t~e believer, which admits of no objective reality t esting. Buber 

goes so far as to cl aim this type of faith to be t hat type of fa ith to which 

al l reli gion subscribes . He wri tes in Ec l ipse of God: 

" ... it (rel igion) understands faith as the entrance into 
thi s reciprocity , as binding oneself i n relationship with 
an undemonstrable and unpersonabl e , yet even so, in rela
tionship, knowable Bei ng from wh ich all meaning comes . 1124 

A problem arises for Buber at this juncture. He claims that ~Y 

faith, hy bel i ef. by choosing to be in relationship with tile Eternal Thou, en

counter wit~ God wi l l De effected. Ruber rhapsodizes the act of t~e fr ee 

person ..mo "chooses " Goo 111 c1frect proportion to nis scorn for the one who 

does not. He writes: 

"God is an unknown Being beyo~d t~is #Orl1 only for th~ in
dolent, the deci s ionless , the lethargic ... for the one who 
chooses, who decides, who is aflame witll his goal. who is 
unconditior.cd, God is the closest, the most familiar Being 
that man, through his action, realizes ever anew, experi
encing thereby the myste ry of mysteries. Wllethe r God is 
"transcendent" or "immanent" does not depend on Him, it de
pends on r.,an. 1125 

Yet, ~ccording to Buber. the attainment of the I-Thou relationship is 

not dependent on human will al one. His requirement that will and grace must 
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be joined takes the possibility of encounter out of the hands of individual 

believers.26 One can do all of the things that Buber propounds--choose . de

cide, risk, believe or dare--and yet the encounter might not be achieved. 

Buber writes specifically that God cannot be summoned. or conjured up as it 

we re .27 He wr i tes that. "(T)he You (Thou) encounters me by grace- -it cannot 

l>e found by seeking . 11 28 

Co nsequently . there is a contradiction in Buber's theological 

thought. One must "risk." being open to encounters with the Divine. but one 

may not achieve them . The human will alone is insufficient to effect the re

lationship. Yet, Buber hints that even this logical problem can be side

s tepped. 

BEL IEVING IS REALITY 

This dilemma can be avoided by the very subjectivity which validates 

ancl substantiates bel i ef in the f irst place. In Buber's system of thought , 

only t he individual can recogni ze whether or not she/he has participated in an 

" I-Thou" relationship with Deity. This knowledge is a personal one , and not 

subject to ex t ernal critique. Therefore, if an individual believes that she/ 

he has achi eved relation with t he Eternal Thou, that hel i ef is valid, accord

ing to Buber's system of thought . 

Consequently , wi th the di vine as acn,evable , even without "grace," so 

long as one truly beli eves that the relation exis ts. This seems highly ques

tionable, yet is irrefutable from the vi ew of the subjectivism that Buber has 

l aid out. lf one believes the divine encounter has been achieved, there is no 

responsible manner in which this claim can be disputed . 

There are, however, two conditions set by Buber that might impair 

one's ability t o achieve the divine encounter. The first of these is to be 

the human tendency to objectify experience via intellectual reflection. The 
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other is the existentially quixotic notion that God is not speaking afl.Y long

e r ; or at least God is more guarded and l ess accessible to the human person in 

the second half of the 20th centu ry than previously was the case. 

In discussing the first condition, Buber describes the human inabil

ity to sustain the divine encounter as pure experience without recourse to 

thinking. The act of intellection, trying to put in cognitive order the ex

perience of encounte r cause the encounter to cease, Buber writes: 

"Man cannot gain constancy of relation through directly 
concerninq himself with God; for 'reflexion,' bending back 
towards God, makes Him i nto an object. 11 29 

Since God cannot be an object, since the Eternal Thou can never be 

an It, one who reflects upon God as an oLject is no longer reflecting upon 

Go1, but merely upon his or her own memory or thought process. 

In addition, Buber introduced the notion of divine silence in his 

book, Ec lipse of God. In it, he posits that the human person can become so 

depersonalized and unspiritual, the relation with God as t he Eternal Thou be

cane impossib le. He viewed this problem very seriously and not as merely a 

temporary disruption in divine-huf.lan communication . He conside red this divine 

silence to be an objective phenomena affecting the entire world, and not as a 

problem of human psychological reaction to secularism, mode rnism Jnd the like. 

In the words of or•P comm"'ntator, ''The silence of God is real and indicates 

that somethi n9 has taken place nor or not 'merely in huma11 subjectivity but in 

Being i tse-lf ... ,30 

GOD'S ''NEEO" 

Such silence can only be temporary in nature, Buber infonns us, be

cause the very purpose of creation was to give God creatures with which it 

could relate. This lack in the godhead, fillable only by the human person, is 

spelled out by Suber in 1 and Thou. 
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'' ... that you need God more than anything, you know at al 1 
times in your heart. But don' t you know also that God 
needs you--in the fullness of His eternity, you? How would 
man exist if God did not need him, and how would you exist? 
You need God in order to be, and God needs you--for that 
which is the meaning of your life. Teachings and poems try 
to say more ... but the emerg~nce of the living God we know 
unswervingly in our hearts." l 

CONTRADICTIONS 
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This introduces more logical inconsistency in Bubt r' s thought. He 

does not posit a limited God concept, yet this God suffers from lack of human 

encounter. Ttiis God is both transcendent and immanent, beyond human el<peri

ence as He is in Himself and yet near enough to the human person to admit the 

closest of relations. On one hand, Buber says, "The God in whom we believe, 

to whom we are pledged, does not unite with human substance on earth."32 Yet 

ne also ~rites, "He (God) is also the mystery of the self-evident, nearer to 

me than my r. 1133 There also remains the problem of reconcil ing Buber's 

panentheism with his ostensible theism.34 

Such a plethora of logical contradictions might cause one to dismiss 

Bub~r•s thouyr.t entirely, at least as far as philosophical discourse is con

cerned. 8ut a cl oser look at Buber indi cates that his primary i nterest is in 

aiding the human person to reach beyond the self in the search for primary 

meaninq in existence. He beli eves that , PVen riddled within consis tencies , the 

t heory ~f the I-Thou relation is one that is salvific (soteric) in that it 

gives life and religion meaning and value. The God concept may change over 

years and cultures bu t the fact and need of the human person to relate is 

constant. Buber wri tes: 

"(This) ... does not mean that a given concept of God . . . 
necessari ly impairs the concrete religious relationship. 
Everything depends on the e~tent to which this concept of 
God can do Justice to the reality it denotes, do Justice to 
it as a real1ty. The more abstract the concept, the more 
does it need to be ba 1 a need by the evidence of 1 i vi ng ex
perience ... The furthe r removed a concept seems f~om an-
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thropomorphism. the 1110re it must be organically coopleted 
by an expression of that immediacy and, as it were, bodily 
nearness which overwhelm man in his encounters with the 
divine.d35 (emphasis added) 
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It is the function of religion to provide this possibility of rela

tion, in Buber's view. The divine-human encounter is the sine qua non, not 

the pr~nulgation of a coheren t religious system of thought. For Buber, con

tradict ions about the nature of Deity are l ess c ruci al than t ht fact of exper

iencing the relationship and deriving the sal vific benefits therefrom. He 

points to this logical contradiction specifically when he writes: 

"We mean by the r el igious ... the rel ation of the human pe r
son to the Absolute, when and insofar as the person enters 
and remains in this relation as a whole being. This pre
supposes the existence of a Being wro, though in Himself 
unli mited and uncond1t10nal, lets other beings, li mited and 
conditional indeed, exist outside Himself. Re even allows 
t em o en e r ,no 
can onyex,s 
( emphas 1 s added l 

Buber sees the contradi ction, yet he makes it subservient to the human 

need for rel atio n. It is not just the human need to relate Buber is concerned 

with; meaningful existence is attained by pa rticipation in I -Thou encoun ters, 

especially those which take place with the Eternal Thou. A. Reines, in his 

analysis of Buber's theology, make this point: 

PFo r Buber, soteria (ultimately meaningful existence) was 
obtained throug, I-Thou encounters, which could take place 
with object s, such as trees or persons. Fo r inasmuch as 
all things are in the godhead, every authentic ,neeting with 
another being brings one into special relationship with God 
or the Eternal Thou ... Such encounters also take place di
rec tly with t he Et ernal Thou. ,,37 

CONCLUSION 

At a simple level of understanding Buber believes that God exists and 

is a person with both will and desire. God's desire is to rel a t e with the 

human person in a divine-human encounter. This is the purpose of the c reation 

of the human person and the world. God is described by Buber as the Absolute. 
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the Unconditi oned. and t he Eternal Thou. 

The s imple understanding of God. as an Eternal Thou, however, is 

figurative for Buber. Buber the phil osopher knows that for al l of the poetry 

and attractiveness of this god concept , relational abili ty and personality 

Cdnnot logically be posited as essential divine att ribut es (character ist ics of 

God as He is in Hifllse1f). ~uber writes that, "Although we J n earth never 

behold God without tilt: world, but only the world in God, by beholding we 

externall y foni, God's foni,.38 Yet Buber the existentialist needs the concept 

of the Ete rnal Thou sufficientl y t o ignore the many significant contradic

tions in he rent in t his theology . For him the ac t uality of the 1-Thou rela

tion (which he came to bel ieve in object ively, on the basis of his personal 

e,c,pe rience) overwhelms and sweeps away the logical inconsistenci es of his 

thought. 

Buber' s God wants to encounte r the huma n person. lt takes, however, 

a n act of deci sion on the part of the human person to effect this encounter. 39 

The encounter is one of pure experience and cannot be translated into organ,zed 

thought or words. Speaking of the encounter between the human person and the 

Eternal Thou is necessatil y inaccurate and misleading. As Buber writes : 

" ... t he question is not about God, but only about of rela
tion to Him. And yet in order to be ab l e to answer, I have 
to speak arout him. For our r el ation to Him is as supr a
contradict r I as it is because he 1 s as supra-contradic t ory 
as e 1s. emp as1s a e 

This view of God is illogical, inconsistent, and wholly subjective . 

Bube,· , however, may ;imply not have had the linguistic tools to c learly state 

his message . Perhaps there~ no linguistic means for Buber to c:JiVe hi s read

~rs t he benefits of his insight. Fo r this reason. Buber 's God wil l be acces

s i ble only to those Who feel they attai n the encounters that he did. For 

others, Buber's God will r~nain an elusive wi sp of air, unrecognizable to 
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those who do not understand his poetry, unreachable to those who cannot accept 

such a confused figurative language for Deity. 



Chapter I IC 

Buber: 

Figurative Language and Religious Services 
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PROBLEM WITH A PRE-SET LITURGY 

It would be plausib l e to surmise that Buber would endorse the idea of 

participation by the human person in the act of religious worship. As stated 

a bove, Maimon ides perceived the pharisaic religious service to serve two func

tions : social control and the teach ing of figurative non-phi l osophic notions 

about Deity which are not hannful to the masses. Thus, the worship service 

serves as a weak substitute for the act of philosophic contemplation which is 

soteric, according to Maimonides. For Maimonides , the piety which is ex

pressed by the indi ·.;idual in the pharisaic religious service in and of itself 

is no virtue at a11. On the basis of what we have already encountered with 

r espect to Buber, we might expec t e ncouragement of the type of emotional piety 

and feeling that the pharisa ic service often seems to engender among Orthodox 

J ews . This, however, is not the case. 

Buber wrote very 1 i t tl e about organized worship except to condemn 

it. Typical of his thought in this vein, Buber writes in his work, Hasidisrn , 

that, "(N)o traditi onal fonnulae and rhythms of any kind ... 3re of any use to 

the man of sacramental exis t ence."l 

Jakob J . Petuchowski. world-renowned specialist i n the field of 

J ewish liturgy has made t he followi'lg po;rts concerning Buber and t he 

pharisaic religious ~e rvice. 

I) Bube r did not write specifically about liturgy. 

2 ) He consc i ous ly dissociated himself from religi ous se rvic .:s. 

3) Although fri endly with Rabbi Kurt ~ilhelm of Synagogue ' Emet we 

'emunah in Jerusal em, he would not attend se rvices the re dur i ng 

the time he resided in Jerusalem. 

4) He would speak at the synagogue, but refused to enter it until 

the fonnal worshi p service had concluded. 2 
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Buber repeatedly denounces the fom1 and content of the organized 

worship service (not the pharisaic service al one) as being representative of 

the world of the "It" as opposed to the "Thou." He mentio ns i n several dif

ferent places how cult and rite actually ccxne to impede attainment of the I

Thou relation. The objectification of God through l i turgical formulation 

leads away fr001 the Eternal Thou . Buber writes: 

"A liturgical or a sacramental occurrence, with its tech
tonic place ... can represent and thus make a home for that 
There {the Eternal Thou); when it displaces it, it des
tructs it 113 

Traditional rites and formulae are "ext e r nal ties" to the Eternal 

Thou which are poor substitutes for the achievement of a true I-Thou rela

tion.4 For Buber, liturgical rites are not only external , they borde r on be

ing obstac les to the true experi ence of relation. They smack of conjuring and 

of magic. Buber explains this process i n I and Thou: 

" ... God becomes n cult object . The cult , too, originally 
suppl ements the acts of relation, by fitt i ng the living 
pr ayer, the immediate Thou-saying into a spatial contex.t of 
great plasti c power and connect ing it with the life of the 
senses. And the cult , t oo, gradually becanes a substitute, 
a s personal prayer is no longer supported but rather pushed 
aside by canmunal prayer; and as the essential deed ( re
lation with the Eternal Thou) simply does not pennit gny 
rules; ft is supplanted by devotions that follow rules." 

Buber belfeves that religious se r-vices in their original forms are 

concrete manifestations of actual i-Thou encounters. These forms gain accept

ance because of t heir initial vibrancy and spontaneity. Yet thes~ fonns decay 

and degenerate as people come to use them as substitutes for seeking out their 

own divine-human encounte r s with the Eternal Thou. These decayed and degener

ated forms then become obstacles to the true seeker of God , who has no rela

t ion to the E>ncounter which sparked the inception of those 1 i turgical forms . 

Tl-iis process can be compared to the manu facture of a radioact ive drug which is 

good when first processed but has a very short half-life. It decays rapidly 
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and eventually becomes poisonous. Friedman explains how Buber viewed this 

process and its implication for the individual: 

"The fonn that is created as a result of this theophan,y is 
a fusion of Thou and It. God remains near this fonn so 
long as bel ief and cult are united through true prayer. 
With the degeneration of prayer, the power to enter into 
relation is buried under increas ing objectification, and 
' ... it becomes inc reasingly difficult . .• to say Thou w1th 
the whole individual be ing. ' In order to be able to say 
it, man must finally come out of the fdl se security of com
munit~ into the final solitude of the venture of the infin
ite. 1tb 

For Buber , the fonn of the rite or prayer is incidental; the attitude 

of the person is what is crucidl . 7 Buber says specifically that. "(T)he rite 

is a wort of man and it is accepted or rejecter! by God, according to the 

feelings of the man perfonning it."8 

Buber be l i eves that all 1i turgi ca 1 fo nna ti on and communal worship are 

ultimately injurious to the life of the individual seeking relation t o the 

Eternal Thou. Any fon11, in order to have relational efficacy in Buber's view, 

must have the whole- hcart~d. undivided and almost unconscious commitment of 

the individual. If the individual does not perceive the liturgical fonn in 

this manner , t he form impedes his or her quest to achieve a bona fide r el ation 

to the Eternal Thou. Buber explains: 

" ... the s<1c rament ... misleads the faithful into feeling se
cure in mere "objective" consuf'lmation without any personal 
participation ... and t o evade the fact that they themselves 
in the wholt! of their being are laid hold of and c l a1med by 
the sacrament , ,t loses 1n depth, in three
dimensionalHy ... "9 (emphasis added) 

Buber, therefore, finds the conmunal religious service per se , (be it 

pharisaic of any other type ) to be only partially beneficial to the beli ever 

seeking a r elation with the Eternal Thou. In its worst utilization, the 

communal ~eligi ous service is totally unhel pful to the individual, leading 

away from genuine encounter with the Eternal Thou and nirting with incorrect, 
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For Buber, the cOOlmunal religious service in most cases l eads away 

from the Eternal Thou. The service is not genuinely metaphoric in its 

language for God as t he Eternal Thou. The service has a set purpose and is 

not designed for the genuine encountering of God . It is merely the linguistic 

remnant of an earlier encounter with the Eternal Thou. As explained earlier, 

all linguistic expressions of the I-Thou encounter are necessarily inaccurate. 

Such expressions may be symbolic of the fact that an encounter has taken place 

but they cannot either reflect either the content of the previous encounter or 

act as a catalyst for a future encounter. Buber writes t hat: 

"Every religious utterance is a vain attempt to do justice 
to the meani ng which has been attained. All reli~ious ex
pression is only an intimation of its attainment." c, (em
phas, s added l 

Buber does, however, apparently believe in the power of individual 

prayer. The term "prayer" has several meanings for Buber. These figurative 

meanings include speech with God, union with God and particular states of 

conscio11s being. Friedman attempts to explain prayer in Buberian tenns as 

fo ll ows: 

"Prayer ... is not spiritually floating above concrete reali
ty, but lived concreteness. Prayer is the very essence of 
immediacy be tween man and God, and praying is, above all 
words the action of turning directly t o God. In the pray
er ..• 'he ( the individual) ultimately asks for the 1J1a ni
festati on of the divine Presence, for this Prese~ce's be
cmiing dialogical ly perceivable.' The presuppositi on of a 
genuine state of prayer is not religious words, pious feel
ings, or techniques of spiritual concentration. but 'the 
readiness of the whole ~an for this Presence, simple 
turned-towardness, unreserved spontaneity.' "11 

Buber explains that this state of prayer is subject to various mani

festations . It is not merely a psychological state, as implied above. It in

cludes iti iosyncratic behavioral aspects that are efficacious for some indi-
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vidual s and not for others, dependiog on their relation to the Eternal Thou. 

Suber writes: 

"Prayer is the most important way to union with God and is 
the highest means of self-redemption. Hasidic prayer, how
ever, was not always ptayer in its most ordinary sense. 
Some t imes it took the form of traditional prayer, sometimes 
of mystical meditation in preparation for the prescribed 
prayers, and sometimes of "hit-lahabut," or an ecstatic in
tuition into the t rue nature of things. Eve ,, the Hasidic 
singing and dancing might be justifiably conceived, at its 
highest, as a way of praying. " 12 

True prayer then, is not hing other than e.x.pression of the desire for 

relation with the Eternal Thou. It is not necessarily indicative of the re

lation itself, and is also not a necessary prelude to the divine-human en

counter. Prayer is desirable, because in its truest form , it leads the indi

vidual away from self-conscious thought which is one of the major obstacles to 

the achievement of genuine relation. l n cc:mment i ng on this problem, Buber 

notes : 

" •.. in ..• our stage of subjectivized reflection, not only 
the concentration of the one who pays, but his spontaneity 
is assailed. The assailant i s consciousness, the over
consciousness of this man here that he 1s praying, that he 
is praying, that~ is praying. And the assallant appears 
to be invincible . 3 (emphasis added) 

True prayer, however, vanquishes the assailant of self-consci ousness. 

Stri pped of intellectual consciousness, the human person relates on an 

emotional level t o the Eternal ThOu in genuine encounter. Buber cl a ims that 

in this form of prayer: 

" .. ,n1an 
knowing 
without 
foctive 

pnurs himself out, dependent without reservation, 
that, incomprehensibly, he acts on God, alheit 

exacting anything for himself, he beholds his ef
activity burning in the supreme flame."1 4 

In this 1nst~nce, Buber describes this relation of prayer figurative

ly. Philosophically. the above s t atement borders on pure gibberish, given 

what has already been presented of Buber's theology. He claims that the human 
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act of un-selfconsc ious commitment "affects," as it were, the divine, because 

it represents for him the pure experience of relation. Since the relation 

cannot be expressed verbally or intellectually, Bube r uses poetic hyperbole in 

o rde r to demonstrate his belief in the power of this state of relation. Prayer 

is useful conceptually for Buber only insofar as it is capable as a figurative 

expression of showing the relation he pe rceives to be possible between the 

human person and De ity as the Eternal Thou. It is for this reason that "true" 

prayer must be distinguished from "ordinary" prayer, in Buber's thought. 

Buber believes that prayer mitigates the aspects of cult that 

objec tify, or depersonalize God. Prayer is the thread which binds together 

rite and belief. Buber writes : 

" In true prayer, cult and faith are unified and purified 
into living relation. That true prayer lives in rela tion 
tes tifies to their true life; as long as it lives in them 
(cult and fa i th) they live . Degeneration of religions 
means the degeneration of prayer in them: t he relational 
power in them is buried more and mo re by objecthood ; they 
find it ever more difficult to say Thou with their whole 
undivi dec1 being ..• "15 

THE ACTUAL IMPORTANCE OF PRAYER IN BUBER'S THOUGHT 

Fo r al 1 of Buber's rhetoric about the value and me aning of prayer, a 

pr oblem ren,ains. I t is similar to the probl em raised earlier with resepc t to 

Buber theology of di vine-human encounte r . lf I-Thou encoun t ers with God as 

the Eternal Thou a re not solely dependent upon the wil 1 of the hum3n person 

(but dependent upoii the pr esence of divine grace as well) the encounte r may 

not be achi eved despite al 1 efforts empl oyed. These efforts include both com

munal worship and indi vi dua l prayer, no mat ter how "true" or "genuine" they 

are. Neithe r individual prayer nor c001munal worship can effect an encounter 

with the Eternal Thou and they do not represent salvific substitutes fo r that 

encounter. 

To be more specific, it is help ful to review the unders tanding of 



j ust what the I-Thou relation is and how it functions with respect to the 

huma n person. M. Friedman explains: 

"The I-Thou rel ation is a direct knowing which gives one 
neither knowledge about the Thou over aga inst one nor about 
oneself as an objective entity apart from this relation
ship. It is 'the genuinely reciprocal meeting in the full
ness of life between one active existence and another.' 
Although this dialogical knowing is direct, it is not en
tirely unmediated. The directness of the relationship is 
established not only through the mediation of the sens
es ... but also thr ough the mediation of the 'word,' i.e., 
the mediation of those technical means and those fields of 
symbolic communication such as l anguage, music, art, and 
ritual which enable men ever again to enter into relation 
with that whic h is over against them."16 
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Prayer i s a mediation of the encounter and not a prelude or a pres

cription for it. Prayer is not qualitatively superior to any of the modes 

of mediation listed above. Prayer cannot serve or aid the human person, only 

relation can. Prayer cannot cause that relation to be effected. As Buber 

writes : 

"(N)o prescription can lead us to the encounter and one 
leads from it. Only the acceptance of the presence is re
qui red tc co:ne to it .•. As we have nothing but a Thou on our 
lips when we enter the encounter, it is with this on our 
li ps that we are rel eased from it into the world." 17 

Prayer is only a state of readiness in anticipation of an encounter 

with the Eternal Thou. This state is in and of itself useless if not 

accompanied by relation to the Eternal Thou. Buber writes specifically: 

" ... it is ... only the relation I-Thou in which we can meet 
God at nil, because of Him, in absolute contrast to all 
other existing beings, no objective aspect can be at
tained. " 1 A 

COUCLIJSION 

We may conclude, therefore, that not only are communal religious ser

vices without value to the human endeavor to r elate to the Eternal Thou; in

dividual prayer is meaningless for Buber as wel 1. True prayer is only that 

prayer which anticipates an encounter. The words of prayer are meaningless . 
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The attitude of the individual is what is important. It is the attitude o r 

emotional fervor of the individu,11 that can cause the loss of self- conscious

ness which all ows fo r the possib il i ty of a divine- human encounte r. 

The c cxnmunal religious service ( incl uding the pharisaic religious ser

vice) serves no salvific or soteric purpose in Bube r ' s thought. All liturgi

cal formulations fade in immediacy in comparison with the e nco'.lnters that 

spawned them. This result s i n rigid statements of dogma whic h become lite ral

l y untr ue by virtue of their inflexibility in Buber' s thought. 111 9 

Prayer is important only i nsofar as it anticipates an act of e ncount

e r with t he Eternal Thou. Yet prayer br i ngs it about ; it cannot "conjure up" 

these encounte rs . I-Thou relati1ons subsis t ve ry well on t heir own without 

praye r as a prel ude . Consequently, prayer that does not r esult in I- Thou en

counte rs is useless and devoid of mean ing. If one ca n achieve an I-Thou re

lation with the Eternal Thou on one's own (without prayer), the act of prayer 

becomes irrelevant. A. Reines s uccinctly summa r i zes this conclusion wh en he 

writes : 

"Prayer, then, as theistical l y understood is meaningless 
for Buber . Only if the wor<ls of pr aye r. no matter how 
heartfe lt, i\ r e accompanied by an I -Thou r elation is there 
any value to the experience; but then, i t is not necessa ry 
t o have the words of prayer at al l , for it is

2 
t he I - Thou 

happeni11g a l or~ tha t gives the word!> efficacy." O 

Individual prayer and conmunal services are optionally forms of medi

at io n of the I-Thou r elation. They de, not effect the rel ation, they are mere

l y part of the "symbol i c clJllmunication" which f igurative l y represents the en

count e r wit'1 the Eternal Thou. That i3uber believes this is attes ted to by his 

low personal rega rd for rel igious se rv ices. This is evidenced by the fac t 

that he refused to att e nd services in Jerusalem, as mentioned above . For al 1 

his sut>jective encouragement cc,ncerning individual prayers, Buber read ily con

cedes that they are me r e words outside of the context of the divine-human en-
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counter. Liturgical rites and prayers are merely part ially helpful tools 

toward the goal of relation. Use of them is neither necessary, good. nor ef

ficacious. 

quber sees the idea of prayer and the idea of a formal l iturgica l 

rite to be worthwhil e insofar as they carry the human person past concern with 

the ordinary . They are linguistic expressions of the desire t ,0 relate to the 

Eternal Thou : t hey have no value in and of themselves. 

Si nee, for Buber, pure prayer does not express concern for the bene

fit of the human person, petitionary prayer is explicitly excluded from the 

conf ines 0f the rel ation with the Eternal Thou . Since no intelligible commun

ica tion takes place in the experience of the I-Thou relation, al l words of 

praise and thanksgiving l ose their salvific meanings as well . 

Buber did not accept the idea that communal religious services were 

figurative expressions of I-Thou encounters, only as fo nns of remembrance of 

pas t ones . He saw them as obstacles to the achi evement of those encounters. 

Buber did not pe ~cei~e prayer to be t he figurati ve expression of commun ication 

with the Eternal Thou. Prayer is a stance, an expression of l onging and open

ness for such an I -Thou encounter to take place. To make mo re of it is to 

risk countenancing the noti on that the huma n person can conjure up God at 

,.,;11, usi ng the so-called proper words and fonnulae . This is, of course, the 

anti thesis of Buber's phi losophy of spontaneous 1-Thou encounters caused by a 

joining of htn~an will and divine grace .21 
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DEF l NI Tl ONS 

ln order to properly discuss Buber 1 s thought with regard to 

figurative language and the religious symbol, several of his technical terms 

require definition wi thin the specific context of his I- Thou philosophy. 

l ) Symbol -- A form (li turgiCdl , linguistic, ritual, artistic and 

the like) whose existence is directly attributable to a concrete 

I-Thou encounter. I "It is . • . the product of the real meeting in 

the actual present of two separa te beings • . • "2 

2) Symbolization -- A " ••• sensory presentation of a manifested 

truth, d perceptive reality which • .. al ways reminds the people 

again of that truth . "3 

3) Sign -- A symbol ", •• which does not speak to everybody but just 

to the one who sees that i t 'says' s~nething to him. •4 

4) Deed - - The " .•• religiously relevant act," chosen freely by the 

human person.5 The deed is the act which is consequent to th~ 

divine encounter . 

5) 

6) 

7) 

Sacramenl - - An authentic activ i ty in which ·• • • • the divine and 

human Join themse 1 ves to each other , a 1 i ved beyond transcend

ence .Hld i. .• man~n<.e . 116 This stanl.ls 1n opposition to a cul tic 

sacrament whic h merely fills legal presrriptions. 

Religiosity -- " ..• the unmediat~d pers~nal rel.:ition t o the 

Unconditioned, the desire for a living partic i pation with it, 

the wili to realize it in the world through action." 7 Thi s is 

equivalent in meaning and usage to the term "religiousness. "8 

Religion -- That which '' . .. adopts the rel lgiosity of a definite 

period with its precepts and dogmas , and gives it final form ••. 

in accordance with ••• an organizational principle . "9 It is 

J 
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the sum of customs and teachings in which t he religiousness of a 

certain epoch of people has been expressed and formed • .• and 

handed down to all future generations as binding . Religion is 

true as long as it is f ruitful, and it is fruitful only as long 

as religiousness is able to fill precept and dogma with new 

mean i ng and transform them to meet the need of each new gener a

tion. 11 10 (emphasis added) 

Gnosis -- " • . • the attempt to raise the veil which divids the 

revealed from the hidden and to lead forth the divine mys tery . 

Gnos i s , like magic, stands as tMe great threat to dialogical 

life and to the t urning to God . Gnosls attempts to see through 

t he contradiction of existence and free Itself from it , rather 

than endure the contradiction and redeem it . •11 This Gnosis, 

for Buber , is roughly equivalent to the rationalist trend in 

western philosophy . 

9) Hasidism - - A pietistic , Jewish , Orthodox sect, originating in 

Eastern Europe. Although fragmented into manys schools, main

stream Hasidism taught its followers that JOY and experience in 

life we, e a~ 1mportant as fut 11 l lment of the law for salvation . 

Buber Identi f ied strongly wi t h th is sec t and ideal lzed t hem as 

expos itors of the type of 1-fhou rel ation he was promoti ng . 

CUlTIC SACRAMENTALl ~M AS INAUTHENTIC SYMBOLI SM 

For Buber, all symbolism can be divided into two primary types . In

authentic symbolism is the manifestation and use of symbol s that are neither 

the direct result of nor point to the encounter with the Eternal Thou. Au 

thentic symbolism is the human attempt to give form to the pure experience of 

this 1-Thou relation . Also , a symbol or set of symbols, in Buber's view , can 
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origi na te in an authenti c manner , then deyener ate into inauthenticity through 

repetition and ois tance from the event of encounter, whereupon new symbols 

are created. 12 

Buber speaks of two systems of symbolic thought which he considers to 

be inauthentic. The fi rst of these is tenned "cul tic sacramental ism . " in 

which the symbols of the encounter have been stratified and do nul admit cre

ative change. The second inauthentic symbolism is the view which rat1onalizes 

and divorces the religious symbol away from its tie wi th the d1vine relation . 

Buber cla ims that the symboli sm rep resentea by cultic sacramen ta lism 

is inauthentic becduse adherence t o the laws of the cult supersedes the in

dividual's imperative to seek out God for relation . Buber claims that this 

symbolism is cut off from God and is dangerous because it leads the human µer 

son to rely on forms rather than on the divine encounter for salvation. Ruber 

writes: 

"Tnis separated relation ( living in the world as opposed to 
living 1n God) is man's greatest danger whether it mani 
fests itself in the form of a cul t in which sacr amental 
forms are independent of everyday 1 ife or of a soul de
tached from 1 ife in devotional rapture dnd solitary rela
tion with God . 'The sacrament . • . misleads the faithful into 
feeling secure in a merely objective consw~ttation without 
any personal par t icipat ion.' In such a serv1ce, the rea 
artner of th., cor1munion GvJ b m> Ion er resent." 
er.:p as1s added 

Ri tual observance has no sa lvific meaning in and of itself for Buber. 

If the human person's par tic ipation in a ritual is due to le~dl 0re~t riplion 

or social convention, there is no symbolic meaning in that act for that indi

vidua l . Performance of ritual must be a freely chosen "deed , " not a require

ment . Buber wr i t es that: 

"Through ossification of the sacrifical cult , of Scrip ture 
and tradition, man's free dec isiori has been suppressed . It 
is no longer the deed , born of decision and drawi ng breath 
in unconditional ity that is viewed as the way to God , but 
compli ance with rules and regulation . "14 
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If ther e is no relation of the symbol to the possibility of further 

relation to the Eterna l Thou, it is of no worth . Observing the Law for the 

sake of the Law is a meaningless sanctivity, in Buber's view. In the words of 

the commentator on Buber's work and its relationship to Jewish religious prac

tice , D. Breslauer wr ites: 

"Buber finds the identifica t ion of deed with the authentic 
perfonnance of the law a fatal error, while the law can be
come a source for deeds , deeds natural ly expand beyond the 
province of the law. If such expansion is not allowed •• • -
the way is open for stagnation . Lega l ism has an easy time 
establishing control over the deed- tendency and reducing a 
spontaneous response to God to a superficial and I-It type 
of manipulative action. 11 15 

Breslauer later writes that " .•. all ritual •• . con only be a human 

reflect ion of that rel ationship" (of encounter) between tne human person and 

the Eternal Thou . 16 The law r0noves the aspect of relationship f rom the 

religious act . It ~ ••. requires no risk. The mean ing of each legislated act 

is fully deter111ined . "l 7 

What comprisec; the c;aving grace of any system of cult and ritual for 

Buber is the intense personal commibnent of the indiv idual . Without this 

commitment, therP is no legitimate cult , there is no "inherited tradition" as 

1t were . Buber ma~es th1s clear as fre1dman explains: 

" . . • many thinkers ( tend) to identify the inheritance of 
tradition with the forms into which tradition has cast it 
self ••• they think of society. the family. the church, or 
the law as ~ living organism and of the individuals of the 
past, present and future as cells in cnis organism . Thie; 
••• is a distort1on of the t rue way in whi ch t r adition is 
actually inherited , namely through each individual's maki ng 
that part of the tradition his own which comes alive for 
him as Thou , 11 18 

Breslijuer emphasizes this point 1n Buber's thought as well . saying: 

" • . . without 
symbo 1 ism i s 
tence in the 
body . '"19 

a personal engagement in the ritual process 
impossibl e. 'No symbol has authentic eKis
spirit if it has no authentic existence in the 
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Consequently, religious symbolism viewed as either received tradition 

or divine law is 1nauthentic symbolism unless the individual chooses to mak e 

that practice an act of choice, a "deed" in Buber's tenns. 

Another inauthentic view of religious symbolism is the detached in

tellectual view, be it historical, me taphysical or philosophical. Buber calls 

this approach "Gnosis . " Being analytical in natu re, it is the oppv:.ite of the 

unpremed i tation Buber requires for relation to occur. As thought and cogni 

tion reside in the world of It , they are in opposition to the unconditional, 

unreserved nature of relation with Thou. Buber comments that part of the his

tory of Judaism has heen the struggle over which symboli c view will be domin

ant . He writes: 

"The history of the development of Jewish religion is real
ly the history of the struggles between the natural struc
ture of a mythical -monotheistic folk-religion and the in
tellectual structure of a rational-monotheistic rabbinic 
rel igion . "20 

Judaism, for Buber , fails as a historically viable religion if it is 

viewed frum this intellectual stance . 21 It is anathema to Buber, for whom it 

stands as an opposition to the "reality" of faith and the "reality" of 

encounter with the Eternal Thou. Buber claims: 

"The psychologiral doctr ine which dcJls with mys teries 
without the ~nowi ng attitude of faith toward mystery is the 
modern man1festation of Gnosis .• • It--and not atheism • • • is 
the real antagonist of the r".!ality of faith . 1122 (emphasis 
added) 

Th~ intellectual stance vis-a-vis religi ous symbol ism is a denial of 

religiosity, in Buber's v1ew. For Buber, reli giosity has nothing to do with 

morals, aesthetics or sentimentality; it is concerned with encounteri ng the 

primary power of the universe , namely, God . Buber, writing forcefully in this 

vein, s tates that: 

"Religiosity 
:nun in" with 

is •.• man's urge to establish 
the unconditioned; . . • Genuine 

a living coin
rel igiosity •• . 



has nothing in common with the sel f-pleasure of aestheti 
cizing soul s, or with the clever mental exercises of prac
ticed intellec tuality . Genuine religiosity is doing. I t 
wants t o scul pt the unconditioned ou t of the matter of this 
world . .• to be engaged i n this work is to be religious-
nothing else. u2J (emphasis added) 
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Ouber went so far as to denigra t e any i ntellec tual approach to reli

gious ,:,;>,peri ence. To view t he relig ious experience as psychological or e th i

cal a s opposed to stemming from God is blatantl y f alse, i n his view. 24 For 

one claim greater spirituality because faith was alloyed with rationalism is 

even gr eater blasphemy. Lool<i ng back on t he attempt s to r eform J udaism ove r 

t he pas t century, Oube r fi nds nothi ng of value , nothing of God , nothing of en

counter in comparison with the so- called ignorant orthodoxy. Buber passion

ately writes: 

"What was preached here was not . . . a renewal of J udaism, but 
its perpe tuation in an easier, more elegant , Weste rnizec1 
socially acceptable form . Truly I prefer a thousandfold 
the gauche dullards who, in their simple-mi ndedness, ob
serve day after day and without any shortcuts every deta~l 
of what they bel i eve to he the ccwnmand of their God •.. " S 

Th i s fury on Buber's pa rt is a reaction to the attempt to rlisavow the 

present reali ty of t he divine-human encounter because i t was not de1t1onstrabl e 

according to the s tructures of empirical verifi abil ity. For Buber, the im

mediacy of divi ne experience s uperserles any phil o~oph ic 3nalysis of that ex 

perience.26 FriedmJn makes this same point in discussing t he concept of the 

I -Thou in opposition to phi l osophic thought. He wri t es: 

"The presentness of the I-Thou r el at ion i s ... fatal to the 
a ttempt of logical posit1vism to relegate e t hics, religion 
and poetrv to subjec t ive emotion without real knowl edge 
value. Seen in t he light of Buber 's dialogical phi l osophy, 
th is is .. . the attempt of ... I-It knowl edge ot dismiss the 
ontol og i cal r eality of the I-Thou knowl edge from which it 
derives its own ex. i stence. 112 7 (emphasis added) 

ConseQuently , it i s invalid to view religious symbols and sacra

ments from the s tandpoint of eithe r legal prescri pt ion or intel lectual under-
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standi ng . The former denies the freedom of the individual to act. to perform 

"deeds" on the basis of his or her own encounters wi t h the Eternal Thou. The 

latter is an attempt to trivialize the actuality of di vine-human conimunication 

by view ing its symboli c representation as nothing more than a cultural • psych

ologica l or eth ica l manifestation . Heither app roach to religious symbol ism is 

warranted, from Buber's point of view. 

AUTHENT IC SYMBOLISM 

There is , however, an approach to rel1gious symbol ism which is legit

imate and authentic fo r Buber. This approach takes into account the birth and 

decay of symbols . It dlso affi:-ms the freedom and responsibility of the human 

person tu choose to accept those symbolic representations wh1ch are meaningful 

to him or her on the basis of their personal encounters with the Ete rnal Thou. 

Ou t of their ac tual encounters are born new symbols and signs , some of whi ch 

will bP accepted by the community as a whil e, wh ile others remain significant 

only to t he individual . This stance, fo r Buber, with respect to religious sym

bolism ca,. be term~d "cteative actual ism. " 

AUTHENTIC SYMBOLS: THE NE~O 

Buber understands tha t there 1s a legitimate nPeO for religious 

symbol ic forms . This need , in fact , is the primary reason wh ich warrants the 

existence of set rel rgious belief and practice. It 1s worthwhile to quote 

Buber in full in this regard: 

"Oo9111as Jnd rules :tr«!! mere ly lhe result , subJect to 1.hd119e. 
of the human mind 's attempt to make comprehensible. hy a 
symbolic order of th~ knowable and do- able , the work ing of 
the uncond1t ional it experiences within itself. Primary 
reality is constituted by the effect of the unconditional 
upon the human mi nd which, sustained by the force of its 
own v1s1on , unflinchingly faces the supreme power . Man' s 
mind thus experiences the unconditional as that great some
thing which is set over against it, as the Thou as such. 
By crea ting symbols , the mind comp rehends wha t is in itself 
incomprehensibl e: this in symbol and adage , the il 1 imita
ble God reveals himself t o the human mind , whic h 
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gathers the flowing universal currents into the receptacle 
of an affirmation that declares the Lord reigns. Neither 
religious symbol nor adage makes man unworthy or untrue , 
they are forms the unconditioned creates within man 's mind, 
which at this particular time, has not developed into a 
more effective tool . "28 
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Symbolic forms of expression and remembrance of the meeting with the 

Eternal Thou are necessary because they are the only tools available to the 

mind . intellectual expression of the meeting misrepresents the relation; auth

entic symbolic expression, al though necessarily 1 imited, is legitimate in Bub

er ' s view. 

Symbolic forms are also necessary for their concreteness, their 

ability to be served empirically as opposed to the non-empirical experience 

which occurs in meetings with the Eternal Thou. Buber suggests that without 

such concrete forms there would have been no link at all between the purely 

spiritualized world of 1-Thou meetings and the concrete reality in which the 

human person lives . ~9 Buber says that symbolic forms are necessary for the 

cornm1;r.i ty to exist as a co,rimunity, for col!lrnun ities are bound together in the 

world of the concrete . He writes that, "(T)o be sure, to manifest itself in a 

community of men , to establish and ma inta in a community, rndeed to exist as a 

religion , religiosity needs forms . .. 30 

These symhol ir forr-s , however, must not oe immutable. fhey mus t res

pond to change because the human person' s relation with the Et erna l Thou is 

subj ect to change and development. The symbol m1;st even be cap~ble of being 

discarded wne11 1t is no longer ~vocat ive of the divine-human meetinQ it is 

supposed to represent . This dynamic qual ity to symbols is emphasized repeat

edly 1n Buber's work . ~uber writes that: 

"Symbols come into being, some which al 1 ow themselves to be 
fixed ••. even in earthly material, and some which tolerate 
no other sanctuary than that of the soul . Symbols supple
ment one another, they merge, they are set before the com
munity of believers in plastic or theological forms. 11 31 
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Ideall y, a time will come when no symbolic forms for the I-Thou re

lation will be either adequate or necessary. This is why symbols must be 

pl as tic, capable of change. They represent the relation with the Eternal Thou 

at a pa r ticular time , and no mo re. Fr iedman explains Buber 's thought in this 

regard, saying that : 

ttMan experiences the Absolu t e . • . as Thou in itself . He 
gras ps t he ineffable through the creation of symbols , in 
signs and speech which re veal God to men for this age . 
But . • • these symbols are outgrown and new ones bloom in 
their pl ace until no s mbol erforms wha t is needful and 
1 ife itself becomes a symbol , u emphasis added 

The human person, therefore, needs to be careful not to become too 

attached to any one religious symbol or set of religious symbols . Once sym

bols become incapable of change, they have outlived their use fulness, their 

capacity to evoke the meeting wi th the Eternal Thou , The symbol which was 

born of the meetings with God then becomes an obstacle to the future attain

ment of such meetings. This is because the symbol has no intrinsic worth in 

and of itself as it i s not from the world of Thou but of .!.!· Friedman states 

that 11 
... the very symbols which man used to address God often stand in the way 

of that address."33 Buber makes the same point himself , emphasizing that sym

bols are not and cannot be truly representa t ive of God or relat ion with God . 

The experience of • • . . mePting wi th the H~eter • .. Knows only the presence of the 

Present One. Symbols of Him , whether images or ideas, always exi~t first when 

and in so far as Tho~ becomes He and that mea~s It . 34 

AUTHENTIC SYMBOLS: THE DE~O 

In view of this process of symbol creation and degeneration, the act 

of the ind iv idual in choosing relevant symbolic forms becomes crucial. It is 

what Buber calls "deed . " Breslauer expl ains the function of this concept of 

deed in Buber's thought. He writes in his The Chrysalis of Religion: 

"Deed performance is composed of both decision itsel f and 



deciding based upon an acknowledgement of God's uncondi 
tional address . The ear of man, however , needs to be sens
it ized to that voice . 1135 
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It is not just the act of deciding which turns mere symbol into deed . 

It is the act of deciding with the whole of one's being, an unconditional and 

unreserved response to the Unconditioned. This is what Buber cal ls " .. . the 

presence of the whole man who wholly gives himself ... 0 36 

Consequently . it is the person that gives the ritual meaning and not 

vice versa. It is the person's commitment , in Buber's view, that makes a sym

bolic practice a genuine figu rat ive expression of the meeting with the Eter

nal Thou . Even in a religious system of absolutes, such as Orthodox Judaism, 

Buber says that a rite " .• . must be reforged in the fire of the truth of his 

(the individual ' s) personal essential relation to the absolute if it is to wi n 

true val id i ty. ,,37 

Buber refers to the end of this act of decision or deed as the reach

ing of "God ' s!," through the individual's unconditionality .38 In this way, 

the very act of beiny becu,oes symbolic in a manner no rite or ceremony ever 

can . As Buber writes, "(T)he factual existence of a human being can itself be 

a symbol or a sacrament. .,39 Friedman explains that Buber actually means much 

more, that his real intent is to say that not onlv can the 1 ife of the human 

be a true symbo1 --it is the ideal symbol: "The highest manifes tation of the 

symbol~. in fact, a human life lived in relation to the Absolute, 1140 

The human person who lives his or her life in this state neither 

"performs" nor "observes" rituals, but according to Buber 's words : " ... is 

laid hold of and demanded in the core of his wholeness, and needs nothing less 

than his wholeness if he is to sus tain it,"41 

CONCLUS ION 

True symbols constitute genuine figurative expressions of the actual 
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I -Thou encoun ter . Since the encounter is nothing other than pure experience, 

symbols can onl y point to , and never accurately reflect the [-Thou encounter. 

As Buber writes, even the term "Eternal Thou'' does not accurately symbolize 

God . It symbolizes, rather the relation to God fo r which the human person 

strives. 42 

Buber recognizes that there is a human need fo r rel igiou~ symbolic 

fonns, yet inost of these forms are inauthentic, Their inauthenticity sterns 

from either of two factors: Their inflexibility and unresponsiveness to 

change required Dy further meetings with the Eternal ThOu ; or their simplistic 

functi onality which c auses the symbols to serve as unspiritual, intellectual 

and inaccurate explanations of the divine- human encounter. 

Authen t ic religious symbolism is made up of forms from the world of 

It fused with the in t entionality of the human person's commitment to Thou . 

Formal rel igiuns are based on accretions of such symbols. As Buber writes, 

"(A)ll historical reli g ion is selection of sacramental material and 

sacrament.JI acts."~: These ~cts are not fixed or frozen for eternity . 

Ne1ther are they ethereal or momentary in their exi s tence or meaning . Buber 

writes that: 

"A.11 symbols are ever in danger nf Of'" 'l"li ng s p iritual, and 
not bfndrng images, instedd of remaining real signs sent 
into life~ all sacraments are ever in danger of becoming 
plain experiences •.. instead of re111aining the incarnate con 
nection between what is above and what is be1 ow.q44 

S ince symbols (be they rites, rituals , or objects) can only point to 

the fact that ~n actual encounter wi th the Eternal Thou has occurred, they 

serve no purµose in and of themselves . Divorced from the immediacy of the en 

counter , acts remain acts , words merely words. Consequently , in Buber's view, 

we canno t comrnit ou r selves to the perpetuation of systems of symbol ism which 

may carry nu meaniny in the age to come. In Buber's words: 
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"We can commit ourse lves only t o the prima l fo rces, to the 
living rel igious forces which, though active and manifest 
in all of Jewish religion, in its teach ing and law, have 
not been fully expressed by either .. . They are the eterna 1 
forces t hat do not permit one ' s relationship to the uncon
d1 t iooal even to wholly congeal in to something merely ac
cepted and execu ted on faith, the forces that out of the 
t.otal of doctrines and regulations, consistently appeal for 
freedom in God. "45 
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The religious symbol, then , has no intrinsic importance for Buber . 

What remain crucial are God, the human person and their capab ility to relate . 

For the person who ic; in this state of rel ation, external symbols from the 

world of It draws into ins ignificance. Only the human person's life, his or 

her being , remains as the highest manifestation a symbol can tak~. The actu

alized life of the human person, because of the possibility of relation to 

God , becomes the only true and adequate symbolic expression of the encounter 

which make for life's ultimate meaning according to Buber. 



Chapter I I IA 

Cronbach: 

Figurative Language and Scripture 
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DEF IN l T lONS 

As was the case with the previous thinkers considered, Abraham Cron

bach's work contains technical terminology. There are four tenns whose mean

ing must be made clear before entering into discussion of Cronbach's view of 

figurative language with respect to Scripture . These definitions are semantic 

in nature . They explain the function a word serves with respect to both 

Scrip tura l and religious discussion. 

1) Designation -- the function of language in supplying objects or 

actions with their names; Cronbach writes: "The designative 

function of language coincides with its informational function . ttl 

This does not mean that the information conveyed by a word or 

expression conveys accurate information. Designation simply 

describes the informational intent of a word or phrase. 

2) 

3) 

4) 

Evaluation -- the function of language in assigning an obJect or 

an action valJe, whether that value is positive or negative; for 

example, language used in ethical judgments is evaluative. ln 

Cronbach's view, much semantic usage with respect to religion 

which purports to be designative is in actual usage evaluative.2 

Dramatization -- the function of l~nguage in serv ing to picture 

"something abstruse, complicated, fa r-reachi ng and difficult to 

understand."3 This category includes figurative and symbol ic 

use of language. This usage dramatizes an aspect of word or con

cept which might not otherwi se be understood . 

Impressiveness -- the capacity of language to elicit enotional 

reaction . This function goes beyond eval uation, in that it re

flects usage whose function it is to infl uence the emotions of 

others with regard to a given word, concept or ObJect . Impress-
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iveness in language extends beyond the meaning of a particular 

word. Words can impress by their very sound or even appear

ance . 

Cronbach explains that the usage of a word often and easily trans

cends a single category . Words that are impressive, in his view , exercise that 

function partially because they evaluate strongly as well . Woros that proper

ly are assigned to one category with regard to a particu lar usage, are just as 

properly assigned to another category given a change in context. Cronbach 

makes this point specifically when he writes that: 

" . •• a word which is designative when used literally becomes 
evaluative when used metaphorically . ln the Bible, the 
word angel is designative, but if one lauds a man or a 
woman of today as being an angel, one evaluates. 114 

With respect to religion, Cronbach believes that this capacity of 

1-iords to serve mu ltiple functions is a major cause for confusion and misun

derstanding. We will return to this point in our discussion of Cronbach with 

respect to religtous serv ices and religious symbolic practice. 

PRlNCIPLE OF GOOD AND TRUTII 

Before entering into Cronbach's evaluation of Scrip ture and its fig

ura tive meaning, it is crucial to exami ne the major principle by which Cron

bach evaluated religious tenninolo9y ano <..vnceµts . Cronbach, as we shall see, 

rejected the 1 iteral approach to Scripture in its entirety, preferring instead 

to base his religious philosophical outlook upon an admittedli subjective 

prin<..i µl<: , 5 This principle c.an be termed Cronbach 's "principle of gooo and 

truth. '' It is stated in its quintissential form as follows: 

"Social justice is Jewish. Even if it were not Jewish, it 
would behoove us to expouse social justice. For social 
justice is right and the right must be done whether it is 
Jewish or not. 

Better yet, i t would behoove us to make it Jewish. Many 
things which were not Jewish or iginally, came in the course 



of history, to be made Jewish--for isntance , the Sabbath , 
the immortality doctrine and the lovely rite of confi rma 
tion. Best of all , why not say that whatever is good and 
true is, i so facto, Jewish? Wh must Judaism be a tradi -
tion on y? emphasis added 
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By the establishment of this principle, Cronbach gives the standard 

liy which all practice and ideology, religious or no , are to he judged, i.e., 

according to their goodness and truth value. Conversely , it is :mplicit (if 

not explicit) in this principle that any thing or idea that can be shown to be 

not good or untrue is disqualified fr om categorization as being Jewish. This 

w1ll undergird Cronbach's unique system of interpretation of Scripture , as we 

shall see. Histor-ical association with Jews and Judaism is insufficient, in 

Cronbach ' s view, to war-rant designation of a concept or acti on as Jewish. If 

something is not true , if it is not good; if it does not highlight what Cron

bach calls the "redemptive aspects of experience,u it loses its designation as 

being legitimately Jewish.7 

REJECTION OF LITERALISM 

Given this a~her~nce to truth over dogma or tradition, Cronbach ut

terly rejects a 1 iteral approach to Scripture. ln his view , it contafns in

correct information with regard to both histo ry and reli gious ideology. In 

addition, it contai ns incidents which, although chronicled as part of sacred 

history, support that which Cronbach wou l d dee,~ unethical. Why, then, is the 

belief in the literal view of Scripture still widespread? 

Cronbach gives two reasons for t he continuing acceptar1c.c of 1 it~ral 

ism. One reason ste111s fr om a misunderstanding of different cul tu res. The other 

is based on the child-like psychological needs of most human persons. 

In discussing the problem from a cultural viewpoint, Cronbach claims 

that different cultures have created differing modes of expression. The 

problem in accepting Scripture literally is that it ignores these cultural 



distinctions. Cronbach writes that: 

"We must remember that the Bib l e, being an oriental hook, 
uses oriental modes of speech. Orientals are not found of 
abstractions. Orientals prefer the concrete. When an Ori
ental wishes to convey the thought that some objec t is 
beautiful or valuable . •• he declares that the object origin
ated wit'1 God • . • (I)f he wishes to affirm that some act is 
noble ... he predicts that God will reward the act; just as 
God will punish an act which the speaker deems opprobri
ous.. He utilized those beliefs to bring out sentiments 
for which ghe \lestern world possesses ot her modes of ex
press ion . 11 
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It should be noted that Cronbach's evaluation of the so-caJled ''Ori

ental mode of eJlpression" is both arbitrary and subjective. It could be ob

jected to by any nuinber of scholars in a variety of f ields. It is nonetheless 

employed by hi,n as a factor in the Western mi sunderstanding ot '.:>c r iptural ex

pression, which, to his mind, has caused misinfonned beli ef in the literal 

truth of the Scripture. 

The other basis for literal belief, according to Cronbach, i s the 

child-l ike psychological need for both myth and an absolute standard of inoral

i ty and excel 1 ence. Cronbach expresses amazement at the capaci ty of the human 

person to simply accept myths and stories without any evidence as to their 

truth, except that they appea r in the Bible. He attributes this to the base 

psychological need level of most people.9 Beyond ,nyth and sto ry , the attitude 

of uninfonned, widespread reverance for the Rible is also attributed to t he 

child-like need o f tie human person to be told what i's right versus wrnng, and 

real versus unreal. Cr onbach writes: 

"Somethi ng of the childlike obtains perhaps in various a t
titudes toward the Bible. Not a few passages in the Bible 
are unintelligible ... the real intent may forever remain un~ 
known. Moreover, much set forth in the Bible contravenes 
the ideals • . . and the interests of the present day reader. 
The Bib l e is nonetheless superlatively extolled. lts con
tradictions and its sentiments, obnoxious to our own age 
and land, are explained away by the ingenuities of interp
retation. This uncritical adoration of the Bible--does it 
not also partake of the childlike?"lO 

.. 
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The literal interpretation of Scr ipture is not rejected, however, be

cause it is childl Ike . It is rejected because there are many Scriptural pas

sages which " •• • contravene the ideals ••• and the interests of the present-day 

reader." There is, therefore, an element of subject ive selec t ion in what from 

the Bibl~ is s til l acceptable today and what mus t be rejected. Such cho ice , 

admits Cronbach, is always subJective and not subject to logical or empirical 

validation. Even believers in the literal nature of Scripture make subjective 

choices concerning that of the Bi ble which is acceptable to them personally. 

He c.omtnents that. " ••• selectiveness always occors . A bel lever in authority 

(i.e • • the traditional authority of the Bible) invokes the authority for 

views Which he aavocates and ignores or distorts the authority for the views 

which he disdains . 11 

With this selecti ve subjecti vity in mind , Cronbach asserts the right 

to reJec t or interpret the Bible accordingly when " • • • it conflicts too vio-

1 ently with other convictions. 11 12 For Cronbach, this mat ter is relatively 

simple. The Bible must be either rejecteo or thoroughly re i nterpreted when it 

is in conflict with the "principle of good and t ruth" as set forth above. 

With this in mtnd , we wil I now examine some of those parts of Scripture which 

Cronbach felt were not "Jewis h" according to this principle. later. we will 

see now radical ly he re-inte rprets other sectior.s of Scripture 111 oriJer to 

f ind contemporary value in them. according to his principles. 

SCR IPTURE THAT IS NOT JEWISH 

Although one might question how any part of Scripture can be dis 

missed from being "Jewish," Cronbach indeed mak.es such judgments . His judg

ments are not, however, capricious . His objections to canonized material are 

based upon fidelity to his principle of good and t r uth . A few examples wi ll 

suffice. By placing thi s pr inciple higher than that of fidelity to uninter-
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preted Scripture, Cronbach attac~s the books of Esther and Judges as being not 

Jewish. 

Cronbach's biographer, R. Seigel, relates why Cronbach objected to 

the Book of Esther. He writes; 

ttThe Book of Esther comes under maJor attack... 'The real 
vbJ~ction to the story lies in the relation of the story to 
our ideals . ' (L isted as follows): Mordecaf was obstinate 
anJ violated a law, Esther also violated a law and con
cealed her Jewishness, the killing of the Persians in re
venge, and the execution of Hamon (is) without a trial. 11 13 

The book of Esther viol ates both conditions of the principle of good 

and truth. The factual objections include the impossibility of Esther being a 

young gir l according to the story's given information; and the impossibility 

of the people actually fasting for three days. Consequently , 1n its plain 

sense, the book of Esther cannot be ''Jewish. " ft is factually untrue and vio

l ates our notion of what is good , according to Cronbach.14 

The book of Judges has similar judgment rendered upon it by Cronbach. 

In his work, Stories Made of Bible Stor ies, Cronbach attacks the book of 

Judges through the mouth of the R~bbi Yo~anan ben Zaqai . This rabbi was an 

important pharisaic figure at the time of t he fall of the second temple to the 

Romans . Cronbach levels the same two charges against the book of Judges that 

he did against the book of Esther . First, the book is legendary. Its 

non-factual nature means tiat it should not be taken literally or too 

seriously. Second, the book is anti-Jewish because it violates the ideals of 

tolerance and pacifism.1 5 

Within the book of Judges itself, Cronbach makes specific obJec tion 

to the story of Gideon . He cites the intolerance of the Baal rel igion and the 

glorification of war as the reasons behind the story's unacceptabil ity . With 

respect to the religious intolerance of the story, Cronbach writes : 

"The Baal religion is not my religion and not your religion, 



and not the religion of Gideon. Bu t it was the religion of 
some. Can we expect other people to revere the rel igion 
which we pro fess , if we treat with disdain the rel i gion 
which t hey profess? To our own re li gion, we shoul d be 
true~ but all religions should have our respect. 11 16 
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As a counter point to Gideon's un-Jewi sh "intolerance" of Baal, which 

is lauded by t he pharisaic tradition , we tu rn to Cronbach ' s view of So lomon. 

~lthough traditional ly perceived as wise , the pharisaic view of S~lomon con

tains reservations about his behavior toward other cults in that they flour

ished under his reign. It is precisely upon this point of phar i saic disap

proval that Cronbach esteems that Solomon was most laudable. In his version 

of the story of Solomon , Cronbach puts the following words in King Solomon's 

mouth: 

"There was one thing about my reign which I regarded as ex
ceedingly good and noble . I refer to the freedom of rel i 
gion which existed under my governmen t. During my reign , 
everyone was fr ee to fol low wha tever reli gion he or she 
might choose. People came to Jerusalem from all parts of 
the world . .• (where) they would set up shri nes for the re
ligions of their respective countries. Under my rule those 
shrines operated without interference ••• yet ••• there was 
nothing for whi ch I r eceived severer condemnation. People
.•. have called me 'apostate,' 'renegade,' ' tu rncoat.' They 
accused me of forsaking my own religion when they saw that 
I was respectful toward other religions . .. 17 

That which official Judaism came to regard as t reasonous , Cronbac~ 

v1ewea as truly Jewish, arrord ing to the pr1nc1p1e of good and truth. Al

though Cronbach rejected some part s of Scripture outright because of their 

falsity and non-compi i~nce wi th modern ethical ideals , other pbrts of Scrip

ture called for rei nterpretati on in his eyes . 

NECESSARY REINTEHPRETATION OF SCRIPTURE 

Cronbach bel ieves that Biblica l stor ies contain power and drama. He 

thinks that this is because of their form-- legendary hero tales in which ob

stacles are overcome in order to emphasize a message. The form is something 

which Cronbach would like to maintain. It is the message of Biblical stor ies 
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that requires revision , sometimes radica l revision. Usi ng his semantic dis

tinctions , Cr onbach argues that many of the Scriptural narratives serve to 

dramatize and impress , not to inform. The miracle stories of El iJ ah (I Ki ngs) 

are in his words , " ••• folk ya rns--stories not for the purpose of informing but 

for the pu rpose of astonishing. 11 18 This, in Cronbach's view, is a leyitimate 

function of Scripture--to amaze and impress . That which is CL~Sidered the 

message behind the amazement , however, should change to meet progressively 

higher standards of ethics and scientific va1 idat ion . That this impressive 

character of Scriptural narrative is at odds with its message for us today 

is spec i fically pointed out by Cronbach. He wri tes : 

"The tenth chapter of Leviticus tells how two young 
priests , because they erred with regard to some incense 
used at the s hr ine, were speedily and cruelly burnt to 
death by an enraged Yahweh. The sixth chapter of I Samuel 
narrates how 50, 070 men were killed by Yahweh, though their 
only dereliction was their having gazed upon the sacred 
ark. The second book of Samuel, chapter six, relates how 
Yahweh slew a young man for laying his hand upon the ark • . -
(S)tories of this type embudy primitive ideas . If the in
c idents themselves are no t mythical, myth surely invests 
the the.;1Jgica 1 explanations . And yet, behind these tales 
with all their crudeness, we catch glimpses of an indubita
ble rea l ity. Is it not a daily occurrence that small mis
takes bring abou t dreadful consequences? • .. (W)hat calami 
t ~es ensue from tri vial and innocent mistakes ! The Bibli 
cal s t ories may not pr1>vide scientific history , but they do 
reflect ac t uali ties... (W)hat these stories report may be 
untrue , bu t .. hat they drama tize is irrcontes t able. 111 9 (em
phasis added) 

Consequently, because of their dramatic power, Cronbach, in his Stor

ies_M~dP of Ril,lP StQ_ri es , is satisfied to preserve t he names ana pu rported 

ac ts of biblical heroes and even the fo rm of commandments, as long as the mes 

sages they convey are reinterpreted . In ot her examples of hi s interpretive 

method. Isaac is portrayed as an atheis t who comes to find God in t he brother

hood of men.20 Sol omon regrets that he ever opposed Hedad, Rezon, and Jere

boam , feeli ng that he might have governed better with the benefit uf tneir 
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gentle remonstrance . 21 Balaam the pagan seer is portrayed as a sad , but wise 

man who has tried to leave the prophetic business because he knows it to be a 

sham. He fails to leave because people believed in him so much. In Cronbach's 

words: 

" • •• (B)alaam's mind was in a state of turmoil . His soul 
was torn between his wish , on the one hand, not to ~ppear 
eccentric (for not cu rsing the Israelites) and , on the 
other hand , his unwil 1 ingness to become involved in the 
Moabite stupidity. Because of this , he became cruel to an 
animal (by beating his donkey) . For that cruelty , his con
science troubled him the rest of his life. "22 

The story of Balaam is tranformed by the pr inciple of good and truth 

into a homily which teaches kindness to animals. Balaam is used further by 

Cronbach to illustrate the capacity fo r divinity in the human person , having 

the pagan prophet say , "Wherever there is love in a human hea r t, God's king

dom is born. "23 

There are other el(amples of this Bibi ical reinterpretation . His fav

orite themes of social Justice, pacifism, and religious tolerance are cleverly 

woven into the pre- existing fabric of Biblical narrative. Cronbach does not 

1 imit himself to the reinterpretation of Bibi ic.al myths . He reinterprets laws 

as well in the 1 ight of the 20 th century etnical themes listed above. For 

Cronbach, the bihl ical ,.ommc:ndments , not b!:!1 to" of divine origin, are irrele

vant if left in their or iginal conte~t. Consequently, he undertakes t o inter

pret them according to the principle of good and truth. Hi~ in lerpretations 

of four vf t he t en ccmmanCJments are especially illustrative of this technique. 

With reference to the first commandment, Cronbach writes: 

"The central thought of the first Commandment is that of 
1 iberation . God is the source of freedom.. . There is such 
a thing as economic slavery . the slavery of the overworked 
and underpaid toilers in mines, mills , factories and sweat
shops . This slavery cries up to God as much as ever did 
any servitude under which Israel of old may have lang
uished . .. 24 
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With respect to the prohibition of murder, Cronbach goes far beyond 

the notion of simply taking the life of another person . He writes: 

"There are many ways of k il 1 i ng people. We can kill them 
by vexing them to death, working them to death or letting 
them starve to death . Through coldness or neglect, we can 
render penle so unhappy that they will wish for death, lose 
thei r health or .. . take their o~n lives .. • (O )verworking and 
underpaying those whom we employ is not the least of the 
ways the Sixth Commandment is viol atect . 11 25 

For Cronbach, the prohibition against s t ealing extends far beyond the 

un l a~fu I taking of property. It includes theft of time and effort as ·we 11. 

He writes: 

11 
••• there (are) forms of stealing we do not suspect. Op

press ion of the laoorer and exploitation of the poor are 
forms of stealing . Overcharging in business and underpay
ing those who work for us are forms of stealing •• . (l)t is 
possible to steal people ' s time ••. (D)o we not often steal 
from our mothers and fathers? No t money , to be sure, but 
t he time and strength that are more important than 
1noney . "26 

The commandment against bearing false witness, in Cronbach ' s view , 

appl ies equally to not ions of racial or religious prej udice as well . He 

writes: 

"The Ninth Commandment ••. refers to the law court; but this 
does not prevent our giving the Commandment a wider mean
ing. Lying in any form is the bear i ng of fal se witness ••• 
One common form lying takes is that of mak ing sta l t!,n.:n"'~ 
about entire classes or netions of peopl e . l ike t he remark , 
'The Jews are r rafty .' 'The Irish are quarrelsome.' ' The 
Negroes are lazy. " • .. Where there is lack of kindness there 
will be lack of truth. 11 27 

SCR IPTURE AS FIGURATlVC LkNGUAG[ FOR SOC IAL JUST ICE 

Cronbach is not willing to concede the utter subj ectivity of his po

sition. Thus, the Bible becomes important for him as an authority; not as an 

immutable divine authority, but one which underpins the ethical progress of 

humankind. This is the actual meaning of "divinity•• for him. R. Seigel , in 

his biography of Cronbach, explai ns: 



"Equating ioeals with the presence of God, Abraham Cronbach 
reads the Bible in order to see whether the ideals of the 
Bible are the same as his own idealsA it is in this sense 
that the Bible is divine for him . .• 0 2° 
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In his Realities of Religion , Cronbach emphasizes that "divine" for 

hin must include both the vision of social justice and the notion that the 

wc-rds of the Bible are powerful instruments for its effectuation. Simul tane

ously, he denies that "divine" implies any simple, 1 iteral notions of literal 

anthropomorphism. He writes: 

"We may decline to call the Bible 'the word of God' in the 
sense that an anthropomorphic deity once wrote or dictated 
a book . But that does not preclude our viewing the Bible 
as the word of God in the sense that it supplies words 
which opt for speaking about God; because thuse words sat
isfactor ily dramatize and evaluate the redemptive aspects 
of experience and , at the same time, produce redemptive ef
fects upon the mind. "29 

Cronbach rea lizes that the dramatic power of the Bible can be used 

for other purposes as well , many of which are opposed to his own . He refuses, 

however , to abandon the Bible to those with conflicting viewpoints merely be

cause he recJgnizes the subJectiveness of his viewpoint while others do not 

see it in their own . lhe positive and progressive nature of socfal justice is 

self- validating for Cronbach. It legitimizes fur him the use of the Bible, 

not as text, but as pret ext . CMnbacti mal:e" his i"lt en tion quite clear. He 

writes: 

"From the study we are contemplating, the socially minded 
should deriVP aid . Our study should secure for their con
victions t he bibl teal confirmation they may have been 
awaiting. We would thus be enlisting the Bible in the 
cause of proyress. Why should the Bible be abandoned to 
the interests of social backwardness when its possibilities 
of functioning in the other direction are so pronounced?~30 
(emphasis added) 

Cronbach ultimately justifies the enlistment of the Bible in buttres

sing the cause of social justice by categorically claiming that social justice 

is Jewish not onlv due to the ~rinciple of good and truth, but i t represents 
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the contents and historical message of the Bible itself. Cronbach substanti 

ates this clai~ via an argume nt that is as subjective as it is tautological . 

" • . . soc i al vision is 
pear~ in the Bible 
social vision of the 
the contents of the 
added) 

undoubtedly Jewish. Social 
and the Bible is a Jewish 
Bible is Jewish because it 
Bible that we commend . 1131 

vision ap
book •• . the 
is oneof 

(emphasis 

Cronbach percei ves socia l justice to be the prime contcrn of the 

Bible. This, in his view, jus tifies the downplaying or ignoring of Bib1 ical 

passages which contradic t this concern. He is concerned that if people are 

~oing to rely upon Biblical authority as a mot ivation for their attitudes and 

ac tions , they should make reference to the "correct" passages of Scripture-

those 1-1hich ad vocate social and ethical goals . Cronbach wr ites specifically , 

in this regard , 1 inking Scriptural passages to contemporary social problems to 

serve as Biblical justification for thei r amelioration . Cronbach wr ites: 

"While many of us deem soc ial ideals compell ing fo r their 
own sake, independently of the Bib l e, there are still many 
who are ifluenced by what is cal led Biblical authority . A 
verse like Zechariah 8: 4 or a verse lik~ that in Psal ms 
71:9 might wi n them t o the cause of old age pensions . A 
verse l ike Zechariah 8:5 might stimula t e interest in public 
playgrounds . The story of Cai n, Genesis 4:l-7, or the 
story of Joseph, Genesis 39 , 40 , 41 might prompt sorne advo
cacy of prison reform. The persecut ions suffered by the 
prophets migh l aw~ ken a revitalization of the need fo r 
f reedom of spPech,"32 

CONCLUS ION 

It is clear that Cronbach believes that the Bible in i ts pl ain liter

al 111eanfn:, is 1natc.ura tt' and does not fulfill the ethical expectat1ons of the 

moder n hu~an person set forth in the pr incipl e of good and truth. He per

ceives the Bible as being a book of tremendous dramatic and impressive power , 

yet no t "true" in th~ designative sense of the word . 

Cronbach seems to vac i llate wi th regard to his admi ssion of the extent 

of his subJectivity . That he realized his ~iew was subJecti ve, and, in being 
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so, was in competition with other subjective approaches to Sc ri pture, we know 

from his own words Lited above . Ye t, Cronbach actually believed, in some 

sense, that he was following "true" intent of Scripture, what he calls t he 

"literal approach" as opposed to the "homil etical _.,33 

He is concerned with establ i shing that social justice is Jewish. 

Toward that end, he uses the techniq;e of prooftexting which is an essential 

face t of the homil e tical approach he scorns . nespite , Cronbach's nebulous 

cl aim t o expressing to "true intent" of Scripture , he perforce must concede 

that his approach i s but a subjective interpretation. Otherwise. there woul d 

be no need to deplore so,ne aspects of Sc ripture as un-Jewi sh and radically 

re- interpret others to get them to confonn wi~~ his principle of goud and 

truth. Cronbach, then, bel i eves that the language of Scri pture is symbolic 

and figurative; its symboland is an unshakeabl e commitment to social justice 

and social progress. 

J 



Chapter IIIB 

Cronbach: 

Figurative Language and God 

' . 
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REJECTION OF THADITIONAL GOD CONCEPTS 

Given what has been established concerning Cronbach ' s view of Scrip

ture , it is obvious that he rejected traditional theological notions as wel 1. l 

We will examine that rejection combined with Cr onbac h's effort to conserve 

meaning fo r the term God by employing his semantic analysis . 

Traditional understand1ng of the term God in its designative sense is 

clearly unacceptable to Cronbach. This understanding is both unsupportable 

and unscientific . It belongs to an area of inquiry in which science is un

challengeable. Cronbach writes: 

" ••• the designative use of the word 'God' belongs to that 
aspect of religion which br ings religion int~ conflict with 
science. When religion purveys information, it competes 
with science, and, in that competition, religion has fnvar
iably come out the loser . "2 

Not only is the designative use of the term God unsuppor table by sci 

ence. it 111erely encourages the preservation of childl ike religious viewpoints 

which inh ibit the attainment of religious ma turity . Indeed, Cronbach views 

the historical task of ,e!ig1on to be the encouragement of s:.ich maturity . 

This attempt, however, has been foiled by the childlike theological and psych

ological needs of the masses . Cronbach wr ites: 

"To this trend (of childlike religious attitudes) also 
11\ight be assigned t:1e pt:rsistance or ancnropomorphic con
ceptions of Deity , despite lhe age- old struggle of religion 
against such trends . Anthropomorphism brings the Deity 
within the :.cope of the famil iar and ob~ious, again some
thing which the child readil/ wel comes . " 

Anthropomorphism with resepct to Deity is immature when God i~ re

ferred to in a designative sense . Once, however , the word God is removed f rom 

the realm of imparting information , Cronbach believes that anthropomorphisms 

with respect to God can be legiti,oately employed. It is only the designati ve 

function of the term's usage which invalidates it. Cronbach writes: 

ril n religious devotion , the word 'God' ... is non-designative. 

j 



It is evaluative and dramatistic ••• The anthroponorphfsm of 
one age becomes the dramat1zat1on of a later age. All of 
the anthropomorphisms ••. in our devotional vocabulary (are) 
employed not as anthropomorphisms but as a means of drama
~ the redemptive aspects of experience.w4 (emphasis 

REJECTION OF PHILOSOPHICAL CONCEPTIONS OF DEITY 
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If, however, Cronbach argues that an anthropomorphic conception of 

Deity is inaccurate and childl ike , more sophisticated theological notions are 

not necessarily superior. He finds no value in philosophical concepts of 

Deity subject to loQical proof. He claims, in agreement with Buber , that "(A) 

God whose existence is so uncertain that it has to be proved, cannot ... be the 

same tiod tn whom people place their hope and trust."5 He stresses this ?Oin 

elsewhere , saying that: 

"We cannot de -anthropomorphize and , at the same time , tne
ologize. One precludes the other. To de-anthropomorphize 
is virtually to abolish the informational potency of the 
word 'God . ' 0 6 

It should be noted that this represents an inconsistency in Cron

bach's thought . The word "God ," accorr1ing to Cronbach ' s thought, should not 

have "informational potency . " Its potency is in its ability, as Cronbach also 

writes with resepct to Scripture to "dramatize the redemptive aspects of ex

perience. •7 

'BELIEF IN GOO" IRRELEVANT 

Since the 111t:aning of the term "God" is so bound up 10 its semantic 

usage, the question of belief in God becomes quite vexing for Cronbach. He 

finds the very issue bound up in assumptions which are not clear , and which 

are probably false. To him, to ask about whether one believes in God is truly 

a case of mixing "apples and oranges , " as it were. It asks for a monolithic 

response to an issue that has many different levels. Cronbach gives vent to 

his frustration on this issue in an essay cal led "The Linguistics of Theism , " 



in which he writes: 

"Especially deplorable is the question: 'Do you believe in 
God?' • •• (I)rrespective of how one answers any question 
whatsoever, the very act of answering constitutes acqui
escence in the assumption behind the question. When the 
underl in assum tion is false, ever answer must be 
fa se. . . No ess entangling is Do you be ieve in od? 
The question presupposes that ' God' is infornational only . 
Were a devout person to reply 'yes' his answer would be as 
untrue as i f his reply were 'no ' ••. (T)hus, indispensable is 
the semantic approach for the understanding of religion, 
and above all, for the understanding of theism. Ignore the 
semantic factors , and confusion becomes inescapable. "8 
(emphasis added) 
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Cronbach reduces the question of God's existence to two cri t eria, 

both of them subjective. One criterion for Cronbach is that belief in God, or 

belief that God exists simply "signi fies that the pruposi tion 'God exists' 

yields valid information" to the individual making the propositions.9 The 

other criterion is the emotional reaction elicited from the individual when 

faced with the question of God's existence. If the word "God" brings to an 

individual unpleasant associations, Cronbach asserts that the person is prob

ably an atheist . Pleasurable associations with the term "God," however, would 

denote a person who is a theist or a "believer." Cronbach explicitly asserts 

that this issue is totally subjective. He writes: 

"Forbear to argue about the existence or the non-existence 
of God when the real issue is not whet he" God ex is ts, but 
whether, ,ur a given ~ryuer, the experiences which the word 
'God' brings to mind are pleasant ones or disagreeable 
ones. 1110 

CROUBACH'S GOD- -JUHFRENT CONTRADICTIONS 

We have seen that Cronbach rejected both tradi ional and phil osoph

ical notions of Deity . He found that these ideas, for the most par t , were 

either factually incorrect or incomplete with regard to the varied usages of 

the tenn God. Beliyf in God , or the issue of God's existence , remains a sub

jective issue for Cronbach. We are confronted, then, with the di lemma--what 
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Cronbach does mean when he used the term "God?" Does he think that there is a 

c~npetent definition of Deity . or i s the meani ng of the term God always depend

ent on its subjective contextual usage? 

R. Seigel. Cronbach's biographer, notes that althoug~ Cronbach per

ceptively analyzes the difficulties that semantics brings to theological dis

cussion, he is not particularly adept when it comes to the meaning ful defin

it ion of Deity. Seigel writes: 

"God, not h~ing an entity but a force for Abraham Cronbach, 
the enti re concept of monotheism boil s down to mere seman
tics . .. Characteristical ly, Or . Cronbach describes God in 
glowing words which say little. 'God is the exaltation of 
spirit which comes to us when some wisdom has been 
achieved. I ull 

It is curious that so adr iot a cr itic of incorrect semant ic usage 

With respect to Deity would himself fall into the same trap. He spares no 

crit icism of those who, in the wake of Buber, attempt to descr ibe Deity poet

ically and designatively at the same time. He realizes the confusion that en

sues when differing semantic funti ons are fused together in one fo rm. In dis

missing the Buberian school of theology, he writes : 

"Contemporary wri ti ngs on the philosop hy of religion util 
ize sue h expressions as 'Absolute Person. ' ' the idea of the 
absolute,' 'invisible divir1e obJect , ' 'ineffable reality,' 
'the unconditional '-- terms which purport to desi gnate al
t hough it 1s extremely difficult to ferret out what they 
designate . This happens when words which are not informa
tional are handled as if they were inforl'lational. 11 12 (em
phasis addt!d) 

Ev~n with this unders tanding , Cronbach cannot evade the pitfalls in 

trying to explain just what he is tal ki ng about when referring to the term 

11God . 11 He claims that God is a fo rce and a person, even though he realizes 

that he can gi ve no Pvidence to support his clain. 13 He identifies God's 

presence with the manifestation of human ideals , but claims that God is not 

the objective source of those ideals.14 He opposes viewing God as an obJec-
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tive entity even though it woul d seem to be a necessary concomitant of the at

tribute of personhood which he ascribes to Oeity . Lacking a formal definition 

for the term God, Cronbach writ~s about God in terms of human experience, 

which is, of course , subjective. In lieu of a compr ehensive definition he 

1~ri tes: 

ttGod is not an object of belief or doubt, of proof or dis
proof, nor is He a way of 'explaining the Uni verse' • .• (G)od 
is to be approached , attained, sought, found, not 
proved ••. not believed in ••• and not used as an explanation . 
Proving , disproving , believing, disbelieving and explaining 
are the affair of science , not that of religion. These are 
concerned with facts, that is, with certain par tially trun
cated asµ~cts of experience, and no t with the supreme ideal 
that transfuses all experience. 0 15 

Here, Cronbach seems to identify God as "the supreme ideal that 

transfuses all experience ." Yet he makes a crucial dis t inction that would 

seem to nullify the force of t his description. He distinguishes between that 

which is experienced of God and that which is reported . He claims that the 

experience of God {which he expresses semantically in the quote below, but 

cannot define) gives valid impressions of Deity (as opposed to information) . 

This experience is contrasted to the reporting of the divine , which, in Cron

bach 's view, always i,npl ies the giving of information. He explains : 

11 
•• • there are tim<>s when the eiq.1.,1 ien<.cd rather than the 

reported comes within the term ' s purview (i . e. , t he ter111 
God) . Devoutness cherishes such phrases as . •. 'seeking 
God' •• . 'knowing God ,' ' God within the heart' ... (wh ich) 
always (denote, something experienced ... (W}hile 'God' as 
reported cdl ls for informational usage , 'God' as experience 
distinctly entails a non-i nformational bearing of the 
term. 0 16 

Cronbach , like ~uber. finds the exper ience of God to be legitimate 

and val id. He disagrees, however , with Buber insofar as any real "knowing" or 

imparting of information takes place as a result of such experience. 

Cronbach, however , comes no nearer to telling us what he means by 

"Goo" in making : his distinction between divine attributes of personhood and 
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relational ability on one hand, and the non-object1ve character of Deity on 

the other . As stated above, Cronbach demonstrates an acute ability to seman

tically dissect the confused intricacies of theological discussion . He seem

ingly has, however, lfttle that is cl ear to say on the subject himself. 

GOD AS GOAL 

Cronbach does propound , however, a particular under standing 0f God 

based on the his view of the needs and ideals of the human person. In his 

system of thought, God can only be characterized as a~ as opposed to a 

cause, an aim based upon the ideals and aspirations of people. People, in 

effect , make Oeity what Deity is . Seigel, in explaining Cronbach's theology, 

writes: 

"God is viewed then, not as the Beginning, the Cause, but 
the End, the Aim. He is the inspfrational goal toward 
which men move in their sublimest moments of social conse
cration, in the precious instants of personal exal ta 
tion . 11 1 

The God-as-Goal is distinctly different from either the anthropomor

phic Deity of Scripture or ony of the God concepts which may result from phi l 

osophical inquiry . Just as only that which is good and true can be considered 

Jewish and legitimate in Scriptu re. only that which represents the highest 

ideals of the human person can be associated wi ~ OP1ty or cons idered divine. 

In this way, Cronbach links the very notion of Diety with the concerns of 

social Justice: pacifism, peace of mind , cessation of strife over mater ial 

well-being , an Pnd to human contentiousness and competitiveness . 18 God is, 

therefore, equivalcTr,t to the social ideals of peace among humanity (what Cron

bach cal l s "mutual ism") and inner ha rmony . God becomes a figurative term 

which best expresses these human longings and aspirations. Cronbach spells 

this notion out in his essay "The Social lmpl ications of Prayer , " in which he 

writ~s: 
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"Gods .. • 3re beings identified with t he worshfpper 's most 
earnest problems. The essential thing about a god is the 
seriousness, the earnestness, the importance of the inter
ests wi t h which the goals is connected •.. (G)ods are to be 
unders tood onl y in tel"llls of the human purpose in behalf of 
which gods are manufactured and utilized ... human purpose is 
a phase of that organiza t ion ..• of experience which is the 
ultimate of all discovery and effor t ... (T)he all-embracing 
purpose ... t he supreme ideal involves in superlative measure 
that profundity , earnestness, seriousness, and importance 
which is the essence of godhead. 11 19 
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The traditional God who is the ultimate in power, knowledge and bene

ficience is replaced by Cronbach with a notion of God which embodies the ul

timate in human concerts. For Maimonides, the more intellectual the notion 

of Dei ty. the more accurat e it is. For Cronbach. the more "exalted" the no

tion of Deity i n relation to social ideal s, the more accurate it 1s . God is, 

therefore, a figur at ive el\press ion for t he ultimate in soci al ideals for Cron

bach. He describes this notion of t ~e div ine in the following manner: 

" .. . the God whom the worshipper approaches approx ima t es the 
true God in eroporti on to the exalte~ness of the worship
per's social ideal s and endeavors ... " 0 (emphasis added) 

Cronbach of f~ rs this theological posit ion based not upon reason, but 

reasonableness. For him, it i s reasonable to assume that God is a goal repre

senting the ultimate in social ideal, even as hi s reason forces him to concede 

that God is not an entity or objective body of any c:nrt. His arguments for 

this God concept are not logically convincing. They are, however. not diffi

cult to accept if one assumes that it is reasonabl e for God to represent the 

best to that which we as human persons aspire. An exampl e of Cronbach's argu

ment for this God concept is the foll owing anal ogy: 

»peopl e- -so we are admonished--should be treated not merely 
as means towards ends but as ends in themsel~es. May not 
the conception of God as a goal reflect that onutualistic 
i deal? ... (M}ay not the thought of God as dn end bespeak 
the thought of man as an end? Reverence for dei ty--may jt 
not be an upshot of reverence for humani ty?"21 

The analogy sounds reasonable, yet it remai ns for the individual to 
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accept or reject. Then• is no logical force l>ehi nd the argument, a fact which 

Cronbach concedes. ~hat his notion of Gort-as-Goal does, tnough, is to try to 

save the entire language and fonn of tneological discourse from lapsing into 

scientific inaccuracy and social irrelevance. A God that is not a cause i~ 

not responsible fo r its effects. A Gort which is posited as the ulti ma te in 

social ideal need not be associated wi t~ the negative elements of religion.22 

A God-as-Goal which is dramatic and impressive can motivate people towards ef

fecting soci al justice witliout being responsible for people's failure to act. 

Siegel points out that for Cronbach , fonnal religion will eventually 

cease to exist, whil e social striving for j usti ce wi ll conti nue.23 In the 

future , the acceptance of God-as-Goal 1~i1l negate the need for impressive and 

dramatic trappings to motivate people to work for social justice. The ideal 

will be sufficient in and of i tself. 

Cronbach expla ins how this not ion of God-as-Goal even resolves the 

nagging ?roblem of evil . Since God is not~ cause, God is not responsible for 

it. Since God is not even a real ent ity, it can serve as the unshakeabl e goal 

of good without suffering from a nixture with the results of evil acts. 

C ronbach writes: 

"We noted ... now, ~lready in Biblical antiquity, the concep
tion of Deity as 3 c3use ,f things yields to the conception 
of ueity as a goal of things. lf God ceases to be a causal 
agent .. the need for theodicy tenninates. Tne assumptions 
which evoke theodicies lapse . God does not cause the good , 
God is the good. God does not pennit the evll, t~i word 
' God ' heralds the human struggle against the evil." (em
phasis added) 

CONCLUSION 

Cronbach rejects the traditional designative not ion of God and is 

unable to of fe r a logically coherent definition in its place . Th is 1s due to 

the fact that it is the function of a definition to desi gnate, whil e God has 

no designative meaning for Cronbach. Cronbach's idea of God seems not to be 
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an entity or causal agent. God is instead a figurative expression for the 

most exalted human ideals. Any concept which is base or does not motivate 

the human person toward the attainment of the ideal society is ipso facto not 

attr i butable to the godhead . The godhead is not a thing but a goal; an aim 

which embodies the best hopes of the human spirit. Jus t as no religious prac

tice or piece of rel igious writing qualifies as being Jewish if it does not 

represent good and truth as Cronbach sees them, nothing can be part of the 

God-as-Goal unless it represents the highest in personal and social ideals, 

as Cronbach sees them. 

Cronbach uses reasonableness as opposed to logic to support this no

tion. At the same time , through his semantic analysis , he is able to point 

out modes of theological discourse which are inaccurate and confused . For 

Cronbach , the tenn God can have no designative mean ing as there is no informa

tional cont~nt in the term which to convey. 

The term God serves ai a human mode of evaluation and dramatization. 

It highlights and increases value when associa ted with those things people 

consider good. Jts usage can also deno te ~isapproval or not living up to t he 

highest ~uman standards. Due to the nature of the evaluativ~ and dramatic 

functions of the term God. it remains a subj ec ive ~otion in Cronbach's system. 

There is no objective entity that is the Oeity--only the sum total of sub

jective human ideals and aspirations to guide human society toward progress . 

Without such h1Jmiln entc? r-prise, there is no God , even in the evaluative sense. 

The relevance of the term God depends on the amount humans are willing to use 

it as a repository for the highest hopes and ideals . Only t hen is God 

reai.25 



Chapter I I IC 

Cronbach: 

Figurative Language and Reli gious Services 

I • 
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EFF ICACY OF PRAYER ANO RELIGlOUS SERV ICES 

Having established that Cronbach believes in no designative meaning or 

objective referent for the term "God," the accepted practices of individual 

prayer and communal worship become problematic. In Maimonides' system, we saw 

that although prayer did not effect communicati on between God and the worship

per, it served as an opportunity for philosophic contemplation and as a means 

for social control. In Buber's system, prayer served as a potential prelude 

to an encounter between the Eternal Thou and the human person. For Buber, 

however , the communal religious service has virtually nothing to do with God , 

as God is only experienced in individual I-Thou settings. How does Cronbach 

confron t the twin problems of prayer's efficacy and the purpose of the reli

gious service? 

Obviously, Cronbach must deny the efficacy of individual petitionary 

pr·ayer . Not only does this phenomenon seem childlike and magical to hi111 , it 

doe~ not square with his God-concept; i . e., God-as-Goal as opposed to God- as

Cause. Good reasons exist tor prayer, according to Cronbach. Efficacy, how

ever, is not one of them. He writes: 

"lf prayers were efficacious, no one would ever die , no one 
would suffer illness , wars would have ceased long ago, and 
strife among 1oen ~,oul:1, long a<Jv, hov t! aoated . The fac t 
that people con tinue to pray despite overwhelming evidence 
against efficacy , proves that considerations other than ef
ficacy are operative. " l 

Prayer should nut , as it has in tne past, be perceived as unreali5lic 

individual petition for mi raculous intervention in nature. Such prayer is in

compatible with scientific fact, and is, moreover, stiffling to scientific in

quiry . Cronbach bemoans this historical usage of prayer as he writes : 

"Prayer has l 'ived in the world of special creations and 
miracles , of vi rgin births and bodily resurrections, of im
probable arid impossible gods and saints, of dogmas that 
frown on facts and authority that manacles inquiry ."2 
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Prayer, then, that asks for supernatural intervention on behalf of 

individuals cannot be efficacious in Cronbach's view. As there is no objec

tive entity which can hear prayer and dispense such personal providence, 

prayer is merely a hu111dn outcry which calls for fulfillment of a particular 

desire. It is unrealistic to expect that desire to be filled by supernatural 

means. What does constitute legitimate prayer for Cronbach is as yet unclear. 

IS THERE VALUE IN PRAYER OR THE REL IGIOUS SERVICE? 

One type of prayer does, however, have value in Cronbach's system. 

Se igel states that for Cronbach: "Prayer articulates our ideals, it is a part 

of one ' s strivings, it is a form of literary art, and it nurtures the feel

ings that prompt prayers ."3 

True prayer, then, is a figurative expression of the articulat ion of 

human ideals which are directeq toward God, the ultimate repository of those 

ideal s . Cronbach, although acknowledging that much of prayer can and does 

fall short of the mark, nevertheless supports this subjective, idealistic view 

of prayer . He writes: 

" ••• there are prayers and prayers. Some prayers are mean-
ingless. Some prayers are hatefu 1. But prayers need not 
be that. Prayers can be an expression of love . They can 
voice our ideals. They can be beautiful --beautiful in 
their language and, takin !) the form o' hymr.!'.; , beautiful in 
their music. And that is the kind of prayer of which we 
s hou 1 d think when we read, 'Then bejan men to ca 11 upon the 
name of (Yahveh).' (Genesis 4:26)" (emphasis added) 

This outpouring of ideals, however , cannot be contained in a 

prescribed liturgy. As Cronbach writes, "Prayer mus t be complete ly optional 

to possess value ... 5 Consequen tly, Cronbach dismisses established 1 iturgies, 

(including the pharisaic religious service) from having intrinsic value. He 

writes harshly about those who would make the servi ce equivalent to the reli

gion.6 He writes with vehemence against outmoded, inflexible liturgy, attrib

uting its practice t o mere habft. In his work, Realities of Re ligi on, he 



writes: 

" •.. how shall we interpret the force of habit in religion, 
with its routine church going ... its repetitious prayers , 
its mumbled fonnul ae? How shal 1 ·.ie ct,aracteri ze the urge 
which underlies the singing of hymns, the reciting of lit
urgies and the performance of ceremonies in mechanical 
fashion? Sacred utterances can be chanted or quoted in a 
manner listless and unintelligent, with little if any 
awareness of what the 1tords signify. Of t en these words be
long to a language which the worshipper does not ur.der
stand ... (H)ow shall we name the impulsions producing tnat 
order of phenomena?"7 
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Because of his own life's experience, especially as a congregational 

rabbi, Cronbach comes to question the value of any particular temple worship 

r itual ,8 Cronbach, who wanted to excite and motivate peopl e to the cause of 

social justice, perc~ives the temple as a vehicle of stasis, not change, es

pecially as far as the young are concerned. Cronbach writes: 

"There is something static about Temple worship "hile the 
mind of a student must needs be dynamic. Temple may he do
ing excellent work; but with the growing mind of a learner , 
the rigidity and uniformity of Temple worship cannot well 
accord. In fact, do not most of us feel we have outgrown 
Temple? While we are obligated to attend services for the 
sake of popular opinion, the place of publ ic worship has 
ceased to furnigl1 for us the living •,1aters that satisfy the 
soul's thirst ." (emphasis added) 

Unprescribed prayer, in Cronbach's view, can have value in that it 

articulates human hopes and aspira tions. Prescribed liturgical rites for 

Cronbach are neither edifying nor efficacious. 

OEFINITION OF PRAYE 0 AY FUNCTION 

To this ooint . we have referred to prayer as either dP~oti ng pre~

cribed liturgy or some vague articulation of human hope . Cronbach does , how

ever, provide a more detailed description of what ~rayer is for him in tenns 

of the functions it serves. He lists eight defining functions of prayer as 

fol lows: 

"1. Prayer can be the token of attachment to a given social group. 
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2. The God of prayer is a confidant, a socius ••• His significance •• . 
is derived f rom the social nature of man. 

3. God is the leader of the group , that is , the aggregate of society . 

4. Praye r is • • • an instrument of social control . 

5. Prayer can , through social indirec t ion , influence both the 
suppliant's circumstances and his state of mi nd. 

6. Prayer has a direct influence on individuals bes ides the supp1:
ant. 

7. Prayer has an indirect influence upon individuals besides the 
suppliant due to the social consequences of the suppliant 's at
titude and conduct. 

8. Pra_yer is no t only a social cause but a social effect. It has 
psychological an tecedents and concomitants in the worshipper ' s 
entire milieu . "10 

These functions of prayer can be divided into three types , all of 

which Cronbach deems important : 1) group allegiance; 2) pe rsona l comfort or 

solace; and 3) motivation for dedication to social causes . We wil 1 examine 

each of these functions briefly. 

Cronbach fee l s t hat because so much soc ia l strife is the result of 

intra-group disharmony, prayer can serve as a unifying force, one which helps 

to patch over differ ences . He feels that even a prayer service whose words 

are i naccurate and meaningless in their plain sense can serve the func tion of 

fu rthering group identif icati vn . 11 ne includes in this category those prayers 

wh ich are said in a language unintelligible to the worshipper. ln thi s way, 

the prescr ibed servic~ serves as an identificat ion symbol, about which c~on

bach writes: 

" •• • prayer can serve as a symbol of group 1 oya 1 ty or con
formity . Herein lies the effectiveness of prayers that 
have, from time immemorial , been condemned as '1 ip serv
ice,' ' dead forms ,' etc. Herein is also the effectiveness 
and usual ly the admit ted purpose of non-vernacular prayers , 
or by vernacular prayers that have become rote , or that em
body thoughts and words beyond the comprehension of the 
worshippers . The value of such prayer •• • is that of a flag 
or a status--unimportant in itself yet tremendously impor-
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tant as an indication of group attachnent . 11 12 

The second group of prayer functions includes the concerns of the in

dividual human person and solicitude for the concerns of others as well. 

Cronbdch denotes this phenomenon dnd its outwdrd expression , "mutual ism . .. 13 

Mutualism, in Cronbach ' s view. is that tendency in human persons to seek t he 

betterment of the condition of others and themselves as well . fofs desire is 

often expressed through prayer and requests fo r prdyer. 

Cronbach rightfully points out that it is far too literal t o inter

pret many prayers ac. -lCtual attempts at communicating with Deity in order to 

effect a supernatural inter ven t ion for per sonal benefi t. Prayers of the "mut

ual istic." type can simply dramatize one's sense of frustration, fear or lone-

1 iness. Requests fo r prayer on one's beha 1 f may s imp 1 y be requests for en

couragernen t and sympathy . Cronbach makes this clear, writing: 

"Rel ated to t his (phenomenon of rel igfous mutual i sm) are 
requests for prayer. Sue h requests are quests for the mu t
ua 1 istic re l ationship . The implication of 'Pray for me ' is 
'Help me with your sympathy, your encouragement, your sup
port . , 1114 

Prayer is not only an expression of mutual istic concern, in Cronbach's 

view. It can be the spark or the catalyst which spurs one person to help 

another , or work for an ideal. This third category of prayer is crucial for 

Cronbach becat;se it takes the fe<!l ing of concern an individual may have and 

brings it into the social arena, where action can lead to social improvement. 

Cronbach ~c~~s that the impulse to pray for another . i ~ a mutualistic 

impulse which aesire~ the betterment of others . In his eyes, this psyc hologi 

cal impulse is both the effect of social causes and can be the cause of social 

effects . He posits a symbiotic relationship between the mu tual istic concerns 

of the individual and of those around him or her . Cronbach explains that: 

MYour desire to pray for another had to be generated some
how. That desire in your mind can be t he precipitate of 



forces at work not only in your own mind but also in many 
other minds . That desire in your mind corresponds to in
tentions, purposes, and wis hes in the minds of others, in
cluding that of the person prayed for and deposi ted in your 
mind by the interplay of influences active among many per
sons in your social milieu. 0 15 
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That this "interplay" Cronbach presupposes can have positive external 

effects , he has no doubt . The depth of mutual istic concern that an individual 

has, according to Cronbach, results in action for the betterment of others. 

He states this posit ion unequivocally in his work, Religion and its Social 

Setting, in which he writes that: 

" •.• prayer can have an effect upon external material ob
jects . There is nothing occult in this . It simply means 
that praying for the success of a venture has some connec
tion with the zeal where with the worshipper toils for and 
ultimately approximates or achieves success ••• "16 

We have seen that for Cronbach, prayer and religious services have 

value because of their human functions: unifying group loyalty, expression 

mutual istic concern, and spurring individuals to act upon their concern. 

Prayer and religious services are valueless if divorced from these functions 

as they neitner serve as communication wi th Deity nor fulfill divine command

ment. We are led to inquire as to what forms of prayer will fulfill the func

tions listed above. What prayers, especially within a formal liturgical set

ting , are "l egitimate" for Cronbach? What forms of prayer actually articu

late human hopes and ideals in coordination with the God- as -Goal, the ultimate 

aggregate or expression of those ideals? 

PROPER PRAYERS ~CCORDING TO CRONBACH 

We have seen that Cronbach felt free to reinterpret Scripture , radic

ally, if necessary, in ordP.r to keep it in conformance with his principle of 

good and truth. He reinterprets prayers and religious services with the same 

sense of freedom in order that they accord with his not ions of God-as-Goal (or 

Ul timate 11eal' ~nd prayer as the human articulation of an ideal. Traditional 
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practice with respect to prayer is deemed irrelevant, unless the recitation of 

a prayer serves as a symbol of group identification. 

Because of this, religious services put together by Cronbach were by 

their nature non-traditional and eclectic. He stressed that which was aesth

etically pleasing and socially just in the services he edited. Seigel relates 

that he felt free to do this when in attendance at the summer in~~itutes of 

the Nati'onal Federation of Temple Youth. He describes the elements which 

composed a "C ronbach service" as follows: 

"It ... became an Institute tradition to attend what was 
known as a 'Cronbach service. ' This was non-liturgic and 
consisted mainly of hymns, English poens, memorized quota
tions from Jewish and other l iterature, climaxed by an ex
tensive original prayer composed largely on the basis of 
thoughts, petitions, and thank offerings writter out and 
handed to Dr. Cronbach a day before the service." 7 

He d'id not testtict his sentiments l"egarding prayer to experimental 

youth services alone. Cronbach felt that t he Temple itself must mature as an 

institution, recognizing the fact that while prescribed worship assembli es had 

some value, that " ... our finest inspirations do not take place in such assem

b li es ... (O)ur heavenly moment can emerge at some sight of human fol"titude or 

affection or helpfulness or beauty. 0 18 

Cronbach tried to set some of these c;o- called "heavenly moments" in 

prose for synagogue use in his work, Prayers of the Jewish Advance. Our an al 

ysis wil 1 not requite a thorough examination of all of Cronbach's creative 

liturgical efforts. I t would, however, be appropriate to examine one or two 

of his original prayers t o see the ideals they express. 

His prayers are mostly pleas for the bettennent of society and the 

improvement of those whose lot it is to do strenuous physical labor. In one 

prayer for the Sabbath. he prays fervently for deliverance for; " ... all who 

are ill paid, overworked or placed ami d unfitting or humiliating conditions of 
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work • .. 1119 Simultaneously, he bemoans " ... economic slavery, the slavery of 

the overworked and underpaid toilers in mines, mills, factories and sweat

shops . 1120 

For Cronbach, these sentiments not only serve to uphold the cause of 

social justice, but become t rue prayer when 1 inked to the traditional Jewish 

imperative for rest on Sabbath. His Sabbath prayer cont inues, a litany of 

suffe ring bound by the hope for a better future. Cronbach prays: 

"Help those who are unsuited , unhappy or unwilling at their 
work and l ead into happier hours those upon whom the blight 
of unemplcyrnent hath fallen. May ampler wisdom, growing 
within our economic 1 i fe, soon find a way to end its 
woes. 1121 

The above prayer is a dramatic prayerful plea.. It does not i:al l for 

supernatural redemption or intervent ion to relieve the burdens of workers. It 

embodi es the ideal of worker progress and dramatizes it so that it can be felt 

by the worshipper who reads these words. 1t articulates a human hope in t enns 

of ,~hat •f#oul d be ideal (i.e., the cessation of unfair labor practice). 

ln another Cronbaci, prayer, we see an appeal to the ideal in nature. 

Ouring the section of the liturgy where adoration of Deity traditionally takes 

place, we find woven i nto it a panegyric to the impressive and dramatic ideal 

of natur e. In his "Adoration," Cronbach writes : 

"O Lord, Our God! ... (T)hine are the heights and depths of 
space ... (T)~vu art present i n the glittering stars that 
spangle the heavens at night; and in the winds that breathe 
through the tree tops is Thy blessed voice to be heard. 
Every dewdroo, ev~ry grassblade, and the soul of every liv
ing thing gloweth witli they presence. We are powerless to 
find words of our own."22 

One should not, in reading the prayer, be confused by its use of the

ological language. Since . in Cronbach 1 s thought, God i s not an entity, but 

merely represents an ultimate ideal, we can see that the prayer is actually an 

extollation of the dramatic power and beauty of nature. 
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Prayer is a form for Cronbach by whict1 impressive and dr amatfc 

thoughts can be imparted to the worshipper in order to elici t emot ional reac

tion. Perhaps no prayer t~at Cronbach wrote expresses this impressiveness, 

sense of drama and pathos on one hand, whil e holding out t he hope of human re

demptio~ ~n the other than the closing pr ayer for his Confirmation Service in 

his Pray~rs of the Jewish Advance . It promotes human mut ualism, social jus

tice and group identification simultaneously in the name of the ttultimate 

ideal," or God-as-Goal. For this reason this prayer is given here in full: 

"Heavenly Father! The hour of communion with Thee is dr aw
ing to a close. We thank Thee for the blessings that Thou 
hast brought into our souls. Sweet and comforting is the 
thought of Thee and of the great love in 1~ich Thou dost 
enfold us. Hevenly Fa t her, in any hour of sorror or temp
tation to wh ich the future may bring us, may this thought 
he our streng th and our support. 

8efore departing from thi s holy place , we again lift our 
hearts in mindfulness of our parents and our homes. Help 
us , Lo rd, that we may never forget how motl)er and father 
have suffered and toil ed for us. 0 how unselfishly have 
they l oved us! How fondly they have pl aced in us our 
hor.,es ! Oo Thou help us to become worthy of al 1 the good
ness and affection that dwell within their hearts. 

And not only upon the families sheltered by our homes do we 
ask Thy blessing . but al so upon the larger family whose 
home is t he entire earth, the family of mankind whereof 
Thou, I) God, art the Fa t her and in which all nen art broth
ers. In behalf of all these , Thy sons and daughters, we 
would earnestly pray. 

Our hearts go out especially toward those that are in 
t rouble and distress . Of all that are sufferi ng in body 
and soul, we would, H this hour, be mindful. Toward the 
poor and the downtrodden, toward those that toil 1nd drudge 
at tasks that are hard and hopeless, toward those ttiat 
grown beneath burdens too heavy for them to bear, we would 
be full of love and compassion. 

May we ea rnestly work for t he spreading of Justice and 
righteousness among men. May we help in the task of has t 
ening the day when poverty and oppression of all kinds will 
cease from the earth. Yea, with al 1 the house of 1 srael 
' we fe rvently pray ... ' (continuing !ith the enn of the Ad
orati on in the Union Prayer Book)." 3 
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Cronbach masterfully weaves the concerns of humankind into the con

cerns of the House of Israel. He never prays to God as a Savior. only as the 

Goal by which all will see the need for amity and peace. His figurative usage 

is at once evaluative. dramatic and impressive, yet never designative. His 

prayer is a masterpiece of figurative expression. 

CONCLUSION 

As seen above. Cronbach wrote some very creative and impressive pray

ers. A problem arises, however, in that prayers are indeed merely forms for 

Cronbach. They are figurative express ions of human ideals. Yet, if al I they 

do is sit on the printed page, they are valueless. A prayer cannot save in 

Cronbach's system of thought. It only serves as a meani ngful (or unmeaning

ful) expression of hopes and ideals . It may or may not ever lead to construe-

tive action . Cronbach concedes this point when he writes: 

" ••. whatever the literary or dramatistic attribute 
er, the thou1ht of prayer can be more impressive 
prayer itsel . The me re discussion of prayer can 
inspiring than the actual supplication . 11 24 

of pray
than the 
be more 

Even if a person is inspired by a prayer and mo tivated to action, 

this ,nay not save the prayer's figurative fonn from lapsing into meaningless

ness. For although Cronbach knows full well for hi111self that his use of the 

teno "Goa~ 1s not deslgndtlve. th is is not apparent to the worshipper. 

Cronbach's view of prayer as a figurative expression of mutualistic 

concern within the context of God-as- Goal may seem satisfying, but there is no 

evidence for it . It metaphorizes the words of established liturgy into ,~ean-

1nglessness , because, for Cronbach, there is no objective entity called Deity 

to undergird that liturgy . One is either left witn prayers that are dramat1c 

metaphors given Cro11uach ' s theology, or prayers that are not amenable to meta

phorization due to the ir trad itional context. This last problem has caused one 

critic of Cronbach. Rami Shapiro, to write: 



"The proble111 with such a position (as Cronbach 's) is that 
it leads to the assertion of the essential meaninglessness 
of a liturgical text. The words have no objective refer
ent, and are simply tools with which the worshipper plumbs 
the depths of his or her own soul. 11 25 (emphasis added) 
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Consequently, Or thodox Jewish prayer and religious services are mean

ingless in their original context. Creative prayers which dramatize impulses 

toward group identification, strivings toward social justice or mLtUalistic 

impules are powerful figurative expressions . They can claim, however, no 

meaning outside of wh~ t. subjective listener grants them. Prayer for Cronbach 

is ideally an expression of the longing for world and human redemption and 

perfection. Yet , because there is no objective Deity, because there is divi

sion among people as to what constitutes this redemption and perfection, we 

are left with Cronbach' s own subjective hope as the ultimate guarantor of his 

type of prayer. 



Chapter III D 

Cronbach : 

Figurative Language and Relig ious Symbol i c Practice 



152 

PURPOSE OF RELIGION 

Before examining Cronbach ' s view of religious symbolic practice , it is 

important to analyze the purpose he feels that religion serves . That he be-

1 ieves that religious symbols serve as figurative expression which rep resent 

human mu tualistic needs is obvious and will be brought out in this analysis. 

Yet we will see thut the entire religious enterprise is of questionable value 

for Cronbach. The questions that religions raise may prove to be, in his view, 

mer ely exercises in ~~mantic problem-solving. If so, a formal system of figur

ative religious interpretation may simply be irrelevant. Before arriving at 

this conclusion, however , we will take a look at what C, anbach ostensibly be-

1 ieves are the purposes of , and the symbolic practices which undergi rd, the 

religious endeavor . 

Seigel writes that a formal l ist of goals for reli gion was promulgat-

ed by Cronbach. This list included seven ''principal aims": 

l) securing entrance into heaven 

2) teaching of ethics 

3) strengthening of the state 

4) striving for tangible rnaterial advantages 

5) seeking social JUSL1ce for the underprivileged 

6) attaining emotional gratification 

7) acquiri ng of respectable social standing through church 

membersilipl 

All of the above concerns , save one, are concerned with the satisfac

tion of the needs of the individual and society. The first aim on the 1 ist 

can be ignored because Cronbach offers no evidence in his writings that he be

I ieves in any concept of heaven. If he does bel ieve in "heaven," it is not an 

entity or a place, rather a state of affairs in which human needs and ideals 
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are fulfilled. "Heaven" then is a figurative expression of the goal of human 

persons to achieve meaning and satisfaction. Because of his semantic i nter

pretation of religious issues, it is most probable that Cronbach's usage of 

the tenn "heaven" is for purposes of drama or impress iveness. 

This overwhelming concern with the condition of the individual and so

ciety as opposed to more metaphysical concerns is made specific by Cronbach. 

It is evident that his passion is not with Judaism as an eternal sour ce of 

value. He is concerned about the welfare and condition of human persons, many 

of whom happen to be Jews. He writes: 

"My principal concern is not Judaism, but people--the uti
lization of Judaism is what counts, not its mere survival . 
Not important is what J ews can do to serve J udaism, hut how 
J udaism can serve people. 112 

Cronbach says furthennore, that " ... the best in religion lies not 

with its rituals and not in its dogmas, but in its recognition of human per

sonality.113 The human personality and its concerns, in Cronbach's view, re

places any theological or metaphysical notions as the purpose of the religious 

enterprise . He deems the Jewish response to the human pe rsonality to be "a 

J uda ism of maturity." In his words: 

"A J udai sm of maturity would be one in which the dominant 
emphasis rests not on rituals and not on doctrines but on 
felicitous human relationships . • . (W}e can make our rever 
ence for human personality the nucleus of our religion ... 

11
4 

This view is in perfect consonance with : ronbach' s principle of good 

anrt t r11th as wel 1 as his theology of God- as-Goal or ultimate ideal. In order 

to be "Jewish," some concept or act must be good and true. In order to be 

"divine," a concept or act must articulate a striving toward the ultimate in 

human iaeal s . To be religious at all, a concept or act must be fundamentally 

concerned with the welfare of the human personality. In one of his original 

prayers, Cronbach hammers away at this theme: 



" . •• (J)udaism stands for our duty to seek the good , the 
beautiful , and the true. Judaism it is that summons us to 
love our neig hbor as ou r self . Judaism it is that admonis h
es us t o be holy as • • • God {God-as- Goal, etc . ) is holy."5 
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At risk ~f belaboring the point, Cr onbach sees the religious endeavor 

as a figurative expression fo r ultimate concern with the human person. It is 

on that basis , and on that bas is only, tha t any religion or Judais,,1 possesses 

value . 

THE PROBLEM OF RELIGIOUS SYMBOLIC PRACT ICE 

A problem arises for Cr onbach's religious system of thought. If the 

e,1tire religious endea vor is i n reality nothing more t han social work (even if 

it is exalled social work), how is one to understa11d re ligious symbolic prac

tices and ceremonies , and the important role they pl ay in established rel i

gions, especially Judaism? Cronbach saw an unhealthy psychological impulsion 

which resulted in preoccupation with observance of cer ta i n rituals . He saw 

this unreasonable impulsion as the basis for ritual selectivity and incon

sistency in observance . For him, it is the cause of ritual tenac i ty, espec

ia lly with res pect to weddings and funerals, and for continued observance of 

rites which had long outlived their histor ical framework or intent.6 In not

ing the unhealthy nature of t his imJ.,ulsion , he wrote , "R itual addictions, e~

pec ial ly when 1ntl!nse , bear some resemblance to t he obsess ions s t ud ied in 

psychiatry . "7 He also noted, when confronted with seemingl; mindless commit

inen t to ceremony in homes o f disbel ie11 1ng Jews, that, "When the theoloqic al 

reasons go, the psychological reasons remain . ,.9 

What is the Justification fo r religious symbolic pr actice , in Cron

bach's view? He wrestles with the pr oblem before offering an answer . He cat

egorically rejects any theological basis fo r religious ceremony. 9 Cronbach 

feels that it can be justified in some sense because of the emotions elicited 

by its observancP. These emotions might serve to ease the pain of an individ-
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ual or impel him or her to work for social causes. Without this effect. how

ever, religious symbolic practice loses any meaning whatsoever. This is vthat 

r. ronbach means when he writes: 

"Sacraments may not stem from the supernatural. But sacra
ments can have an effect--at least the expect ation of them 
can have an effect--on people's emotion'... That effect may 
or may not win ou r approval. But that effect. and not some 
occulf theory of transubstantiation, is the subject at is
sue." O 

Religious rituals. then, are without intrinsic value in Cronbach's 

thought. They have rio supernatural basis. they do not have meaning in and of 

themselves, they only have value as dramatic, not infonnational forms. Seigel 

echoes Cronbach's cau tion aga inst rituals. He writes: 

"Calling rituals devices of art, not infonnation, he advo
cates the setting up of new traditions and rituals, new 
forms of Jewish worship . .. (But) Abraham Cronbach continu
ally warns against overuse of rituals."ll 

Since symbolic practices have no intrinsic rneaning and their value is 

proportional to their soci al effect. Cronbach has no difficulty proposing 

ceremonial change in much the same way as he did 1~ith respect to prayer. Just 

as prayer serves certain functions, so religious symbol ic practice serves 

those same functions.12 

It should be noted again that ;:1c;nbacli thinks that much ritual obser

vance is marked hy unhea1thy, childlike psychological ttiinking that often fav

ors that which is unknown in the face of scientific fact. He writes that: 

" . . . the qu.,; tion can .•. be asked: 'may not the emotions 
characteristic of chi ldhood l urk in the religious sanctifi-
cation of the unknown?' How often are we told that reli-
gion behins where knowledge ends ... (R)eligion is often 'de-
fended' by reference to the limitations of our knowledge 
and the weightiness of the unfathomed. 11 13 

Cronbach clearly rejects this reasoning . For him. religion starts 

wit~ the human person's needs and ends with the human person's ideals. All 

prayer , ritual and theology must be subordinated unde r those two rubrics. For 
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to Cronbach , God, prayer , and religious symbolic practice are totally irrele

vant in and of themselves. He writes: 

"If you long for the rituals, indulge in the rituals , but 
whatever you so, adhere to social justice and upright con
duct. If you are adverse to the rituals, discard the rit
uals; onlj ~dhere to social justice and to upright con
duct. 11 14 

He is even more vehement with respect to theological discourse. He 

writes, "What differerre does it make what name you give God? • • • (L)ead an up

right life. Lead a godly life. Call God by whatever name you choose. "15 

This holds for all religions . Cronbach writes that, "Social vision 

is the destiny of ever-y religion ••• (R)el igion is forever finding its way, 

amidst ce rmonials and creeds , into the domain of social purpose. "16 This so

cial view of the religious endeavor caused him to say that, "Saintl iness is 

social realisrn. 11 17 Social concern is the glue that bin~s Scripture, God, 

r,rayer and cermony . For Cronbach, they are all inseparably and ult iroately 

concerned with the human person as an individual and in social intercourse. 

It is this phenomenon that Cronbach denotes as "mutualism"--the 

combination of all of these forces in the service of people, who are 

themselves the pu rpose of all religious theory and practice. Mutualism for 

Cronbach involves the " . .. friendship, qood will and reciprocal h1:lp~ul11ess 

(which) prevail with 111 a religious society . "18 

The very language of religion, who~e usage is so confused in its dif

ferent function, is iritended tu furtht?r the mutua l is tic ideal. Cronbach makes 

this po int specifically: people may use the language of theology in their 

conversation, but their underlying concern is for people. Cronbach explains: 

"When religion speaks of the yearning of the soul for God, 
its language mentions no human relationships yet is that 
yearning comprehensible without our sensing beneath it a 
profound mutual ism? ..• (T)he prayer may be addressed to 
God , but the deeper meaning of the prayer lies embedded in 
the mu tual is tic undercurrer.t . The sense of security con
ferred by mutual is tic human relationships may very well ac-



count for the consolation imparted by many a religious out
pouring. 1119 
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Cronbach claims that the entire religious enterprise is a figurative 

expression of mutual ism. Unfortunately , this leaves an entire area of seman

tic problems that are open to widely differing interpretations. 

SEMANTI C PROBLEMS 

We have tried to shuw that Cronbach believes that religion, in al I 

its forms of expression is meaningless unless interpreted in the light of its 

function for the human person . The complexities involved in these functions, 

1n Cronbach's view, are best explained semantically, according to the cate

gor ies of designation, evaluation, dramatization and imp ressiveness. lt is in 

light of these categories that we can best understand the complex issues rel i

gions raise in Cronbach's view. In the introduction to his Realities of Reli

~. he writes: 

"Religion asserts itself in rituals and celebrations . It 
expresses itself in music, painting, sculpture and archi
tec ture. It nianifests itself in benevolences and sometimes 
in persecutions. But the problems of reliyion arise chief
ly with its language . The disputes centering in religion 
pertain to religious beliefs, and beliefs are couched in 
words , 11 20 (emphasis added) 

Given that religious concepts contain "a multiplicity of meanings , " 

Cronbach fe~ls it is vital to determine ~hich meaning of a word or concept is 

being used in a given context and only then to Judge it according to its se

mantic function.21 In wri tir.g about the confusion evident in religious di s

course , Cronbach tries to set fair rules governing judgments of religious con

cepts . He writes: 

"Fairness of appraisal requires that we judge evaluation as 
evaluation, dramatization as dramatization , and imp ressive
ness as imp ressiveness , and that we avoid judging them as 
items of information • . • (W)e must ask not 'Are these valid 
statements of fact?' but 'Are these acceptable as evalua
tions? Are they admissible for the Impressions they con
fcr7'"22 
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Cronbach effectively removes either infonnational validity or empiri 

cal verifi ability as a basis for religious discourse because of their i nabil 1ty 

to produce des ignata, the actual things upon which beliefs and pract ices are 

based.23 In lieu of such designata, religious problems and their solutions 

must, in Cronbach's view, be judged according to the structures of their prop

erly ass igned categories. We want to know how well a cennony dramat izes a 

particular i deal and how impressive a beli ef i s in upl ifting the human spirit. 

Cronbach feels that religious issues, lacking objecti ve des ignata, are l iable 

for j udgment in what are purely subjective t enns, He writes that: 

"We may have to include under dramatization such metaphys
ical puzzles as matter, consciousness, times , space, mind, 
force, reality. These words, being nouns, appear to supply 
certain t hings with their names . But the appearance is de
ceptive. There is no such ' t hi ng' as matter and no such 
'thing ' as consciousness . . . ' (Mlatter' i s hut a convenient 
term covering a complex of happenings, ill-defined, vary
ing ... and determined only by the purpose •,lhich, in any giv
en case, the word 'matter' happens to ' serve . "'24 

Cronbach arrives at the bottom line at l ast: For al l his statements 

regarding good, truth and social ideals, all is merely a human attempt to 

impose order upon and categorize a chaotic world that seems to defy explana

tion . This i s why for Cronbach, all rel i gious concepts, be they God, ritual, 

sanctity and the 1ik.e , mu::.t \>e l inked to iwman concerns <Jnd ideals . Lacking 

objecti ve t1esignata, the above concep ts are bereft of meaning. They requir~ 

semantic int erpretation as to their function to give them meaning. 

Consequently , Cronbach sees religious symbolic practice as a figura

tive expression of articulations of human ideals and concerns whose value is 

determined solely by their ability to evaluate, dramatize or impress. The 

abi 1 i ty to impress may not even 1i e in the specific ritual itself ; that which 

gives mea ni ng may reside in the psychological expecta ti on of the individual 

r ~l igionist performing it. As Cronbach writes; " ... it can be the expect ations 



159 

regarding the ritual that edify • • • (A)ctualities may disappoint , but idealiza

tions remain potent. 11 25 The Mourner's Qaddi s 111ay be meaningful to an individ

ual , not in its recitation , but in the mere thought of reciting it and the 

feelings which that t hought elicits in the individuals. 

CONCLUSION 

Religious symbolic practices are figurative expressions which 3re 

meaningful for Cronbach only insofar as they: 1) link religious cermony to 

human needs and ideals; 2) serve as symbol ic acts to evalua te , dramatize and 

imp ress upon the individual what Cronbach Cell ls "the redemptive aspects of ex

perience. "26 

Rel igious debate fo r Cronbach is a matt1:1 uf semant ics . Without ex 

isting objective designa ta fo r referral• religious belief and practice are re

moved from the realm of that which can be prescribed or commanded . They sl ip 

into the redlm of relative meaning in wh ich individuals assign val ue to beliefs 

and prartices . These are valued on the basis of how wel 1 they fu l fill their 

serMntic function. 

With this 1n mind , Cronbach dismisses from serious religious discus 

sion virtually all argumen ts concerning belief, "proper pract ice," or even the 

survival of Judaism as a rel ioious endeavor. !1e .. :-•t~s . with utter serious-

ness: 

"Semantically speaking, Judaism will survive as long as 
there exi.s.t, anywhere in the world , a group of people ~or 
whom 'Jewish' will happen t o be the designat ion , and for 
whose doctrines and practices, whatever fo rm they may take, 
'Judaism' wil I chance to be the appellative. 0 27 

As radical as this statement sounds , it is in perfect consonance with 

all Cronbach has said ear lier. To designate without designata i s a meaning-

less activity. Kel igious expressions , such as Sc r ip ture, God , and religious 

services , have no such obJect ive referents. They , therefore , reside solely 
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within the purview of human interpretation. It is, therefore, in this realm 

that Cronbach posits his principle of good and truth, his God-as-Goal, and 

linki n9 of the human ideal to that which he considers divine. For Cronbach, 

all of the above relig ious concerns represent figurative expression of human 

needs and ideals; needs and ideals which Cronbach bel i eves are best met 

through the means of social justice. 



Chapter I VA 

Reines: 

Figurative Language and Scripture: 
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DEFINITIONS 

Just as the previous philosophers' taught had to be examined in light 

of the unique vocabulary used by each, the same is the case with respect to 

the thought of Dr. Alvin J. Reines. He uses seeming commonplace words and 

phrases according to d precise usage. Consequently, that usage must be de

fined if we are to ascertain what Keines is trying to sc3y. Strict definition 

of ten11s, then, will be set out before each of the four topic areas to be 

discussed. What follows is a short list of definitions whose meanings are in

tegral to understanding Reines' view of Scripture. 

1) Verbal revelation - - the infallible transmiss ion of t'ie will of 

a perfect, infallible deity t o human person(s) in words ( i.e., 

literal ); 1 The Pentateuch or Torah , in Orthodox J udaism, cla ims 

to be the product of such a revelation. A human person having 

access to such type of revelation is considered a prophet, one 

who is authorized on t he basis of such revela tion to speak in 

the name of Dei ty. 

2 ) Dynamic revelation -- the fallibl e transmissi on of divine 

influence on the human person through human reason or imagina

tion , or the report of human ?er~cns purporting to witness some 

supernatural phenomena; i n this vi ew, Sc ripture would be con

ceived of as the product of both rlivine and human agency. 2 

3 ) >latural revel ation -- the discove ry of the so-called divi ne wi11 

oy the humar1 person by wholly natural (as opposed to supernatur 

al) means; this form of revelation i s empirical ly apprehended 

and falli ble due to its reliance upon imperfect sense percep

tion. Co nsequently, revelation is the product of finite human 

apprehension . 3 
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4) Miswah -- Literally "commandment , " miswah denotes an act that 

has been prescribed by the creator God to the Israelite people 

by means of a verbal revelation as written down in the Penta

teuch. 

5) 

6) 

7) 

INTROOUCTIUN 

Liberal religion -- a religion or religious system of thought 

that accepts the results of Biblical schol arship an~ does not 

rely solely on the Pentateuch or Sc ripture for this determination 

of ultimate truth. 4 

Biblical scholarship -- the academic discipline that holds that 

the Pentateuch does not represent the transmission of the divine 

wil I through (perfect) verbal revelation ; Bibi ical scholarship 

main ta ins that the Pentateuch and the rest of Scripture are 

composite works, written by various human persons in different 

ayes of history . 

Birth dogma -- this concept, according to Reines, " • . • asserts 

that d µer~un born into an authoritarian r~l igious community by 

birth, so that without his ever confessing i ts dogmas, they are 

nevertheless obligatory upon him and he is deemed a heretic 

should he ever reject them."5 

Fr~n our analysis of the thought of Maimonides, Buber and Cronbach we 

have learned that each of them rejected the idea that the Pentat~uth was li t

erally true according to its plain meaning . Each of them interpreted Scrip

ture figuratively asserting that the metaphor by which they interpreted Scrip

ture represented the actual meaning of the Scripture. We have seen that Mai

monides felt thot the Scripture was in actuality, a figurative expression of 

the principles of Neo-Platonic philosophy, Simil arly, Buber held that Scrip-
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ture was nothing other than the figurative expression of the human recollec

tion of actual historical encounters between the human person and God as the 

Eternal Thou . Cronbach , too, thought that Scripture could not be accepted in 

its plain sense; in reality it was a figurative expression of the ideals of 

social justice. Accordin3 to him , in order to be properly understood, Scrip

ture had to be interpreted according to his principle of good and tru~h. 

Reines' thought stands in contradistinction to all of these posi 

tions . Rejecting all claims for figurative interpretations of Scripture, 

Reines thinks that the claims of Scripture, especially the Pentateuch, are to 

oe understood according to their plain meanings . In other words, the Scrip

tur~. " .. . says what it means and means what it says . "6 

CLA IMS OF THE PENTATEUCH AS A MICROCOSM OF SCRIPTURE 

In discussing the validity of Pentateuch and its truth c laims, Reines 

emphasizes the vital importance of close reading of the Pentateuch to under

stand what it says without resorting to any super imposed sys tem of in terpreta

t ion. Ye writes : 

" ••• knowledge of the Pentateuch is generally vague and in
accurate, based upon childhood memories of Bible stories 
and s imi1ar inadequate sources . Moreover, this knowledge 
is often colored by emotional ism and bias , both pos itive 
and negative . Clearly the onlv way to acquire the 
knowledg~ 11et.e5sary to make a decision rega rding penta
teuchal religion is to go t o the Bible itself . .. 7 

For Reines, the overriding concern in understanding the Pentateuch 

according to it,;, plair. ,neanrn;i lies in its claim to being the infallibie rec

ord of a verbal (as opposed to dynamic or natural ) revelation ot the divine 

will Lo a group of human persons. He therefore scrutinizes with specia l care 

the instances in the Pentateuch where a claim for such revelation exists and 

what is demanded of the human person on the basis of that cl aio. He concludes 

that due to its public dnd empirical nature, the theophany at Mt . Sinai as 



165 

described in Exodus, chapters 19 and 20, is the locus classicus for verbal 

revelation and is, in fact, the authoritative basis for the demands which are 

consequent to it. Whereas Buber would claim that the experience at Mt . Sinai 

is a reconstituted m~no ry of an I-Thou encounter, Reines accepts the pla1n 

meaning of the text: The Pentateuch is transmitting, via verbal neans , the 

authority base for and the contents of, the will of the Creator God, a pe~fect 

Deity who owns the Israelites because of his creation and redemption of them. 

He writes: 

"The public character of the revelation (at Sinai) wil l 
prove conclusively that Moses has been given the right to 
speak for Yahveh (God) and to exercise absolute authority 
in his name. Having themselves heard Yahveh ::.peak to Mos
es, the Israelites cannot doubt their own senses . Thus, 
Yahveh, the creator and owner of the world, who has re
deemed Israel from Egypt, possesses absolute authority over 
the Jews, and this author ity is now held on earth by 
Moses . 118 

In other words, the demands of God, transmitted to Moses , empir ical

ly apprehended by the people, expressed in writing in the Pentateuch, are not 

"guidelines" for eth ical behavior according to Aristo t le's Golden Mean as 

Maimonides would have it. The commands of God in the Pentateuch mean exactly 

what they say. 

A problem arises with respect to eYaC ly w~~ the Pen tateuch does de

mand because of the ambiguous and undetermined nature of some of the command

ments . Yet Reines points ou t that given the nuthority structure the Pen ta 

teuch clai1,1s for itsel f, even ambi')uous laws are not open to fi gu rat1ve inter

pretation. A classic case in point is the Pentateuch's commandnent to "love 

Deity" (Deuteronomy 6:5). Reines writPs: 

" •. . 'love of God' in the Pentateuch must express itself ob
jectively in the observance of Yahweh ' s commands. Any 
other love of liod.-. no matter how well intentioned, is idol
atrous and vain."~ 

Reines ta~~s care to po i nt out that this is not merely his personal 
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interpretation of Scripture. This is what the Pen tateuch in fact demands . 

Moreover there fs no evidence for the proposition that any other kind of 

" love" of God would be acceptable within the Pentateuchal context. The same 

argument is made by Reines with respect to the requirement to believe in, or 

accept the authori ty of God or Yahveh. For Reines , t he Pentateuch is not 

merely enunciating a vague theol ogy (i.e. , ethical monotheism) subjPc t to 

figurative interpretation . The Pentateuch, according to Reines, has a def in

ite ideology in mind, and ca tegorically rejects any attempt to redef ine the 

comt.1and1oent of bel ief in God. Reines explains that for the Pentateuch, belief 

equals obedience to commandments . He writes: 

"The teaching of the Pen tateuch is not monotheism pPr se; 
it is rather a particular kind of monotheism: a monotheism 
in which a par ticular god, Yahveh, has issued specific com
mands that must be obeyed exactly as laid down. No other 
gods may be believed in , and no other couvnands obeyed . It 
makes no difference to Pentateuchal religion whether or not 
a person is a monotheist who happens to cal l his god Yahveh 
(or Adonai) . If the person fails to believe in the Penta
teuchal commands, he violates or rejects the religion of 
the Pentateuch, Yahveh's covenant with the Jews . "10 

Yahveh' s co,nmands as expressed in the Pentateuch are true expressions 

of the divine will. They are not, in Re ines ' view , ambiguous "suggestfons" 

for belief and practice, rather specific divine mandates . 11 The Pentateuc~ is 

a covenan t that is made with Moses and Israelites on Mt. Sinai. This rel a-

tionship is legal in ~:ture , and the Pentateuch cla ims that it is eternally 

binding for all who are born into the Israel 1te community, thus constituting a 

"birth dogma. 11 12 Nowhere in the Pentateuch , Reines points out , is Lhere even 

a hint of the notion that people are free to accept or reject Pentateuchal de

mands on the basis of personal priorities. Reines writes that, "No one has 

the rigt1t to keep only those commands he himself arbitrarily s~l ects . The ob-

1 igation to keep Yahweh's commands is • • . absolute , permitting no exceptions . "13 

R~ines brings forth ma ny examples which support his view that the 
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Pentateuch claims div ine and specific authority for its dictates . The person 

that the Pentateuch says to kill . t he Israel i te is bound to kill . whatever the 

personal predilection of the individua1. 14 Any notion that individuals are 

free to accep t or reject t he truth of the Pentateuch as t hey see it. or to 

interpret it f iguratively as they see fi t, violat es both the spirit and the 

letter of the Pentateuch.15 

PROBLEMS WITH THE IMPLICATIONS TH£ PENTATEUCH CLAIMS 

If the Pentateuch, as Reines claims, "says what it means and means 

what it says," then proble:ns indeed ar ise for those who would like to par tic

ipate in aspec t s of the Pentateuchal re l igion but are not in conplete agree

ment with all of i ts dictates and premises . We have SP.en that Cronbach dis

misses~ aspect of the Pentateuch not in conformance with his pr incip le of 

good and truth. Buber's t hought as well demands a figu rative view of the 

Pentateuch that allows for the va l idity of the results of new and present I

Thou encounters with the Eternal Thou . If accepting the Pentateuch mean t tha t 

reports of supernatural phenomena must be accepted without figurative inter

pretation , Ma imonides could nol have accepted the Torah. Reines points ou t 

that this is pr~cisely what tt\e Pentateuch demanrts and that all interpretive 

systems of thought n~~essartly violate Lne plain intent of the Pentateuch. 

Because of his sympathy for and appreciation of the consequences of this prob-

1 em, it is worthwhile to quote Reines in full as he discusses it: 

"Considerable confus ion eiis ts regarding this point (the 
demands of the Pentateuchal covenant) . Some maintain that 
the Pentateuchal covenant only imposes upon the Jews an ob
ligation to observe the 10 Commandments .... (O)thers have 
gone so far as to say that the Pentateuchal covenant is 
fulfilled by anyone who makes his own private pac t with a 
personal god he calls Yahveh. Unfortunately , neither of 
these opinions is correct. In point of fact , so far as the 
Penta t euch is concerned, t hese opinions are not only false , 
t hey are sinful and blasphemous as well ••• (N)o one denies 
that a person can maintain, on his own say-so, that there 
is a covenant be tween Yahveh and the Jews requiring only 
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that t hey keep the 10 Convnandments. But this is not the 
Pentateuchal covenant. tt. .. contradicts what the Penta
teuch commands . Similarly, a person can maintain that he 
has ,~ade a private covenant with a yod cal led Yahveh, but 
this , too, is not the Pentateuchal covenant. It is, in 
fact, a repudiation and complete violation of the Penta
teuchal covenant • • . the Jews' covenantal obligation is to 
accept every one of the beliefs, and observe every one of 
the practices that the Pentateuchal states Yahveh commanded 
Moses •. • at Sinai •.• and al those revealed to Moses after 
Sinai unti the time of is death. emphasis added 
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It is also vital to re-emphasize that these Pentateuchal demands 

claim to be transgenerational and unchangeable, and thus constitute a birth 

dogma. 

Reines shows that although some religious systems of thought contain 

aspects of Pentateuchal religion, they are not legitimate in terms of the 

Pentateuch's own standards. What a figu rative interpretation of Scripture 

does, however, is to replace those Pentateuchal standards wi th the standards 

of the metaphor being employed . The metaphor's claims regarding the truth and 

meaning of Pentateuchal sayings and incidents thus supersede the claims of the 

Pentateuch for itself. Reines says that there is no objective evidence that 

would compel the unbiased reader to admit that tins is the case. 

PENTAT£UCHAL RELIGION VERSUS LIBERAL REI IGION 

Tho:re is a s t rvn'.) m0 Lvat1on benind Reines ' logical dismantling of 

figurative interpretation of Scripture. He defends the integrity of Penta

teuchal religion without interpretation beca,,se he lJel ieves that the cl aims of 

the Pentateuch are in fact false . All figurative systems of interpret,Hion, 

in Reines ' view, simply serve to obscure what for him is a basic incontroverti

ble fact based on the disc ipline of Biblical scholarship. This fact is that 

the Pentateuch contains falsehoods . It does not represent the results of in

fallible, verbal revelation by a Creator/Redeemer God . It is a product of the 

hulflan search for value and ideals. It has, therefore, no divine standing at 
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all. The conclusion that the Pentateuch is not divine in its plai n meaning is 

the result of 200 years of scientific inquiry into this ,iuestion. This ac 

ceptance of the results of Bibl ical criticism is itself an original tenet of 

qeform Judaism.17 

Reines argues that the Pentateuchal system is one which is internally 

consistent and baserl on the best possible evidence: a direct, public empiri 

cal revelation . Its claims are, in point of fact, false. Consequently, it is 

objectively iropossible to find a figurative expression by which to interpret 

the Pentateuch 's essential 111ean1ng whose quality of evidence is equal or super-

1or to the Pentateuch itself . Reines writes: 

" • . • the results of scientific inquiry by scholars have been 
1nformly that the Scriptures of both the Jews and Chris
tians are not, in fact, 1 iteral ly true. There have been 
efforts t o demythologize Scripture , and discover an essen
tial truth that ostensibly lies behind its untrue literal 
meaning . Unfortunately, the effort to establish such an 
essential truth must be jud~ed a pragmatic failure. Equally 
able scholars, citiny equa ly inconclusive evidence have 
COll!e to opposing conclusions regarding almost every sig
nificant poin t in the Jewish and Christian Scriptures .. . 
(T)he unbiased observer cannot hel p conclude that an ob
jectively conv incing determination of what is true in 
Scriptures and what is not simply does not exis t. 0 18 (em
phasis added) 

This conc lus ion has specific consequences for those whn wo11ld base 

Reforrn Judaism as a 1 iberal religion on the authority of the Pentateuch. Ev

ery statement of Reform principles has categorical ly denied that Scripture is 

the product of verbal revelation.19 If, tnen. all Qeform Jewis~ syst~ns of 

thought deny the literalness, infallibil icy and authority of the Pentateuch, 

Reform Jews have certain rights , based on this understanding . They have the 

right to: 

1) interpret Scriptural mes::.ages in conformance with indiv idual , 

subJective , figurative interpretations; 

2) reject Scriptural theo logy outright; 



170 

3) change the ritual and legal prescriptions present in Scripture; 

In support of this point. Reines specifically states that: 

"Once having decided that a creedal or ritual regulation 
prescribed in the Pentateuch is untrue or irrelevant, and 
that no Crea tor God has commanded its acceptance, there is 
simply no reason for Reform Jews not to change or reject 
such a regulation at will."20 (emphasis added) 

CONCLUSION 

Reines makes a strict, logical case for a Pentateucha l religion free 

of interferring figurative systems of interpretation . Afterwards, using the 

discipline of higher criticism in Biblical scholarship, he shows that the 

Pentateuchal religion is untrue being based on a false premise; that of an in

fallible verbal revel ation from a Creator God tu Moses which oste~sibly re

sulted in the Pentateuch. Bibl ica l scholarship shows the human and composite 

nature of the Pentateuch. The evidence which suppor ts the Pentateuchal c laim 

for its own authority is thereby refuted . 

Reines s hows that once the claims of the Pentateuchal system are 

scientifically refuted, no subJective inetaphOr can adequately serve as a re

placement. This view of Scripture, in Reform or liberal Judaism yields three 

irrefutable conclusions, according to Reines: 

l) The v"l ue of Srr1pt:.rral dicta , 1:t.t11.: .;l or ritual, stand or fal 1 

on their own meri t. 

2) Pentateuchal prescriptions arc specifically non-binding on Re

' orm Jews , who , as Reform Jews , have cormli tted themselves to a 

I iberal, as opposed to an or thodox religion . 

3) Figurative syste111s of interpretation for Scripture are subser

vient to obJective, verifiable truth insofar as it can be de

ter,nined, and consequently cannot save the ,neaning or truth 

of the 1 iteral language of Scripture. 
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Finally, Refo rm Judaism, in the past has seen itself as a "prophetic 

religion" as opposed to devoted to Pentateuchal laws . It has assumed, tiow

ever, that all parts of Scripture being equal in value and divinity, the mes

sage of the prophets supersedes that of the Pentateuch. Reines vigorously at

tacks this assumption, not because the message of the prophets may not be inore 

appealing in our day, but because I) as stated above, the Pentateuch forbids 

personal selectivity as an aspect of Pentateuchal religion; and 2) the Penta

teuch c learly and unequivocally states that Mosai c pr op hecy is superior to any 

other k ind. Reines writes that: 

"It is absurd to think that the inferior prop~ecy of a sec 
ondary prophet r.ould in any way supersede or abrogate the 
perfect revelation of the supreme prophet , Moses . Conse
quently A no prop hecy can or ever will alter the Penta
teuch . "d (cf. Deuteronomy 34:10- 12 , 4: 1-8) 

The Pentateuch must be evaluated on its O\o/fl merit, according to its 

own internal spirit and consistency, Reines argues that fidelity to Penta

teuchal r l:!1 igion by Reform Judaism cannot be justified obJectively, neither 

can its avowed preference for prophetic dicta. He argues that Reform Judaism, 

haviny accepted the resu lts of Biblical scholarship as one of its basic ten

ents , cannot legitimately construct and promul ga te subjective figurative sys

teins of interpretation ~, ti ich ar .: de!.ignea to exploit tne dramatic power of the 

Pentateuch while ignoring its less palatable aspects . There simply is no ob

jec tive evidence for the truth of such systems and no justifiabl e autl,ority in 

Reform Judaism as a liberal religion t o enforce such figurative interpr~ta

tions of Scripture as doctrine . 



Chapter I VB 

Reines: 

Figurative L~nguage and God 
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DEFINITIONS 

There are several tenns which require precise def inition in order to 

examine Reines' view of God with respect to figurative language. Although 

these definitions are not idiosyncratic, they might not be accepted universal

ly in terms of their function in theological discussion. 

1 ) Theology - - "the science or study which t reats the neaning of 

the word God . "l This implies that there is no uni vocal under

standing of the word God which can be the object of thought or 

study. 

2) God -- In Reines' terms, as wil I be explained, the word God 

denotes "the enduring possibility of being , which is the 

permanent ongoing potentiality from which the actual universe is 

continually being real i zed."2 

3) Hylotheis,, -- the study of the concept of God ennunciated above . 

The prefix "hylo" in this usage refers in part to matter as hav

ing po tentiality. 

4) Refonn Jewish theol ogy -- This ter111 denotes one of the follow

ing: 

5) 

6) 

c)) II he 'l!}'.)regate Jf particular kcr.Jrrn ..:1:wisl) theologies all 

consistent with the essence of Reform Judalsm" or 

b) " ••• the gene r al discussion that lays down the cqnditions 

wh1cn a theology must meet to be appropriate to Reform Jud

aism • •. "3 

Pol_):'.dOX,l the view of religion which asserts that " .. . a 11 

opinion:. on the great themes of relig1on •.• are equally valid so 

far a!. the religious ins ti tut ion is concerned. .,4 

Freedom Covenant -- the agreement by which all persons in a 
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polydux religi ous community affirm that each individual has the 

freedom to his or her opinions and ritual practice except 

insofar as the execution of that freedom infringes on the abil 

ity of other individuals in the polydox conrnuni ty to exercise 

their freedom.5 

PHILOSOPHICALLY OBJECTIVE VERSUS TRADITIONALLY ORTHOUOX THEOLOGY 

There are words in theological disco~rse that have suffered from im

precise usage for a very long time. A word, such as "God," in one particular 

system of religious thOught may not have the same meaning in a different re -

1 igious system of thought . Yet, it would be safe to assume that the average 

individua l is unmindful or cares little about what ~iyht be considered phi lo

sophical niceties. Reines points out, however, that the differences between 

various usages of theologiul terms can be vast. He emphasizes this point at 

length in his examination of Reform Jewish theology, in wh1 ct1 he writes: 

" ... it is .•. (a) false premise that such terms as 'God,' 
' Jewis h,' and 'theology' have a uni vocal meaning .. • more im
portantly , we have i~re an instance of what may be called 
the fallacy of orthodox expectations •.• (T)he objec ti on (to 
redefinition of theol ogical terminology) ful ly stated takes 
thi s form; There are certain obligatory beliefs or dogmas; 
certain words havP. s igni fied these beliefs; one must accep t 
these beliefs in a new sense; and the fac t that one does 
not accept these beliefs is furtively disguised by employ
ing th~ words wh1Lh havi ordinarily sign111eo these words 
in a new sense. The answer to th is object ion is given by 
the philosophy of Reform, it is that Reform Judai sm has no 
dogmas of any kind . Reform Judaism h a po lydoxy, and per
sons 1~ho come to Reform with the expectation of dogmatic 
definition labor under a misconcepti on -- the fallacy of 
orthodox expectation in a polydox s ituation."6 

Given that theological terms , incl uding the very notion of God , are 

nei~her univocal in meaning nor unive rsal in their acceptance, a problem aris

es . It is the problem of how to discuss theology so that usage of terms is 

understood by all parti es , so that individuals know to what they are refer

ring. To achieve this end, Reines proposes that theol ogica l discourse should 
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be based on concepts and evidence which are objective and empirically 

verifiable. In response to the charge that this call for philosophical rigor 

de-sptritualizes theology , Reines responds that eKactly opposite is the case. 

lie writes : 

"The objectivist employs a strict standard of evidence pre
cisely because he is aware of man's infinite strivings and 
the screen t hey place between him and reality ... (T)hus, far 
from being that which religion should avoid, reality ob
jectively detennined provides the basis of the religion and 
the source of salvation. For authentic response to fini 
tude, wh ich constitutes true religion , must be based upon 
reality, and salvatJon is nothing other than the state such 
response produces." 

Consequently, objecti vity and empirical verifiabil i ty will constitute 

the yardsticks of truth by which Reines will j udge theological cl aims. Al

though he admits that (as we shall see below) this type of kno~1ledge is itself 

not cOl!lpelling or conclusive, it of fe rs the best change for comprehensible 

theological discourse in his view. In this manner , Reines sets out the basis 

for testing the truth of theolo9ical notions and statements. He writes: 

"I accept em~i,.ical verifiability as the arbiter of truth 
concern ing the external world, and seeing that God as a 
real being is a fact of the external world, our theory of 
truth must be one that pe rta1nsto knowledge of this 
world ... ~tated thusly: 'A proposition or series of propo
sitions concerning the external world will be true if there 
are predictable and observable consequences of such a prop
osition or prJpos itivns. ' Hence the t est that a reality 
defintion of God must meet is empirical verifiability. If 
there are empirical consequences of the rjefinition, then 
the proposition 'God exis ts' wi ll be true, and if there ar~ 
not, the propositions ,~ill be meaningless dnd false.'' 
(emphasis ad ,led) 

With Reines' claim for the superiority of empirical verifiability 

establ i shed, he goes on to list five bases for theological discourse and their 

reliability in detennining truth regarding theological notions: 

l) authentic revelation - - that is. actual literal, communication 

which has taken pl ace between a perfect God and the human 
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person; 

2) cer tain and irrefragable natural knowledge which produces theo

logical truth; 

3) combination of numbers 1 and 2; 

4) subjective, private e~~erience which produces notions of God 

and divine attributes; 

5) objective evidence which is publicly apprehendable that results 

fn notions of God and divine attributes . 9 

In discussiny these five bases, Reines quickly dismisses the claim of 

the f1rst three to produce true theological notions . No compelling evidence 

exists for authentic revelation given the non-divine nature of Scripture (the 

only document to claim to give this type of knowledge) . No comprehensive 

system of certain , irrefragable, natural knowledge exists either (despite the 

efforts of Sp inoza and Maimonides) . This rules out the third basis, which is 

the combi nation of the first two theological bases . 

The fourth basis, theological knowledge based upon subjective evidence 

or private experience , has had many adherents, especially over the last 150 

years (notablj Kierkegadrd, Buber, Rosenzweig and the like). Reines poin ts 

out, however, that no tnatter how "real·• an experience may be to an individual 

personally, the evidence based on that e~perience cannol ne deem~d authori 

tat,ve.10 It carries no authority because others may not participate or re

c reate the experience which led to a particular theol ogical conclusion. There 

simply is no reason for an intelligent thinking indivijual to accept a version 

of t heological truth (which , afte r al 1, purports to express ultimate reality) 

on the weight of the mer e opinion of another . Consequently, while the subjec

tive mode may yield an experience which the individual believes to express the

ological t ruth, that private experience or opinion can in no way yield an 

, 
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authoritative answer for another hunan per~on, especially in Reform Judaism , 

which is a polydoxy . 

The mode of objective empirical evidence is not without its 

1 imitations , as well. Reines is well aware of this , and in connection with it 

he writes: 

"Theology based upon the evidence of repeatable , objective 
exper ience, like all natu ral knowledge, critical ly consid
ered , is uncertain or probable . Since this theology is 
open to error , it is not authoritative so far as the com
munity as a totality is concerned. Such methods of determ
ining truth dS pragmatism, coherence, and empirical verifi
ability are employed in this type of theology. "11 

It is safe ttr conclude that, according to Reines , absolute theologi 

c.al tru th is not possible to attain (or at least has not yet been demonstrat 

ed) . Consequently, there can be no single, authoritative meaning to the word 

"God," or other theologic.al notions . 12 

THEOLOGICAL SYMBOLIC LANGUAGE 

Symbolic or figurative expression of unproven theological concepts is 

legitimate as long as t~o$e ~1pressiQns are not promulgated as being authori 

tative. Reines admits that theological principles , expressed figuratively, 

have the power to impress or dramatize aspects of human experience regardless 

of their truth value. ~e ines conveys this thought in a passage that could 

have just as easilt been written by Cronbach. He writes: 

"Words have uses other than as s~gns conveying references . 
Among such uses are the expression and evocation of atti
tudes . HencP, the word 'God,' for example, apart from i ~ 
capacity to refer to a reality, has the power as wel 1 to 
direct a po~i~ive attitude toward this reality. Some, who 
entirely deny a reality reference to the term 'God' ••• argue 
for its retention on the basis of its power to command hu~
an feelings. 11 13 

Reines calls thi s approach to theological discourse "a theonoma

tism. ,,14 He concedes that figura t ive language. which does not yield val id, 

accurate, compel ling descriptions of theological reality . may be necessary 
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tools fo r deal ing wi th an endeavor that transcends the power of the human mind 

to rnake compelling demonstrations. 

The commitment of Reform Judaism to scientific rational ism, however, 

may require that the th1nkiny Jew react to metaphor sol ely as metaphor and not 

as a representation of some truth which cannot be demonstrated. Reines , 

therefore , would eschew the endeavor of figura tive description o; DeitJ in 

favor of us ing human f3cu lties to det ermi ne the truth value of what is claimed 

about Deity . He woul d forego the at tempt to establish a competent figu rat ive 

e,pression for God, in the manner of Maimonides , Buber, and Cronbach , and 

rather search fo r evidence for Deity and divine attributes that are objective, 

empirical and verifiable. He does not reject the usage of poetry qua poetry 

but poetry qua philosophy , as we will see in our discussion of re li gious se rv 

ices . 

POLYDOXY -- THE lDEAL ARENA FOR UNHINDERED THEOLOGICAL SfARCH 

Reines stakes out the claim for t he theology of t he modern Re form Jew 

within the confines uf ~~fen t ific rational ism , a cla im which he feel s can best 

be based vlithin a polydox situat ion , where no pretense is made to solitary 

author i t ative answers to theological questions. Undergirdi ng this claim , 

Reines writes: 

"The ultimate commi tmen t of the modern Jew, as was the com
nuni tsnent of the Jew of the past , is to rational ism; the 
rat iona l ism that requires oojective evidence for the faith 
of orthodoxy, the ra t ional ism that turns to polydux:y when 
t he faith oF or thodoxy is gone. •15 

Even with its commionent to rationalism, a Re form J udaism that is a 

polydoxy stil l protects the right of the individual J ew to expl ore theol ogical 

notions on his/her own. Rational ism is an ideal; it cannot be tu rned into an 

author ity . That varying individuals in a po lydox col1lllun ity wi l l ha ve differ

ing approaches to theology based on individual needs is assumed from the outset 
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by Reines. With reference to this fact, he writes: 

"In the polydox: community, the individual member is the ul
timate authority to determine what his/her own view of t he 
word God will be •.• (T)here does not exist . .. objective and 
compelling evidence for some one particula r view of tne 
word God •.. persons have no conscious control over what they 
beli eve about the word God. The belief is fashioned sub-
jectively out of the person: total psychic being, a com-
plex of differing modes of aware ness and attitudes, con
scious and unconscious. 1116 
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The only problem in a polydoxy with respect to theology is for those 

individuals " ... who reject the traditional evidence (for God) and wi sh to re

tain theistic absolutism (dogmatic authoritarianism based on the traditional 

notion of God) ... " Reines says that they must, " ... resort to subjective evi

dence .. . since no theology of the fifth fon~ (objective , empi rically verifiable 

e vidence) makes a case for this concept." 17 All theol ogies, however, which 

make no pr e tense to authority are acceptable in a polydox religious communi

ty. lR 

This avoidance of authority in tt,e polydox r el igious community not 

only makes it the most 1 i kely con~e;:t i1 which to carry out an unfettered 

search for Deity. l n addition . it saves the community from unnecessary bouts 

with totally subjective theologies ranging from post-Holocaust and neo- ort h

odox theologies to the just as subjective "Death-of-God' movements , and the 

l ike.19 The incontrovertible freedom of tlie individual to exert self-autho rity 

in the areas of r eligion in ~eneral and theology in particular aid in the in

dividual search for ultimate '11e<1ning w'1i1e c reating his or her own future anJ 

destiny.20 

HYLOTHEISM~ ~ COHERENT THEOLOGY WlTHlij A POLYDOX F~AMEWORK 

Reines has considered the classic issues of theology and sought an 

answer that would be true to the principles of objecti vi ty and be coherent 

with scientific knowl adge "'hose results he has accepted. The question 
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renains--how does Heines theologize without lapsing into t he metaphorizing of 

the three thinkers we have previously discussed? Rei nes ' answer is to the

ologize within the conf ines of scfentific truth and see wha t theological no

t ions can be legit imately drawn from it . Consequent ly , hi s definit ion of God 

concerns observabl e r henomena , about which he writes: 

The definj_t ion of God 1 propose • • • is the fol lowing, 'God is 
the enduring possibility of being.' Inasmuch as being is 
analyzable without remainder into sense-data and self-data, 
the existence of God is verified whenever sense-data and 
self- data are experienced , and the existence of God is di s
proved when, under equ ival ent conditions of personal norm
alcy , self-data are experienced and sense-data are not. 
God i s the endur ing possibility of being rather than of 
sense experience alone because the person , (that is, the 
continuing sel f-consciousness that is constructed uul of 
self- data) is evidently dependent upon the exte rna l world 
(sense-data and the unobservables reducible to sense-da ta) 
and with the annihi la ti on of the external world , t he anni
hilation of the person can be inferred by induction . ••21 

This god concept is not in concert wi th tradi tional theology . It is 

al so dissimilar to the traditional phil osophical arguments for God's exis 

t ence , namely, the on tological , cosmological, or teleological, which are 

e ither unemp irical or ul ti1nately mo re subjective than objec tive. Reines ' ljod 

concept rests on the idea that being is an empirical fact, one that can be ex

amined by the ~enses . ln addit ion. by dividing all of the world's phenomena 

into sense-data or self-oau, the individual (at l east) has the capability to 

judge for him or her<;el f t he actuality of any pheno,nenon's being or non

being. 

Reines ' god has att,· ibutes: It is endur ing, as opposed to the actual 

world, which is finite and actual . It is imperfec t by virtue of the fact that 

it is cut off from the worl d. It is potential in contradis tinc tion to the act

uality of the world . It can never become actual , being only possibility; it 

is therefore limited. God is enduring insofar tha t a worl d or univer se of 

actuality exis t s to be a '"""terpart to the godhead's potential ity. 22 



181 

Reines explains some of the details of this theory of di vinity in 

which he asserts as a postula t e that there is no being without meaning and 

vice versa . On this God's relation to t he world , he wr ites: 

"God (as defined by Reines-- the enduring possibility of 
Being--ed , ) cannot ex ist without t he wor ld . God has no 
meaning without be ing; being has no endurance without God. 
God ' s existence is not absolute; the endur ing poss ibility 
of being exis ts as a cor rela tive of being . The wor l d was 
not created by an absolute God who willed it so; rather the 
world exists becduse divine existence is unconditionally 
dependent upon it • .. ( l )n experience , God co-exists with 
f init ies in a process of cont inuous interaction . In this 
process , as we are justified in concluding from the regular 
and orderly nature of causal sequence, the possibility of 
future being is derived from present being. So to speak, 
the existence of God is derived from ever-y present rnoinent 
of being and realized in every future moment. 0 23 

Two things should be noted . As stated above, this theory stands on 

the assumption that being is an empirical , verifiable fact . This irnpl ies the 

testab il ity of that assumption . In addition, even though this notion of God is 

in the realm of empirical , obj ective theological discourse (method /15 in above 

1 ist}, this means that it is inherently inconclusive, as rr. istakes are possible 

in any system of empirical testing . 

DIVINE RELAT ION TO THE HUMAN PERSON 

Does Reines' God have any relation to the human ptrson? Is this God 

a "personality," the way 13uber's liod is? Reines claims that the separateness 

involved in being potential (as opposed to human actuality) negates any notion 

of relat1on. Also, ~1nce actuality is an insepar able charac teristic of 

personhood, Reines would disc laim the notion of divine µersonal ity, God being 

only a possibility. The relationship between Reines' liod and the human person 

is based on rnu tal exclusion , a symbiotic relationship where one party compen

sates for the inadequacies of the other. Reines explains: 

"fn this view of God, where the divine fs subject to the 
conditions of existence, it is the nature of actual entit
ies, hv virtue of the finity or encompassing 
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from the ground of being. To be actual is to be alone . To 
be finite is to be severed from the infinite. Hence, the 
relation between God and man is one of "muted communica
t ion. " (quotes added) Accordingly , as Reform Judaism 
teaches, there exists no infallible or verbal revelation, 
because man, necessar i ly and substanti ally separated from 
the ground of being, has no sure relation to this ground . 
Equal ly • •• per fect providence • • . messiahs , and magical ex
cha tologies have no place in a wor ld where the infinite ex
ists only as a possibility and the actual world is always 
f inite . "24 (emphasis added) 

DIV INE IMPERFECTION AND TH~ODICY 
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The perceptive reader has ascer tained that God in Reines' thought 1s 

not a perfect entity . Perf~ction , obviously , would assume the characteristic 

of botll potentiality and actuality. Reines ' God is, by definition, limited to 

the sphere of possib ility . There are profound implications in the assertion 

of imperfection as part and parcel of the godhead . Reines is aware of this 

and explains tt,e rationale behind its necess i ty , writing: 

"God is inf inite in durat ion, but possesses only possible 
existence, whereas being is finite in duration but posses
ses actual existence. Metaphor ically speaking, existence, 
the act of overcoming no tr~ ngr,ess, lays down conditions on 
all who wou ld possess it. As a consequence , nothingness is 
never entirely overcome. Actual existents temporarily ov
ercome nothingness at the cost of future and tot al annihil 
ation. God overc~mes nothingness by incor porating it into 
the divine existence , and , in so doing , is emptied of act
uality and inust forever remain poss ibility. The d1vine ex
istence .• . is a comproinhe bet,..:._en tJc:ing and notnin~ness Lo 
exist as the enduring possibil 1t_y uf being , but in the un
easy victory , defec t is assimilated into the godhead. ,,z5 
(emphasis added) 

This theology , althouy,, partly pessi.11ist1c for the human person as 

an actual existent , nevertheless offers some reason for hope. The two mos t 

i,nportant of these are l) actual exis tents (i.e ., hunan pe rsons ) can, through 

their acts , actua lly increase the power and scupe of the godhead by creating 

possibil i ties for the future as Reines wr ites , HThe possibil i t ies that con

stitute the godhead can be influenced and even altered by man;"26 2) The 
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problems of evil c1nd theodicy are resolved more completely than is possible in 

more traditiondl theological systems . 

The proble~ of relating divinity and the existence of evil has bedev 

iled the theological endeavor for a long time. Reines thinks that , given his 

theoloyical understanding. that this no longer need be the case. He writes: 

"In the theology of the divine possibility there is .• • a co
herent explanation of evil . It is t he Inevitable result of 
the nature of God and the nature of man . Evil is not 
willed into existence, it is a necessary concomitant of ex
istence . The choice , figuratively s t ated , is not between a 
world Hith evil and a world without it. but between a world 
with evil and no world at alJ."27 (emphasis added) 

Evil is, or was t\Ot created . 1t is a necessary fact given the finite 

nature of actual existence. ~eines avers that this should not be a cause for 

despair or gnashing of teeth, rather it should bring us " . . • to the meaningful 

awueness that the divine possibility reacts to acts of value and conserves 

all possible good . 0 28 The future is created out of possibilities which the 

hvmdn person as an actual existent can influence. Reines' view is that by cre

ating more dnd more possibilities f0r good and valu~, tht actual occurrence of 

good wi 11 increase and be conserved by the godhead. Conversely , the necessary 

existence of evil will necessarily diminish a~ the possibilities for its actu

alization are diminished through the striving of the hunan person . 29 

LEGITIMATE FIGURATIVE HEPRESENTATIUN OF NEI NES' GOO 

Reines has originated a god concept whic h is the product of the ob

jective mode of theological discou r se. Although ~either cornpel l ing nor con

clusive, Reines' god concept does not demand bl ind "leaps of faith" or accept

ance of subjective and/or unverifiable claims to revelation. Expression of 

this god concept in figurative language is legitiMate when it reflects the 

divine attributes Reines argues for above. This type of figurative expression 

wil I appear prominent ly in the next section wtii c h concerns the language of re-



184 

ligious services. We may, however, appropriately examine the legitimacy of 

f igurati ve divine ex pressions i nt e nded to convey the sense of God as the en

during possibility of being. 

Since God , for Reines, is the source and ground of all being , poetic 

cr.:,rassions which emphasize this attribute are pennissible. Expressions li ke 

ttFn~ntainhead of c reation , " "Source of all exis tence," and "Source of life" 

all serve to reflec t what God in fact ..!2, according to Reines' theology.30 

The c rucial point here is that in contradistincti on to t he other 

philosophers examined, the figurative language Reines employs fo r God is root

ed in empirical reality , Conversel y, the figurative language for God that the 

o thers employ ref l ect s t hei r overriding subjecti ve rneta~hors. Without the 

figurative t heological meanings inherent i n their systellls, the Gods of Maimon

ides, Suber and Cr onbach have no mean ing at al l. This is not the case with 

Reines' god. There has been no attempt to invent a cohe r ent, all-encompassing 

figurati ve sys t em of int erpr etati on in which bot h God and so-called tradition

al Jei,tfsh concepts may reside. Reines has proposed a god concep t based 011 a 

philosophic and scientific vi ew of r eali ty. The figura tive epithe t s used to 

describe this God are the n symbolic representations of an objective view of 

r eality as opposed t o a poe tic or metaphoric view. 

CONCLUS I ON 

This subs ti 1,0Jtion of a plai n, empi r ically based concept of God for a 

f igurative one is a ,·adi cal change from t he wild post-Kierkegdarcli an thPnl o

gies of t he past century. This God concept lives in harmony ,~ith both science 

and philosophy , and is not di min i shed in importa nce by the latter two. In 

Re ines' words: 

"The sea r ch for the meaning of the t enn God i s as much a 
pursuit of real ity as the search for t he meaning of essence 
or atom .. . (P )hi1 osophy a nd science blend into rel i 910n as 
t heybTend int o one another, In the quest for reality, the 
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The acceptance of objective reality over subjective figurative ex

pression reunites religion with philosophy and science as truth-seeking en

deavors . For Reines, figurative theological language can only be used legiti

mately to describe reality in poetic , mean ingful ways. It may not be usl?d to 

obscure reality or cover the harsh and pa inful truths of existence t hrough 

subjective poetic metaphor. Reines writes of his hope, one that his "theology 

of the possible" undcrgirds, of the acceptance of religious teaching on the 

basis of its ability to represent empi rical reality and transmit objective 

truth. He writes: 

" In a world from which pover ty is banished , in which sick
ness of mind and body is diminished, and man is politically 
free, a religion will be accepted not because men are 
afraid , not in the extreme need of cunsolation, but because 
it is true . 11 32 



Chapter I VC 

Reines: 

Figurative Language and the Religious Service 
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DEFINITIONS 

Several terms requi r~ definition before analyzing how Reines views the 

use of figurative language in a 1 iturgical setting for which the object of 

worship is not the traditional God of Creation and providence. 

l ) Conversation theism -- This is the belief that "prayer is direct 

conversation with God. Such conversation is not only poss;ble. 

but is the primary means of salvation • • • such conversation brings 

special favor in this world and immortal expectat ion for the 

next . 11 1 

2) Common service -- Reines defines this as q ••• the acknowledged 

public liturgy of a religious community •• . it represents in its 

language and formulas the basic bel iefs and values subscribed to 

by the religious communlty . •• a common service is a service in 

which every member of a religious community can participate in 

cornmon with all other members . 112 

3) 

a) 

Individual s~rvfcc - - This is a litu19y which serves " •• . the 

viewpoint of some individual person or group within the Reform 

Jewish community. ••3 Heines, notably, views the individual serv

ice as very 1 imited in its practical usage. 

Princ iole of free ritual -- For Reines , this is a corollary of 

the Freedom Covenant, pro tecti119 " ... one's r ight to make deci

sions concerning one's o~n ritual practic~s . 114 

5) Technique of mult ivalent ritual and service -- This refers to 

"services and ceremonies that employ language that has many 

meanings, values, and uses, and whose literal meaning is undog

matic . • • being open and undogmatic, (this) pe rmit(s) those who 

parti cipate in them to mo ld and shape the language of the serv-
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ices and ceremonies according to the participant's own beliefs 

and convictions, and within the privacy of their own psyches. 11 5 

REFORM LITURGY--PURPOSES ru~o PROBLEMS 

The ostensible purpose of any liturgy is two-fold: 1) to bring the 

individual worshipper into "relation with the ultimate aspects of existence;"6 

2) to bring the religious community together to obs1?rve significant lit.:'. cycle 

events and calendar occasion. 

The present liturgies of the Refonn Jewish movement (Gates of Prayer 

and the Union Prayerboo~) are, in Reines' view, inadequate for the intellect

ually honest fulfilling of these purposes. Although this problem is complex, 

it is essentially semantic. It results from the Refonn Jewish litu:--gy "hid

ing," as it were, Orthodox Jewish concepts i n Refonn Jewish "clothing."7 

The structure and language of the established Reform liturgies is 

still based on the conceptual framework of both conversation theism and Ortho

dox Judaism, although it is safe to assume that most, if not all of Refonn 

Jewish worshippe~s, reject thos1:: frameworks of belief.8 This has the effect of 

nullifying the meaningful content of the liturgy and removing it from the 

realm of a common service, which embodies beliefs and values subscribed to by 

al 1. Focusing on this problem, R. Shapiro , a cominent,1tor on Reines' work, has 

stated that, "1 f the purpose of a ritual event is to bring a person into ' re-

1 ation with the ultimate aspects of existence' the l iturgy of that event must 

be in line with those aspects. "9 

It has been argued, most notab ly by Cronbach , that since the words of 

t he public liturgy do not partake in a designative function anyway, the reten

tion of outmoded fonnulae and untrue wording is not a relevant issue. Reines 

vigorously attacks this notion, and considers it both manipulative and thor

oughly unconvi ncing. He rejects the idea that liturgical language, bein9 



189 

bereft of meaning, can simply be "interpreted" to mean something different or 

even wholly opposite from what its words say,10 Shapiro , in commenting on the 

undisciplined use of liturgical language, draws Reines' position out clearly, 

writing that: 

" ••• Or. Reines is affirming, in opposition to Abraham Cron
bach, for instance, that the language of any gi ven 1 iturgy 
does indeed partake of a designative function. There is a 
referent for which the text is a symbol, and if that re fer
ent is obsolete, the text is no longer operational as a 
vehicle for the uncovering of reality wh ich is the prime 
goal of each person.•11 

The mPaning of language is significant. It is vital to the efficacy 

of the liturgical enterprise. Shapiro notes that language is " ..• the symbol 

tool of the liturgist," whil e reality " ••• is the 'object' which the symbol is 

supposed to reflect."12 Thus, Reines' objective view of liturgy parallels his 

objective theology. Shapiro ~lucidates this objective function in liturgy, 

writing: 

" • . . it ~hould be clear that if the liturgy is to be suc
cessful, it must celebra:.e rcJ l ity as understood by the 
best of human science and philosophy . No poetic dodging of 
the issues, the ritual text mus t compel assent on behalf of 
the reader 'by its intrinsic value alone.• 0 13 (emphasis 
added) 

Consequen Lly, it can be assumed that in Reines' view , the net of par

ticipating in a common servic~ has meaning precisely because the service af

firms by its words t he beliefs of the individual worshipper. For Maimonides. 

Buber and Cronbach, the actual language employ~d in the service is of second

ary import. Identification with the figu rative 1nean ing they gi ve t o the serv

ices outweighs the inconsistencies and inaccurac ies of the µarticular language 

ernployed in worship, Reines disputes these notions. He questions both the 

Objective truth and the overall coherence of the f1gurat1ve interpretations 

that the worship service supposedly represents according tu these ~ther think-

ers. 
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POLYOOX LITURGICAL FORMATION--PROBLEMS 

Given Reines' orientation , we may expect that ~e favors the creation 

of lituryies which contain objective statements about belief and the world 

which all who participate in the comraon service can agree to in principle. 14 

This task is difficult. To create liturgies 11hich are objectively true and 

which in addition bring the human person into contact with the "ultimate as

pec.ts of experience," requires the binding of the disciplined mind of the: 

philosopher to the unbounded artistry of the poet , 

The problems in creating such liturgy are not limited to the render

ing of truth into poetic form. Other problems include: 

l) newness and unfamiliarity with the liturgy as opposed to the 

fami1iarity embedded in the recital of traditional orthodox 

1 iturgical formulae. 

2) difficulty in creating a liturgy in which people of differing 

theological beliefs may honestly participate . This requires a 

liturgical formulation that is multivalent, as defined above. 

3) difficulty in creating a common service in which all will feel 

free to participate without feeling that they have violated 

the i r own freedom of r itual axpre~~io~ . l~ 

These intertwined goals and problems inherent in the creation of an 

acceptable polydox liturgy have been summari zed hy Reines in the fol lowing 

manner: 

"Tne language of the (free and future) ritual will preclude 
no Reform Jewish 1 ibera l religionist from participation, 
whatever his personal creed. Such language wil 1 evoke 
moods of intrinsic meaningfulne~s without provoking theo
logical dissent. Thus will the essential spirit of Reform 
Judaism as freedom be concretized in the ritual ism that 
constitu tes its body."16 (emphasis added) 



191 

POLYDOX LITURGICAL FORMATION--GUIOELINES 

Reines outlines the purpose of participation in a common service in 

terms Of the objective religious values established above with respect to 

Scr ipture and God . Unlike pa r ticipation in a service based on a figurative 

i nter pretation of the set pharisaic prayer rite . Reines calls for radical 

changes in the liturgy itself. The intent of these changes is to not only 

make the liturgy consonant with objective facts of reality , but to allow the 

worshipper to achieve his or her own spiritual goal s in a community of simi

larly mincted see~ers . The mul titude of purposes served by such an objective, 

changed liturgy have been listed by Reines. The purposes of such a ritual 

are: 

"a) to bring a person . with ful I being, into relation with the 

ultimate aspects of existence; 

b) to evoke meaningful moods and positive attitudes; 

c) to enrich our perception and sense of wonder of reality by foc

using attenti on on cosmic events such as the solstices and 

equinoxes, or earthly processes such as growth and matu ration; 

d) to qu icken our sense of history and of shared views of the past 

by commemor ~ting s 13nificant past even ts: 

e) to provide a productive celebration of signif icant 1 ife- history 

events; 

f) to pruvide a family, t l,rough home ceremonies. with enrichec moin

ents ur s hared experience; 

g) t o enahle members of a commun ity to co,mnun icate to one another 

their joy on happy occasions and their compassion on sad ones; 

h) t.o provide , by its distinctive nature, a sense of common identi 

ty and shared pu rpose to the members of a religious community 
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who participate in the common ritual; 

i) to provide children with an elementary knowledge of t hei r reli

gious community , since , at fi rst, a true and full comprehension 

of t he belief s of rel igion are beyond their capac i ties.•17 

POLYDOX LITURGICAL FOHMATION--EXAMPLES 

As previ ously stated, the previously examined under standings of the 

religious service have been based on figurative interpreta tions of the essen

tial pharisa ic rite. Re ines , on the other hand, bases the formation of the 

1 iturgica l rite itsel f on the Freedom Covenant, the principle of free r i tual, 

and the technique of multivalent language. How exactly does this work? For 

Reines, the applicat ion of t he principles l isted above yields both prayers 

which are reformu lations of old established ones, and prayers which do not 

have any bas i s in the traditional pharisaic rite . 

Refonnula t ion of old prayers for Reines is not as difficult as it may 

seem. Mos t of the effor t in rewriting centers primarily on the removal of 

Yahveh as the cen t ral obj ect of worsh ip since ne i ther the existence nor power 

of a deity named Yahveh is obj ec tively verifiable . Hut , as we have seen in 

the explication of Re ines' god concept, God as a source of possibili ty and of 

being (g iven Peines ' def i1 i: ian Jf ~uo ) are obJectiv~ly verifiable theological 

concepts. Consequent ly, many traditional prayers fo1md in the Po lydox Common 

Service Book reta in their foNn . Epithets for oivi ni ty which are in consonance 

wi th God as the enduring poss ibility of being are, however , inserted in t hese 

prayers where the invoca tion of Yahveh would normally be found. These ep i

thets include: 
, £ ~ , 1 I"'>~ \' i r4 \c J N I: 1 \c 0·\ , 

,)\ },')\'\ )\":>~ l ;) \ ~\) ~!~~~) . -·. - -•: - I .,. --. - T' 

,- .,. ~'. - l · t T . . 
(compassionate spirit, wellspr ing of life, s t rength of existence and source of 

ex istence) . 18 
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Other changes in traditional prayers include the reshaping of the 

prayers' outlook or intent. Instead of i.'lvolcing t he power of an Almighty in 

thanksgiving or io petition, the inherent power of the human person to respond 

both individually and in community to the reality of the world with awe and 

wonder is emphasizect. Examples of t f1is include revisions of traditional phar

isaic blessings over Torah, over candles, over wine, and the call to wor

ship.19 Also included in this category are revisions of Scriptural passages 

which have had liturgical usage in the pharisaic rite. They have been revised 

so as to emphasize human love over so- called divine love, human unity over so

called divine unity, and the human quest for natural truth over the attempt. to 

fulfill that which has been purported to be divine commandment.20 

There are prayers that have been included in the polydox common rit

ual that have no basis in the pharisaic rite. These prayers simply echo t he 

desire of the human person to respond to the order and hannony of natu r e, 

life's finitude, or some other important event which elicits basic human re

sponse. These prayers attempt to articulate human needs and goals, not in 

conformance witti the pre-established figurat i ve ideal of a Cronbach, for in

stance, but in terms uf t •1e actualities of human experience. A moving example 

of this type of prayer is one whi r h cel ebr a t e; thL ~obbath as a human resting 

point amid the harmo nious motion of nature: 

"Jur hearts exult at the splendor of heaven and earth. Ma
jestic ski es and brilliant stars tell of cosinic harmony a nd 
order . We turn from toil, from life's di f ficulties and 
conflicts, from its c lamor and weari ness, to meditate on 
the serene cal m of t'1e Sabbath whose harmony and order hal
l ow our lives with the blessings of peace."il 

Another impressive example of l itu rgical reformation in concordance 

with polydox pr1ncip l es is found in the funeral service. This service posits 

no God as Almighty J udge to be taken on blind faith, and no future rewards 

which are unverifiahl e . It does, however , relate with poignancy the reality 
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which is the end of human existence. The prayers ar e true to the notions we 

know objectively concerning death. Their form, however , relates with vivid 

poetic imagery the actua l struggl ing between the individual ' s infinite desires 

and his/her finite existence that is part of the life of each human person . 

One such prayer reads as fo l lows: 

"The eye is never satisfied with seeing ; endless ar e the 
desires of t he heart. When dea t h cornes , no mortal has ever 
had enough of r iches , honor, and wisdom. We devise new 
schemes on the grave of a thousand disappointed hopes . 
Discontent abides in the pal ace and in the hut, rankling 
alike in the breast of prince and pauper. Death finally 
tenTii nates the combat, and gr ief and joy, success and 
failure , all are ended . Like children falling asleep over 
their toys, we l oosen our gr ip on earthly posse~sions only 
when death overtakes us . The rich and the poor , the feeble 
and the strung, all are equal in death the grave levels all 
distinct ions and makes the whole world kin . 11 22 

Other exainpl es of prayers which reformu late orthodox Jewish ideas 

into forms acceptabl e to the polydox religious community abound . The Insti 

tute of Creative Judaism (ICJ}, the research organization started by Reines, 

has published an imp ressive r~nge of li tu rgical materials for use in commemor

ating bo t h calendrical and life cycle events , 23 These materials conform to an 

objective view of the world (and a polydox view of religion) by either changing 

the wording of previously established liturgies or creating new ones . 

Two further e .. amples wil 1 suffict! to demonstra te this 1 iturgical re

formulation according to polydox principles . In the ceremony of conversion, 

there is what may be considered J revision of t he three-fold , priestly bl~~sin~ 

(Numbers 6:24-26) , ~hich asks for direct blessing and fdvorable providence 

from Yahveh and is used in the pharisaic rite . This request fur blessing by 

Yahveh is replaced by the authentic search for truth and meaning. It is such 

a search that has os tensib ly mo tivated the convert to affil iate with the poly

dox religious community. Consequently, the wording of the blessing is changed 

tu reflect that seorth d ~ well as negate the t radl tfonal public appeal to the 
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supernatural for blessing. Ttie linguistic differences are set along side each 

other below. In the priestly blessing we find : 

"May Yahveh bless you and keep you 
May Yahveli cause His face to shine upon you and al so grant you grace 
May Yahveh lift His face to you, grant you grace and peace." 

(Numbers 6: 24-26) 

In the three-fold blessing of the convert, we find a statement of 

blessing without worship ful acknowledgment of a divine source. we also find 

that the dedication to the search for truth and meaning is itself a blessing. 

In this revised benediction, we read : 

"Blessed are you who have come in dedication t o the pursuit of truth. 
Blessed are you who have come in dedica tion to the search of mean-

i ng. 
Blessed are you who have come in dedication to the 1 i fe of au then-

tici~l· 
/\men." -

Another instructive example which shows the revision of traditional 

pharisaic liturgical notions according to the previ ous l y es tablished polydox 

principles concerns the marking of the end of t~e Sabba th. The end of t he 

Sabbath in Orthodox Judaism is marked by a rite which laments the departing of 

t he divine presence until the following Sabbath. This rite is marked by 

light , wine , and sweet spices as fi na 1 reine,nb ranees of the divine presence 

which is about to depart from the Sahhath- observant community. I\ polydox 

prayer, acknm1ledging t he same event ( the end of the Sabbath) , r adically 

changes the focus of t he liturgy from lamenting the departure of iJei ty to the 

departure of ii1eani ng from the 1 ife of the human person, whenever it may occur. 

In the polydox rite for the end of the Sabbath, we read: 

"The Havdahh (sepa ration) cup is full and its taste is 
sweet. It speaks of the fulness and sweetness of life. 
Yet, as the Havdalah follows Shab bat, so does the life of 
man ever change. Emptiness follows meaning, and despai r 
purs1.1es hope. Li fe's pleasures are never sure, and its to
morrows are uncertain. Still , at the heart of existence 
li es the nivine possibility for good. 1125 (emphasis added ) 
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We can see in all of these revisions of l iturgy an attempt to make 

t he rite confonn to human experience and not the opposite . Reines cons istent

ly bases his liturgical refonnation on his theology, which is itself the re

sult of both his rejection of Scriptural authority and his acceptance of ob

jecti ve , empirical demonstrability as the basis for theological discourse. 

What results is a liturgy which is scientifically accurate yet poetic in i~s 

description of human struggles with finity, despair and mean inglessness . The 

purpose of the liturgy is, through the common service, for the polydox rel i

gious community to express its acceptance of t he challenges, the triumphs and 

the despair contained in human experi e nce. 

CONCLUSION 

Reines believes that no figurative interpretation of pharisaic lit

urgi cal fonns is adequate to redeem their from their factual inaccuracies and 

empirically unjustifiable belief statements. He feels that liturgy must, then, 

not be severed from the designative function of its language . Liturgy must, 

rathe r, reflec t accurately t he: realities of both the external world and the 

human person. 

Es tablished Refonn Jewish liturgy has shown itself inadequate to th is 

t ask ~ither through its reliance on orthodox fonnul~ti o~~ nr its own confused 

philosophy and theology. A common service, while serving many individual and 

communal purposes, must not compromise with the demands of sc i enti fi e accuracy 

and phi losophic coherence. 

Refonnation of l iturgy, then , takes one of three forms: 1) It may 

keep traditional formulae while substituting God as "enduring Possibility of 

Being" for Yahveh; 2) It may keep traditional forms of liturgical obse rvance 

while revising the int ent and wordi ng of t"lose prayers t o conform to human 

needs rather than pur po rted divine commands; 3) Original pi"ayers, without any 
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basis in the traditional pharisaic rite are welcome additions t o the common 

service. Such original prayers may better capture t he spirit of human needs 

and ideals in a finite worl d than simple reformulation of old prayers. 

It should be emphas ized that Reines is not dic t ating what li tu rgica l 

rite is pr oper fur the polydox religious c01nmunity. More importantly is not 

lie merely attempti 1g to have traditional l iturgical prac tice conform to his 

theol ogical vi ewpoint. The other philosophers we have examined attempted t o 

make the language o, the liturgy and estab lished prayers say what their figur

ati ve i nterpre tations demanded of t~em. Reines, on the other hand, offers re

formulated liturgh~$ wh ich are consistent •..iith science and phil osophy. liis 

vi ew of Dei ty is not propoundec1 as demonstr ated tru t h in t he liturgies of the 

l CJ . l t and the prayers sµawned ')y it are philosophically cohetent al t e r na-

t i ves . Thes e creat ive liturgies respo nd t o the pr obl em of mean ingful exis

tence , fully aware that they merely represent alte r nat ive r esponses for the 

human person as opposed to a solita ry, unequi vor.al response of an orthodoxy . 

This emphasis on t he individua~ 's f reedom and impe rative to seek 

meaning i n his or he r own way is paramount in lleines ' thought. l t penneates 

the ent i re philosophy of polydoxy. This notion is e ncapsulated in Reines' 

liturgy for the Jewish New Yeu, in which he writes : 

"In different t i mes and oifferent places, the Jews have un
derstood the beginning of the world in many di f ferent ways. 
Each of us in his own time, m~~t seek to discover the mean
ing of Cr eation for himself':-.rnl {emphas1s aacf~---

As Reines has written concern ing cosmology so he feels Nit, r espect 

to relig i on a nd litt!!..QY, I t is incumbent upo11 the individual to discover 

meaning in l ife for him or herself. The individual is t he ultimate arbite r of 

his or her own personal t ruth. The l iturgy, consequentl y, must ~ea veh icle 

for the exploration of truth a nd the uncove r ing of r:!ality fo r the individual 
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person , even as it serves the social needs of the polydox religious community, 

according to Reines . 



Chapter I VD 

Reines : 

Figurative Lang~ ~ge ~nd Religious Symbolic Practice 
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DEFINITIONS 

As was required in our previous analyses, definitions of crucial 

technical terminology employed by Reines precedes our examination of his 

though t in relation to figu rative language and symbolism. Some of this 

terrni nology has been defined previously. Those terms appear here for easier 

reference for the reader: 

1) Symbo1 -- A symbol is " •.. that which refers or points to some 

state or thing."1 

2) 

3} 

SymlJ'J1and -- A symboland is " • • • the state or thing pointed to; 

or the state or thing realized or produced. 11 2 

Vehicle symbol -- This " ••• not only refers or points to some 

state or thing; it is a vehicle or direct means of realizing the 

state or producing the thing as well. 11 3 (e . g. , a common service, 

a home ritua 1 • etc . ) 

4) Ontal symbol -- This is " •• • a symbol that points to the problem 

5) 

6) 

structure of man ' s being (ontos) and summons him to respond to 

finitude with authenticity, The ontal symbol has the power of 

calling to being; it directs man to constitutive dec ision and 

genuine re ligion. ,, ,1 

Religion "Religion is the human person's response t o the 

conflict of finitude . "5 The conflict referred to is the one 

between the infinite desire of the human person (for wealth, 

knowledge , immortality , and the like) and the fact of finite 

existence on earth for that person. The disparity between these 

two conditions calls for a response; it is this response that 

Rei nes labels "religion. " 

Soteri a - - This represents " • • • the state of ultimate mean ingful 
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existence that is attained when the conflict of finitude has been 

resol-ed • •• the function of a religion is to produce soteria. 116 

THE PLACE OF SYMBOLISM IN THE POLYDOX REL IGIOUS SCHEME 

In the previous systems of thought we have analyzed, symbolism has 

played a crucial role in explaining religious practice and teaching. For 

Maimonides , the miswoth symbolize the life l ed according to the Aristotelian 

"Go 1 den Mean." For Buber, symbo 1 s were the concrete remainders of ac tua 1 I -

Thou encounters with the Eternal Thou. For Cronbach, symbols were indicative 

of the means by which human social ideals ( those which he called "divine") 

were to be attained. ln al 1 of these systems, symbol ism per se plays a vital 

role in the working out of a figurative interpretation of religious language. 

For Reines, religious symbolism is important, yet secondary in his 

overall view of religion. Symbols are illustrative of a religion ' s basic 

principles . Consequently, they are beholden to the accuracy and efficacy of 

those pr inc i p 1 es for them t o have any meaning whatsoever. Reines writes: 

"The fundamental part of a religi on consists of its factual 
bel iefs. The value beliefs and symbol ism are secondary; 
they derive from and are dependent upon tile truth of the 
factual belief s . That is, if no God who speaks to man ex
ists (factual bel 1ef), then it cannot be true that He has 
revealed t o man that a war can be just (value belief), or 
commanded that matins be eaten on Lhe Passover (symbol 
; sm) . "7 

So that, if a person bases his/her religious practice upon value or 

symbolic beliefs that direc tly contravene factual beliefs, that person ob

serves an illegitimate , incoherent form of religious practice . lt is illegit

imate because such observance elevates value and symbolic beliefs and prac

tices over factual beliefs which are , as stated above, " ••• the fundamental 

part of a rel igion" in Reines' view. 

Such prac tice is incoherent as wel l as illegitimate because of 

Heines' view of the human psyche and the search for authenticity in religion. 



Rei nes writes that: 

"The human mind cannot authentically affirm at the same 
time that two ccntradictory statements are true . And it 
woul d be r a ther incoherent •.• to accep t members hi p in a 
group whose basic belief (i . e ., factual belief) and funda
mental c~nmitment seem t o us t o be fa l se . 0 8 
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Consequently , t he bifurcation of the human person into two parts, one 

of which accepts the values and symbols of a religion , and one of which re

j ects its basic principl es , would be rejected as inauthentic by Rei nes . 

The issue is no t this easily analyzable and this is recogniled by 

Rei nes. This is because the re are people f or whom trad i tional , yet undef i ned 

"Jewi sh" values and symbolic practi ce are impor t ant , yet who reject an ortho

dox Jewi sh vi ew of revelation and theology. The ability of these people t o 

authenti c al ly seek out a religion (particularly a form of Judaism whose fact 

ual beliefs they can acknowledge as true), is ,o itigated by the effect of the 

conflict between living as a J ew ontal ly and 1 iving as a Jew e thni c a l ly or 

culturally on their psychic s t ructu res . The word "Jew" and the fac t o f be ing 

a J ew have tremendous emotional consequences upon the ind ividual huMan person's 

psychic s t ructure . There is a confl ict in the inoividual between the function 

ing of the word "Jew" as an ontal symbol and its functioning as an aesthetic, 

ethnic. cultural and poli i,:al syr:''.)Ol a; well . 9 lt 1s this confusion be tween 

various symbolic functionings that result in incoherent religious response s 

masquerading as authenti c Judaisms . For Reines , it is specifical ly th.is no

tion of Jew as an onldl symbol which creates the strong desire for authenti c 

r eligious respons e in the human person. Reines writes : 

11 
• •• the mean ing of the word Jew as on ta 1 symbo 1 is dynam

ic; it is 11ot bound to the pas t as the static meaning is; 
it is heuri stic . fu r t hering i nvest i ga tion into the natur e 
of man and the universe • . • (A)n ontal symbol, the word J ew 
c r eates theology • . • (T)he on tal symbo l c r eates theology by 
induci ng the one over whom it has 03wer to search for an 
authen ti c response t o finitude.ttl (emp hasis added) 
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Reines goes so far as to state tha t a symbolic view of the word "Jew" 

wh ich ignores " • •. the meaning of ontal symbol collapses into comparative 

trivial Hy. 11 11 

Thus, it is the "Jew" as an ontal symbol that cal 1 s upon the individ

ual 1o/ho holds that label t o respond authentically to the confl ic.t of fin itude; 

t o hold val ue and symbolic beli efs which are in consonance with the factual 

beliefs of a particular Judaism. The Jew as ontal symbol recognizes what t he 

past has been and what possibilities are inherent in an authentic response to 

both t he conflict of fin i tude and to the power of Jew as an ontal symbol. 

About thi s need and possibil ity for authentic response t o the symbol of the 

Jew as ontal symbol, Reines wri tes: 

"The symbol Jew br ings before man past and presen t poss i
bilities of response •. The poss ibili t ies produced by the 
past are evoked by the intrinsic association of J ew with 
the hi s tory that produced it--shall it be decided wi th the 
Jew Job that no Infinite disrupts the structure of f inite 
being, and that human ex i s tence i s radically bound by the 
lim it of death; or shall it be decided with the Jew who is 
Pharisee that r~la tiun to an Infini te breaks the limits of 
finity . The possibil ities of the presen t are evoked by Jew 
as the name of a 'now ex istent' takes place in a concrete 
present reality .,, to which, if the response is authentic, it 
must be tr<Je. "1 t: 

Authentic responses to the existential nroblPm of l imited existence as 

a Jew must be in consonance with establ ished fact , accord ing to Re ines . Th is 

imµe ra tive to authent ic response , combined wi th the de-authorization of Scr ip

t ure as a vehicle of tnfall1b re revelation , free the individual to accept, 

r eject or create symbol ic ritual in concordance with ~hat he perceives to be 

true. Each individual is covered by the pr inciple of free ritual in :ittempt

ing to achieve an au t hentic response. 13 The past can serve as a guide but not 

as the final arb i ter of proper religious response. As Reines writes: 

"Ritual regulat ions are not to be observed simply because 
the Pen tateuch commands them in the names of Yahveh and 
Moses , but only if they are spi ri tual1y meaningful to the 
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Reform Jew in the age in which he lives . 11 14 

To summarize briefly, symbolic religious responses which contravene 

factual beliefs are inauthentic rel igious responses . This is due to 1) the 

primacy of fact over symbol in any religious thought system , according to 

Reines; 2) the fact that a symbolic response which contravenes factual bcl iefs 

also contravenes the notion of Jew as ontal symbol which by its very nature 

calls for a response in conformance with facts as we know them. These two un

derstandings open the field of symbol and ritual to the individual Reform Jew. 

S/he is free to experiment and explore in search of an authentic response to 

the problems of flnite and "Jewish" existence. This free.darn is safeguarded by 

not only the Freedom Covenant , the basis for the polydox religious community, 

but the principles of free ritual and of multivalency as well, as defined in 

the previous chapter on Reines' thought with respect to religious services. 

WITHERING SYMBOLS 

Reines, while affirming the centrality of factual beliefs in a given 

religious system. does not derogate the realm of the symbolic , but mere ly puts 

it into perspective vis-a- vis factual beliefs as the fundamental part of a 

religion. 

Rel igim,s symbo l s and ':>Jn1bol 1c observances can be vital in ma intain

ing the cohesiveness of the polydox religious community. This is why the sym

bols that already exist in differing for,ns of Judaism must be exami ned. They 

must be examined to see \'/he t her or not they may be used in mal.. i ng an au t h~nt l C 

r esponse, as discussed above. Many so-called "Jewish" symbols have indeed 

lost the power and meaning they once exerted . Reines feels it is important to 

examine~ some reli gious symbols fade into disuse while others retain their 

ability to elicit positive feelings and emotions . Rei nes examines the wither

ing away of symbols that had ac ted as vehicles for an essence, that essence 
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being comprised of the authentic religious response. With r eference to the 

traditional Jewish obse rvance of Shabbat, Rei nes writes: 

"I t is important that it is not the essence of the Shabbat. 
that has lost value, but a particular vehicle that has for 
many become an impotent symbo l for r ealizing this essence. 
It is not polydox Reform Judiasm that is rejected when 
temples are empty on a Friday night, nor the Shabbat as a 
sate of being, but a particul ar vehic le symbol ism. Conver
sation the ism rituals, 'seventh-days ' that do not fit real
life calendars, o ther traditional vehicle symbols, no lon~
e r serve for many to r ealize the state of Shabbat being ." 5 
(emphasis added) 

The essence of ~habbat, the notion of r est and respite from worldly 

cares- -these are what the present-day practices of Reform Judaism has failed 

to serlle as a vehicle for. But t he problem of traditional vehicle symbolism 

witheri ng away into meaninglessness is not res tricted to the observance of 

Shab bat. Reines states: 

" . .. nothing is mor e evident t han that qefo nn Jews , r ega r-d-
1 es s cf the Pentateuch and its commands, onl y keep those 
rituals they find personally meaningful. .. Moreover, the 
ritual s i efonn Jews do keep are generally novel, bearing 
almost no r esemblance to biblical rituals ,:> t her t han a sim
i larity of names . " 1u 

Consequently, Re ines shows how the major festivals commanded in the 

Penut euch ( the Passover , t he Feast of Weeks and the feast of Booths ) h3ve all 

become virtually irrelevant to 1norler-n url)an Refo ,1,1 Jews el(cep t as t eaching 

modes for children ( the Seder , confirmati on , the building of t,e Temple 

Sukka). 17 In confront ing t he question of why these festival obse rvances have 

fal len int o disuse , t h~ir symbols laid bare as virtual ly impotent, Reines 

offers a s imple, direct rationale, writing : 

"Jewish festivals in their orig i ns were always organically 
related to their general environment, that is. t o the 11at
ural . economic, i deological and cultural context in whi ch 
t hey were celebrated . The reason for this is evident. 
Without the envi r onment to nourish a festival, it is cut 
off from i t s lifespring. Existing in a vacuum , the festi
val hecomes insignificant and dies .. • (F)estivals , by them
s elves, l\'itho11t the cooperation of the environment. a r-e 
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by their nature unsuited to originate the sentiments re
quired for significant observance. For the basic function 
of festivals is not to or iginate fee l ings and emotions, but 
to give form to feelings and emotions, environmentally in
duced by providing them with expression , values and ulti 
mate mean ing,"18 (emphas is added) 
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V~hicle symbols that gave fo rm to va l ues and feelings in the past 

have diss i ;:i ated in force and meaning, withering in the face of Ameri can , url>an 

existence. ln Reines' view , any system of religious symbolic practice must 

prove itself to be in consonance with the economic and cu l tural rhythms of the 

society it inhabits. No overarching figurative interpretation can give mean

ing to religious symbolic practices that are out of synch wi th their presen t 

environment. It is the attempt to insist on such symbolic meaning t hat ex

plains, for Reines, the great decline in observance of so-called "Jewish" 

customs in the United States . Specifically with respect to this phenomenon, 

he writes: 

There seems little reason to doubt that one of the funda
ment~l reasons for the American Jewish decline is that the 
dates of Jewish festivals are serious ly out of harmony with 
t he basic rhyt~ns of the Amer ican Jewish experience •• . (I)t 
is difficult • •• to conceive of a workable solution to the 
current crisis • •• that does not involve t o some deg ree 
changing the dates of the Jewish festivals so t hat they are 
brought into harmony wi th the natural, ideological , econom
ic and cultural rhythms of the Ame rican environment. •19 

Reines strongly believes tha t religious symbo lic practice is impor

tant . It must, howev~r, not be totally out of synch wi th the concerns of the 

society in which it is set. 

THEORETICAL BASIS FOR A NE~ REFORM JEWI SH SYMBOLIC PRACTICE 

The basis for any polydox Reform Jewish symbol ism must be its un

shakeable adherence to rational ism; t o factual beliefs about the natural 

world, espec ially those which have been empirically and sc ientifically demon

strated. 20 Genuine religious symbolism must gruw out of each impetus l isted 

above--natur~l, ideol ogir ~l , economic and cultural--in its particular setting. 
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Consequently, the system of religious symbolic practice appropriate for a 1 ib

eral Judaism in Israel, or even France, will not be necessarily the same as 

the sys tem required by the American Reform Jewish coflll11unity. Environmental 

coherence will determine the viability of any reformulation or adoption of new 

religious symbols, and practices. 

lt is vital to point out that Reines, here as in other places, 

strongly disagrees with the figurative interpretations of religious symbolic 

practice offered hy Maill'lonides , Buber and Cronbach. Religious symbolic prac

tice, in Reines' view, will grow naturally out of a given religious and intel 

lectual environment , not in resposne to the dictates of what a metaphor al ready 

assumes . 

With respect to the need for and certainly of development of new re-

ligious rituals , Reines is quite clear, writing: 

"New rituals wil 1 be created to realize the spiritual pos
sibilities of an industrial and scientific society. The 
religious value of such great cosmic events as solstices 
and seasons , whose power and significance lie buried in the 
present ritual by an overlay of supernatural Ism and anthro
pocentrism will be uncovered and reveal ed. 11 21 (emphasis 
added) 

Reines is certain that such religious symbolic practice can evolve in 

such a way as to complement the "ba,ic rhythrns" of u,~ !>l,),. 1cty in whic.h a 

particular religion resides, rather than to cause conflict with those trends . 

The polydox Jewish Sabbath observance does not have to conflict with the major 

activity night of t he ~ecular week . Tne polydo~ Jewish festivals and holidays 

can be held in consonance with secular observances. As Re ines sees the 

evolution of a newer, reformuldted polydox Jewish symbolic practice: 

"The basis rhythms of the economic and social substratum , 
as reflected in the civil calendar, wi l l be made an in
strument of Jewish religious life rather than its implaca
ble foe. The Shabbat will be conceived of as a state of 
being and freed of its necessary connection with the 'sev
enth day.' Thus the Shabbat will enjoy mult iple 



causation: 
'Shabbat'; 
time. 11 22 

for some the 'seventh day' will bring about 
for others, a deeply personal measurement of 
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In addition to a commib~ent to rationalism and harmoni zation with 

secular considerations of a given environment, truly polydox Jewish symbolic 

practices must be mul ~ivol~nt; that is, capable of possessing a number of dif

ferent mean ings. Since tne goal of religion, as Reines conceives it, is the 

attainment of soteria by the individual, the symbols employed in a communal 

religious response 1nust not intrude upon the individual's search for his or 

her authentic personal responsl?. Reines stresses that the primary loyalty of 

the individual rel igiunist is to his or her own personal au ttientic response to 

the conflict of finitude. 23 This imperative is a right protected by the 

Freedom Covenant. 24 Consequently, multivalency must ':>e a prime consideration 

in the development of both liturgy and symboHc practice. In emphasizing this 

need for mul tivalency, Reines writes : 

11 For some Refo rm Jews, the symbolism of the (common) serv
ice will constitute a relation with the infinite; for 
others, an occasion for ethical comiritmE:nt; still others 
will engage in acts of self- realization; and others will 
find in it ultimate existential relation. All will find 
the beginning realization of 'full being' in the concrete, 
public, and mutua l affirmation of t~eir freedom and exis
tence."25 

In sum, it is on the theoretical basas of , olional fsm, harmonization 

with t he secular environment and mul tival ency that genuine polydox Jewish sym

bolic practice must reside. \.le now move to a brief examination of Mw this 

symbolism works in actual practice, analyzing the funct ioning of the religious 

symbolic practice of Shahbat, Pesach and Chanuka in a polydox Jewish setting. 

SYMBOLISM IN ACTION: SHABBAT , PESACH, CHANUKA 

For Reines, the Shabbat, or "day of rest," is fraught with symbolic 

implications. In contradistinction to the philosophers we have previously ex

amined, Reines perceives no need to subordinate the meaning of a day of rest 
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under the figurative headings of either "social ant idote" {Maimonides), 

"recollection of divine encounter" {Buber) , or "actualization of social ideal" 

{Cronbach). The Shabbat can serve any or all of these symbolic functions, de

pending upon the acceptance of that rationale by the individual. The Shabbat, 

however, is not equ ivalent to the figurative expression of those symbolic 

ideals, according to Reines. The individual, obviously, chooses the meaniny of 

Shabbat most suitable for him or her. Reines does, however, offer a different 

symbolic approach to Shabbat, an existential one, that is in consonance with 

a polydox approach. In explaining the to tality of Shabbat symbol ism existen

tially, Reines writes: 

"Shabbat as symbol refers both to the Shabba t as a vehicle 
symbol and Shabbat as a sta t e of being. l take the former 
to be a means of realizing the latter, which is the essence 
of the Shabbat. 

The Shabbat as a vehicle symbol can refer t o a day; sacri 
fi ces; prayers; or othe r ritual procedures. 

The Shabbat as a symboland refers t o the essence of Shab
bat, a state of being that may be characterized as sot eria, 
a state of intrinsically meaningfu l personal being. Phen
omenologically , this state is exper ienced as 'ful 1' being; 
the s tate in which the self cannot ask as though It does 
not know--'why do I exis t?; why being, why not 
nothingness?'- -since the meaningful state of the self at 
t he moinent of ques ti on is l t sel f the reason and the 
answer . 026 

In other words , Reines interprets the symbolic meaning of Shabhat as 

a vehic le by which the individu~l experi ences unselfconscious enjoyment and 

fulfill ment in the mere act of existence. Perforce, ot her interpr eta tions of 

Shabbat ar e not on ly permiss ible but encour aged as aids to the attainment of 

so teria by the individual . Reines' view of Snabbat is one among many symbol ic 

interpretations . It 1s, however , not only true to his view of Scripture, the 

De i ty, and the human person , it is true to the theoret i c<1 l basis , des er i bed 

above, which are required for a genuine polydox symbolic interpretation of 
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reli gious practice. 

Passover for Reines is viewed as the religious symbolic expression of 

l ) the season of renewal and rebirth which is Spring; and 2) the seizing of 

the opportunity to be free and putting it to use for the fulfillment of the 

human person. In his Haggada for celebrating Passover. Reines takes the tra

ditional orthodox Jewish symbols of this ho liday and ri gorously matches each 

to a new symboland. Each new symboland is an expression of human potential 

and freedom in the midst of a finite world. For exampl e. wi th respect to what 

are considered the three major symbols of Passover, Reines makes t he following 

substitution of referents: 

Pesach (paschal offering) -- "The lamb of Passover points to the 
power of Creation and brings grateful awareness of the 
goodness we have received, " 

Matza -- (unleavened bread) -- "Matza points to freedom's challenge 
and the abiding power of valiant response ." 

(bitte r herbs) -- "Maror is a bitter vegetable . Yet dipped 
in charoset, its bitterness brings pl easure . So is the 
struggle for freedom turned to joy by the community of those 
every1~here who ha Ye jo i 11ed together to ce 1 ebra te Pass-
over. •27 

What is remarkable about Rei nes ' effort at religious symbol ic inter 

pretation is its thoroughness and fidelity t o polydox pr inciples . There is no 

absol utely "true'' meaning to tties.? Passovt:r symbols. Reines, however. does an 

excellent job in interpreting the language of the holiday practices symbolic

ally , according to his own philosophy and t o polydox principles . Every symbol 

of the holiday observance is given a referent, a symboland.28 The indi vidual , 

as always, is free to accept or reject t he symbolic interpretation . From 

Reines ' point of view. however, the crucial point is that a thorough non-orth

odox symbolic view of Passover and its symbols be of fe red to the 1 iberal Jew

ish {i .e . , po lydox) religionist. 

Wi th respec t to Chanuka , a similar thoroughgoing symbolic suhstitu-
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tion is made. What is in orthodox Judaism a celebration of an historical vic

tory over rel igiou~ persecution becomes in polydox Judaism a celebration of 

the courage and power of the individual to face the change of seasons which 

ul tirnately denotes his or her finity . Reines writes about Chanuk.a that it 

is: 

" ••• a ft:~tival that celebra tes the power of the human 
person to triumph over the existent ial meaninglessness that 
threatens t he individual owing to the finite condition of 
human life ••• Chanuka is a Fest ival of Affirmation, a fest
ival that affirms the human potential to attain soteria, 
and a festival that affirms the essential role of the in
dividual in realizing that potential. n29 

Since the existential mean ing of Chanuka is bound up in the change of 

seasons and the advent of winter, Reines proposes changing the traditional 

date of Chanuka in the Orthodox Jewish calendar to the winter sols tice, when 

the change in seasons actually takes place. Thi s change, in Reines ' view , is 

justifiable on historica1 , 30 cultural, econorn ic31 and existential grounds.32 

Re ines ~lso rejects the crit icism that the change of Chanuka 's date to the 

solstice enmeshes its celebration too closely with Christmas . He feels that 

even as Christmas was elevated by society in importance over Epiphany because 

of social, natural and ~conornic factors , so Chanuka should be treated and its 

date changed to the solstice.33 , 34, 

As with Passover , Reines undertakes a thorough religious symbol sub

stitution of practices , making sure that each symbolic pract ice of Chanuka, be 

it the Menorah or ~andle 1 ighting, has a referent consistent with his polydo~ 

existenti al view of the hol iday . 35 He even offers a new vegetative symbol, 

the cactus, which symbolizes the "indo111itable human spirit. . . which ha!. the 

power to triumµh over the 1 imitations of life and find pleasure in exis

tence . 036 
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CONCL US I O►I 

Reines is painfully aware that these symbolic interpretations are al

ternatives, and not conclusively demonstrable aspects of each holiday. He has 

offered , however, one complete alternative system of symbol i c practice to that 

of orthodox Judaism. He has carefully given symbolands for symbols and not 

left rituals pr one to poetic or figurative interpretations which are either 

incoherent or incomplete. Yet even these pol ydox interpretations are admit

tedly alternatives and suffer fr om the same lack of conclusivity that orthodox 

Jewish symbolic interpretation does. Reines, however, unlike orthodox Judaism 

or even the philosophers discussed in previous chapters is aware Jf this 

necessary aspect of doubt. About this doubt, Reines writes that: 

" . .. no human can of himsel f know for sure whether the ob
ject of his belief is real or the action he takes is right . 
He cannot know 1~itt"l certainty what the future will bring, 
or Whether his moral ity will ultimately prove to be im
rnoral i ty. Yet the autarch ic person, limited though his 
knowledge is, must ultimately base liis life decisions upon 
that Which he judges real ity and goodness to be. To sur
r~nder such ultimat~ deteniiination to any other entity is 
to abandon freedom." 7 

Rel igious sy'llbolic interpretation, then, is not to l>e based on any 

figurative expression . lt is to he the result of t lie human person's response 

to the conflicts brought on by exi :. te,ice <111d f1n itude. I t i s also a result of 

tl1e human person's choice to mee t those conflicts witliin a community. 

Reines affi~s the right of t~e individual ':.o 111ee t these challenges 

according to •1is or her need. The goal of religion being the attainment of 

soteria through t he uncovering of reality, however, precludes abandoning one's 

fate to any subjective orthodoxy as an inauthentic response to life itself. 

For Reines, it is indeed pen-,1issible , yet inautt1entic to ignore reality t o 

achieve soteria. Th;::., i r: his view, is exactly what many orthodox and even 

supposedly non-orthodox sys terns of rel igious thought do. A religion cannot 

l 
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purport to teach ultimate truth while ignoring reality . Consequently, in the 

words of one of Reines ' c.0111mentators: 

"Reality havi ng been determined • . . the task talls upon reli
g ion to provide man with responses appropriate to its sav
ing and fundamental responses of being, that finite ~an ••. 
must take to meet a ~ressing and demanding existence, 1138 

Religious symbolic exp r ession for Reines is an expression of reality 

itself and the response made to it by the human person. As 1 ong as the re

sponse is authentic , as long as it confron ts and does not deny the conflicts 

inherent in existence, al 1 religious symbolic. systems of practice are permis

sible. Reines• system carries with it, however, a unique cloim--a claim to 

serve as a means of attaining soteria using every t:uol the modern individual 

has available, whether it be rational ism, crea tivity, nature, or the human per

son ' s very being . 
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MAIMONIDES: CRITIQUE 

Maimon ides of fe rs an ingenfous system of 1~terpretation for under

s tanding Jewish religious language as a figurative expression of the philo

sophic truths of Neo- Platonic sci ence. His appr oach is not onl y clever . but 

one might say centuri es ahead of its time. His interpretations of the reii 

gious language of Scripture , God, religious services and religious symbolic 

practice allow for those 1-mo have the intellectual capacity to study Neo

Platonic scientific princi ples while ut ilizing the language of Scriptural and 

pharisaic discourse . The equivocal nature of his interpretation also penni t s 

the use of the Talmud and Scripture to restrict the thinking and the behavior 

of the uneduca ted masses for thei r own good without givi ng in to their exces

si ve material desire. 1t even gives them the basis for "proper" theol og ical 

beli ef wi thin their li mited intel lectual capaciey. His approach, however, is 

open to several criticisms. 

The most serious flaw in his figurative in terpretati on (especially 

concerning Scripture) i s that 3lt~ough it is ostensibly scient i fic and philo

sophical , it is inherently unverifiable . It is, in point of fac t , eisegeti

cal. Although there is a reasonableness, a plausibil ity to tilaimoni:les' claims , 

they are not 1~'1olly supportable by the evinence gi ven in Scriptur1:. Ma imon

ides' ra t ionali s tic interpretations are incomplete and not ful ly coheren t with 

and reconcilable with the plai n meaning of the religious language of Sc ri ptu re 

and t he pharisaic tradition. His view is, if'l fact, a sc ientific "midrash," 

taking the pri ncipl es of Nee-Platonic science and supporting them with ap

propriate passages from Scripture. Maimonides uses proofteits for his scien

tific view in the same manner as t he Sages rlid in the writing of their halak:ic 

and aggadic works, resulting in a form of phi l osophical eisegesis. This is 

the major critici sm of Abrabanel wi th respect t o Ma imonidean in terpretation: 
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the words of Scripture simply cannot be made to mean what Maimonides needs for 

them to mean. l 

Another fault with Maimonides' scientific approach is that the masses 

are excluded from attaining soteria (ultilr,ately meaningful existence), which 

is gained only through the attainment of the Acquired Intellect. He makes it 

quite clear in his parable of the castle that the great mass of humanity fs 

divorced from any intellectual apprehension of God or even the world as it ac

tually is. Without such appr ehension, soteria is inaccessible, in Maimonides' 

view. Maimonides actually shows quite a contempt for the masses who will 

n~ver achieve the intellectual apprehension necessary for soteria. He writes 

that al l of their obedience to traditional authority carries absolutely no 

salvific power whatsoever . The masses are, however , required to maintain an 

orderly society so that those who can apprehend truth with their minds will 

have the unhindered opportunity to do so. 

This leads to a broader criticism of Maimonidean figurative interpre

tation: elitism. It is an open moral question as to whether or not it is 

right to condemn those who are not intellectually capable of apprehending 

truth to ultimately meaningless existence. Other phi losophers, notably in our 

time since the rise of political democracy anti the soci al co,,,,._1ou:,,1.tSS 1t 

evokes, have openl1 assumed that every individual human person is worthy and 

capable of attaining soteria. Maimonides flatly states that this is not the 

case, that the only part of t he ~erson that is ultimately worthwhile is the 

actualized part of his or ner intellect , i.e., the Acquired Intellect. Mai

monides realizes that only a very few people are capable of attaining any 

measure of the Acquired Intellect , which , as previously stated , is the onlJ 

saving grace in human e~istence in his system of thought. 

Maimonides' scientific and philosophical outlooks are themselves 
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open to criticism. Although he interpreted Jewish religious language bril 

liantly within the framework of Neo-?latonized Aristotelian thought, that 

world view has since been scientifically superseded. Ma imondes' figurative 

interpretation of Jewi sh religious la'lguage cannot stand if the very basis for 

such :1n interpretation, namely, the validity of the scfence of his day, has 

proven to be inadequate. 

IJ ltimately . Maimonides uses objective tools to support a subjecti ve 

viewpoint. There is merit and ingenuity in his interpretation. We cannot, 

however, agree with his contention that the religious language with respect to 

employed Scripture, God, religious servic~s. and religious symbolic practice 

is in reality a figurative expression of Neo-Pla t onic sci ence. It is an in

tellectually persuasive metapho r , persuasive for its reliance upon rationalism 

over unsubstantiated faith . Yet its relationship t o Jewish religious la'lguage 

is not convincing, either philosophically or logi cal ly. It is a subjective 

view despite its ostensib l e objective basis in science and philosophy . 

BUBER: CRITIQUE 

Buber's figurative interpretation of Jewish religi ous language i s at

tractive in a different way from Ma imoni<les: It is attractive emotionally, 

allowing each indiv idual human person to feel as though Go .1 ;s .;: .. ~ssible to 

him or her in an I-Thou relation. As has been mentionerl above , however. much 

of the I-Thou philosophy which Buber employs to underpin this figurative in

terpretation of Jewish r~ligi ~us language is phi l osophical ly incoherent. 

Since some of Buber 's ideas ,.,ere criticized in the chapters on his 

work, we wil 1 try not to belat,or points al ready made, but merely restate them. 

Buber's philosophy is inconsistent and illogical iri that it cannot define God 

as a personality; yet it cannot not define God as so. He appare!ltl y tried to 

resolve this rlile'Tlma with an appeal to the "superlogical,'1 but there is no 
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evidence to support this claim. 2 

There is also a serious logical difficulty inherent in Buber's re

quirenent that grace and will be Joined in order fo r an I -Thou encounter to 

take pl ace. This requirement excludes from meaningful existence the entire 

class oT people to whom grace is denied for whatever reason. Theoretically, 

one could be as open and sincere as possibl e in seeking God and sti ll not 

achi eve an encounter. These encounters cannot be arranged by will alone , yet 

without them the human person is denied an ultimately meaningful existence. 

Consequently. Buber's view is just as exclusionary as Maimon ides' in that 

these unpredictabl e encounters comprise the sole salvific vehicle for Buber. 

Anyone can be denied access to encounter wi th the Eternal Thou by a mere wh im 

of divine grace. 

El sewhere it is pointed out t hat since no information is conveyed 

dur ing the course of an encounter, Buber cannot know or claim any valid in

formation about God at all , 3 

The crux, however, of al I substantive critic ism of Buber's I-Thou 

figu rative interpretation of Jewish religious language is its pu re subjectiv

ity. Professor of philosophy, Paul Edwards, states this criticism succinct

ly: 

"Without que~tioning his sincerity, we cannot simply take 
it on Buber•~ word that certain of his glances are 'wholly 
unill usory' and that he (has) •. • had real encounters wi th 
the divine. Presumably , the same cl~im would have been 
made by those , who by Buber's acknowledgments , have had il -
lusory glances and merely apparent encounters."4 

Reines , in ,~v iewi ng Buber's work, makes the same point even more 

starkly. He writes: 

" •. • Buber based what he proposed as truth on what were es
sentia lly his private experiences and apprehensions. Sub
stanti al ly little more than his say-so is offer ed in sup
port of the assertions he makes."5 
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Consequently, we cannot accept his figurative interpretations of the 

language of Scripture, God, religious services, and religious symbolic prac

t ice as demonstrated. His figurative interpretation is inconsistent, contra

dictory, and incomplete. It is also totally subjective, despite the protesta

tions of Buoer's later disciples .6 To perceive Jewish religious language as a 

manifestation of encounters with the Eternal Thou is ent i rely up to the in

dividual, depending on the amount of emotional satisfaction one derives from 

this belief. Caveat Credens , the believer should beware, however , that there 

is not a single shred of objective, empirically verifiable evidence to sub

stantiate Buber 's claims about Judaism and religion in general . 

CRONBACH: CRITIQUE 

The major criticism that can be offered against Cronbach 's figurative 

interpretation of Jewish religious language is also that of subjectivism. 

Cronbach , however, would defend the consciously subjec tive mani pulation of the 

mean ing of Jewish religious language on the basis that it serves the ideal of 

social Justice . There is , howeve,, no object ive evidence to support or j usti 

fy this inan ipulation. 

Cronbach's semantic analysis success fully cuts through the mass of 

confus ion that surrounds much of religious discourse. His figurative inter

pretation, however, remains out one personal responst? to the challenge brought 

on by his claim for a 1~-:k of objective designata for religious terminology 

(Reines, of course , vigorous ly attacKs this notion). Cronbach tries to soflen 

the fo rce of the critic1sm of subjectivity, antic ipat ing it in advance. He 

writes that: " ' Subjective' • • • means socially unshared as ' object ive' means 

socially sharect . "7 Yet the concept of socially determined epistemology is 

phi l osophically questionable. 

Ul timately, no matter how attractive the beauty of Cronbach' s social 
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ideal ism, it has no objective basis in the meaning of the religious language 

of Scripture , God , r~ligious services , or rel igious symbolic practice. There 

is no demonstrated evidence that the language of any of these areas is in fact 

a figurative expression for the highest in human social ideals, or mu tualism. 

That this notion seems to be a reasonable basis upon which to conduct a rel i

gious enterprise is no verification of its validity. Other figurative views 

of Scri pture and the other areas of our inquiry (such as Buber's [-Thou) are 

equally as subjective, if not as plausible or socially attractive. 

Cronbach does take the challenges presented by Jewish religious lan

guage very seriously . His answer to these challenges is to perceive them a 

human context which demands social progress even if it cal ls for the manipula

tion of Jewish religious language to substantiate it . In t his way. he pro

motes what is in his vi ew "divine,'' or ideal for humanity. Unfortunately, 

there are conflicting views of ultimate human ideals, j ust as there are dif

fering views of the language of Scripture, God , religious services, and reli

gious symbolic practice. Cronbach 's figurative view will retain its potency 

(if indeed it does) sole ly because of its ability to elicit strong ~notional 

responses via dramat ization and impressiveness in favor of the causes he re

presents , not because it is true . 

Al though his view is subjective, it must be noted that Cronbach was 

willing to promote rationalism and reject supernaturalism as a bas is for mod 

ern Juda ism. The fact that he was unable to devise a convincing social figur

ative interpretation for Jewish religious language reflects rnore upon the im

poss ibi 1 ity of the task than it does on the sincerity of his commitment . 

Crunbach stood for social and intellectual progress, even if it involved the 

conscious manipulation of religious language to further that end. His seman

tic analysis of reli gious terminology merits study for its own sake , even if 
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his overall figu r ative interpretation of J ewish religious language is subjec

tive and lacks substantial evidence to support it . 

REINES: CRIT IQUE 

It seems obvious that no single figurative interpretation. be it ~eo

Platon1~ . I-Thou existentialist, or socially idealistic, can give the genuine 

and accurate meaning of the religious language involved in Scripture, God , re

ligious services and religious symbolic practice . This supports Reines' claim 

that no such figurative interpretation exists . Especially in rel at ion to 

Scripture, Reines seems undeniably correct in asserting that f t "says what it 

means, and means what it says . " He finds no figurative interpretation to be 

adequate for accura t ely describing the function and purpose of Jew ish reli

gious language . This view is no differ ent fro,n that of the Sages, who insist

ed that Sc r ip tur e espec i al ly had to be interpreted according to its plain 

meaning . 

Reines' view is superior tu Maimonides' in that it is based on sci

entific evidence which is qu~l itati ve ly better than that available to Maimon

ides . His view is phi l osophically superior to those of Buber and Cronbach in 

that it is based on the princ iples of objectivity and empirical verifiability, 

while Buber's and Cronbach's views are subJectively based . 

There are, however, flaws in his system of thought as well. Reines' 

entire theological standpoint is built upon the assumption that a possibil i ty 

1s an empirically ver ifiable event. This is an assumption of the philosophir 

school of Pheno,nenal ism, and is open to attacl:. 8 

Polydoxy as a system of religious thought . however, has no intrinsic 

relation to Reines' particular theology. Reines wou ld simply admit that other 

t heologies have their adherents and their doubtful aspects as wel l . Polydoxy 

leaves it to the individual to choose a theology based upon the best evidence 
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at hand . 

It can also be argued that Reines does in fact view the language of 

Scripture, God, religious services and religious symbolic practice by means of 

a figurative interpretation, despite his disavowal . It could be said that 

rationalistic empiricism as a philosophic position is itsel f merely metaphor

ic; it is a figu rative manner in which to view a world whose phenomena are in 

and of themselves not orderly. We have established that Reines ' commitment to 

rational is tic empiric: ism, is unwavering~ 

lf, however, rationalistic empiricism is itself a figurative expres

sion of reality, it may not be the objective method by which to interpret Jew

ish religious language that it cl aims to be. Rationa listic empiricism may it

self be a subjecti ve stand with respect to epist~nology and reality. lt may 

be a symbol , the symbol and of which is t he human desire or mo tivation to order 

the phenomena of the internal and external worlds. 

Agt1in, however , since rational is tic empiricism is but one philosophic 

and epistemological vi ewpo int available within a polydoxy, this criticism 

would not undermine Re ines ' essentia l principles of religious philosophy: The 

Freedom Covenant, the princ iple of free ritual, and the principle of discredi

tation of orthodox interpretation. If, however , ' ~t1 0,alistic empiric ism is 

indeed a subj ective viewpoint , it denotes a s tance that is just as liable to 

attack for subjectivism as those of Buber and Cronbach. As stated above in 

the conclusion to thL chapter of Re ines and religious symbolic practice, how

ever, Reines concedes the clement of uncertainty involved in all human seeking 

for absolute ~nowledge. 

Perhaps the most serious criticism of Reines ' rel igio-philosophical 

viewpoint with respect to Jewish religious language is that acceptance of this 

view will not necessarily lead the individual to soteria . From the standpoint 
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of the other philosophers , acceptance of a particular view holds out the prom

ise for an ultimately meaningful existence, whether it be through the Acquired 

Intellect, encountering the Eternal Thou, or working for the realization of 

the highest human hopes and ideals. For Reines, however, acceptance of a 

polydox view of religion and religious language will only gfve the individual 

an opportunity to attain soteria. Since, however , Reines concedes that the 

function of a religion is to give its adherents a feeling of soteria , one could 

conclude that Reines does not offer a path to soteria. This would, indeed , 

constitute a serious flaw in his religious philosophy . 

Reines, of course, is aware of this problem. He, however, has stated 

his belief that it is up to the individual to attain soteria; that nothing 

outside the individual can cause him or her tu attain ultimately mean ingful ex

istence. rt is not the purpose of a pol_ydox to~ soteria , according to 

Reines . A polydox religious approach is designed to give the hunan person all 

the information and support required for him or her to attain soteria on his 

or her own . A po lydoxy r~1::uves the interference of competing authoritar ian 

religious systems which claim that they represent the sole route to soteria. 

Since Reines refu t es all c laims to absolute knowledge in the realm of rel i

gion, the individual is allowed to seek, and perhaps find, so teria. For 

Reines , being given tne opportunity to attain soter ia is superior to belief in 

a religious system which promises soteria at the cost of freedom of inquiry. 

It would be 1~ is taken , though, to think that Re ines does not uffer a 

path to soteria. It is not enough to simply leave the individual religionist 

afl oat in a vast sea of unlimited religious responses. He offers the finite 

response to the conflict of finitude , which Reines claims can yield ultimately 

meaningful existence. This c laim is based upon the acceptance of rational

istic empir icism as a system which yields essentially correct information witll 
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respect to t he world in general and to religion in particular. By rejecting 

figurative interpretations of Jewish religious language, Reines asserts the 

need for the creation of responses to Script ure , God, religious ser vices , and 

rel igious symbolic practice which are in consonance with the acceptance of 

one's finitude and the renunciati on of infinite desire . This path to soteria 

is not easy ; acceptance of personal finitude is a heroic act in Reines' vi~w. 

It is , however, a response that does not call for mental gymnastics or denial 

of human in telligence in favor of unsubstantiated faith. 

Reines may well be right in claiming that no rel igion can guarantee 

soteria to i ts adherents . All reli gions are intended to be highways , whose 

destination is an ul tirnately meaningful existence . Vet there is no assur

ance that every human person wil I travel that road safely without mi shap or 

reach the intended destination. Rei nes' approach to God and religious lan

guage and prac.tice allows individual religioni s ts to keep all of thei r intel 

l ec tual freedom , while yet providing philosophical guidelines and moral 1 im

i t s . This is done in the hope that religionists wil I attain so teria through 

autonomous action, in contradistinction to those who would finpose a single 

route to soter1a in t heir sys tems . 

In the absence of such ;i single \'iablo: , vut1.c t11 soteria , individuals 

respond to the conflict of finitude , fully conscious of t he op ti ons and limit

ations involved. It i s to be firmly hoped that this knowledge will imf)el in

dividual s to bu1J1J r~ject figurati ve , subjective interpretations of religious 

language which strain credul ity . They will , ra ther, demand and participate in 

the creation of rituals and liturgy whose plain meanings aid in bes t compre

hending the ~orld ano res pond ing to it in the most satis fyin g way. 
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