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DIGBS'! 

Abraham Joshua Heechel has been called a poet, theologian, and a 

religious philosopher. Aeeumill8 these terms are not mutually exclusive , 

one can easily find a synthesis of the three vocations in Heschel's life 

and works. Yet a problem arises vhen his critics as well as his 

defenders attempt to pigeonhole him. Heschel's ideas and mode of 

expression do not fit easily into vell delineated or pre-existill8 

categories. "Polarity" and "paradox," terms vhich Heschel often employs 

in hie vritiD8, reflect many of the dichotomies in Heechel ' s thought 

process . Any attempt to label Heechel as a strict adher! nt to a 

particular school of thought obfuscates the subtlety of ' his message. 

The writill8s and activities of Heschel bear witness to his status 

as a creative and innovative thinker. His life, like hie thought, was a 

synthesis of seemingly opposing world views. A transplanted Hasid in a 

secular world, Heschel was a student of Eastern European mysticism as 

we_ll as German phenomenology. An observant Jev and the grandson of the 
• 

Apter Rebbe, Heschel advocated adherence to halakhah. Yet he also 

warned his readers of the dangers of "religious behaviorism." Hescbel'e 

understanding of religious praxis o~t'en led him to the left of the 
I 

political status quo; hie friendship vi.th Dr. Martin Luther KiD8. and 

his opposition to the war in Vietnam , demonstrated a rlllin&ness to 

raise eyebrows in hie pursuit of truth. Yet there was a unifying 

principle underlyin& all of Heschel'e activities~hie understanding of 

the "divine pathos ." 

Although in Heechel's writill8s he atteapta to divest the reader of 

preconceived notions and introduce novel ideas, be cannot be seen apart 

from. the historical continuum. The questi,ons which concern Beachel are 
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timeless : What is man's relation to God? What is the essence of man? 

How can the individual best come to understand the divine, through the 

faculty of reason or intuition? Ultimately, does faith or 1"'1.ghteous 

action take precedence in ~·s relationship vith God? Because Heschel 

and his critics are addressing universal questions which can neither be 

quantified nor answered v'ith concrete proofs, they can be seen as 

participants in an ongoing historical debate. .Frih A. Rothschild gives 

Heschel's religious philosophy a historical context: 

Surely a thinker who has thrown down the gauntlet to the whole 
\•enerable tradition of Jewish and Christian metaphysical 
theology which· includes Philo, Saadia Gaon, and Xaillonides, 
and who proclaims that Greek categories such ae "being" are 
inadequate to Judaism, and must be replaced by a new set of 
categories der~ved from biblical tbinldfl8, must expect 
brickbats from aany directions. To replace Aristotle's 
Unmoved Kover vith the Bible's Xoet loved Kover and to argue 
for an anthropopathic God against Raabaa'e austerely 
de-mythologized Deity-is no minor matter. (CQneervative 
Judaism 23, pp. 19-20) 

The problems Heechel and his critics discuss, like their issues of 
l 

c:>ntention, have no clearcut resolutions. Heschel an.d some of his 

critics have attempted to formulate dif ferent theological and/or 

philosophical world-views after struggling vith the aforementioned 

questions. 

Thie thesis will explore the i .seues of conte.ntion between Heechel 

and his critics, ae well ae eoae of the i.aplicatio)lB of their differing 

world-views. For Abraham Joshua Beachel, one's view of God and the 

"divine-human pa;tnerehip," directly influences the quality of his 

existence and hie relationship to the world. Therefore we vill examine 

Heecbel'e episteaology, theory of "divine pathos," and bis view of the 

aitewoth. Soae of the aoet salient objectione of hie critics will also 

be discussed. 
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Preface 

When I was a junior at Brown, I read Heechel'e The Prophete; this 

work changed the course of my life and way of thinking. Although I vae 
c 

a collllitted Jew, the institutional variety of Hefona Judai81l I had been 

exposed to during my youth did not capture my i.Ja8.8ination. The temple 

and the worship services I attended struck me as cold and uninspiring. 

There were issues which I felt passionately about: i.e., social 

justiceJ politics, and spirituality, yet I perceived these concerns as 

f ar removed from Judaiem. Heschel'e work and life radically altered my 

i 

perceptions. The Prophets convinced me that my Judai81l and concern with 

social justice were interrelated . The more I studied Heschel's word~, 

the aore I c&llle to believe that being a Jew involved an integrated and 
. 

holistic way of living. Heschel'e thinking inspired me to see 

connecUone between global and political i ssues and prophetic t hinking. 

I becaae convinced that the Jew was obligated to do more than attend a ,,. 

house of worship and/ or donate money to the United Jewish Appeal; be was 

obligated to se ' the holy in every action, encounter, and event. It is 

~~erhaps Heschel, more than any other thinker, who has shaped ay vision 

of the rabbinate. 
~ 

Given Hescbel's influence on my life and thinking, I approached Dr. 

Jakob Petucboweki with a proposed thesis topic--The Theolog of Abrahaa 

Joshua Heschel. lly intentions were to explore and anaqee those ideas · 
' 

which resonated within my soul. ~ It is ay good fortune that Dr. 

Petucbowsld is a challe0&iD8 and thought-provokin& advisor. He 

stretched ae intellectually by posing the follolfin8 question: Could I 

not Hpand my horhons aore b7 exawining both the tenets of Heschel's 

thought 88 well 88 those relevant criticiaa? IaitiaU7 I waa reluctant 
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to take on this project--i.e., How could anyone criticize Heschel? His 

philosophy of Judaism is beautiful, inspiring, and so alive! Then I 

became curious; I wanted to know who Heschel's critics vere, what they 

said, and ultimately if they would influence my perspectives. M.oreover, 

I came to believe that by understanding Heschel's critics I would better 

understand Heschel. His critics would force me to aek several questions 

about hia "philosophy of Judaism" that I might have very well igJl.Qred. 

I vill alvays be grateful to Dr. Petuchovsk:i for suggesting the 

topic: "Ratio and Pathos: Abraham Joshua Heschel and Some of his 

Critics." During the past tvo years I have been intellectually 

challenged and forced to examine a vast array of theological problems. 

I have emerged with a more well rounded perspective: I appreciate both 
I 

our need for intuitive epistemology and rational speculation. My 

respect for, and commitment to, Heschel's "philosophy of Judaism" has 

grown. Yet my understanding of his critics has given me a greater 

appreciation of many of his problems one encounters if he or she bases a 

theology upo intuition • . , Ultimately, this project has not only enabled 

me to better understand Heschel; it has also helped me to better develop 

a personal theology. I agree vith Heschel's understanding of God as One 

Who Cares. 
...... 

' Praying becomes problematic if one believes in an impersonal 

deity who is unconcerned vith the welfare of humanity. Yet I also 

respect those who caution against the dangers of dislDissing the 

rational. Although ve cannot afford to minimize the importance of 

intuitive insight, ve also cannot afford to ignore the importance of 

cogllitive reasoning. If we stress the former while losing sight of the 

latter ve run the risk of elevating an irrational system of tho\18ht 

and/or action which has no safeguards to pre':ent potential abuses. 'the 



etreD&th of Heechel ' e thought is its inclueio_!l of aan'e emotions, 

passions, and profound feeliD&e. Indeed , hie innovation is the 

incor poration ~f these intuitive elem~nte into a "philosophy. " Yet 

Heschel's weakness is hie inability to provide us with a system of 

checks and be.lances; i.e . , given Heschel'e understapdillg of 
'--,.. 

"philosophy," we have no means or criteria with which to evaluate 

iii 

"religious experience." The question Beachel and hie critics leave us 

Yi.th is: Kust we. choose between intuition and reason, or can these 

values be unified? 

t 
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I could not have written this thesis without ·the encourageaent, 
support, and guidance of the following aen and voaen: 

iv 

Pirst and foreaost, I vant to thank ay advisor, teacher, friend, 
and Rabbi-Dr. Jakob J. Petuchowski, vho suggested this topic and guided 
me every step of the way. Providing personal insights , i.tivaluable 
resources, challeJlBing ideas, and rigorous aotivational techniques, my 
advisor has been a aentor and role model. Beyond the scope of this 
thesis, I have learned a great deal from Dr. Petuchowski about 
llenachlichkeit and intellectual freedoa. I will miss our nuaerous 
discuaaiona and political debates . It was indeed a privilege to study 
vi th such a gifted scholar and ex•plar;y human being. 

I cannot express in vords all the heartfelt gratitude I feel 
towards Dr. Verner Weinberg. During my tenure in Cincinnati, Dr. 
Weinberg has provided ae vitb help and support in virtually all of ay 
undertakings. Friend, teacher, and confidant, Dr. Weinberg opened his 
hoae and his heart to ae. Indeed I cannot iaagine what life at the 
college would have been like without Dr. Weinberg's shoulder to lean 
on. Every text I have studied, like every pase of my thesis, reflect 
his invaluable insights. 

This project has put ae into contact with some extraordinary 
individuals who have been extresely genero\is with their tiae an.d 
energy. Dr • .John c. llerkle of the College of St . Benedict in llinnesota 
contributed aany critical insights. Dr. Merkle, an inspiring thinker , 
shared aany of his observations h ae. Dr. Samuel Dresner of the 
Jewish Theological Seai.nary in Bev York vas also extremely helpful to 
me. ShariJlB his personal reflections and scholarly analysis, Dr. 
Dreener's contributions added greatly to this project. ~understanding 
of Beachel has been greatly enhanced by the perspective of Dr. Pritz A. 
Rothschild of the Jewish Theological S•inary. pr. Rothschild• s superb 
analysis of Beschel's thought and his erudition provoked IUUlY o? the 
questiona addressed in this thesis. Heschel's daughter, Susannah, also 
lent a great deal of ti.me and energy to this project. Dr. Susannah 
Beachel, a profeHor at· Southern llethodist Univerait7 in Texas, to.ok 
tiae out froa her bu.&7 schedule to anaver aany questions and elucidate 
~ of her father's ideas. 

This theeis cannot be viewed in isolation fr0a the B.U.C. 
experience. Several teachers and friends have greatly enhanced my 
tenure at the college. Proa Dr. llichael 1le7er I have learned the 
iaportance of critical thinldng; hie abllit)' to ana17se a variet7 of 
perapeoti'fea and conaider oppoai.D& 'fiewpoints has taught ae a great 
deal. Dr. Bllis Ri'fld.n' a cre&ti'fe and i.Jlaci.Dative approach to learniJlB 
baa iupired ae to take intellectual rieu. Dr. Jonathan Sarna'• 
ability to 8)'1lthesise historical ~aia and liter817 expreaaion ,haa 
cauaecl ae to ... connecti.ona an4 interrelationahips betw.en HTeral 
acadesic disciplinee. Rilke wrote, •learn to lo'f• the queatione ••• •; 

• Dr. BuT7 Kogan'• coura•• have taught ae to •1u.rn to loTe 
pbllo80plq • • • • • Through Dr. logu '·a oouraff I have ccae to love the 
journey and the process of tbi nlrlna--rather than only seek •the 

,. 
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answers." My understanding of philosophy has also been deeply 
• influenced by the provocative and disturbing questions of Dr. Alvin 

Reines. lever one to take the well-trodden paths, Dr. Reinee'e unique 
insights and command of philosophic eyetell8 have provided me with a 
grea't deal of food for thought. 

v 

My friends and fellow H.U.C. students have given me a great deal of 
joy during JA'f time i .n Cincinnati. Laura Rappaport taught me the 
i.llportance of humor and n~t taking one's self too seriously. Always 
willing to la\18h, to create parody, and to break into eong--Laura's 
approach to life bas added much to my perspective. Had I not met Laura, 
I ·vould undoubtedly have taken life more seriously and cont~ued along 
on my melodramatic and overly romantic path. Thanks to Laura, IJ ve 
given up looking for Prince Charming and am looking for someone who can 
repair care • 

Deborah Bronstein has b·een a soulmate and dear friend durin& the 
past five years. Ve had an auspicious meeting--each one of us was 
carrying Heschel's Man is lot Alone. Our motto, "Ve Can Do It," has 
seen us through a myriad of expe~iencee. 

Sh.eryl Stahl and Jane Vi throw are the sisters ·r never had! These 
tvo women have been such nurturing friends: driving me to the airport 
at 6 :00 a.m., making dinner for me, ·getting me soup when I was sick, and 
always ready with a varm hug. 

, 
Beth Jarecky Singer and Jonathan Lubarsky Singer--I cannot 1.ll.agine 

more wonderful and supportive fl'i.ende. Beth and Jonathan have been with 
me throUBh& thick and thin--alvays there to lend ,an ear and a Bllile. Ve 
have eurv~ed the vicissitudes of H.u.c. and an~ exciting road trip 
together. I am genuinely grateful for all the racbmones and laughter we 
have shared. 

Judy Trombly is a woman comaitted to ec~enical and philosophical 
dialogues. I have greatly appreciated our autµal concerns and 
friendship. I cannot iaagine what my experience of Cincinnati would 
have been like without spending time with such a w81'11 and vibrant 

• friend. 

Sarah Bernstein, artist of life, writer, and roller skater. Our 
friendship captured my i.aagination. One aoaent we would be discussing ' 
the aeaning of life and tbe next we'd be roller skatin& at Sa1')'er 
Point. Ve shared eclectic interests to say the least . 

Hannah Berger--friend and co .. itted congregant, helped introduce me 
to Selaa, the connection between peycholoa and religion, and several 
other new ideaa. I appreciate her interest, help, and feedback on aany 
of the thoughts expressed in this thesis. 

Sid Belbraun-alwqs a support during tiaea of travail, a aore 
thoughtful friend would b8 hard to find. Sid, aliu Zelig, hu put up 
with all my lleahyaa without ever raising a complaint. 
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Katt Kraus--sweet soft-spoken, and enigaatic. With stroD8 

convictions and a gentle voice, Katt has been a special friend. 
Koreover, bis coaitment to the environment and recyclill8 has greatly 
increased my awareness on a variety of ecological issues . 'l'hanks to 
Katt I am more conscious of all forms of "exploitation." 

vi 

I could never have accomplished my goals without the unconditional 
love and support of my family:. In.a sense my parents represent the 
values of Ratio and Pathos. My father, George, is one co .. itted to 
rational analysis and facts and figures. Bever one to "shoot from the 
hip," my father has always stressed the importance of "not speaking 
before you have your facts straight. " Vere it not for •y father's 
stabilidng in.fluence, I might very well have ended up a "granola 
crunchiD8 bohemian." Fortunately for all concerned, this is not t~ 
case. 

My mother, Lois , embodies Heschel's theory of intuitio4. A . 
spiritual and mystical woman, my mother taught me the importance of 
questionill8 reason and trusting intuition. Deeply committed to God, 
Torah, and Judaism.--! ha~e no doubt that my mother could have been a 
remarkable Rabbi. With grace and charm she raised 3 kids, 2 dogs, and 
three cats. Without her guidance and interest in JudaiBll, I would never 
have come to H.u .c. 

My brothers Kenny and Jimmy have always been there to cheer me on. 
Ken, a committed social activist, and Jim, a military man, have both 
inspired me with their dedication to serviD8 others and our country. 
They do not kn0w it, but they are exemplary lJews, always eager to 
perf~ mitswoth. 

Last, but far from least, I'd like to thank my tYPist--Ray 
Yearwood. It is not every day that one hires an ordained minister, let 
alone a serious student of theology, to type her rabbinic thesis! Ray 
has been quite a mensch, meeting .every de~dline and skillfully typiD8 
this work. l 

ill in an, God has blessed me with a caring co-unity of fam.ily, 
friends, and teachers. The past five years have passed like t~e blink 
of an eye. I have experienced much beauty and 19ve--for this I am 
grateful to the Source of All Life, The Holy One, Our Rurturill8 
Presence. 

-



vii 

Introduction 

Hov do we evaluate the work and life of Abraham Joshua Heechel? 

Adherents, defenders, and students of Heechel'e thought argue that both 

hie analysis of modern man' a crises and hie theological insights have 

had significant influence on contemporary religious perspectives. Many 

of hie critics, however, argue that Beachel is neither a systematic 

philosopher nor a serious theologian. Moreover, those vho attack 

Heechel often accuse him of eubetitutiJl8 poetic and eyocative language 

for content. While these individuals concede that Heechel has mastered 

rhetoric, they bold that bis literary gifts are suspect, i . e., Hescbel . 
conveys moods and feeliJl8e-not a coherent "philosophy of religion." 

How do ve evaluate these criticisms? This thesis attempts to address 

these co·ncerns and the folloviJl8 problems: "'Heschel' e theories are built 

upon intuition; yet intuition is not a ' concept which can be easily 

• articulated. Indeed, Heechel believes that the moment we perceive the 

ineffable we part company with words. Yet Heschel's critics question 

such an assumption; they hold that"°'~ational speculation must be 
I 

incorporated into any thought process which calls itself a 

"philosophy." Ulti.Jllately one examinill8 Heschel's thoughts, as well as 

his critics' observations, must struggle with the question--vhat 

constitutes "philosophy"? 

Although Heechel baa been challeJ18ed by a variety of religiou.e 

thinkers, his impact on the American religious scene cannot be 

questioned. Durin8 the Fifties and Sixties Heschel vae perceived as 

both a leadill8 Jewish voice and religious figure throughout the nation • 

. As Reinhold lfeibuhr correctly predicted in .1951, Beachel would become, "a 

coa.andillg and authoritative voice not only in the Jewish co•unity but 
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in the religious life of America." 1 Heschel's impact transcended 

denominations; he vas seen as "the Jewish spokesperson" on a vast array 

of social and religious i,J5sues. As Samuel Dresner noted, Heechel vas 

the "Jewish touchstone on civil rights, ecumenical dialogue, and the . 
Vietnam Var ••• "2 Moreover, the Christian community actively sought out 

Heschel's opinions on a vide r&n8e of issues; Kenneth L. Woodward 

relates, "When an order of Roman Catholic nuns could not decide whether 

to keep or abandon their traditional religious garb, they came to 

Heechel as the only person vho could give them sound advice.~3 

Some of Heschel's admirers compared him to the prophets of old. 

While such a comparison would not be ameuable to Heschel, it is not 

beyond the reader' s undere tanding as to why some would be tempted to 

draw certain parallels . As Franklin Sheraan explains: 

As the decade of the 1960's moved onward from its hopeful 
beginnings through the ordeal of assassinations, urban 
crises, and protracted var to the/ opening of yet another new 
fron~ier in outer space, ~ disquieting voice was heard 
increasin&ly throughout America. The voice was that of Rabbi 
Abraham Joshua Heschel... • Even in hie physical appearance 
conjuring up the image of what an Amoa or an Isaiah aust have 
looked like--atocky, full-bea~d, speaking softly but with 
passionate 1.ritensity--it .is emajn. wonder that many viewed him 
as a l&tter-day Hebrew prophet. , 

Many familiar with Heachel's writing have observed the influence of 

mysticism on "depth theology." Indeed Heacbel'e Haeidic background was 

a formidable influence on hie thought. Thus, it is intriguing that 

Heachel felt compelled to leave his milieu and pursue a secular 

education. Hence Heachel'a life, like hie •philosophy of Judaiaa• was 

an atteapt to qntheahe Baatern European Jeviah thought and Geraan 

philosophical pei:apecti vee. Heacnel was born in Warsaw, Poland 1n 
' 

1907. As John llerkle notes, •ae was the descendant of loq line of 

scholars and reli,gioua leaders that can be traced back to the late 

I 
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fifteenth century."5 Yet despite Hescbel's attachment to bis place .of 

birth and illustrious family, be felt compelled to leave Varsav. Samuel 
c 

Dresner traces Hescbel's intellectual development as follows: 

Some basidic leaders felt that in him a renewal of their 
movement, which bad grown dormant in the twentieth century, 
might come about. Others too were aware of the new light 
that was gloving in their midst• It can be said with 
certainty that the years in Warsaw provided that nourishment .,. 
of spirit and intellect, that inner dignity of who he was, 
which gave permanent direction to Heechel's being. It could 
·not, however, prevent him from peering beyond and, in the 
end, setting out from his home to explore the world of 
western civilization which thundered and glittered about 
him. Departing from Warsaw in bis teens, he traveled first 
to Vilna, where he pursued. his secular education and joined a • 
promising group of Yiddish poets. Then on to Berlin, the 
metropolis of science and philosophy in the twenties, where 
he immersed himself in the culture of the Vest ang began to 
publish bis first books and establish bis career •• 

In Berlin, Hescbel "enrolled not only at the University of Berlin, 

but also concurrently at Berlin's Hochshule fur die Vissenschaft des 

J d 
,.7 u ensums ••• It is noteworthy that in Germany, Heschel's Jewish 

studies, like his Rabbinic ordination, and early teaching positions, 

were all under the auspices of institutions co11111itted to modern Jewish 

thought. In 1934 Heschel assumed his first teaching position at the 

Hochahule in Berlin where be had been ordained ,8~d in 1937 Beachel 

euce.eeded Xartin Buber at the Central Organization for Jewish Adult 

Education and the Judiscbe Lebrhaus in Frankfurt aa Xain.9 In 1938 

Heschel was deported by the Bazi Regime. As Merkle explains: 

Heschel was one of thoueairds of Polish Jews being sent back 
to their native country. :But when the train carryin8 them 
reached the border, Poland refused to let thea caae hoae. 
Beachel and others were placed in a detention caap along the 
border. It was not long, however, before Beachel' a relativee 
bad h1a freed and he returned to Warsaw where he taught for 
the next eight aon~B-8 at a rabbinical eeainary, the Institute 
of Jerlah Studies. , ·. 
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In 1939, six months before the Nazi invasion of Poland, Heschel 

received an invitation to join the faculty of the Hebrew Union College 

in Cincinnati, Ohio. In "Abraham Joshua Beachel: A Man of Dialogues," 

Dr. Alfred Gottschalk discusses the college's plan to bring Heschel and 

other European scholars to Ame rica. "As early as 1934, President Julian 

Morgenstern and the Board of Governors of the Hebrew Union College had 

been concerned about the fate of Jewish scholars i .n Europe." 11 Hence 

the college developed a rescue plan; among the scholars Hebrew Union 

College brought to America was Abraham Joshua Heschel. In the Spring 'of 

1940 Heschel arrived in Cincinnati. 
. 

Hescbel was well aware of the fate of bis fellow Jews who remained 

in Europe . As he stated in "No Religion is an Island": "·I speak as a 

person who was able to leave Warsaw, the city in which I was born, just 

six weeks before the disaster began. My destination was New York, it 
f . 

would have been Auschwitz or Treblinka. I am .a brand plucked from the 

fire, in which my people was burned to death ••• "12 Though Heschel felt 

i ndebted to the Hebrew Union College for s'V-1.ng his life, be was not 
I 

comfortable at the Reform seminary. There was a wide gulf between 

Heschel's understandiI18 of r itual practice and spirituality and the 

environment which he confronted at the Hebrew Union College. Aa Jakob 

Petuchoveki explains: 

••• When Beachel came to the Hebrew Union College in 1940, the 
College vae f"1' closer to so-called "Classical Refora" than 
it has tended to be since. It should not be too difficult to 
empathize with the feeliJ18s of a descendant of the Rabbi of 
Apt, "the Jlasgid of Kezhirech and (on his mother's side) of 
Levi Jitzchak of Berditchev in the settil18 of Cincinnati, 
Ohio in the nineteen-forties. It s"hould- not be too difficult 
to understand why H,schel left after five 1~ars, attracty' to 
what he felt to be the aore Jewish settill8 of Manhattan. 
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In 1945 Heechel j oined the faculty of the Jewish Theological 

Seminary in Bew York; he taught there until the time of hie death in 

1972. According to Dresner, Heechel was never adequately appreciated by 

the Seminary.14 He only taught a few course hours per week and 

attracted few disciples. Yet despite Heechel'e academic frustrations, 

he attracted a sizable following in the larger comm.unity. Heechel'e 

books, political involvement, and commitment to ecumenical dialogue 

provided him with opportunities to touch many lives. Heschel'~ 

i .nvolvement vi th social concerns and hie theological works provided him 

with a forum in which he could express many of his ideas . 

Despite Heschel's numerous accomplishments, he was relatively young 

when he d1ed; he vae only sixty-five years old. Kenneth Woodward 

describes Heschel'e last week: 

t. . 
_... It h&d been, ,for him, a typically vigorous week. On Monday, 

he finished hie latest book and personally carttied it to hie 
publisher's office. Two days later, despite a weak heart, he 
journeyed to Danbury, Conn., wherJ he waited in the snow to 
welcome Father Philip Berrigan vnen the antiwar priest left 
prison on parole. Then he traveled back to Bev York for hie 
last. class at Jewish rrpeological Seminary. By sundown on 
Friday ••• he was utterly exhausted. And early the next 
morniD&, Rabbi Abraham Joehualli8schel, one of the .most 
beloved and res115ted voices in American Judaism, died in hie 
sleep at age 65. 

During Heechel'e lifetime he wrote several works which covered a 

broad range of topics. While a student in Berlin, Beachel wrote his 

doctoral dissertation Die Prophetie (1936), upon which he baaed much of 

hie later work The Prophete. In 1935, llai.Jlonidea: A Biogra& vaa 

published. Heecbel'e memorial to Eastern European Jewry, The Barth is 

the Lord"a • •• followed in 1950. In 1951, Beachel published two 

aonwaenta1 works~ The Sabbath and Man is Bot Alone ••• ; four years later 

the sequel to Man is Jot Alone, God in Sea5h of Man ••• appeared. In 



• 

tii 

" 1962 and 1965, Heechel published hie tvo Hebrew volumes of Torah Min 

ha Sliamayim be-iepaklaryah shel ha-dorot (Torah from Heaven in the Light 

16 of the Generations). Acc9rding to Kerkle, these two volumes are 

••regarded as bis magnum opus as a historian of theology." 17 In 1965, 

Who le Kan? emerged. This book was considered by some to be one of 

18 Heecbel'e most concise theological statements . During these decades, 

two collections of Hescbel's essays also appeared: Man's Quest for 

God • •• ( 1954) and The Insecurity of Freedom ••. (1966). 

Beachel also wrote two works addressing the speciflc political 

crises of bis day: Vietnam.: Crisis of Conscience ( 1967) and Israel: 

an Echo of Eternity ( 1968) . These vorks ".are answers to 

appeals ••• ansvers to explicit requbets by other's for Hescbel's 

belp. 019 A few days before Hescbel died, he completed A Passion for 

Truth ••• , vhich vas published posthumously in 1973. 

t Although Reschel's writing and thinking explore a wide range of 

concerns, one familiar vith Heschel vill recognize certain recurring 

themes. "Depth theology" and the theory of "divine pathos" seek to 

elici t a response from the reader. H•scbel is calling for our 

involvement vi th God; he seeks to engage man in the "divine-human 

encounter." Moreover, Beachel challenges several traditional 

understandings of "philosophy." Specifically, Heschel calls upon us to 

abandon the Greek concept of the Unmoved Mover and/or the Active 

Intellect and to embrace a personal, feel:iJl8 , and caring deity. Hence, 

Heschel's theology is an affront to those who are opposed to a 

supernatural deity. Moreover, those committed to the idea of God as the . 
"Wholly Other" find Heechel's ideas problematic. Understandably, 

H~echel is attacked by critics vho espouse rational speculation, Greek 

-~ 

,. 
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categories of thought, and naturalistic conceptions of deity. Heechel'e 

critics represent a vast array of perspectives on the theological 

spectrum: Reconstructioniet, Modern Orthodox, and Reform responses are 

provoked . Moreover, Arietotilian conceptions of God and Maimoni des' e 

theory of negative attributee •are invoked by several thinkers. Thie 

thesis examines some of the tensions between these competing 

world-views. 

Beachel and his critics are competing for the reader ' s religious 

commitment to their respective positions. Heechel ie 'isking us to give 

intuition precedence over cognitive speculation. He r s asking us to 

establish personal relationships with a God who cares and suffers . 

Heschel' s opponents, on the other band, warn of the dangers that befall 

those who e levate insight over reason. Those vho are critical of "depth 

theology"' fear the consequences of irrational mindsets. Heschel and his -
critics are participating in a dialogue which transcends the confines of 

I 

these specific thinkers. Opposing vorld-vievs, schools of thought, and 

phi losophical perspectives are colliding vith one and other. Hence the 

debate between Heschel and his cri d'ce is a clash between: the Bible 
I 

and Greek philosophy, mystical insight and logical reasoning, 

phenomenology and the quest for external empirical evidence , and 

ultillately--between the "God of the P.hilosophers" and the "God 'of 

Pathos." It is Teft to the student of theology to determine whether the 

aforementioned tensions can be hanaonized or whether they represent 

mutually exclusive perepectivee. 
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Chapter One: IITUITIYB BPISDllOLOGY 
. 

In God in Search of Man, Heschel presents his "philosophy of 

Judaism." Because he offers the reader a polemic, he employs a 

terminology which is consistent with bis world- view. Heschel initially 

attempts to define and qualify the respective meanings of "philosophy" 

and "religion"; in doing so he also lays the foundation for hie own 

theology. One of the primary tasks Heschel assigns to philosophy is "to 

rediscover the questions . " 1 Religion is another domain; one in which 

"the mystery of the answer hovers over all questions."2 

Although Heschel acknowledges the value of philosophy's "critical 

reassessment of religion, 113 it is clear throughout his wor~ that be 

believes religion must no~ reassess philosophy. 

Religion , we repeat, is a unique source of insight . This 
implies that the insi ghts and demands of religion cannot be 
completely synchronized vith the conclusions of any particular 
system of philosophy ••• 

The role of reli.gion is to be a c~llenge to philosophy , not 
merely an object for examination. 

Religion is concerned vith the source of man's ultimate insights and 

questions, whereas philosophy is concerned vith the classification and 

systematization of his ideas. Beachel does not attribute equal statue -to these disci plines. Religion, due to the nature of the issues it 

addressee, must take precedence. 

After examining the terms "philos?phy" and "reli.gion" separately, 

Heechel then discusses their interrelationship. The goal of a 

"philosophy of religion" ie not only the "critical r eassessment of 

religion ~om the point of viev of phi~osopby"; it is also 

self-understanding. Religion must seek to understand i tself, in ite own 

terms, as "radical understandi~ in ten11s of its own spirit ."5 



As mentioned earlier, Heschel vievs the study of philosophy as 

subordinate t o that of religion. This perspective shapes his 

understanding of their interplay. One of Heschel's most novel ideas 

regarding the role of "philosophy of religion" concerns its need to 

limit philosophical inquiry. For Heschel a "philosophy of religion" 

must set borders for i ts respective domains. It should be noted that 

Heschel seems mo re concerned about the potential dangers of philosophy 

overstepping its boundaries than he does about religion. 

[Philosophy of religion] must furthermore elucidate the 
essential difference between philosophy and religion. Its 
task is not only to examine the claim of religion in the face 
of philosophy , but also refute the claim of philosophy when it 
presumes to become a substitute for rel~gion, to prove the 
inadequacy of philosophy as a religion. 

2 

As we vi.11 see l a t er in this chapter, Hescbel's viev of philosophy as a 

discipline, and hie caution against the potential abuses it poses to 

rel igion , derive from his premise that rational speculation and reason 

pose a threat to intuitive insight and faith. 

In laying the groundwork for hie "philosophy of Judaism , " Heschel 

creates his own methodology. He of ten expresses bis theories by co i ning 

previously non- existent words and categories of meaning. We see an 

example of Rescbel'e creative thinking in his discussion of "depth 

theology," his innovative subcategory of theology. Whereas .theology is 

the content of belief, 7 depth theology's "purpose is to explore the 

depth of faith, the substratum out of which belief arises . "~ 

Depth theology is part and parcel of Heschel •s epistemology. 

Underlying all of our beliefs are moments of insight which cannot be 

expressed. The antecedents of faith, or man's pretheologicai.9 situation 

cannot be easily articulated; often they are experienced as brief 

intuitive flashes. For Beachel these intuitive flashes constitute the 



intensity of our profound inner experience , one that cannot be 

adequately conveyed, and is the root of faith. A.a Fritz Rothschild 

explains: 

This dimension of depth never enters the domain of knowledge, 
yet for religious consciousness it is as much a fact of 
experience as any causal sequence •••• It is the source for 
man's sense of the ineffable, the sensitivtoY to the mystery 
of beiil8 and the uniqueness of each beiil8· 

"Depth theology," the cornerstone of Heschel ' s "philosophy of 

religion, " is based upon per sonal experiences and intuitions. We must 

be villiil8 to abandon our preconcei ved notions and prejudices , "to 

h 
.. 11 unt hink many thoug ts. According to this view, each person, if be i s 

open to the experience, has the ability to perceive 'he ineffable 

through an innate intuitive faculty. As Reschel states: "the sense of 

the ineffable is not an esoteric faculty but an ability with which all 

d d 
.. 12 men are en owe •• . 

"Depth theology" calla upon the reader to become e.ngaged and 

involved in the search for God Yith his vhole beiil8• To deepen our 

t. 
• understanding of God, ve must use our hearts and souls as well as our 

minds. "Depth theology," li.ke the one vbo coined the phrase, is 

unabashedly partisan. It contains no pretense of satisfying purely 

academic curiosity. "Depth theology" is not concerned with abstract 

theories which can be debated in a detached intellectual manner; it is 

concerned with man's immediate situation. Heschel's desire is for 

religion to ~ relevant; it should address man's ~oat profound 

questions, problems, and aspirations. 

Because Heechel bel ieves religion mus t address the concrete 

situation of man, he develops a new theological tel'lll called "situational 

thinkin8 · " "Situational thinlcing is necessary when ve are engaged in 
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an effort to understand issues on which we stake our very existence."13 

Heschel contrasts "situational thinking" to "conceptual J;hi.nking . " The 

relationship between these two terms in many ways parallels Heschel's 

understanding of the dichotomy between philosophy and religion. As John 

Merkle explains, " [ concept~al thinking] deals with concepts by way of 

detached analysis; [ situational thinking] by way of concerned 

involvement." 14 

Unlike "conceptual thinking," "situational thinkill8" is not 

concerned with abstract theories or speculations about the nature of 

man. Rather, "situational th.inking" seeks to explore the events and 

insights which precede conceptual analysis. Just as "c:l.epth t~eology" 

attempts to uncover these intuitive experiences which are the 

antecedents of faith, "situational thinkipg" attempts t o describe those 

life-transforming moments and epiphanies which precede organized 

thought. 

Because "situational thinking" i s concerned with immediate concrete 

t vents and unique moments in time, its application is twofold. It 

addressee man's problems and concerns in the "here and now," and it also 

connects him to the experiences of his biblical predecessors. As was 

stated earlier, Heschel believes that, every person is endowed with the 

faculty to perceive the ineffable. Tbe sensitive individual, open to 

this startling experience, is overcome with humility, ave, and wonder. 

Since these perceptions are universal, one experiencill8 them iii the 

present is capable of directly relating them to biblical thought. As 

Rothschild states: "The event of rev-elation as described in the Kebrew 

Bible exhibits in archetypal form vbat normal religio~ consciousness 

has discovered on a lover level."15 
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Both "depth theology" and "situational thinking" stress the prilllacy 

of "inner experiences" and intuitions. For Heechel th~ first step 

towards awareness of deity is man's inkling of mystery. Thie experience 

occurs in the realm of the soul and cannot be expressed in words. 

For Heschel there a~e three ways to God: human experience, 

biblical understanding, a:nd sacred deeds. 16 These three ways are never 
. 

presented as proofs or intellectual arguments for the existence of God, 

but rather are offered as means towards enhancing our awareness. In a 

sense, Heschel is attempting to provide his readers with the spiritual 

tools necessary for deepening their relationships with God • 
... 

When Heechei discusses human experiences in the world of nature in 

terms of power, beauty, and grandeur, he is not offering a cosmological 

proof for the existence of God. He doeq not see hie role in terms of 

p~eeenting u.e with empirical evidence. Rather, hie goal is to help us 
</'-

discover our innate awareness of deity.;, and when necessary to strip away 

our resistance and indifference. For Beachel God is an "ontological 

preeupposition."17 

••• Our belief in Hie reality is not a leap · over a missing link 
in a syllogism but rather a regaining, giving up a view rather 
than adding one, goill8 behind self-consciousness and 18 questioning the self and alL-ite cognitive pretensions. . ; ) 

There is a paradoxical 'element in Heschel'e writing; he is 

attempti.ng to describe experiences and concepts which he acknowledges 

can never be adequately verbalized. · The ineffable, by its very nature, 
I 

cannot be conveyed in words. As Heschel states: "vhile we are unable 

either to define or describe the ineffable, it is given to us to point 

to it. "19 The ineffable is the 97ste17 which hovers both within and 

beyond all being. Xoreover, it is our aeane towards God. Ve becoae 

aware of Hia 1'hen "the ineffable in us co•unea with the ineff.able 

beyond us. "20 
.. 
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There are momenta in every person's life when he feels overwhelmed 

by the numinous aspects of existence. Sometimes ve respond with ave and 

radical amazement. and other times with fear and trepidation. In Who Is 

Man?, we read of the situations vhich prompt man's confrontation with 

the ineffable : 

All ve have is a sense of ave and radical amazement in 
the face of mystery that staggers our ability to sense it. No 
one can ridicule the stars or poke fun at an atomic 
explosion. No one can debunk the man who committed suicide in 
order to ca~t the attention of the world to the Nazi 
atrocities . 

The ineffable is not God ; it is the mystery vhich alludes to Him. 

Before man can have faith in deity, he encounters t}le ineffable. 

Awareness of the num.inous. the unknovn behind the knovn, is the first 

step towards God. Kan's encounter with the ineffable takes place on an 

emotional level. It is an intuitive perception which precedes organized 

thought. Hence Heschel 'a innovative language attempts to capture these 
L 

lllitial human experiences which ultimately lead man to God. This is 

reflected by his use of the terms "preconceptual thought" and 

"preconceptual knowledge.•· 

How does man become aware of the ineffable? Overwhelmed by the 

realization that there is more than he knows, he is overcome by a sense 

of humility in light of nature's power, beauty, and grandeur. Moreover, 

he is startled by- the very fact of his existence. Every sensitive human 

being, according to Heschel's intuitive epistemology, must be aware that 

there is a great unknown beyond all perceptions. The religious or pious 

individual recognizes that this unknown points to deity. There is 

meaning beyond the. mystery; known 'permeatillg and transcending the 

unknown.22 
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Heschel's epistemology, unlike that of the positivists and the 

empiricists, does not begin vi.th observable facts. Rather, Beachel 

focuses on the unanswerable questions which are beyond our mental 

grasp. It is by strlJ8Bling vi.th these questions that we enter into a 

divine-human rel ationship. "The way of thinking about God in 

traditional speculation has been via eminentiae ,, a way of proceeding 

from the known to the unknown. Our starting point is not the known, the 

finite, the order, but the unknown vi.thin the known •.• "23 

Heechel, like those other theologians and philosophers who oppose 

rational proofs for the existence of God, believes that the road to 

faith begins vitb our unanswerable questtone. The very fact that ve are 

unable to fully comprehend the enigma and mystery of our lives , our 

world, and all that is beyond us, indicates that there is a God. As 

Beachel s tates in Man is Not Alone : "It is in our inability to grasp 

Yrim that ve come to understand Him •. . God is not an explanation of the 

world 's enigmas or a guarantee for salvation. 

challenge, an urgent de.mand. "24 

He is an eternal 

It is important to note that although Heschel· dismisses the 

empirical approach to reality and str esses the importance of intuition, 

he is not an advocate of what is popularly called "blind faith." Faith 

must not be used as a pretext for ignorance. Rather, ·it is a spiritual 

process wrought vith struggles. The follovin.g description in A Passion 

for Truth is of twofold concern; it illustrates t .he similarities between 

Heschel's and Kierkegaard's thought processes and gives insight into 

Heschel's ovn understanding of fai.th: 

Kierkegaard also opposes rational religion, for the reasonill8 
faculty is incapable of direct apprehension of God. .God is 
always perceived as a paradox: the intellect is completely 
confounded by contradictions. All religious themes -
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conscience , sin, repentance, [and] faith are mystifying beyo.nd 
reason . Faith is not a sustained, comfortable state of 
cone~io~sness2~ut a painful , hard- von, and impermanent 
conviction • • . 

At this point a question arises : If the ineffable is not God, but 

ra ther an allusion to Him, hov does man actually arrive at an avareneas 

of deity? For Heschel the antecedents of faith lead to actual faith 

through a process. Initially ve experience the sublime, wonder, and 

glory as objective aspects of existence. The religiously sensitive vill 

respond to these three elements of grandeur by expressing_ vonde~, awe, 

and ultimately faith . 

For Heschel the sublime, wonder, and glory are aspects of the 

ineffable, reflections of the mystery hovering over all reality. Yet 

these elem~nts of grandeur , in and of themselves , are not God; and ve 

must take pains not to confuse them vitb Him. Perceiving the ineffable 

is not an act of faith in God ; it is a sensory and emotional 

expe\·ience. It is man's reactions to these experiences that have the 

potential to develop into faith. Hence our question is not: Does man 

experience wonder? But rather, what vfi1 he do vitb bis sense of 
• 

wonder? One vho refuses to penetrate the questions beyond nature ' s 

mystery might become a pantheist . Moreover , a callous individual might 

interpret that which cannot be expressed as a meaningless abyss. 

F~ith , the patbT to God , is a choice . When con.fronted with the 

numinous, ve can opt to see "meaning beyond the mystery , " or we can 

remain oblivious. Some will perceive the questions we do not knov how 

to ask a s an invita tion or ent rance-way towards a divine- human 

encounter . These individuals will struggl e to develop and deepen their 

faith in God . Other s will choose to remain ins ensiti ve to the spiritual 

cha llenge and fo rgo a life of faith. As stated in I an is Not Alone: 



Faith will come to him who passionately yearns for ultimate 
meaning, who is alert to the sublime dignity of beiJl8, who is 
alive to the marvel of matter, ~g the unbelievable core within 
the knovn , evident, concrete •.. 

.. 
The antecedents to faith lie in our sense of the mystery of 

creation, human existence, and all that is beyond our comprehension, 

while our expression of faith is manifested by our response to this 

enigmatic challenge. The pious individual who yearns for meaning is 

forced to ask: wno is the author of it all? As John Merkle explains: 

Surprised by the unexpectedness of being, aved by its sa~red 
relevance, ve human beings must confees that ve are not 
sovereign in the 21al.Jn of beiJ18, ve have not authored the 
realm of meaning. 

Humbled by his very being, avare that he is not the author of bis ovn 

exietence, the sensitive individual enters into a life of faith. His 

9 

desire for meaning leads him to the tealization that be is the object of 

transitive concern.28 

For Heschel, man's very desire for meaning attests to hie 
• 

relationship vitb God. The spiritual challeJ18e which confronts him , the 

"ultimate question, "29 is not formulated by him. It is God vho implants 

the desire for mean1Jl8 in man. This point cannot be stressed enough: 

It is God vho is in search of man. In Heschel'e "biblical philosophy," 

God is always the frame of reference. Thus the Bible is not viewed as 

man's theology; it is God's anthropology.30 

Before ve examine the frame of reference of Reschel's "biblical 

philosophy," an observation must be made. As ve have seen, Hescbel sees 

God as an "ontological presupposition." His reality is never called 

into question. Heschel never enter~ains the notion that the doubter or 

the atheist mi.ght have valid views. Those who do not have faith a re not 

"in tune" wi th the ineffable; they have "lost touch" vith their 

• 
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intuitive faculty. Moreover, many who do not have faith in God are 

unable to "unthink tholl8hts"; these individuals are attached to 

preconceived notions and prejudices. The individual who does not 

possess faith is like one who is blind to a universal truth . Beachel 

believes that one need not remain in this state of darkness. Hence the 

content and style of Heachel's vriting reflect his desire to jolt the 

reader into "unthinkiD8 thoughts." In colloquial terms, one of the aims 

of Heschel's poetic writing is to reach the reader on a "gut level." 

Didactically , an attempt is being made to strip away the doubter's 

and the disbeliever's intellectual barriers and appeal to him on an 

emotional and/or spiritual level. It is an attempt to penetrate vhat 

Heechel COllSiders to be "cognitive pretensions . 1131 Beachel vants to 

introduce his readers to a new and different world view, to open them up 

to spiritual opportunities . 

l 
~ .Beachel seems aware that some might ask: If every man is in 

possession of the intuitive faculty, and capable of encountering the 

ineffable , why do so many remain aliena'ted from the divine source? What 

is the cause of man ' s obliviousness to God? Moreover, one might ask: 

Why must even those who have faith fight with such a vigilance to retain 

it? 

There are two possible responses to this problem vhich can be 

gleaned from Heschel' s vri ting: man's conceit and God' a exile. HWllan 

arrogance, as evidenced by man's zealous attachment to rational inquiry 

and scientific speculation, obscures his ability to experience moments 

of insight. God's ex~le, the other c~use of man's inability to 

experience awareness of deity, is a paradox. Altbou8h God is in search 

of man, and as "near as the air ve breathe, " He is also hiding. Heschel 

explains the paradox of a biding God as follows: 



The prophets do not speak of the hidden God, but of the hiding 
God. Hie hidiD8 is a function not hie essence, an act, not a 
permanent state. It is when the people forsake Him, breaking 
the Covenant which He made with them, that He forsakes them 
and hi dee Hie face 'from them ••• A hiding God, not a hidden 
G~d . ~~ is vaitiD8 to be disclosed , to be admitted to our 
11.ves. 

God's hiding, for Hescbel, ie a reaction to man's fleeing. This 

perpetual cycle of "hide-and-seek"33 will only come to an end vhen man 

is willing to face God. God needs man and searches for him because He 

wants to enter into a partnership lrith him. Implicit and explicit in 

the divine-human partnership is the idea of human responsibility. 

, 1 

Beachel bolds man responsible for God's seemiIJ8 absence and the world 's 
. 

disarray. As he sta tea in Man is Not Alone : 

l 

• 

The world is not one vith God, and this is why Hie pover does 
not surge unhampered throughout all stages of being . Creature 
ie detached from Creator, the universe ie in a state of 
spiritual disorder. Yet God has not withdrawn entirely from 
the world • • • The goal of all efforts ie to brill§

4
about 

restitution of the unity of God and the vorld. 

Messia.nic redemption will come when the divine-human partnership is 

realized. The first step towards restitution is for man to accept his 

responsibility vis a vis deity. Thus) ve see the nature of the paradox: 

Man is obdurate because the source of faith is in exile, and God is in 

exile because man is obdurate. Heschel calls upon us to break this 

vicious cycle. Hence for Heschel , the question is no~: Where vaa God 

duriD8 the Holocaust? But rather, where vae man? 

To understand Heechel'e perspective on the divine-human 

relationship we must examine the premise of hie "biblical philosophy." 

Unlike many modern religious thinkers who see the Bible as an account of 

man's reflections ·about God, Beachel sees the Bible as God ' s view of 

man. As we discussed earlier, the Bible is God's antbropology.35 In . 
"Heechel' s Exposition of Biblical Theology," Bernard Anderson states: 



"It is the Bible. the drama of God's search for humanity and God's 

engagement that captivates Heechel's thought, providing him vith his 

basic perspective. ,.36 

12 

For Heschel, the Bible chronicles events which exemplify divine 

concern for man. Man dwells within God. and is the object of His 

search. Inherent in Hescbel'e view of the divine-human relationship and 

man's three paths to God (the world of experience, the Bible, and sacred 

deeds) is the belief that God is the subject of all, and man is His 

object. Kan is Not Alone describes the dynamic betveen God and man as 

follows: "In the dept.h of our trembling, all that we can utter is the 

awareness of our being knonn to God. Mab cannot see God, but man can be 

seen by God. He is not the object of a discovery but the subject of 

revelation. n3? 

"Biblical philosophy" according to this view, is not obligated to 

.1rove God's existence; this assumed from the start. Rather. the task"Of 

a "philosophy of religion'' is to explore what God requires of man. 

Hence nbiblical philosophy" has direct applications; it strives to help 

us live more righteously. 

The religiously sensitive, when confronted with the ineffable, i s 

aware that God is beyond the mystery. He senses that God is asking 

something from him and thus his life ia infused ri th meaning and 

purpose. Heschel implies that the intuitive individual goes through a 

process. H~ acknowledges that he baa unanswerable questions and then 

becomes aware of a transcendent being who is the subject of all life. 

For one who i s spiritually open, it is impossible to see the ineffable 

as an allusion to a meaningless abyss or chaotic darknes~. "Biblical 

philosophy" is the antithesis of nihilism. Heschel sees the interaction 

• I 
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between God and man as a transitive one. God, the author of all 

existence, searches for man. Man, aware that he is the object of divine 

concern, can choose to respond to Him. As Maurice Friedman states : 

Ve are embraced by God's inner life. Ve know only our 
relation with God, and we discover this relation when we 
perceive ourselves as perceived by Him and respond to His 
demand. God is characterized above all by his c~passionate 
concern for every individual man and everythi.ng. 

Heschel's epistemology differs from the traditional Greek categories 

which charac~erize ancient philosophy, as well as from .the later 
. 

concepts found in logical positivism and naturalism. Beachel reverses 

their frames of reference: He does not address man's questions about 

God's reality. Rather, he is concerned with what God asks of man. A 

parallel can be drawn between Beschel's "Biblical philosophy" and 

Kie_rkegaard' s religious existentialism. God' a reality is assumed. 

Man's problem is whether or not he will assent to a life of faith. Will 

man say "yes" to the "ultimate question?" 

As discussed earlier, one of Heschel's criteria for a "philosophy 

of religion" is "radica~ selfLWiperstanding." The desire to understand 

God within the ' ical framework, the stress on man's intuition, and 

the need to prot religion from the rigors of the "hard sciences," 

reflect Beechel's partisan biases. As reli8ious thinker Dr. Jakob J. 

Petuckoveki~otee in hie review of Who is Kan?: "Beachel stands for the 

religious outlook, and hie God is the God of the Bible."39 When Beachel 

asserts - "To the philosopher God is an object, to aen at pra1er He is 

the aubject ••• Vhat they crave for is to be wholly possessed b7 11.iJa ••• • 40 

--it is clear that the tera "philosophy" is not referri:Ds to one who 

espouses "biblical philosophy" or "depth theology." !his paaaaae 

reflects Besohel's predilection for aasociatin& the tera "philosopher" 
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with those who ell8age in scientific inquiry and rational speculation. 

As we will see later on, Heschel's views will cause some to ask if 

"biblical philosophy" is indeed a philosophy. Those vho define 

"philosophy" according to the Greek tradition, for example, might call 

Beachel a poet or a mystic. 

Heschel's understanding of the biblical God has important 

ramifications for his view of humanity. Kan's ultimate purpose i s seen 

in his response to deity. Both human freedom and responsibility are 

seen in terms of the choices one makes when confront'ed with God's 

presence . 'a'hile man is free to make a choice, he is not free to escape 

makin8 a choice. Consistent with tbis•perepective is the idea that: 

one who does not assent to the "ultimate question" and respond to God's 

call, can never truly realize himself as a human beill8. 

The indi vidual who is not attuned to the divine- human relationship 

• is incapable of realizill8 his potential. One who sees himself as master .... 

of his own destiny and sovereign of his fate, is a being who happens to 

be human , not a human beill8. Obliviousness to God relegates man to the 

lowest coDDDon denominator .of life forms . One of the focal points of Who 

is Kan? is that man is unique in his ability to acknowledge God. It is 

only when man recognizes that he is "created in the image of God" that 

be is disti~shed from the animals. The man who. sees himself as 

purely auton_omous lives a life of deprivation and alienation. As 

Heechel states in Who is Kan?: 

Sophisticated thinking may enable him to feign hie being 
sufficient to hillself. Yet the vay to i.n.aani ty is paved with 
such illusions. The feeU11g of futility that comes with the 
sense ot' · being useless, of not . bei.D.g needed in the world, is 
the aost comaon cause of psychoneurosis ••• 

The only way to avoid despair is to be a need rather than 
an end. Happiness, in fact aay be def'ine~1 as the certainty of 
beill8 needed. But vbo is in ueed of man? 

• 



15 

For Heachel, the answer to this question is God. It is man's task 

to realize that be is needed by God and to respond. Avarenees of God's 

presence and His needs bas implications for bow man views himself. Life 

cannot be seen as a human possession; it beloDBs to the divine realm. 

Given Hescbel's understanding of the dynamic between God and man, 

the words "I" and "self" take on theological connotations. These two 

terms cannot refer to man in a vacuum; they can only describe man's 

relation to God. Man is not Alone gives us insight into Heschel' s 

understanding of the human situation: "When we are overtaken· ritb the 

spirit of the ineffabl£>, there is no logical self left to ask the 

question or mental power to stand as the •judge with God as an object, 

about the existence of whom I am to decide. I am unable to raise my 

voice or sit in judgment. There is no self to &ay: 'I think 

tbat • •• '"42 

Who is Man? addressee human self-perception. To truly live up to 

our creed as human beitl8s, our relationship with God must be 

incorporated into our sense of "self." Our hearts, minds, and souls 

mu.st have God's imprint upon them. As Beachel states: '"Thou art' 

precedes 'I am' ... 43 Hescbel' s question: "Who ie Man?"--as opposed to--

"what is man?,'' reflects hie desire to divest the reader of a purely 

aechanietic 8Dd/or biological definition of man. Man. is reduced when be 

is seen as only a physical and/or psychological entity. For Beachel 

thie materialistic definition of .man ie a "voret case scenario . " Vbo is 

Man? registers a protest against a minimalistic vision of man: 

In pre-la~i Germany th~ following stat ement of man was 
frequentl7 quoted: 'The hwaan boay contains a sufficient 
aaount of fat to make seven cakes of soap , enough iron to aake 
a medium sized nail, a sufficient aaount of phosphorous to 



equip two thousand match-heads, enough sulfur to rid oneself 
of one's fleas.' Perhaps there was a connection between this 
statement and what the Nazi's actually did int~ 
extermination camps: make soap of human flesh. 

As ve noted earlier, every individual has a choice vis a vis God. 

He can respond to His plea and engage in a life of mea.ning, or he can 

remain aloof and opt for a life of alienati on. Likewise, every person 

has a choice when be defines "man": Man can be seen as the object of 

transcendent concern, "a little less than the angels," or man can be 

seen as the sovereign of bis ovn life, unaccountable to deity, "a tool 

making animal . " 

Heschel ' s observation about the Nazi's conception of man, and his 

statement: "The problem of religious thinking is not only whether God 
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is dead or alive, but also whether ve are dead or alive to Ris 

realness"45 raises an interesting question. Do Heschel's protestations 

against the trivialization of humanity and his theology reflect a 

response to an historical cri sis? According to Rabbi Joseph H. 

Lookstein, the Holocaust catalysed two varieties of existentialism: 

philosophic and religious. Philotfb~hers like Sartre sought to debunk 

reason and speculation and stressed the primacy of "being over 

essence." Jewish existentialists responded differently. Like the 

philosophic existentialists, they divested reason of its power. Yet 

unlike them , the Jewish existentialists stressed the primacy of faith. 

Accordin8 to Lookstein, Heschel, like Martin Buber and Will Herberg were 

part of a post-var phenomenon. Moreover, the neo-hasidism of these men 

was a reflection of religious existentialism. Lookstein explains hov 
. 

the Jewish existentialists al tered Kierkegaard's God concept in his 

article "The Neo-Has:i.dism of Abraham Joshua Hescbel": "The God into 

whose arms the Jewish existentialist leaps is more receptive to those 

' • 



vho seek Hi.m ••• His communion vitb them is not an either/or basis, but 

rather on an "I and Thou" basis."46 Lookstein posits the viev that 

Hescbel can be seen in an historical context; be va~ responding to the 
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crises of hie day. Beachel ' s appeal, like his "philosophy of religion," 

can be seen as a response to modern man's crisis of faith. 

Many poet-var religious thinkers and their readers found Reason 

suspect. Technological advancements bad proven that science could 

easily annihilate man. Reason was no loJl8er seen as a redemptive force; 

it could easily be detached from morality. The liberal pre-var optimism 

had been shattered, and many thoughtful individuals vere looking for new 

theological alternatives. Mystical and intuit.ive approaches to religion 

emerged as potential answers for the spiritually hungry. Dr. Jonathan 

Sarna in his chapter "The Challenges of Poet-'f/ar American Jevieb Life" 

in The Americanization of Jewish Culture, discusses the conditions which 

gave rise to the nev post~~ar theologians: 

Abraham Joshua Hescbel's Man is Not Alone, published a fev 
months before Herberg's volume appeared (1951), shared its neo
orthodox critique of the idea that religion and reason are 
synonymous, and likewise vae4~irected toward solving the
problem of the modern man •• • 

The religious existentialists, and the neo-orthodox critics of 
. 

rational thought, offered their readership a new un~eretanding of man's 

plight. Both Rabbi Lookstein and Professor Sarna see Heschel'e message 

and subsequent popularity as a poet-var phenomenon. If we understand 

Heacbel within this context, it is possible to see the debate between 

Heschel and his critics as part of an on-going historical process. 

Before we can exSJ1ine Heschel 's critics , we must understand some of 

the historical and philosophical influences which helped to shape Ilia 
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ideas. Moreover, in order to understand his impact ve must see him in 

relation to the crises of his day. By identifying those formative 

influences on Heschel's thought, we vill be in a better position to 

understand his critics. For example: How do we distinguish between 

those criticisms which are aimed specifically at Heschel, as opposed to 

those which are broader - i.e . , directed toward a school of thought, or 

theological/philosophical movement? As ve will explore later on, many 

of the observations which Heschel 's critics offer, are not unique to a 

critique of Heschel. In actuality, some of his detractors are attacking 

theological and philosophical perspectives which have come under fire 

fo r centuries: mysticism, intuitive/experiential ~pproaches to deity, 

Hasidism, Existentialism, and phenomenology. 

Heschel, his neo- Hasidic contemporaries , and his Christian 

counterparts, as previously discussed, were trying to debunk speculative 

thought . tt is clear that both Heschel's upbringing and education were 

consistent with his later polemics. A transplanted Hasid with a 

phenomenological bent, Heschel articulated the yearnings and 

frustrations of those seeking a Jewish and/or spiritual revival . Using 

poetic sensitivity and evocative language, he was able to both reflect 

the despair, and elevate the hopes ~f those who were dissatisfied vi th 

the pre-var theological movements. Was Heschel the voice of bis 

generation? The answer to this question depends on whom one asks. Dr. 

Sarna gives us a perspective vh1ch r esonates amoogst Heschel's admirers: 

Hescbel's novel emphasis on wonder, ave, transcendence ••• all 
deeply influenced by bis background in Hasidic piety and 
claasical J9Yieb texts, had a pronounced influence on Jews and 
Christiane alike, no religious thinker in all of ~rican 
Jewish history ever has made so great an iJDpact ••• 
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Hasidism and phenomenology played key roles in the formulation of 

his "philosophy of religion." These two influences can be seen in 

Heschel' s descriptions of man's inner religious experience, and the 

divine-human relationship. Moreover, Hasidism and phenomenology share 

some important characteristics: neither is concerned with "objective 

reality," causal relation.ships, or scientific methodology. As Samuel 

Dresner states i n his introduction to Heschel's The Circle of The Baal 

Shem Tov: 

One of Heschel's major contributi ons as a religious thinker 
was his analysis of Jewish piety. He was a phenomenologist. 
He held that discursive reason, while essential, vaa, alone, 
inadequate in penetrating the inner recesses of religion. 
Thi~ could better be achieved through a description of the 
religious phenomena itself, which as the artist's canva!

9
vould 

have the power to evoke another level of comprehension. 

For Reschel, Hasidism and phenomenology are complementary world-

vievs . 13oth concern themselves Yith the purity of religious 
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experience. "Situational t hinking," "depth theology," and man's need to 

turn inward, are similarly concerned vith describing the depth and 

intensity of man's perception of the divine. Hasidism and phenomenology 

were formative influences on Heschel's thought,1 and these two world-

. views are ever-present in his works. The following observation by 

Samuel Dresner is quoted at length because it illustrates the interplay 

between Hasidism and phen~menology in Heschel's methodology, and it 

reflects the profound impact of Hasidic thought on Heschel's theology: 

••• Indeed the more familiar one becomes vitb Rasidic 
literature the more one understands how Beachel drew upon 
these sources. The influence of HasidiBll is reflected in 
Beschel's contributions to the understanding of pbenoaenology 
of prophecy and of ruah hakodesh (the holy spirit). There 
are, for exaapl~, clear echoes of Hasidic con_,cepts and 
concerns in Beschel's excursions upon the Sabbath as a bride, 
upon '"divine pathos," •the ineffable," "radical aaazeaent," 
the illusion of God's absence, the "holy di.aension," of all 
reality, the "priaacy of inwardness," "the critici811 of 
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'panhalachism,'" the centrality of prayer, the "dignity of 
' words," and the "endless yearning." Some of the section 

headings in Man is Bot Alone ~ght, in fact, be tr8118posed to 
a book on Has~dic philosophy. 

Both John Merkle and Fritz Rothschild note the impact of phenomenology 

on Beachel' s methodology. As Rothschild e~tes: "The phenoaenological 

method, advanced by Edmund Husserl whose writings were of decisive 

influence on Beachel in hie student days in Berlin, may briefly be 

defined as the attempt to present the structures of experienced reality 

in their essential and archetyp~l purity. "51 

While Merkle and Rothschild stress the importance of the 

phenomenological method on Heschel's thought, both take pains to point 

52 ~ 
out that Heschel "does not stop" vith phenomenology. According to 

.Kerkle and Rothschild, Heschel'e "philosophy of religion" encompasses 

more than an analysis of man's perceptions of religious experience. 

Both scholars feel that Heschel goes beyond describing spiritual 

I 
phenomena; he explores what they signify. As .Kerka states, "While 

Hesche l main ta ins the soundness of the phenomenological method, he 

employs it only as a first step in hie study of~ligion. Concerned as . ) 
he is not only Yith the essence of phenomena, but also Yith their 

ex4.stence, meaning, and relevance, he sees the need to go beyond the 

method of phenomenology."53 

Fritz Rothschild's analJ'SiB: "Varieties of Heechelian Thoug~t," 

atteapts to present a coherent and aysteaatic schema of Heschel's 

episteaology. Heschel's methodology is divided into three levels of 

discourse: eapirical description, phenoaenological analysi.e, and the 

philosophical approach.54 Rothschild sumaarisea his analysis as 
' 

follows: (rue text,) while having its poetic aoaente (level one), and 

while presenting a phenoaenologioal description of the relationship 



between needs and ends (level two), also seeks to persuade its readers 

of the reasonableness and the universal significance of the problem 

described (aevel three).55 

For Rothschild, Heechel ' e ideas both include and move beyond 

phenomenology because of his emphasis on the universality of religious 
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experience and perception of "the ineffable." Indeed, one of Heschel'e 

4. primary epistemological points and central arguments in hie "philosophy 

of religion" is that throughout history vast numbers of men have 

perceived and recorded their communion vith "the ineffable." In many 

ways Heschel's view on the universality of religious experience 

resembles Judah Halevi' s position on reliable tradition . Halevi 

believed that the reason Jewish tradition has been effectively 

transmitted throughout the centuries is due to its truth.56 Hov could 

the vast majority of Jews believe a lie throughout the generations? 

Heschel offers a similar polemic vhen he states : 

To assert that the most sensitive minds of all ages were 
victims of an illus on; that religion, poetry , art, and 
philosophy vere the ~utcome of a self- deception is too 
sophisticated to be reasonable. Bringing discredit to the 
genius of man , such an assertion vould,

5
?r course, disqualify 

our own minds for making any assertion. 

II 
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Chapter TWo : !Ill QUIST FOil R.U.90• 

Nov that we have examined some of the most prominent tenets of 

Heschel's epistemology and formative influences on Hescbelian thought, 

we are in a position to discuss those salient criticisms. A 

fundamental objection to Heschel' s epistelllology is voiced by those who 

challenge his definition of "philosophy." As ve shall see later, this 

objection underscores all those arguments vhicb fault Heschel for 

dismissing rational discourse and giving faith an exalted eta tus over 

reason. The followiDB oft- quoted challenge posed by Reform thinker 

Jakob J . Petuchovski parallels those criticisms which take Heschel to 

task for dismissiDB logical analysis, rational tboU8ht, and scientific 

speculation: 

• .• Instead of striving for that higher unity of rational 
thought and mystical insight, be [Beachel] bas almost declared 
var on the former, and practically branded the philosophic 
quest for God as idolatry. 

But can the "God of the Philosophers" be so cavalierly 
dismissed from the mind of the 20th-century Jew? How indeed 
can Heschel hope to communicate b1 s insights to those of us 
vho are benighted enough to tarry in the realms of "ronceptual 
tbinkiDB" if he shuns conceptual thought altogether? 

Dr. Petuchovski ' s observation raise'S~nteresting questions: Can a 
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"philosophy" which dismisses rational thought be called a "philosophy"? 

Is it possible to base a philosophy entirely upon one's understanding of 

biblical thought and ignore the Greek tradition? What criteri~ do ve 

use to define "Philosophy"? Heschel and bis critics seem to be using 

" different ones and thus are engaged in a battle of semantics. 

It seems that Heschel anticipated that some vould fault billl for 

espousing a "philosophy" which did not conform to the Greek tradition of 

Aristotelian metapb,ysics; perhaps this i~ vb,y be vent to such great 

leD4Jths to create a vocabulary which was consistent with bis own views. 
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Heschel, in his two "philosophic" vorks: Man is Not Alone and God in 

Search of Man, devotes a great deal of energy to the defi.nitions of--"a 

philosophy of religion," "a philosophy of Judais1D," and "biblical 

philosophy. " Moreover , these works, like many of Heschel's others, are 

fi lled vith terms and language patterns which reflect Heschel's desire 

to divest the reader of more conventional definitions of "philosophy." 

Yet Arthur Cohen in bis chapter "The Rhetoric of Faith: Abraham Joshua 

Heschel," objects to Heschel's definition of terms and use of language. 

As Qohen states: 

.• • Abraham Joshua Heschel , [ is] undoubtedly the .,most 
significant thinker which traditional Judaism bad given to 
contemporary America, as a rhetorical theologian. His 
rhetoric ~s both the strength and the undoing of his 
theology. • 

Cohen , like other critics, voices overall objections to what he 

considers to be Heschel's self- serving definitions. For example, Cohen 

notes: " ••• Heschel is not averse to pronouncing evident and clear-cut 

• self-contradictions under the popular form of paradox ••• 113 

Yet Cohen is particularly disturbed by Heschel's understanding of 

the term "philosophy"; an understanding which assumes an unnecessary 

dichotomy between Faith and ReaeonJ One of Cohen's most pointed 

objections to Hescbel's epistemology is the criticism that Heschel 

presents his readership with a caricature of philosophy and logical 

discourse. For Cohen, the relationship between Faith and Reason and/ or 
~ . 

philosophy and religion need not be seen in terms of black and white , 

As he states in The Natural and Supernatural Jew: "If faith is only to 

be reborn out of the ashes of philosophy, we risk giving birth to a 

crippled pboenix ••• In the end. only philosophy and faith conjoined can 

ensure that the marveling of one--in vhicb philosophy begins- -and the 

radical amazement" of the other--in which faith arisea--vill comport to 

man's uature and God's design."4 
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Reinforcing his premise that Heachel creates a caricature· when he 

discusses traditional views of philosophy, logic, and scientific 

speculation, Cohen offers the following observation: Beachel does not 
. 

acknowledge fundamental distinctions between the aforementioned 

disciplines. Moreover, Heachel does not demonstrate a villi.ngnesa to 

discuss the fact that "philosophy" is not a monolithic entity, but 

rather a discipline comprised of a vast array of world-views. Cohen 

believes that Heachel does not make the subtle, and not so subtle, 

distinctions necessary ~or intellectual discourse. Rather , Heachel 

ca t egorizes all those disciplines and vorld-vievs which he 'finds 

personally objectionable under one heading. Cohen registers bis protest 

as follows: 

•.• Heachel is clearly dissatisfied with philoeop~y. He is 
sufficiently passionate in his dissatisfaction as to be 
reluctaiit to draw distinctions, to acknowledge the abyss which 
separates philosophy as the Greeks understood its nature, from 
the attitudes of Western scientific empiricism, medieval 
philoso~y from the idealisms of German philosophy; Kant from 
Hegel •.• 

• • • Heschel polarizes philosophy, science, and reason and the 
Biblical. The former cluster of attitudes and doctrines 
reflects all that bespeaks the a~-arrogating hubris of man, 
his assumption of self-sufficiency )and completeness. The 
latter caats6man into a universe of existential risk and 
involvement . 

"The Rhetoric of Faith: Abraham Joshua Heachel" provokes an 

important question: Can Beachel be subjected to a critique by those 

very disciplines be divests of meaning? In other words, Beachel seeks 

to insulate religion from the rigors of rational and systemati c 

argumentation, yet should he also be considered imaune from intellectual 

acrutiD.T? For Cohen , it is clear that if Heschel wishes to offer a 
"pbilosopby"--it must aeet certain intellectual criteria. Hence be 

faults Beachel for hie circular reasoning, and lack of precise laD8Uage 
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and rational argumentation. Cohen offers the folloving example of 

Heechel'e lack of a cogent methodology: He refers to Heechel'e 

statement that: "God is given with our vorld: to think of him is to 

experience him, to acknowledge hie life is already to accept hie life 

into ours, to apprehend hie reality is to place ourselves before him and 

to accede to hie dominion • •• "7 Then Cohen presents hie critique, one 

which finds no logical progression of ideas: 

Thie is but to eay--and Heechel says it often and variouely
that the only vay to enter the orbit of faith is to enter it, 
and the only vay to apprehend God is to apprehend hill . Thie 
seeming tautology--and it is a persistent andcaggravating 
tautology-underscores the fact that Heechel ' ie essentially 
disinterested in argument.

8 
The argument is _won long before 

the conclusion is reached. v-

Another criticism which Cohen mentions briefly, but, to which, as 

we shall see, Meir Ben-Horin devotee considerable time , is the vapidity 

of Heechel'e evocative language. Moreover, both critics find several of 

the terms which Heechel coine--meani.ngleee. As Cohen states: "Beachel 
....., 

is so evidently concerned 'with evacuating from religious experience all 

contact Yith common modes of rational and philosophical discourse that 

he makes use of phrases ~uch aS"')Preconceptual and presymbolic,' vhich 

are at best suggestive, and at vorst meaningleee."9 

Reconstructtoniet thinker Keir Ben-Horin is one of Heschel'e most 

acerbic critics. In hie articles: "The Ineffable: Critical Botee on 

Beo-Jtyeticisa,." and "The Ultimate and The lfyetery: A Critique of Soae . 

leo-lfystical Tenets," Ben- Horin exaainee eoae of the potential d&D.8ere 

of ~sticiaa in general, and what . he considers to be Heachel '.a abuses in 

this area. Ben-Borin ' e articles caution against abandoning . the 

inteHect in favor of intuition and supernaturalisa. "The Ineffable" 

opens with an observation b7 Gerahoa Scholea quoted ·at lenath pertaining 
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to "an uncritical and obscurantist glorification of the Kabbalah.'110 

Throughout his articles Ben-Horin ci tea numerous historical examples of 

dangerous interpretations of mysticism and the ~orst case scenarios of 

irrational understandings of deity. Ria writing abounds with examples 

of scheming charlatans , Kabbalists who practiced necromancy and 

exorcism, Christian mystics vho were willing to burn people at the stake 

in the name of faith, and with other atrocities. 11 

Using Heschel as a modern test case, Ben-Horin vritea a poverful 

and compelling polemic against the abuses of mysticism ~d its harmful 

applications. As a cr iti c , his agenda seems to be twofold; be seeks to ·-
negate all theologies which dismiss ratio¥1 di&course and elevate 

intuition over reason, and by refuting the specifics of Heachel'a 

epistemology, Ben-Horin hopes to equip hie readers with the tools 

necessary to recognize "conceptual vacuity and logical 

c<;iltradictoriness ••• "1 2 11-ke Arthur Cohen, Meir Ben-Horin accuses 

Heschel of creating a terminology which is barren of meaniJ18. Moreover, 

for Ben-Horin, ''vaporous and fugitive verbalizations" 13 are endemic 

probleJDS for those who seek to expres~ mystical or intuitive 

experience. Heachel, like his mystical counterparts, 14 does not use 

precise terms, rather .be employs an evocative language which can only 

point to illlprecise feelings. For Meir Ben-Horin, Heschel's over-use of 

vords like "ultimate and ineffabl e" render these terms aeani ngless. 

Thus be sta;tes in "The Mystery": 

The aystical terms are vacuities not simply because they 
'provoke' neither music without words nor hypothesis without 
precedent. They are vacuities because theirs is a music 
without sound, an hypothesis without condition, experience 
without life. e:dstence without beiq. They 'provoke' the 
evacuation of inquiry from questions, thought fro'5meaniJ18, 
vision from the actllalities to which it responds. 



In Ben- Borin's estimation, Heschel 's terminology reflects a desire 

to evade rational discourse and engage :in profound theological debate. 

Beachel' s vocabulary by its very nature is anti-intellectual. Because 

words like "ultimate, :ineffable, pre symbolic, and pre theological" are 

used to modify such a plethora of ideas and concepts, Beachel sidesteps 

a systematic and sustained discussion of any substance. Not only do 

Heschel's terms lack depth and meaning , :in Ben-Horin ' s eyes, they exalt 

human ignorance. The following observations typify his objections to 

the form Heschel uses to express his ideas . Ben-Horin vociferoual.¥ 

attempts to prove that both J!esche l 's medium and message glorify the 

adage "ignorance is bliss;.; a perspective which he b,elieves has had 

tragic historical ramifications. "The critic will conclude that to be 

filled vith the ineffable or incompatible essence of thill8B is to be 

stunned , amazed, dumbfounded, chronically stupified • • • "16 'Particularly 

pointed is ~n-Horin ' s criticism that: 

At this point the objection must be raised that to return to 
the presymbolic-language· is symbolic-, to the preconceptual-
true, good, beautiful are concepts--, is to return to the 
prehu.man stage of evolution . To anchor ~igion :in general 
and the J evish religion in particul ar to subh 
precivilizational "ultimate" :insights is to redefine Judaism 
as a religious precivilization and religion and sanctity as 
originally a

1
,atter of the :inarticulate ejaculations of the 

Neanderthal. 

Though Ben-Horin spends considerable time and energy attacking 

Heschel's linguistics, the thrust of his critique is directed at his 

understanding of Heschel's ideology, an ideology which he believes can 

prove extremely dangerous. As ve noted :in Chapter 1, Beachel believes 

that the words "I" and "self" have tbeolog~cal connotations. Heschel's 

concept of the digDit7 of man ref1ects the view that "Thou art precedes 

I aa" •18 For Beachel, huaan life is a "transcendent loan," a divine 
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gift. His "biblical philosophy" is founded upon the premise that to be 

human means to exist Yi.thin the mind of deity. For Heechel the ideas 

that: "our lives are not our own.." and "we are not the sovereigns of our 

own destiny" resonate Yit.h positive implications. Hie view of the 

divine authorship of all life , in hie scheme, assures dignity for all 

,people . Promoting this view of the divine-human relationship, Heschel 

eeee hie theology ae a safeguard against a minimalistic and/or 

nihilistic view of humanity . 

Yet for Meir Ben-Horin, Heechel'e understanding of a eupQ.rnatur~l 

deity and man's i .nability to comprehend the divine can only promote 

human degradation, the antithesis of his intend~d goals. Meir Ben- Horin 

sees Heschel's mystical understanding of man's relation to deity as a 

viev which negates human autonomy and responsibility. According to this 

perspective, Heschel's theolo~ical beliefs divest the individual of his 

unique ' dentity and cause social degeneration--vhich can result in 

mobocracy and totalitarian systems. 

A supernatural deity, and a mystical understanding of the 
r 

divine-human relationship, according to Ben~Horin, destroy the sanctity 

of the individual and undermine hie initiative and decision-making 

abilities. In a worst case scenario, these conditions can breed 

totalitarian destruction. Ben-Horin sees a direct relationship between 

the anti-intellectual tenets of mysticism and human atrocity. He 

believes that theologies which exalt "the unkno"'1" and take disparaging 

views of logic and reason pave the vay for totalitarian ayete.me. 

Ben-Borin'e argument qain.et Hesc!1el in particular, and the Jl1'Btice 

in general is the following: those who ponder "the unknown" and life's 

"~werable questions" and then turn to 8¥&ticiem coD1t a ~ragic 
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error. Instead of using reason and logic to penetrate life's questions 

and that which seems beyond their intellectual gra.sp, they exalt 

ignorance. As Ben-Horin states: "The fallibility of the intellect does 

not argue the infallibility of intuition. Mysticism misrepresents the 

religions it defends by mounting frenzied assaults on the strongholds of 

intelligence."19 According to this viev, the mystic's error is his 

reliance on intuition in the face of uncertainty. Moreover, th~ mystic 

misinterprets his sense of wonder as the answer to all that baffles 

him. For Ben-Horin, tlie appropriate response to life's en~g111as ~d 

seemingly unanswerable questions is not intuition, nor is 'its reliance 

on supernaturalism, rather it is the further.refinement and development 

of our powers of reason. 

Comparing Heschel to the Christian mystic Keister Eckhart, 

Ben-Horin notes that both men take pejorative views of the terms: 

"m~, wisdom, and reflection." Moreover, according to this critic, 

both mystics are guilty of singing "hymns to 'higher ignorance.'"20 

ve noted earlier, it is not the anti-intellectual trends inherent in 

mysticism which gi~e rise to Ben-Hor~most vehement objections; 

As 

rather, it is the relationship Ben-Horin perceives between mysticism's 

anti-intellectual tenets and ensui.ng totalitarian llind-sets. According 

to this reasoning, destructive self-effacement tends to flourish in 

environments which discourage individual inquiry, rigorous intellectual 

debate, and an open forwa which proaotes a vast array of coapeting 

philosophical views. 

"The Ineffable• concludes with the author presentin& historical 

exaaples of the inter-relationship between destructive interpretationa 

of 117sticiea and the emergence of totalitarian ·and nihilistic 
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societies, amo[)8st them Bolshevik Russia and 20th century Germany. 

Ben-Horin explains his perception that: "Totalitarianism emerges as 

mysticism's ul ti.mate social eXJJression, "22 as follovs: 

Hescbel actually suggests tb.a't 'I am that I am not' vhicb is 
the same as suggesting that to be is either not to stand for 
or to stand for nothing. In either case an ominous relation 
between mysticism and totalitarianism becomes visible: the 
former idealizes the continuity and eventually the identity of 
being and non-~~ing; the latter realizes the ideal in mass 
ex termination. 

In evaluating the criticisms of Ben-Borin, ve must ask whether be 

is justified in labelling Heachel as a "mystic" since all of the 

former's attacks depend upon this contention. Moreover, ve must ask 

whether Ben-Horin can categorize vb.a t he considers to be Heschel's 

"mysticism" u.nder the same rubric as th.at of men ).ike Meister Eckhart. 

By classifying Heschel ' s theology under such a broad beading, and not 

differentiating between the diff erent genres of mystical thought, Meir 

Ben-Horin'e criticisms are open to the charge th.at they lack any 

specificlt y. Moreover, it is not clear to all that Heschel is indeed a 

"mystic." Though Reform theologian Dr. Jakob Petuchovski agrees that 

Beachel can be classified as such, another _prominent Reform thinker, Dr. 

Eugene Borovitz takes issue vi.th the categorization of Heschel as 

"mystic." As Borovitz states in A Nev Jewish Theology in the Ma.king: 

Vere the term not ao easily misunderstood, Heschel might be 
termed on the fire t, most generally available level, a nature 
mystic. That would.. be true in regard to hie extraordinary 
sensitivity for the wonder th.at inheres in all thin.gs, for the 
hidden reality that the eeemi[l8ly ordinary actually reveals. 
Yet it would be false to hie een.ee of normalcy to this sort of 
perception. He i s no2

4
a believer in special states or special 

talents for religion. 

In an interview on August 4, 1988, I questioned. Dr. Borovitz about 

his position. I asked whether those who call Beachel a "mystic" might 

not be justified given his penchant for uei[)8 tel'IRS like "the ineffable" 
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and " the hiding God." Borowitz stated that those who call Heschel a 

"mystic" comm.it an error; perhaps this error stems from misconstruing 

the influence of the latter's Hasidic background on his formulated 

world-view. Borowi tz fee ls we mu.B t n.ote that Hesche 1 left his place of 

birth to study philosophy. Moreover, his vritinB does not imply that he 

is a "mystic"; he never uses terms like "sefirot." The ideas of "the 

'ineffable" and a "hidden God" are found in the Torah. 25 

It is ironic that Heschel and Ben-Horin ·are both responding to the 

same historical crisis and share the same concerns: the trivialization 

of human life and hWllaD annihilation. Yet their respective eo.lutione to 

humanity's plight are diametrically opposed. For Heschel, our salvation 

lies in recognizing the limits of Reason and committing ourselves to 

lives of faith. The answer to human misery requires us to realize that 

ve are accountable to the source of "the meaning beyond the mystery"--

deity. For Heschel, the "!" and the "self" belong to God and this 

avarenes~ will bring about redemption. Ben-Horin, on the other band, 

believes that human salvation requires us to renounce supernaturalism. 

Belief in intuition and a belief that "the~ I' belongs to God" destroy 
I 

the individual's initiative and sense of responsibility. Ultimately 

when these ideas are taken to their logical extremes they can lead to 

the dege.nera tion of hwaani ty. 

-Like Meir Ben-Horin, Maurice Friedman also takes issue with 

Heeohel's understandin8 of the divine-human relationship; yet unlike 

him, Fri~an'a overall view of Heeohel is characterized by reverence 

' and appreciation. Hence Priedaan' a book Abrabaa Joahua Heecbel and Elie 

Wiesel: Your Are X, Vitneeaea tends to be an adulatory toae. lloreover, 

when the author of this work does criticize Heecbel hie tone ie gentle, 
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almost apologetic. Although Friedman's scholarly articles ' tend to be 

somewhat less felicitous, this reader could not escape the impression 

that Friedman considers Beachel a legendary master and himself a mere 

student collecting dust at hie feet. In colloquial terms, Abraham 

Joshua Heechel and Elie Wiesel: You Are My Witnesses seems to reflect 

the perception that Friedman does not consider himself in the same 

spiritual or academic league as Heschel . 

As noted earlier, Ben-Horin objects to Heechel's tendency to 

obliterate the individual's unique identity. By claimi?l8 that the "I" 

and the "self" belong to deity and that man is "transcennence in 

disguise," Beachel is accused of minimizi?l8 the importance of hu:man 

autonomy. In a sim.ilar vein, Maurice Fried2nan questions Heschel' a idea 

that man is a "possession" of deity. Specifically, Friedman takes issue 

vi th the vantage point of "biblical philosophy ," a perepecti ve which 

claims that "God i a the subject and man ia the object." By creati?l8 a 

"au ject-object" dichotomy, Heschel robs the individual of his 

responsibility and initiative in the divine-human relationship. 

According to Friedman, Heachel'a underjttanding of God aa the subject or 

the "I" and man aa the object or "it" contradicts hie view that God and 

man· are engaged in a reciprocal partnership. It is understandable that 

this critic, a man vbo considers himself a disciple of Martin Buber, is 

troubled by Hesche!'s ~iev that "what ia an ' I' to our minds is an 'it' 

to God." 26 In hie article: "A. J. Heachel: Toward a Philosophy of 

Judaism," Friedaan voices hie objections as follows: 

Thie "subject-object" tel'11inology appears incompati ble with 
Heechel'a doainant theae of a genuinely reciprocal 
relationship between God and aan. Bis assertion that the "I" 
is an "it" to· God cannot be reconciled, Vi.th hie state..ent that 
God ie compaeaio~ly concerned for the fate and needs of 
every individual. 



A genuinely reciprocal relationship demands that man: regard 
himself neither as God's "possession" nor as an "object" of 
His thought,

2
§ut as a free and responsible person~a partner 

in dialogue. 
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Another objection Friedman raises which bas also been expressed by 

the majority of critics discussed in this thesis is relevant to any 

epistemology grounded upon intuition: concepts like the ineffable , the 

ultimate, the meaning beyond the mystery, and flashes of insight , can 

never be established as objective truths. Friedman, like Heschel' s 

other critics, argues that we have no objective criteria which can be 

applied to these experiential aspects of an intuitive philosophy. We 

~annot prove that these ideas are the objective and universal realities 

Heschel claims them to be. As Friedman states in his review of God in 

Search of Man: "Heschel gives no real answer to the question he himself 

raises of how we know t.hat vbat is subjectively true--the sense of the 

ineffable is transubjectively real, that is, genuinely alludes to or 

derives from the transcendent . "29 This observation, as we will discuss 

later, will prompt other critics to question Hesch.el's availability to"' 

those vho are not already disposed to his theology. This underlying 

challenge, more than any other, seems to motivate Heschel's critics: 

Can i .ntui tive insight, the ineffable, and God be understood as objective 

realities and universal truths? 

Friedman notes that Hescbel's response to this critique seems to be 

his theory of the' "ontological presupposition." Accordin8 to Heschel, 

an awareness occurs on a " preconceptual level" as a response to life's 

JQyetery. As he states in God in Search of Kan: •• ••• our belief in Hie 

reality is not a leap over a missing link in a syllogism but ratbe.r a 

giving up a view rather than a~ding one, going behind the 

self-conecioueneee and questioning the self and all ita cognitive 
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pretensions. It is the ontological presuppoeition."30 In layman's 

terms, Heschel see•e to be saying that if man would simply be honest 

with himself and abandon all of hie pretenses and psychological 

defenses, he would experience deity. Heschel'e view tltat "subjective is 

the absence not the presence of radical amazement" 3l is indicative of 

his belief that intuitive epistemology reflects objective truth. 

In discussing Heachel's "ontological presupposition" as an 

objective reality, Friedman notes that i t bears a striking resemblance 

to the ineffable. Hence Heschel is engaging in a tautol ogy, not in 

presenting independent ideas. According to Friedman both the 

"ontological presupposition" and the ineffable require man to think on a 

"preconceptual level" and to be open to rare moments of i nsight; 

therefore Friedman arrives at the conclusion that the "ontological 

presupposition" is "only another name for the awareness of the ineffable 

itself. "32 Indeed this critic is not the first to call Heschel's 

' reasoning circuitous or accue him of creating a methodology which "begs 

the question." 33 

John Merkle in The Genesis of Faith refutes Friedman's claim that ,.-.. 
I 

the "ontological presupposition" and the ineffable are synonymous. It 

should be noted that Merkle, a Catholic theologian, is a firm adherent . 
of Beschelian concepts. His work not only attempts to organize and 

present a cogent and systematic view of Hesc~el ' e philosophy, it also 

attempts to defend many of Heechel's perspectives and further develop 

bis arguments in light of bis detractors. Merkle denies Friedman's 

charge that Beschel's progression of ideas is convoluted when he 
• 

states: "~e ontological presupposition about which Heschel speaks is 

not as Mauric-e Friedman claims •• • 'only another name for awareness of the 
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ineffable i teelf'. It is God or our experiential belief' in God that is 

th~ ontological prE!euppoeition of our affirmation of God's exietence ... 34 

The "ontological presupposition" is not tbe only Beechelian conce~t 
. 

Merkle and Fri edman understand differently. These two expositors have a 

profound disagreement as to whether Heecbel. effectively conveys man's 

journey from awareness of the ineffable to belief in deity. Friedman 

feels · that Heecbel does not adequately prepare hie readers for the 

transition be makes between man's universal ability to perceive the 

ineffable, and the Jew's partic~r need to embrace the God of the 

Hebrew Bible and commit himself to a life of sacred deeds. As be atates 

in Abrahall Joshua Heecbel and Elie Wiesel: You Are M,y Witnesses: . 
Thie may account in ~art for vbat vill seem to some readers to 
be an unprepared tranei tion from the sense of the ineffable to 
an acceptance of the unique authority of the Bib1.e and the· 
sacredness of Jewish lav in which Hescbel identifies the voice 
of God vitb objective tradition. He does not 'Show sufficient 
recognition of the tension that may arise in the re3'51onahip 
of the sense of the ineffable to the inherited fol"ll . 

I 
Merkle takes issue with this critique and once agai!l accuses Friedman of 

mieinterpretin8 Heecbel'e thought process: 

Therefore, contrary to vhat Maurice FriedaJm\ Claias •• • Tbe 
transition that Heecbel aakee is not· froa thel sense of the 

' ineffable to the belief in God proclai.Aed by the Bible, but 
froa a sense of the presence of the Ineffable One to an 
acc~ce of tbe · biblical proclaaation of this very &a11e 
God. 

There is no clearcut vay to evaluate vhicb interpretation of 

Beachel is correct; indeed his poetic and evocative style and coaplex 

ideas lend theaaelvea to a aultitude of exegetics. In fairness to both 

llerkle and Priedaan, Beachel uses the tera "ineffable" as both a noun--

"our aenae ~f the ineffable" and as a aodifJ~ adjective--"the 

ineffable naae." It should be noted that Heschel bia8elf does not use 

the tera "the Ineffable One," althoqh llerkle is correct in hie 
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assumption that Heschel's theology implies that such an ~ntity exists. 

01 timately it is the reader who must decide whether Friedman's 

criticisms--that Heschel's language and thought process are nebulous and 

tautological--are accurate; or whether Merkle is correct in presenting 

Heschel as a methodical phi losopher. This latter perspective is 

expressed by Elliot B. Gertel in his reviev of The Genesis of Faith vhen 

he states: "Merkle makes it clear from the out set , in response t o 

Heschel's critics vho have accused him of substituting poetic and 

suggestive phrases for systematic thinking, that Heschel vas indeed a 

philosopher whose very methods of expression reveal a Jl;hiloso~by of 

l.anauage and vords. "37 

Another theologian questioning Heschel's concept of the ineffable 

is Father Edvard A. Synan. Given Heechel'e view that man is totally 

incapable of fathoming the ineffable, let alone capturing and 

co11DDunicating it in words , Synan wonders hov Hesche l can consider the 

d~scipline of theology possible at all. Synan finds Heschel' s negative 

estimations of man's conceptual abi lities self-defeating , when he 

observes: 
I 

Heschel insists on the negative character of our grasp of the 
ineffable God so strongly, however, that in principle it would 
seem for him no theology remains possible at all . But, 
inadequate though our concepts of God be, they are true; when 
Heschel says that in the f ace of God's reality ' all concJ§te 
become cliches, ' be falls into a trap of hie ovn making. 

~ 

Synan asks hov it is possible to be certain of God's existence when 

we consider the fragility of our mental comprehension. According to 

this criticism, Heechel ' s idea that man "ponders the ineffable" is an 

oxymoron . For Synan intellectual humility must preclude a certainty 

tbat "there is meanin8 behind the ~sterr." 
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Aa we noted in Chapter One, Heschel's epistemology elevates the 

intuitive faculty over the rational mind. Thus for Heschel our 

awareness of the ineffable does not derive from cerebral prowess of our 

conceptual abilities but rather from brief moments of insight or 

intuitive flashes which occur on a "preconceptual level." We referred 

to Heschel's theory of apprehending the ineffable colloquially as 

understanding this phenomenon "on a gut level." Hescbel provides us 

with an example of bow we can arrive at certainty without logical 

discourse in his vork, The Quest for Certainty in Saadia's Phiiosophy. 

The following perspective bears a striking similarity to Heschel's ovn 

intuitive epistemology: 

According to Aristotle it is impossible to prove everything. 
There are final propositions which, on account of their 
immediate certainty, neither admit nor stand in need of 
proof. In the human soul lies an intuition or immediate 
knowledge of those highest principles vhich are the source and 
premise of all scientific and immediate knovl,§ge and which a 
student must possess before be can be taught. 

Professor Marvin Fox asks several thoU8ht-provoking questions about 

Heschel'e reliance on intuition. Unlike those critics who focus on 

terminology, Fox's trenchant observations penetrate to the heart of 

Heschel ' s "philosophy of reli-gion." In his article: "Heschel, 

rdtui tion and Halakhab," Fox at tacks the premise that any theology or 

religious system can be built upon a theory of intuition. Moreover, he 

posits the view that Beechel's three paths to God: tpe world of 

experience, the Bible, and sacred deeds , are all dependent upon hie 

theory of intuition. In Fox's assessment, before the reader can elllbark 

upon Hescbel's patha to God be must first be open to intuitive insight 

and accept its divine nature. OQ.jecti..ng to ihe primary role intuition 

plays j.n Beachel 's "philosopb,y of religion," and to the assumption that 
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our paths to God are contingent upon it, Fox devotes much of bis 

critique to debunking intuitive epistemology. 

The initial challeIJ8es Fox offers are not unique to a critique of 

Heacbel; they apply to any belief system whi ch makes intuition its 

corner stone . His first observation is familiar not only to those who 

question the mystic's assertions, but also to those liberal Jews who 

question the divine origin of the Hebrew Bible: 

The most common objection to any theory baaed on intuition is 
that we have no reliable way to distinguish between those 
experiences which are genuine perceptions of a higher reality 
and experiences which are delusions or hallucinations. How 
can we be certain whether a given in~~tion is a prophetic 
vision or the aberration of a madman? 

Cognizant of Heschel's view that--in genuine intuitive experience there 

is no doubt, the one perceiving flashes of ina~ght is filled with a 

sense of certainty~Fox notes that this response does not answer the 

question of bov ve can distinguish between true experiences of deity and 

illusions. The madman, religious fanatic, and cult member may all be 

certaUi that their perceptions come directly from God. Fox vanta to 
• 

know what standards Heacbel uses in evaluatiil8 intuitions. 

Although Heacbel never directly tackles the problem of bow modern 

man can establish criteria to prove the 1.egi timacy of bis intuitive 

experience, he does attempt to deal with this issue on a biblical 

level . In The Prophete Beachel attempts to differentiate between 

prophecy and psychosis vben he states: 
~ 

The mind of the prophet, like the 11lind of a psychotic, seems 
to live in a realm different from the world most of us 
inhabit . Yet what dietiJl8uiehes the two :psychologically is 
most essential ••• Vbile bis [the prophet'sJ mode of perception 
may differ sharply from the perceptions of all other buaan 
bein&s, the ideas be brillgs back to reality becoae a source of 
illumination of supreme significance to all other bwaan 
beiD8S· Once the psychotic croaah the threshold of sanity to 
take ref'Uge in a world of hie iJlagination, be finds it 

41 difficult to return to reality, if he wishes to return. 

. -
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Hence for Heschel the prophet can be distinguished from the madman. The 

former offer s beneficial insights and teachings to all of hu.mani ty , 

ideas which will be passed on throughout the generations; whereas the 

latter is incapable of communicating a me.esage of universal or ethical 

import. 

There is an illplici t re lationship between Heschel' s concept of 

prophecy and his intuitive epistemology. Likewise, there is a 

corral.a tion between his "biblical philosophy" and view of modern man's 

perceptions of deity. The individual can look to tradition and to the 

Hebrew Bible for insight and understanding in regard to bis intuitive 

experience. Heschel seeas to imply that genuine intuition is related to 

universal truths, truths which have been expressed in th~ Hebrew Bible 

in the forms of l"evelation and pr ophecy. In contemporary terms, 

intuitive flashes are not "a shot in the dark"; they resonate with 

universal truths which have been perpetuated for more than three 

thousand years. AB we noted earlier: "The event of revelation as 

described in the Hebrew Bible exhibits in archetypal form what normal 

religious consciousness has discovered on a lower level. 042 In Jewish 

Philosophers Steven Katz describes the relationship between contemporary 

man's re ligious experience and Heschel's view of biblical revelation: 

To evoke the ' ineffable' in our own lives a mediating source 
and model of authentic epiri tuali ty is required and Heschel 
argues that this i s found, paradiBiDa tically, in Be brew 
scripture. Scripture is the record of an authentic human 
response to the Divine address, and as such an authoritative 
model. Biblical aan sensed the Divine mystery and responded 
appropriately in wonder and ave. A renewed recognition of the 
former and the lived ree~~nee of the latter are the pressing 
needs of our generation. 

In a sense Heecbel'e response to those who .question bis intuitive 

epistemology eeeaa to be--tbe reliability of Jewish tradition. The 
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Bible provides modern man with a litmus test for hie in.tuitions; and the 

legitimacy of the Bible and Jewish tradition, for Heschel, cannot be 

doubted. Ve recall his view: "To assert that the most senai tive minds 

of all generations were victims of an illusion; that religion, poetry, 

art, and philosophy were the outcomes of a self deception is too 

sophisticated to be reasonable."44 

Despite Heschel's defense of biblical thought and the correlation 

he suggests between intuition and timeless truth, there ere many who 

will not be satisfied with these responses. Fox's criticisms will find 

much sympathy amongst those who doubt the divine authorship of 

scripture, liberal Jews and Gentiles very of external authority, those 

who look at mystical experience in askance, and all who have not as yet 

experienced intuitive flashes. 

Similar to the question: How do we distinguish between authentic 

and inauthentic intuitive experience, is Fox's second observation. 

Differe~t religious groups often have contentious and mutually exclusive 

claims: hov do we establish the validity of one belief system over 

another if intuition ie used as the root of religious doctrine? In 

other words, does the Jew who bases hie fa~~ on the grounds of 

intuition have any right to criticize the "Jew for Jesus" or the Hare 

Krishna who does the same? As Fox states: 

In the market place of competing and often contradictory ideas 
the appeal to intuition eeelll8 to be a eelf-defeatin& weapon. 
If it is used to justify one doctrine it can be used vlth 
equal eucceae to j~tity every other doctrine. 'l'be net 
r.esult, it would appear, is an intolerable theological chaos, 
which offers a fertile fil~d for the saccharine inanities of 
the "good will" aoveaent. 

Fox's third objection to Hescbel's theory of intuition ie 

consistent with those criticisms which charge that Heschel's theology is 
' 

. -
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only accessible to those vho are already predisposed towards it. Fox 

f"ele that Beachel addresses himself to an extremely small eeeinent of 

the population: those vho experience intuitive insights which they 

attribute to the divine . In Fox's appraisal, not only does Beachel 

dismiss the atheist, agnostic, and skeptic, he also ignores a vast 

number of those vho are religiously faithful: namely those who adhere 

to 'their tradition for reasons other than intuition. Fox notes that 

there are many observant Jeve vho "simply accept the entire tradition as 

valid because they recei ved it from their parents and teachers. For 

them ther e are no serious personal or intellectual obstacles to a 

Torah-true life, and it is not to them that Professor Beachel baa 

addressed hie vritings . 1146 Accusing Heschel of only appealing to a 

small select group, this criticism takes "pliilosophy of religion" to 

task for addressing itself to such a narrow audience. Only those who 

have personally experienced the intuitive flashes to which Heschel 

alludes can appreciate his theology. 

• ••• Furthermore, a religion which dep.ftnds on intuition as its 
primary method restricts itself to a very small seeinent of 
mankind. Great spiritual sensitivity is not widespread ••• 
Flashes of insight, moments of spiritual exaltation, soul 
shattering vision are available ~very few of us. A 
conception of religion vhi9h is roo'jted in such experiences 
automatically rest4fcts the realm of faith to a small group of 
spiritually elite. 

In evaluating the charge that Reschel i s a spiritual elitist, the 

following observations should be made. One reading Heschel cannot fail 
~ 

to note bis blatant disregard for those vho mechanically practice 

balakhah without any higher purpose. Indeed Beachel devotes much of his 

vritin8 to the dangers of "religious behaviorism, " "pan-balachism," and 

pr a1er without sufficient inspiration or kavvanah. True to his Hasidic 

roots, Heschel aslcS Jeva to do more than go through the motions of 

. . 
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ritual; he asks them to experience "wonder" and "radical amazement" in 

every aspect of daily life. For Heechel religious observance is an 

entrance-way to spiritual living. In a sense Heschel is bold in his 

didactics, demanding both the performance of sacred deeds and an 

accompanying enthusiasm. It was not an accident that much to the 

consternation of bis respective audiences Heschel addressed the Central 

Conference of American Rabbis on the importance of balakbah, and the 

Rabbinical Assembly of America on the importance of spontaneity in 

prayer. Fox is therefore correct in assuming that Heschel takes a 

disparaging view of the Jewish practitioner who does not strll88le to 

undere tand the reasons behind hie actions and seek '' epiri tual 

exaltation." 

Yet can Heschel be called a spiritual elitist? In considering the 

criticism that Heschel addresses himself to a select few, Fox is not 

alon.e. Others also accuse Heechel of not speaking to those vho harbor 

doubts. Tho\18h there is no vay of measuring hov effective Heechel ie in 

vinning "over adherents, bis books do seem to be written for this 

purpose. His vorks are polemics written for the purpose of convincing 

people they must change their ways, "untb,1-nk thoughts," and abandon 

preconceived notions. Hence the question must be raised: If Heschel is 

only addressing himself to those who share his vieve vb;y does he spend 

so much time and energy proselytizing? It is for the reader to decide 

whether or not Beschel's arguments have the power to conver\ those in 

doubt; yet it is clear that Beachel is addressing hi.aaelf to all those 

whom he feels are in need of spiritual nouriehaent. 

An interesting aside should be noted. Although both Friedman and 

Fox accuse Heachel' s epiateaology of "beggin& the queation" because it 

. . 



43 

requires an initial acceptance of certain premises vie a via intuition, 
. 

the ineffable, and God, both critics also acknowledge that Heschel's 

•writing has the force and kergymatic pover48 to convince and transfortrt 

his readership. It is for the student of Heschelian theology to decide 

if he or she thinks that Friedman's 'and Fox's praises contradict their 

criticisms. To my mind the following defenses of intuitive epistemology 

offered by Friedman and Fox respectively suggest that these two critics 

do not require of themselves the same intellectual consistency they ask 

of Heschel. We noted earlier t hat Friedman was a reticent critic, thus 

the following ooservation is not surprising: 

Actually, Man is Not Alone has as much power to speak to the 
"uncommitted" as any book that American Jewish thought has 
produced. It does not e tart vi th dogJDa or the law or vi th 
recapi tula tiona of classic proofs of the existence of God, but 
with that sense of wonder and the ineffable that belongs, in 
greater or lesser measure to every person's experience. Only 
then does it move toward transcendent reality •• • Thue it 
becomes a fitting instrument !~r conveying new meaning to the 
minds of the "unconvinced" ••. 

Fox's article: "Heechel • s Theology of Man" published six years after 
c. 

hie "Hesche\ , Intuition, and Balak.bah" seems to reflect an about-face: 

Be helps hie readers share hie own 
them to respond to ordinary events 
wonder, Wi.$8 reverence, and vith a 
renewal ••• 

sensitivity and teaches 
and ordinary people Yi th 
profound eenae of personal 

I 

There are some vho find Heschel 'e rhetoric inflated, others 
who are suspicious of his tendency to express a profound 
insight in a pitb,y epigram. Such critics Ilise the point of 
Heechel'e approach to the problems about which be writes. His 
strategy is to appeal simultaneously to the mind and heart, to 
engage in intellect and emoUons; for he seek.a aore than ~e 
assent of the understanding; be ai.118 at the transformation of 
feeling, the awakening of sensitivities, the heightening of 
imagination. H~echel is a poet as well as a philosophical 
theolog1an--~1 poet with a mission, the saving of man "from self 
destruction. 

V11U.am Kauf'aan' s Chapter "A. J. Heecliel • in Conteaporarz Jerlab 

PhiloaoJ)hiee effectively euaaarizes the .major tenets and criticisms of 



.. 
44 

Heecbel's intuitive epistemology. Moreover, Kaufman offers us hie own 

observations on the strengths and weaknesses of Heecbelian •thought. 

Particularly helpful for those trying to place Heschel within a 

pJlilosophical framework is Kaufman's method of comparing and contrasting 
I 

Heschelian concepts to other ·philosophical thought developments. Hence 

the reader is able to draw parallels between the following: Heschel'e 

understanding of wonder and Wittgenstein's theory of amazement, 52 

Heschel's "ultimate question" and Tillich's "ultimate concern,"53 

Heechel' s viev that "God is the subject and man is the object" and 

Barth's notion that "theology starts not vitb man's ascent to God but 

rather lll'ith God's revelation to man."54 Because Kaufman does not treat 

Heschel in isolation, the student of theology emerges with a contextual 

understanding of many of Heschel's ideas and is also better able to 

analyze bis critics . Moreover Kaufman enables his readers to 

distinguish between those objections which ere unique to a critique of 

Heschel as opposed to thoae which are inherent to all intuitive 

epi: temologies. 

We noted earlier that Heschel's "ontological presupposition" has 

been accused of "begging the question"; Kaut'IDan further extends and ,... 
develops this argument with his observation that Heecbel's method 

precludes the free and open excha.nge of ideas. According to Kaufman, 

not only do Heschel' s a.ssumptions reaul t in circuitous reasoning, they 

limit the scope of inquiry to such an extent that true debate is 
' 

rendered impossible and genuine philosophic exploration is oo longer an 

option. Reschel's presuppositions rule out the possibility of any real 

discussion of conflicting vievpointa and thus the whole philosophic . 

enterprise is compromised. In a sense, ~aufman is accusing Beachel of 



45 

not only dictating the acceptable answers to tho~e in search of 

knowledge but the acceptable questions as well. The following criticism 

reflects Kaufman's method of placing Heschel within a philosophic 

context: 

Either the question "Vby does the world exist?" is an 
unintelligible, unanswerable question or it is intelligible . 
and presupposes that . the reason for the world's existence lies 
in the will of God . More precisely, to ask the question the 
way Heschel raises it presupposes that the answer is already 
knovn . 

This is the fundamental difficulty in Heachel's philosophy 
that vill continue to ariae- -namely one will not find a 
spirit of free, untrammled inquiry. The an.aver is alrea<ly 
implicit in the question. In this respect, there is a 
similarity with Tillich's method of correlation . 4ccording to 
Tillich, the problems of human existence are correlated vi.th 
theological doctrines which resolve and

5
$U1fill the 

deficiencies of human finite existence. 

Implicit in the charge that Heschel'~ ideological intolerance 

results in myopia is the idea that because Heschel refuses to entertain 

opposing viewpoints there is no substantive discussion. Hence Hescbel 

never even provides himself with an opportunity to successfully refute 
~ 

hi~ critics. Thia lack of mental sparring is to the detriment of 

Heacbel's polemic; by not allowing himself to come under fire he never 

further sharpens or refi.nea his arguaents. 
I 

A variation of this criticism is Kaufman's attack that Heacbel 

attempts to legislate feelings. Thia challenge stems from Beachel' s 

tendency to assume that bis own experiences and insights are normative 
I 

end that hi.a reactions to nature's grandeur and life's 1111steries a.re 

paradigmatic for every man. It is true that many have responded to 

their sense of the unknown with ave and reverence and understood their 

sense of 1111stery as a manifestation of a transcendent deit7; but JCaufllan 

vondere if Beachel is being preeuilptuous in aesWRing that tbie reaction 
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is a categorical imperative . 56 Does be have the right to assert that 
. 

everyone must react to a sense of mystery and grandeur as be does? 

Moreover, does Heachel have the right to assert that there is something 

wrong with all those who do not share in his response? Kaufman observes 

that many a sensitive individual has responded to life's unknowns and 

mysteries with a sense of finity. Indeed many of the post-var 

existentialists who vere not of the religious variety, often looked at 

life's unanswerable questions and eav a meaningless abyss or experienced 

a sense of resignation. le t here a necessary or logical progression 

between sensing grandeur and responding with a sense of ave vhicb 

germinates into a full blown faith in God'? Kaufman's challei:ige 

illustrates the problems many have with Heschel's correlation between 

man's sense of mystery and his understanding of tbe appropriate 

response- -one of ave which leads to faith. 

A possible objection to this argument lies in the fact that 
there are morally and aesthetically sensitive individuals who 
do not see a categorical imperative manifested in this 
si~ation. It is precise}J nature ' s grandeur, that generates, 
for'"'Albert Camus, the sense of the absurd.. A more fundamental 
objection is now implicit--namely, how can feelings be 
legislated? This intellectual certainty, argued by Hescbel, 
that in the face of nature's grandeur we must respond with 
awe, is not a certainty shared by all ).xltellectuals. 
Therefore, we must conclug, that Hesche~'s argument , though 
subtle is not convincing. 

Kaufman notes that Heschel's epistemological point--tbose who do 

not sense the divine nature of reality are deaf to God's call--is,.J>art 

and parcel to hie "bibli.,cal philosophy." According to Beachel those who 

do not sense the divine purpose behind the mystery are spiritually 

lacking. Thie viev is the corollary of "biblical philosophy" which 

states that scripture is the account of God's search for 11l8D, and man's 

failure to respond. Hence the modern aan vho senses life's mystery but 

I • 
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does not respond with ave is echoing the behavior .of his biblicai 

counterparts vho failed to heed God's call. Ae ve noted earlier, 

Heschel ' s view that "God is the subject" permeates his philosophy. This 

viev is predicated on the belief that biblical thought is normative and 

the Jewish tradition is reliable. Hence for Beachel the idea "God is 

not the problem, man is the problem" is a timeless truth which is 

reflected by contemporary man's obtuseness. In Kaufman's opinion it is 

Beachel' a viev of the Bible and Jewish tradition which distinguishes him 

from the existentialists. As he observes Heschel's view that "God is 

not the problem, man is the problem" is not only consistent with 

"Biblical literature" it is also found in the vork of Judah Haievi, and 

other traditional aources.58 

In considering Heschel's reliance on "biblical philosophy" in order 

to explain modern man's refusal to respond appropriately to life's 

mysteries, Kaufman poses the following question. Can we afford to 

dismiss modern man's quest for understanding the worl d and God from hie 

oict-vantage point? Kaufman observes: "Despite its literary 

antecedents , the concept of God in search of man is not congenial to the 

modern mind. Fev people today exper;.ence the irresistible compulsion to 

be eeized by God ..... 59 The question generated is: Can Beachel afford 

to dismiss all those vho seek to understand God from man's perspective? 

According to Kaufman, not only does Beachel ignore th.oee v~o strive to 

understand God from the human perspective; he considero their efforts to 

be arrogant. 

Just as the Reform theologian Dr. Jakob Petuchoveki asks if "the 

'God of the Philosophers,' can be eo cavalierly diBllieeed f'rom the .mind 

of the 20th- century Jev,"60 Kau.f'mah seems to be asking if--the way 
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modern man thinks, conceptualizes the world, and pro~esses information, 

can be so "cavalierly dismissed" from the 20th-century mind? The 

implication here is that even if Heschel adheres to his "God is the 

subject" perspective, he must also attempt to address modern man in 

terms which be can understand. As a philosopher, Hescbel cannot ignore 

those who conceptualize the world from another perspective; he must 

utilize the modern frame of reference if he vants to reach people on 

their level. It is almost as if Kaufman is asking Hescbel to use Reason 

to defeat Reason. 

Given this perspective, we can understand that for Kaufman and 

others, Heschel' s "ontologi.cal presupposition" and belief that "God is 

the subject," do not address the problems of the modern mind. These 
. 

cr.itics see such terms as evasive since they do not answer the questions 

of those who are not predisposed towards Heschel's theology. Thus if 

J!eschel truly van ta to atop "begging the question" and break his cycle 

of circular reasoning, he must address modern man's problems from modern 

' man' s perspective in a language which he c~ understand. It follows 

that Kaufman, Fox, and others do not feel that Heschel' s "philosophy of 

religion" is accessible to the atheist,....agnosti.c, skeptic, or 
I 

questioning intellectual. Kaufman explains why Heschel's lack of 

sustained argument renders his theology meaningless to many: 

Heschel relies heavily on his conception of revelation
1
as 

God's quest for .man. To many minds, this conception is simply 
too anthropomor~hic to stand the test of rational scrutiny. 
Moreover, to those seeking a tenable idea of God, Hescbel' s 
"Copernican revolution" begs the question. Conaider an 
intellectual person seekin8 a tenable idea of God, vho is told 
that God is seekin& him. Such a person would probably 
conaider the idea of God's quest for man as an arbitrary way 
ot tei-,ntgf tin& open-minded theological discussion and 
inquiry. 
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Dr. Eugene Borowitz ehares the point of view that Heechel is 

doctrinally intolerant. A few initial observations are necessary 

' concerning Borovitz'e Chapter "Abraham Joshua Heechel and Joseph Baer 

Soloveitchik: The 1iew Orthodoxy." This brief analy~is reflects 

Borovitz 's attempt to present a balanced view of Heechel's etrengthe and 

weaknesses as a religious thinker; both positive assessments and 

critical observations are therefore included within it. In his 

preliminary comments Borowitz addresses Hescbel's presentation of 

ideas. He notes that Heechel' s method of articulating bis "philosophy" 

ie difficult for many to penetrate because his arguments do not proceed 

. i · f h . . 62 in a inear as ion. Fer Borovitz, Reschel'e mode of communication, 

like his "philosophy of religion" tends to "point to" or "allude to". a 

meaning beyond itself. As he ex~lains, Heschel's sentences are not 

"additive," nor are hie paragraphs "ladderlike in their progression,"63 

yet be is able to make "structure emerge. "64 This point is well taken 

when we consider that Hesche~'s tvo moat sympathetic expositore--John . 
Merkle and Fritz Rotbscbild--each altered Heschel 's conceptual structure 

of ideas when they attempted to present their respective understandings 

of Heschel' e "philosophy. 065 

Turnill8 to the oft-mentioned criticism that Hescbel bas little 

sympathy for those who do not agree with him, we note that Borowitz 

cballell8es Heschel from the Reform perspective. Citing Heschel's 
~ 

reliance on biblical thought and the oral tradition, Borowitz 

c:ategorizes Heschel'a position as "a sophisticated fundamentalism , "66 

and places him to the right of the religious apectrwa. Borowitz sees 

Hescbel as "Orthodox •• • or at least to the far right of the Conservative 

movement. "67 Thia categorization allon Bor0witz to attac.k both 
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Hesch.el and the tradi tional stance of all those who adhere t'o the diNine 

authorship and authority of the written and oral Torah. Borovitz 

~ 

registers the protestations of many liberal Jews vhen he takes Heschel 

and other "Torah-true" Jews to task for their religious intolerance 

which stems from an absolute certainty vis a vis biblical revelation. 

For Borovitz Heechel's i mmovable faith in this doctrine creates an 

obstinacy which renders him incapable of adequately responding to those 

who have not adopted bis views. In contrast to Ben-Horio for vhom the 

culprit is "mysticism," for Borowi tz, Heschel ' s major stumbling block is 

the rigidity of bis traditionalist position vis a vis revelation. Since 

Borovitz believes that it is Heschel ' e faith in di vine revelation that 

causes him to fail "to see the validity of the questi9na that come from 

the other side .•• , 68 tbe thrust of his objections are not unique toe 

critique of Heschel. In thi s sense Borovi tz' a observations could just 

as vell be the liberal Jews' objections to the Orthodox position that 

the Torah is a;.vine • 
• • 

Although Borovitz's challenges to Heschel's ideology are not unique 

to a critique of Beachel, Borovitz'e objections to his mode of 

expression do address Beachel in particu}4r. L ke1those critics who 

accuse Beachel of engaging in tautology and inflated rhetoric, Borovi tz 

accuses Hescbel of using aphorisms to circumvent rigorous debate: 

Almost as with a Zen koan or a Hasidic master's epigram, 
enllgbtenaent may strike. Yet the repeated exposure to that 
treatment, particularly in vorka that call the11selvg~ 
"philosophy," makes one increasingly uncoafortable. 

/. 

Both Kaufman and Borovi tz provoke the question: Does one espousing 

a "philosophy" have the obligation to refute his critics? Moreover, must 

the "philosopher" employ t he eam.e terms and aoties of reasoning hie 

critics do if he wishes to advance a polemic? We beg$ll this chapter with 
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higher unity of rational tholJ8ht and mystical insight."70 The 

implication here is that Heschel is not being asked to abandon his 
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intuitive epistemology nor any other of his theological values, but Dr. 

Petuchovski and others are asking Heschel to addTess his readership on a 

rational level as ye 11 as on an intuitive and biblical one. Thus these 

critics do not seem to find fault with Heschel for employing an intuitive 

epistemology; their problem seems to lie with him employing only an 

intuitive epistemology. 

An avici defender of "biblical philosophy," E. LaB. Cherbonnier 

challenges Dr. Petuchovski'a analysis of Heschel. In "A. J. Heschel and 

the Phi losophy of the Bible: Mystic or Rationalist?"71 Cherbonnier 

refutes the charge that Heschel is a mystic vho disparages Reason, and he 

attempts to defend "biblical philosophy" as a valid world-view. 

Cherbonnier's response to the contention that Hescbel rejects rational 

disc~ -rse is twofold: he holds that the "Biblical conception of God 

offers the only hope for a truly rational pbilosophy,"72 and be seeks to 

debunk the "God of the Philosopbers. "73 _pherbonnier'a first premise 

reiterates Heschel's belief that the Bible' is consistent with the lava of 

logic . I n order to prove Heachel'a allegiance to Reason, Cherbonnier 

quotes his statement that "without reason, faith becomes blp,id ••• Tb~ 

rejection of reason is cowardice and betrays a lack of faitb."74 His 

second observation--that the "God of the Philosophers" has been proven 

inadequate--is based on Cherbonnier's colllllitment to Heachel'a "God of 

Pathos." This conception will be discussed in fUrther detail in Chapters 

3 and 4 . 

iltholJ8h Cberbonnier, like Heechel, contends th.at the Bible offers 

us a legitimate philosophy, be does not explain vby. Rather his method 

• 
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of argumentation rests upon his attempts to prove the fallibilitY. of 

post- biblical traditional religious thought. According to this view: 

' "since the philosophers' god has failed to vindicate itself at the bar of 

reason, the God of the prophets (must) be given a chance ... 75 Ultimatel.y, 

Cherbonnier' s defense of "biblical philosophy" depends upon our 

acceptance of his view that the "God of the Prophets" or the "God of 

Pathos" is superior to the "god of the philosophers." 

Cherbonnier's defense of Heschel does not directly address the 

question: What makes "biblical philosophy" a "philosophy?" Is it a 

coherent vorld-viev? Nor does Cherbonnier establish any criter~a for 

establishing a particular world-view as "philosophical." Yet his polemic 

against Heschel's critics does succeed on a different level: he shifts 

the "burden of proof" away from "biblical philosophy" to its 

adversaries. Thus Cherbonnier implies that it is not Heschel's task to 

prove the Bible espouses a legitimate philosophy, rather his critics must 

prove that a biblical vorld-viev is "unphilosopbical. "76 11.oreover, 
t. 

Cherbonnier holds Heschel's view that the modern mind is particularly 

prone to biases which are based on limiting preconceived notions. As be 

states in "Heschel's Time-Bomb": "If Biblicai' fdeas are philosophically 

untenable, let this be openly demonstrated. Mental habit, however , has 

.proven stronger than logic. Beca\lse of their formal shortcomings and 

because they do not fit the usual textbook specifications, Bibli1cal ideas 

have, in effect, been subj~cted to a kind of censorehip."77 

Actually Cherbonnier and Heschel are prot esting the view that 

"philosophy" is a monopoly of the Greek Aristotelian "tradition." 

Cherbonnier questions •b.1 the presuppoei tions: the world was created by 

a Creator- God and the "God of Pathos" are considered less "philosophical" 
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than the "rational view": God is an "Unmoved Mover." Vby i s it 

considered more "objective" and "rational" to assume that life has no 

' 
d}.vine purpose than it is to assume we were created fo r a transcendent 

reason? 

By reversing the "burden of proof" and shifting it from Heechel and 

those who defend " biblical philosophy" to the "rationalists," Cherbonnier 

offers an innovative defense. In a sense, Cherbonnier uses the very same 

criticisms which have been employed against Heechel to attack hie critics 

and "rational philosophy." Yet ultimately the reader is given no new 

in.ei.ghte as to wbJ· he should consider Heechel' s ideas or "biblical 

philosophy" systematic conceptualizations of the world. One insight the 

reader does gain, however, is why Reason is suspect. Although Sol 
. 

Tanenzapf believes "Cherbonnier ' s response to Heechel's critics is the 

most successful,"78 the question we come away rith after reading 

Cherbonnier is: does distrust of "rational analysis" justify the 

acceptance of a biblical vorld-view1 

~ .. 
Emil Fackenheim attempts to resolve the issue of whether the burden 

of rational/philosophical proof lies vith Beachel or with bis critics by 

claiming that Heschel is "a l:."eligious thinker . "79" !Drawing an analogy 

between Heschel and the school of Kalam,80 Fackenheim sees Heschel as an 

apologist, not a systematic philosopher. Hence Beachel need not worry 
I . 

about hie "ontological presupposition," the rationalists' demands for 

proofs, or his own reliance upon "mysticism"; since he is a "committed 

religious thinker. "81 As Fackenheim explains: "Unless this vri ter ie 

mistaken, some of the religiously-minded &mOD§ Heechel'e critics look to 

him tor the performance of one task, when in fact he performs another.•82 
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For Fackenhei.m, "The thinking in God in Search of Kan is religious 

thinking and nothing else. "83 By dieti.nguiehing betveen "committed 

religious thinking" and "uncommitted philosophical thinking," this 

defender hopes to free Beachel from the fetters of rational speculation. 

Heachel's theology is thus labelled as "midrash."84 Because Fackenheim 

believes that Heechel'e critics do not understand his task, he attempts 

to define it for them: because Heschel is an apologist , he is not 

r equired to justify his poei ti on before the "modern mind." Heschel bas 

the right to presuppose the Torah is "min bashamayi.m. ,,SS Thus, for 

Fackenheim, Heschel does not "beg the question," as a "religious thinker" 

he is entitled to begin with hie standpoint. 

One wonders vhen reading Fackenhei.m if lieechel saw his "philosophy 

of religion," "philosophy of Judaism," and "biblical. philosophy" as 

"religious thinking and nothing else . " The word "philosophy" is so 

prominent in aJ..l of Heschel' s writing, and his knowledge of this 

discipline is so erudite, it is hard to i.mQ8ine that Heschel did not 

4 
choose this term carefully. Does Fackenheim'e defense of Heachel come at 

the expense of the latter ' s intended purpose? It is one thing to claim 

that Beachel'a intention~to write a phi}-osophy--does not fit a certain 

criterion, and yet quite another to eta te that this is not Heschel' a 

professed purpose or goal. One cannot help but feel that Fackenhei.m 

minimizes both Heechel 's approach to religion and hie crit~c~' objections 

by classifying Heechel, as a "committed religious thinker." As Sol 

Tanenzapf observes in "Beachel and his Cri tice": "Emil 

Fackenhel.11 ••• attempte to defend Heecbel against the object ions of his 

critics but does so by making him impervious to philosophical 

analyeie."86 
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both Heschel ' a epistemology and his critics' reservations out the 
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window. Fackenheim, some feel, does not defend Beachel; he ends the 

grounds for debate. According to this view, Heschel'a critics 

demonstrate more respect towards "biblical philosophy" than does 

Fackenheim; they take it seriously enough to refute it. Both John Merkle 

and Edvard Kaplan-defenders of Beachel-- take issue vi th Fackenheim' s 

position. As Kaplan states: "Fackenheim is mistaken to separate the 

different modes of Heschel's discourse and to reject the conceptual in 

favor of the expressive ..... 87 Merkle, rejecting Fackenheim's analysis , 

claims that be recognizes Heschel' s "rational and coherent 

vorld- viev."88 As ve noted earlier, Fritz Rothschild , an authoritative 

expositor, also bolds that Heschel's "philosophy" is based on well 

formulated analytic methodology. 

One studying Heschel must attempt to answer the following questions 

for hi..lllself: Does he present his ideas in a coherent, logical, and 

progressive fas~~n? Is one obligated to pay tribute to the tradition of 

"rational speculation" if he wishes to be considered a "philosopher"?, 

and can a "philosophy" which stems from "biblical t~ought" be granted the 

same validity as one based on Aristotelian metaphysics or any other 

category? The answer to these questions, of course , is subjective. This 

is why Heschel, his critics, and his adherents are ell8aged in a deba~ , 

the nature of vhich transcends the particular issue at hand. Vb.at does 

not seem to be subjective however, is Heechel's goal--his intention is to 

present "a philosophy," not a homily. 

Edward Kaplan, the last expositor we will discuae in this chapter, 

ia novel in hie approach to Heachel . He uaes Heschel's poetic l&ng\188e 

I 



56 

in order to defend hie streJ18th as a philosopher. Kaplan's view of 

Heschel'a poetic language stands in direct opposition to Arthur Cohen's 

critique. For the former, Heschel's rhetoric powerfully enhances the 

persuasiveness of hie "philosop~," whereas for the latter, it is his 

"undoiJ18." For Kaplan, Hescbel' s exceptional style is a didactic tool 

which provides him with an effective vehicle for communicating with his 

read ere. It is precisely Heschel' s poetic use of l&Jl8uage which en.a blee 

him to penetrate our indifference, con.fu.eion, and skepticism and get bis 

theological message across. Moreover, Heechel'e genre of vritin8 serves 

him better than a more prosaic form of argumentation. As Kaplan states 

in "Mysticism and Despair in Abraham J. Hescbel' s Religious Thought," 

"Heschel bas replaced rational discourse with highly condensed imagery 

d t d d t b u ht · th · f t • l i nB9 an ex en e me ap or. .e are caug l.n e vl.se o poe l.C og c ••• 

Thia observation concurs with Fox ' s statement that Heschel'a 

approach is "kerygma tic." 90 According to this view, Hes cbe l' s approach 

is to use p88sionate and evocative language aimed at appealing to the 

readers' emotions. Heschel's style ie congenial to convinci..Jl8 his 

read~s; once his poetic language establi&hes a connection with his 

readers' emotions, they are open and responsive to the profound 

theological concepts which Hescbel expo1l:nds. Thus for Kaplan, Beachel' e 
l 

use of metaphor and poetry are inextricably linked to bis polemic. 

Koreover, Kaplan believes Reechel's method is far more effective in 

convertin8 people to his vantage point than a "textbook 1approacb." As he 
. 

sta tes: "The poetio elements of Hescbel's style play an essential part 

in convertin8 coneciousnees . "91 

For Kaplan, unlike other critics , Heschel 'e rhetoric speaks direct ly 

to modern aan' e predicuent and especially to the problea of doubt . 
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Unlike those vho claim contemporary man demands Reason and rational 

analysis, Kaplan believes he desires poetry, eethetic beauty, and 

passion. In this expositor's assessment, Heecbel'e words are uniquely 

suited for the modern man, an individual who feels eJ18Ulfed in Kafkaesque 

despair. Heechel initially identi!iee the depth of man's problems and 

then moves forward and introduces him to a new and redemptive 

world-view. Because Heecbel seeks to penetrate clicbee, be reaches both 

the reader' e heart and mind. Bence for Kaplan, Heechel' e laD8\1.&ge serves 

a dialectical function: first he penetrates the reader's preconceived 

notions by jolting him to awareness, next bis captivating and passionate 

imagery establishes a rapport with bis reader, and ultimately the reader 

accepts Heecbel' e spiritually exhilarating alternative over tlie statue 

quo. For Kaplan it is Heecbel' e use of l8J18Uage which aoves bis polellic . 
forvard.92 

I 
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Chapter !hree: DIYID PHllOS AID 'l'HB COD or DB PllOPllBTS 

Consistent with Heschel's intuitive epistemology is hie theory of 

"di-vine pathoa . "1 Just as111an'e emotional flashes of insight are 

elevated over hie rational abilities, so too is the "God of Pathos" 

elevated over the "God of the Philosophers." Heschel not only seeks to 

refute the Greek metaphysical categories of knowledge, he also 

challet)8es the classical Greek and later philosophical tradition's 

understandings of deity. Unlike those vho strive to arrive at a 

synthesis or "unity" between the "prophetic" exper ience of God with 

later philosophical conceptions , Heechel's position is that these 

respective views are mutually exclusive . 

For Heschel, the prophet's experience of God is the antithesis of 

Aristotelian conceptions of deity. The prophet pereeives God as an 

emotional, suffering, caring deity, one who is directly involved in the 

affairs of men. The Greek tradition and other prevaili08 philosophies 

and theologies, on the other hand , depict God as a detached and 

uninvolved P~tity--one who is void of emotional attachments to 

humanity. For Heschel the latter conception, although dominant in 

Western thoU8ht, is implausible. An interpretation of God which renders 
, -. 

him unemotional and incapable of demonstrating concern is not 

nauthentically Jewish." The idea of a "living God" assumes that God is 

:intimately involved in history as opposed to a static, det~hed, and 

"apathetic" entity. 

A theory of God which understands Him to be the First Cause or 

Unmoved Mover, is, according to Heschel, built upon erroneous Greek 

conceptions of perfection. Much of The Prophets is devoted to the 

explication and refutation of certain fundamental Greek aeewaptions. 
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Hie polemic ie a protestation against the incorporation of these 

assumptions into poet-biblical theologies. Heechel believes it is 

erroneous to adopt the view, that which ie perfect cannot change, react. 

or feel. Moreover, the very "qualities" of an immutable God are an 

anathema to Biblical, ergo "aut~entic" Judaism. Ae Heechel states in 

hie article, "The Divine Pathos": 

Authentic Jevieh t hought evaluates the emotions in a manner 
diametrically opposed to the Greek view. The emotions have 
often been regarded as inspirations from God, as the 
reflection of a bigber power. Heither in the legal nor in the 
moral parts of the Bible ie there a suggestion that the 
desires and the passions are to be negated. Asceticism was 
not the ideal of biblical man. Since the feelings were 
conei~red valuable, there was no reason to eliminate them 
from the conception of God. An apathetic and ascetic God 
would have struck biblical man with a sense not of dignity and 
grandeur but rather of poverty and emptiness. Only through 
arbitrary allegorizing vas later re~igious philosophy able to 
find an apathetic God in the Bible. • 

Another Greek premise later adopted by Western thought which 

Heechel questions, ie the idea that reason and emotion are by necessity 

enemies. Heechel notes that the Greek concept of the emoti onal facuity 

includeµ irrational and capricious aspects. 
' . . 

Ancient conceptions of deities understood them to be whimsical, 

unpredictable creatures; the later philosophical traditions sought to 
r\ 

rectify such notions by devising a eelf- euff'i.cient, self-contained God 

who was never subject to any change. In Heschel's view., biblical man 

did not see emotion and reason as being at odds with each other. The 
' 

prophet understood that God's emotions were predicated on "e~hoe, "3 not 

caprice . God's involvement with man, and Hie reactions to him are 

reasonable--they correspond to a given situation. For Heschel, there is 

no dichotomy between .. divine pathos" and reason. The error of Western 

thought lies in the assuaption that aora~ absolutes preclude God's 
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dynamic and emotional involvement in history. The traditional 

philosophical concepts of absolutes render God static. For Beachel, God 

is always moral, always ethical; yet his reac tions to man can always 

• change. Hence Heschel's theory of "divine pathos" does more than 

forward an understanding of God's relat~onship to man, it also refutes a 

vast array of philosophical and theological notions. Fritz Rothschild 

describes the revolutionary implications of Heschel's theology: 

Surely a thinker who has thrown down the gauntlet to the whole 
venerable tradition of Jevisll and Christian meta~hysical 
theology which includes Philo, Saadia Gaon, and Maimonides, 
and who proclaims that Greek categories such as "being" are 
inadequate to Judaism, and must be replaced by a new set of 
categories derived from biblical thinking, must expect 
brickbats from many directi6ns. To replace Aristotle's 
Unmoved Mover vitb the Bible's Most Moved Mover and to argue 
for an o.nthropopathic God against Ra.mbem1 s austerely 
de-JllYthologized Deity is no minor matter. The last prominent 
thinker who did something similar was Judah Halevi., o was 
forgiven by historians of Jewish philosophy on th grounds 
that the Kuzari was really a book of apologetics rather than 
of philosophic thought, and tha4 the author was a poet rather 
than a systematic philosopher." 

Just as Heschel is committed to man's involvement and emotional 

investment in G~d, so too , is he dedicated to God's concern and 

passionate attachment to man. "Divine pathos" is congruent with 

Heschel's view of the divine-human relationahip--a relationship which is 
/, 

characterized by mutual conceNl. God and man are engaged in a dialogue, 

one in which each party reacts. Heschel does not see God as the "Wholly 

Other"--for such an antithesis between God and man would render Him 
' 

unapproachable. AltholJ8h man cannot understand God's essence, he C8ll 

understand his own relationship to God and therefore engage in a 

dialogue. Beachel explains the divine-human relationship in The 

Insecurity of Freedom: "Man is not because of what he bas in co-on 

with the earth, but because of what he baa in co•on with God. The 
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Creek thinkers sought to understand man ae part of the universe; the 

prophets sought to understand man as a partner 0°f God ... 5. 

Heschel's God interacts with man, their relationship constitutes an 

on-going dynamic process. The theory of "divine pathos" refutes any 

theology which understands. Cod to be static, or unresponsive. Cod is 

intimately concerned with the individual, the Jewish people, and all of 

humanity. One reading Heschel may be tempted to draw analogies between 

his theory of "divine pathos" and Martin B11ber's understanding of the 

"I-Tho11" relationship. Yet there are significant differences which are 

instructive. A brief comparison elucidates the prominence biblical 

thought plays in Heschel's theology, and the crucial difference between 

"Codie the Subject" and "I and Thou." For Beachel, God is the focus of 

the divine-human relationship. The Proph&t experiences sympathy with 

Him; he is vell aware before whom he stands. Although the prophet and 

God are partners, they are not equal partners. As Eugene Borowitz 

explains: 

l ... [Heschel] ••• gives God a far greater place in the moment of 
prophetic sympathy than Buber seems to find ~ the "I-Thou" 
relationship. While the prophet is not overcome to the point 
of loss of self or union with divinity, it is nonetheless God, 
the one real Kaster of tne universe, he stands in relation 
~o • •• For it is not ag Buber sayJ;" just presence which the 
prophet expe~iences. 1 

In 'l'heologians At Vork, Beachel offers a critique of the "I-Thou" 

relation.ship which illustrates the centrality of ~rophecy in hie 

theological scheme: 

[Buber] belie;ed it ea a v~e encounter. That is untenable. A 
Jew cannot live by such a conception of revelation. Buber does not 
do justice to the claims of the prophets. So I choose between him 
and the Bible itself. 'l'be Bible says God spoke to aen--a 
cballensiJl&, eabarrueins, and overwhelaiJl& claia. I have trouble 
with a8Jl1' thill8s He said, but I have to accept them. If I don't 
accept the claim that God epok' to the prophets, then I detach 
myself from t~e biblical roots. Bulier vaa a person of depth and 

t 
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greatness, but on many points he was not able to reach the Jewish 
people. One of the weakneeees in Buber, who was an exceediJl8ly 
learned men, vas that he was not at home in rabbinic literature. 
That covers many years. A lot bas happened ~tween the Bible and 
Haeidism that Buber did not pay attention to. 

Thus ve see that for Heschel God is neither engaged in a monologue 

nor in a totally mutual dialogue with man~ Rather, when God and the 

prophet interact both are aware that "God is the subject ." God and man 

are partners; yet man's position vis a vis God is one of "object." 

"Biblical philosophy" places the prophet in the role of "sympathizer" 

Yi.th God. God is not static; He is concerned Yi.th man, yet both parties 

are aware that God is the focal point; it is man's task to help Him. 

"Divine pathos" has two essential components . It instructs us 

about the manifestations of God's concern: pain, suffering, love, wrath 

etc. It further describes the prophet's understanding of God, namely, 

hie sympathy and identification with God's emotions. The first premise 

of this equation--that God euffers--hae ramifications for man's current 

situation. Whenever God witnesses injustice, He experiences pain. (The 

modern implicati~ of this aspect of "divine pathos" vill be explored 
• 

in further detail later in this chapter) . 

Bow we will concern ourselves vith the biblical aspect of "divine 

pathoe"~the phenomenon of prophetic consciousness. The prophet's 

experience of God is both archetypal and unique; archetypal because it 

serves as a blueprint for all mankind as to how we should ideall)' react 

to God ' s emotions, and unique because we are not prophets. As Beachel 

states: "It is a cla.im almost arrogant enough to say that I• m a 
~ 

descendant of the prophets, what is called Bnai levi'im. So let us hope 

and 'Pray that I am worthy of being a descendant of the prophets . "8 
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For Heschel, the prophet's relationship with God exemplifies an 

awareness that "God is the subject." Moreover, the prophet, .a human 

being, "employs notes an octave too high for human eara."9 Unlike 

modern man, the prophet's extreme sensitivity to God's concerns, allows 

him to identify them and make them his ovn. The prophets see the vorld 

from the point of view of God, as a transcendent, not immanent truth. 10 

...... 
Unaware that "God is in search of lllllll," the modern mllid is estranged and 

alienated from the divine source. The prophet, on the other hand, is 

filled with a sense of God's needs. Prophetic awareness of God serves 

as a timeless ideal; it is a touchstone for every generation: 

Others may suffer from the terrors of cosmic aloneness, ..the 
prophet is overwhelmed by the grandeur of divine presen~e, He 
is incapable of isolating the world. There is an interaction 
between man and God which to disregard1 ~ an act of 
insolence. Isolation is a fairy tale. • 

In explicating the impact of "divine pathos" upon the personality 

of the prophet, Heschel disavows two conventional notions of prophecy: 

the idea that the prophet was not fully human, i.e., that he was endowed 

vith supernatural powers, 12 and the idea that be was a "moutbpiece"13 

for God, •i.e., that be was a passive recipient of a divine message. The 

theory of "divine pathos" implies that the prophet never relinquishes 

his unique personality, nor is the prophe~ &\different species of 

humanity. Rather, the prophet's gift lies in bis ability to 

"sympathize" vi th God's emotions and concerns. Prophetic consciousness 
. 

can be characterized as awareness of the dynamic relationship, and of 

the process of action and reaction between God and man. AlthoU&h the 

prophet is overwhelmed by God, he never loses himself in the encounter; 

he remains cognizant of his ovn person. The prophet's ma.rk of 
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distinction is his ability to "bold God and man in a single thougbt."14 

Haschel explains prophetic consciousness as follows: 

An analysis of prophetic utterances shove that the fundamental 
experience of the prophet is a fellowship with the feelings of 
God. a 8f!Patby with the divine pathos. a commwiion with the 
divine consciousness which comes about through the prophet's 
reflection of. or participation in, the divine pathos. The 
typical prophetic state of mind is one of being taken up into 
the heart of the divine pathos. Sympathy is the prop~t'e 
answer to inspiration, the correlative to revelation. 

It must be noted that although Heschel discusses the prophet's 

identification vi th God' e "emotions" or "pathos , " he never categorizes 

these characteristics as "essential attributes of God." The terms 

"emotion" and "feel~g" are never used to describe God's essence; they 

are terms which describe relational aspects of deity. Because Heechel 

believes that "transitive" concern as opposed to self-centered.Dees (or 

"reflexive concern") characterizes God's relationship with man, " pathos" 

is used to describe God's involvement with human history. It is God's 

relationshi~ with man that is mutable and dynamic, not His nature. We 

noted in Chapter One the dichotomy between "conceptual" and "situational 

' thi!ucing." God is concerned with man's immediate situation, hence His 

emotions, suffering, and relationship with man reflect historical 

realities . 

Since God ' s nature and essence are not subject to change, Heechel's 

God is not capricious. Moreover, although God reacts to aan, his 
.... 

reactions are never arbitrary. Hie "pathos" is always cons~eten~ with 

Hie "ethos ." God's emotions are always a just response to •an's 

situation. Hence Heschel is careful to distinguish between God's wrath 

and human 8Jl8er. DivUie wrath is alw~e tbe appropriate reaction to 

hUJDaD injuatic~; moreover vhen the prophet conveys God's wrath it ia . 
alva3s with the hope man vill ch8.Jl8e, that he will turn from evil. For 



65 

Heechel it is essential that God bas the freedom to change hie emotions 
. 

and reactions; this freedom allows God to forgive man's transgressions 

and to respond to sins with mercy. If God's emotions were not subject 

to change , He would be bound by static human imperatives. Since "ethos" 

characterizes hie emotions, ·God reacts to man with compassion. 

Prophetic eym~athy does not seek t o understand God's nature. The 

prophets do not ask "who is God?"; rather they ask "what does God 

want?" Heechel's distinction between God's relation to man's situation 

and his "essential attributes" is an attempt to separate God from 

archaic or "anthropomorphic" conceptualizations. Ae Nathan Rotenstreich 

points out in "On Prophetic Conscioueneee": 

Heechel vae clearly &ttempting to present hie ovn version of 
the "God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob" as against the "God of 
the Philosophers." Because of this theological or systematic 
motivation he emphasized strongly God's turning to men as an 
ul tim.ate direction encountered by proJ!hetic consciousness, or, 
let us sa,y, living in the prophetic consciousness. Hie 
distinction between declaration of will and the disclosure of 
essence' is not very far removed from the medieval distinction 
between the sttributae of essence and attributes of action, 16 whereby only the latter are open and understandable to man. 

Though Heschel distinguishes between God's essence and the 

manifestations of his "transitive concern, " his notion of God flies in r, 
I 

the face of traditional theology. Aa Fritz Rothschild eta tee: "The 

notion of a God of pathos whose chief characteristic is concern for and 

participation in the lives of his creatures is diamet~ically oppo~ed to 

the mainstream of Jewish, Moslem, and Christian metaph,ysical theology 

throughout the last two millennia." 17 

""> 
Heschel tlnde the Greek idea of in impassible God unacceptable. 

In bis mind the Unmoved Kover is apathe t ic. Vby pray to a deity who · 

has no stake in huaan existence? He8chel's God responds, feels, 

• I 
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suffers, and "needs man." Yet does this make Him "anthropomorphic"? 

In John Merkle'e view, the distinction Beachel dra~s between God ' s 

essence and the manifestations of Hie relationship to man are crucial: 

The fact that God's modes of reacting to the world are mutable 
does not mean that God changes in essence. To be, in essence, 
passible is not the same. as passible essence. To be, in 
essence passible is to be by nature a being vho may change 
modes of action and reaction; to have a passible essence is to 
have a changing nature--fof

8
example; nov human, now divine, or 

now living, nov inanimate. 

For Heschel, God can still be God while demonstratiD8 emotions. 

Unlike the Greek concept of "perfection" which is unchanging and 

entirely self-sufficient, the Biblical concept of divine perfection 

understands responsiveness and involvement as critical. Consequently, A 

god who shove no concern for man cannot be God. Religion and prayer, in 
. 

Heschel' a scheme, would be obsolete if man did n.ot believe God cares and 

has a stake in human welfare. As Heecbel states in "The Spirit of 

Prayer": 

Decisive is not the mystic experience of our being close 
t o Him; decisive is not our feeling but our certainty of Hie 
'9iD8 close to ua-- although ev~n His presence is veiled and 
beyond the scope of our emotion. Decisive is not" our emotion 
but our conviction. I£ such conviction is lacking, if the 
presence of God is a myth, then prayer to God is a delusion. 
If God is unablf

9
to listen to us, \hen we are i nsane in 

talki.D8 to Him. ' 

In Man is Bot Alone and God In Search of Kan Beachel extends his 

discussion of "divine pathos" from prophetic consciousness to the .... 

universal situation of every man. Because Beachel believes that the 

Bible speaks directly to our current predicaments, hie theology attempts 

to apply its universal truths to modern problems. The God who euee for 

prophetic devotion is also calling for our response. "He vho seeks an 

answer to the most pressing question, what is livin8? will find an 

answer in the Bible: 'man• e dee tiny is to be J>artner rather than a 
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20 master." Just as the prophet was called upon to respond to God's 

needs, we are being asked to answer God's call. 

"Our task is to concur with His interest, to carry out His vision 

of our task. God is in need of man for the attainment of His 

d .. 21 en s •.• Modern man, like his biblical ancestors, is being called 

upon to recognize "God needs him." 1rhe divine-human partnership is just 

as relevant in the atomic age as it was in prophetic times. Moreover, 

God still reacts to humanity's plights, the idea of an emotive God is 

not a primitive notion which we have outgrown, but rather it is an 

everpresent reality. 

Yet doesn't the premise "God needs man" negate his omnipotence? 

How could God "need" anyone or anything? Heschel directly addresses 

this question with his doctrine of divine freedom. God chose to 

construct the world in such a way that man would be involved. Humanity 

must enter in to a covenantal re la tionshi·p and take responsibility for 

its role in the partnership. "His need is a self-imposed concern. God 

is now in need of ·man, because He freely made him a partner in His 

enterprise, 'a partner in the work of creation.' 1122 

God does not "need man" because of any weakness on His part, but 

rather because of a choice He made. Man was given the opportunity to 

become involved in a relationship, to become a righteous, responsive, 

individual. If God had constructed the world without the potential for 

the divine-human covenant, humanity could not realize its highest 

aspiration. Hence for Heschel, human "free will" is the corollary to 

the idea of partnership. Human freedom provides us with the 

opportunities of living righteously. This is the path God desires for 

us: 
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The Bible is not a history of the Jewish people , but the . 
story of God's quest of righteous man. Because of the failure 
of the human species as a vhole to follow on the path of 
righteoUStless, it is the individual--Noah, Abraham--a people: 
Israel-or a remnant of the people, on which the task is 
best~!ed to satisfy that quest by making every man a righteous 
man. 
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God, in accordance with His freedom, chose to create a world which 

gives man an active role. This implies that m.an can choose to enter 

into a covenant or partnership with deity, or he can choose another 

course. Beca~se God created man as a being who possesses the 

possibility of reaching his fullest potential . he was created with free 

will. Hence, human evil is not indicative of God's weakness; it is a 

reflection of man's refusal to fill bis part of the covenantal 

relationship. Ergo, God deeply desires that man enters into the 

divine-human partnership, yet he cannot force him to do so or it would 

not be a "partnership." Free will has two opposing aspects: i t allows 

man to live up to his creed as one "created in the image of God," and it 

also makes it possible for man to choose othervise--he~e there is 

evil. If man had not ~en given freedom to enter into a relationship 

with God of his own volition, he would be a static entity. Moreover, 

the beauty of the dynamic encounter between God and his 9-reations would 

be lost. "We are free to choose between good and evil: we are not free 

in having to choose. We are in fact compelled to choose. Thus all 

freedom is a situation of God's waiting for man to choose ... 24 

Although "God is waiting" for man~to choose between good and evil, 

he is not waiting placidly. In Heschel's eyes, the "God of Pathos" 

passionately desires human righteousness. Al tho\18b at times He appears 

to be "silent" or "hiding," God has also attempted to guide man 

~hl'OU&hout history. In a sense, God desperately wants man to ~e the 
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"right" choice; hence God "searches" for him and strives to comunicate 

vith him. God implores man to live righteously and to fight 48ainet 

evil: 
• 

Unless history is a vagary of nonsense , there must be a 
counterpart to the immense power of man to destroy, there must 
be a voice that says HO to man, a voice not vague, faint and 
inward, like qualms of conscience, but equal in spiritual 
might to man's power to destroy. 

The voice speaks to the spirit of prophetic man in 
singular moments of thei r lives and cries to the masses 
th.roug.h the horror of history. The prophets respond, the 
masses desJ>ai r. 

The Bible, speaking in the name of a Being that combines 
justice vit~gJDnipotence is the never-ceasing outcry of "NO" 
to humanity. 

For Heschel, the ultimate fulfillment of human freedom i s expressed 

through man's decision to enter into a partnership with.God. Fritz 

Rothschild ca:lls this "Heschel' A positive doctrine of freedom. ••26 

Freedom is choosing to transcend the finite ego and responding to the 

divine concern. Hence freedom is more than the ability to choose, i t is 

the ability to choose a life of involvement with God. As Rothschild 
• • explains: "As the object of divine transitive concern, man is; as 

knowing himself to be the object of divine concern and res ponding 

through acts of his ovn transitive concern, be is free ••• man is to be 

responsive before he can become responsible. 27 In Heschel's scheme , God 

and man share a co111Don goal, redemption. This will only come ~bout vben 

they work together in partnership. "He cannot do the job alone, beca~se 

he gave us freedom. And the whole hope of messianic rede11.ption depends 

·on God and on man. We must help Him. " 28 

Because the "God of Pathos" is intimate~ concerned with history 

and suffers when He vitneaaes cruelty, Hescbel believes that He is 

involved with all political and social justice issues. This belief 
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prompted Heechel to speak out on a vast array of modern concerns from a 

religious standpoint. Just as the "prophets and God mixed into social 

and political issues, •• 29 Heschel invoked the "God of Pathos" when he 
I 

discussed racism, the plight of Soviet Jews, and the Vietnam War. Since 

the "God of Pathos" cannot be separated frqm history, the pious 

individual cannot afford to be silent during times of social injustice. 

Hence for Beachel, the political issues of his day could not be 

separated from religion or an awareness of "divine pathos." In "The 

Moral Outrage of Vietnam," Heechel applies hie views of "divine pathos" 

to ~ contemporary political situation. The correlation he draws between 

God and American politics is in keepin8 with hie view that the Bible 

speaks to every hum.an situation. 

The encounter of man and God is an encounter vithin the 
world. We meet wit~a situation of shared suffering, of 
shared responsibility. 

The question addressed to everyone of us personally and 
collectively is this: ~hat shall I do to stop the killin8 and 
dying in Vietnam? It is this urgent question that ve all have 
in common at this moment, challengin8 equally our integrity, 
our right to irjvoke the name of Him ~o is the father of the 
Vietnamese as ii 11 as the Americans. 

While acknowledging hie lasting contribution to Jevieh philosophy 

and scholarship, Jacob Heusner attempts to separate H~bel' s theology 
I 

from hle social action involvements. He writes, "Heechel'e authentic 

existence, not hie public role as a Shaman for the left, focused upon 

' hie theological and scholarly enterprise. "32 Creating a dichotomy 

between Hescbel's public and privat4l. lives, and minimizing his political 

activities, Heusner asserts "this [political] side of Hescbel is 

superficial and unimportant and will be forgotten very soon, when the 

ieeuee of the day have chaJ18ed."33 Later events have called leusner's 
, 

perspective into question: those co1111itted to a black/Jewish .dialogue 
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recall his presence at the side of Martin Luther Ki118 in Selma;34 those 

concerned with Soviet Jewry remember bis passionate pleas on their 

behalf,35 and participants in the ecumenical dialogue still discuss 

Hescltel's meeting vith Pope Paul vr.36 Moreover, Heschel's major 

expositors all devote considerable attention to the relationship he saw 

between "divine pathos" and social justice. 

Heusner's interpretation of Heschel's "authentic existence" seems 

to negate the latter's understanding of theology. For Heschel , the "God 

of Pathos" is involved in every aspect of human existence; thus 

political and religious concerns are, by necessity, interrelated. As 

Heschel stated: "I've learned from the prophets I have to be involved 

in the affairs of man, in the affairs of suffering man. "37 Had Hescbel 

restricted his understanding of God to academia and "scholarly 

enterprises , " he would have been denyi118 the viability and truth of his 

theology. One might quibble with the particuiar stand Heschel took; yet 

it must be acknov ledged that not to have " taken a stand" would have been 

totally inconsistent vi.th his theological views. Heschel·s "philosophy 

of Judaism" was m~•ant to be practiced. It is a polemic calli118 for 

involvement in both the divine-human encounter and man's relationship to 

the world. To have restricted himself solely to the-realm of thought 
I 

would have been tantamount to denying the practical application of bis 

"philosophy." Beachel was compelled to practice what he preached. AB 

' 
Jakob Petuchovski stated in a commemorative address: "He lived bis own 

definition. ";a 

.. 
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Chapter Pour: !!118 QOD 01' !BB PHD.OSOPlllilS 

Eliezer Berkovits is the foremost critic of Heschel's theory of 

"divine pathos." Berkovits's sustained and biting attacks reflect many 

of traditional philosophy's assaults on biblical thought. The dispute 
\ 

between Heechel and Berkovits is a microcosm of a much larger historical 

debate, the clash between two opposing vorld-vieve: the biblical 

interp!etation of God as a personal caring deity vs. the Aristotelian 

conc,eptfon of God as an impassible Unmoved Mover. Indeed Heechel' s 

definition of a "philosophy of religion" captures the historical tension 

between these tvo conflicting perspectives. In Berkovi ts' s critique of 

"divine pathos" we see the "God of the Philosophers" confron~ the "God 
"' 

of the Prophete." · Moreover, we are provided with an example par 

excellence of "philosophy" taking "religion" to task for its lack'-Of 
' 

intellectual sophistication. Invoking Maimonides' theory of negative 

attributes, Berkovits levels challenges ~ainet the "God of Pathos" 

which address not ot.)1 Heschel but every school of thougM which 

understands God to be paseible. ' Hence Berkovite's critique of Heschel'e 

theology can be seen as more than a disagreement between tvo modern 

thinkers; it can also be viewed as the timeless and onJgoing dispute 

between Greek philosophy an~ rational speculation on the one hand, and 

biblical religion on the other. Regardless of whether the student 

agrees with Beachel or Berkovits, he will glean invaluable insights by 

stud,ying the issues of contention between these two first rate minds. 

Both men advance arguments which encapsulate traditions whose :i:apact 

upon, Western thoU&ht has been decisive. 

• Berkovits introduces hie arguaenta with the observation that 

Heschel is an Htreae literaliat in hie interpre•tion of scripture. By 

-
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taking biblical descriptions of God's love, anger, ~and pain at their 

word he ignores the "age-old problems of Jewish theology and 

philosopby."1 Biblical expressions of God's emotional state, for 

Berkovits, ar~o be interpreted as meta,i>hors, not reality. Bence · 

Beachel is guilty of espousing a theory laden with anthropomorphiBllls and 

anthropopathisms. The "God of Pathos" is created in Hes q_hel's image, as 

Berkovits explains: "The question of course is: by ascribing emotions 

to God, by allowing Him to be affected by lll8.ll, by conceiving Him as 

capable of joy and sorrow, pleasure and pain, don't we form Him in the 
• 2 

image of man?" 

The greates t challenge for the theologian ~d the pl!iloeopher, 
" 

according to Beachel, is to reconcile the language in the Bible~ith 

God's transcendence. For Berkovits a transcendent de~ is absolute and 

infinite, hence no finite or human characteristics can be ascribed to 

Him. God is a "Wholly Other " who cannot be understood in any human 

terms. ,Lxoreover, Berkovits is careful to point out that the nature of 

the difference between God and man is one of kind, not of degree. 

Beachel therefore errs in assuming that both God and man experience 

emotions, even though he statee--God's are, in a way, far greater. By 

allowing God and man to share certain attributes, Beachel commits 

blaspbeay-his "God of Pathos" ie finite. Aa· Berkovita explains: 

The essence of llaimonides' criticisa of the positive 
attributes of God is that all our concepts are derived from 
our finite experience; we can associate with the• only finite 
meantnas. Bo utter how auch we might aagnif'y or purify thea 
in tryill8 to apply thea to God, we either associate eoae 
positive meani!llg with the• in whi.ch case we shall be 
describing soaeth1118 finite that will have no relevance to 
Go~, or else we e~ll be using word~ without any meaningful 
positive content • 

Berkovite is well anre of Heachel's response to this point--God'a 

pathos is not 1181l's pathos. Yet he finds this stateaent proble'8t1c; 



Either God and man are so totally different that man is incapable of 

"sympathizing" with God, or the difference is only one' of degree and 

Beachel is guilty of creatill8 an anthropomorphic deity. Berkovite 

ul tiaa te ly builds his critique of Heschel on the assumption that the 

latter "creates God in man's image." Although Heechel asserts that 
I 

there is a qualitative difference between God's and man's emotional 
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·capacities, he nonetheless believes that there are commonalities. It is 

the prophet's ability to share God's feelings, and "participate in His 

life" which ere ate the "religion of eympa thy." In Berkovi ts' s opi.nion: 

Heschel'e theory of prophetic consciousness would be impossible if man 

did not share the same feelill8s as God--albeit to a lesser 9egree. 

John Merkle has an interesting response to Bqrkovits' e charge; he .. 
states: 

Heschel would probably say that the difference in ~gree is so 
great that that makes it a difference in kind, but not such a 
difference that the tvo have nothill8 in common. For Heachel, 
God and humane are different kinds of bei1J8s who, 
neverthfless, have being, and certain attribu.tes of beill8, in 
common. 

It becomes 9lear that the issue underlying the question: Are the 

differences between man and God ones of kind or ones of degree?, is: Is 

God a "Wholly Other" or a shari1J8 partner? Ultiaately, we must ask is 

God transcendent or immanent? Although both Beachel and Berkovits claim 

that God is both transcendent and i.llaanent, their respective 

understandings of these terms differ greatly. In Berkovits's scheme, 

Heschel's God cannot truly be transcendent because He shares common 

characteristics with man. Koreover in Heschel's scheme, Berkovite's God 

· cannot be 1-anent because He is not affected by His cNationa. John 

Jlerlde 88.flU to capture Beachel' s view on this latter point when he 

asks: "Is it not aore philosophicall7 consistent, 'aore logical,' to 

,,,--
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speak of God as both supreme Lord of history and also concerned for, and 

moved by, historical beings than it is to claim that God is impassible 

yet in relation to human beinge?"5 For Berkovits, a transcendent God by 

necessity is "Vholly Other"; and for Heschel an immanent God is by 

neceesi ty one whom shares in man's emotional state. Despite numerous 

statements to the contrary, both theologians are engaged in a debate as 

to the nature or essence of God. Heschel i s concerned with God' s 

presence !.n history; his visi on of deity is one of a concerned, 

emotional parti cipant in human affairs. Berkovite strespes God' s 

absolute dist inc tion from man; his vi ew of deirY reflects the Greek 
j 

philosophical conception that "that vhich is perfect cannot cbfiige. " 

Berkovits is well aware that we may perceive a tension between 

God's absolute immutability and Hi s awareness of humanity; hence he 

concedes that God is capabl e of perceiving the individual as a "concrete 

fact. J Yet Berkovits feels that ve shoul d call this t ension or paradox 

"a JllYstery" as opposed to labelling it "divine pathos.'' Berkovits 

explains: 

Why not reason in the following manner? It is inconceivable 
that the Supreae Bein8 should be passi ble. The ref ore th.ere 
could be- no such thing as divine p4tboa. At the same time , 
God realizes man as "a concrete fact . " However, in order to 
do that one aust feel hill , one must become aware o'f him 
emotionally. But God is free of pathos. Ergo, God's 
realising aan ae a concrete fact and not as an abstraction is 
enveloped in ayetery. We believe our way of reasoning is much 
aore valid\tban that of Beachel. For Dr. Hesehel commits the 
unforgivable fallacy of equating the human way of 6realizitl8 a 
felloW!llan a.e a concrete fact with the way of God. 

Whereas for Heechel God's ability to perceive man as an individual 

is the basis of hie theory of .. divine pathos·, " for Berkovits this divine 

qualit7 is a "~atery.• Berkovite believes that these two seemin&ly 

contradictory aspects of God--his absoluteness and his avaren4§ss of the 
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individual--is a paradox beyond our grasp. AccordiJ18 to Berkovits, 

"divine pathos" does not deal Yi th the absolute aspect of God, thus 

Heschel ignores half of the equation. The theory of "divine pathos" is 

not a theology, rather it is en attempt to ignore the inherent tension 

between God• s transcendence and i:mmanence. "Jewish theology begins vhen 

one realizes the implications of the presence of botp aspects, that of 

the absolute and of the personal, in the biblical co1ncept of God ••• Until 

be [Heschel] ' is ab~e to render the presence of pathos in the Absolute 

meaningful or sensible be cannot speak of a theology of pathos. 117 

Merkle notes that Hoschel and Berkovite each begin their polemibs Yitb J 

different "starting points. "8 Berkovits begins with the philosophical 

notion that God is impassible and "Wholly Other." Hescbel, on the other 

hand, starts rith the "biblical perspective that God is supreme but not 

the absolute antithesis of humanity . "9 

After discussing t.he anthropomorphism of Kescbel ' s "divine pathos," 

Berkovite examines the problems with bis conception of divine wrath. 

From a methodological standpoint this criticism is aimed at the internal 

inconsistency of Heschel ' s theology. Berkovite notes that Yhen the 

Bible co9veys God's emotions in a positive light, e.g., as love, pain, 

forgiveness, etc ••• • Heschel is quite comfortable with a literalist 

stance. Yet when God is depicted as a deity filled with wrath, Heechel 

shifts hie ground. Heschel interprets this emotion, and this emotion 

alone, in a metaphorical sense. Suddenly Rescbel becomes a rationalist 

who sees God's 8J18er as a didactic tool or "educati.onal gillllllick."10 As 

Berkovite notes: 

• What he ea.ye concernin& 8Jl8er is that it is inconceivable that 
God should be angry. He now becomes a rationalJet and refers 
to the absoluteness of divine Being in ord&r to explain the 
pathos of anger. How can anyone i.Jlagine that with-OOd anger 

I 

' 
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could mean anger? Ie not God absolutely differmit from man? 
To God, His anger is really love, an instrument of His care 
and concern for man. 

TI 

One can see that Dr. Heschel does not relish the idea of an 
angry God, but at least intelleff1ally, he rather appreciates 
the thought of a suffering God. 

Berkovits believes th.at Heschel's view of "divine VTatb" seems to 

be at odds with his overall theory of "divine pathos." When Hescbel 

discusses God's anger, be stresses those aspects of deity which have 

traditionally been understood as absolute and transcendent. Koreover., 

Hescbel is highly exegetical: God's wrath is interpreted as a 

reflection of "divine concern"; it is "love withheld ." For Berkovits, 

this view of "divine wrath" is the lone example of Hescbel rejectitl8 an 
I 

anthropomorphic God. The contradiction i.mpli~ t in "divine pat1}o8" is 
I 

Hescbel' s "anthropomorphic" interpretations of God's other em~~ 

' 
love, pain, etc •..• Although Heacbel asserts "God's anger is not really 

anger," he would never eta te "God's love is not really love." Hence, 

the dif erence between God's anger and man's anger is one of kind; 

whereas the difference between God's love and man's love is one of 

degree. For Berkovits , Heschel tailors God to meet bis ovn needa--thus 

He is a sufferitl8, concerned, lovitl8 deity. As he states, "One cannot 
/--....... ___,,,....---... 

help wondering however what would become of the entire theology of 

pathos and religion of sympathy if one would apply the same method of 

interpretation [of wrath] to other emotions of God. "12 

In Berkovits's analysis of the "religion of sympathy" be also notes 

the dilemma of divine vrath. How can we understand the prophet's 

wrath? Is th:!s also "love withheld?" Xoreover, there are numerous 

examples in scripture of prophetic ange» which does not seem to 

correspond to "divine wrath," how are we to understand this? 
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i'.bere are also &any more reasons wb;y this peychJ'logical key of 
eyapa~ opens no new doors to understanding the prophet. 
There is, for instance, this question. If the prophet's anger 
by itself is inexplicable, even aore so must be God's anger. 
Or are ve to aeeuae tttt the prophet loves hie people more 
dearly than God does? 

For Berkovite, Heechel'e "religion cit sympathy" implies that tliere 

must be some type of correspondence between divine and human emotions. 

Hence if we say "God's anger is Hie love," we must apply the same 

premise to prophetic anger. The problem is clear, ve would not be able 

~ to make such an interpretive analysis vith positive emotions. If we are 

not . able to take divine wrath or prophetic anger literally, why are we 

obligated to understand God's other emotions on such a literal level? 

I 
'or Berkovite, the crux of Heschel's problem is not his 

methodological inconsistencies, but rather it is hie anthropomo~~c 
understanding of deity. If Heschel bad applied his in erpretation of 

"divine vrath" to all of God's emotions--this metaphoric Jmd 

nonlit'falist understandin8 of God would have b8en in keepin8 Yi.th 

llai.Jllonidian philosophy. Yet it is Heeohel'e willingness to understand 

the Bible's descriptions as accurate reflections of divine emotions that 

troubles Berkovita. As ve vill see, it is Berkovite'e contention that 

Heechel'e anthroporphic God or "manlike"14 god is an anathema to 

Judaism. 

Aware that Heechel tries to resolve this problem by separating 

God's essence froa the relational aspects of "divine pathos , " Berkovits 

sets out to prove that "it is not poeaible to separate the essence of 

God froa Hie pathoa."15 Berkovits &)lune the idea that the 

aanifeatations of God' a eaotions can reaain totally detached froa hie 

Beachel is offerin& us positive attributes of deity which infol'll 

us about God's eeaential bein&: 
I 
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Assuming that, indeed, the prophet experiences only what 
God offers what He does in relationship to lll&Il, only Hie 
manifestations direckd to man, the question of what He .is 
remains inescapable. 

The prophet does not have sympatb} with pathos; 
experiencing God's pathos be sympathizes with God, the 
Absolu~e and Perfect, the Supreme Being ••• It cannot be 
overcome by abstaining from any claim to comprebeitd God's 
essence. Of course, one may well take the position that all 
ie a m:yftery, but one should not speak of the tbeologz of 
pathos . 
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For Hescbel, the prophet can sympathize with the lll&Ilifestations of 

divine concern . Moreover, these relational aspects of deity are not to 

be intarpreted as essential attributes . For Berkovits, a t heory of 
{ , 

"divine · pathos" assumes that God' a actions cannot be separated from -His 

nature. What God does must tell us something about vh_o He t a, he( e 

Hescbel commits the heresy of attributing positive attributes to God. 

In eo doitl8, he blasphemes God's transcendent and absolute ~ature and 

proVi.dee be vi th a "manlike god." 

Because Berkovite'e argument against Heechel'e anthropomorphic 

interpretation of sc ripture culminates with the accusation that Beachel 

espouses a Chrietological doctrin~, hie criticisms attempt to 

deaonetrate the -eillli1aritiee between "divine pathos" and Christianity's 

eufferin8 Jesus. 18 Hence Berkovits attempts to give us several examples 

of why Heschel'e theology flies in the face of traditional Judaism. He 

aeke, for example, what ie preventitl8 Heechel' e God from havitl8 a body? 

A God of pathos, "who ie affected by man's behavior and responds to it 

eaotionally--ia he not a peraon?"19 7or Berkovita, Heachel'e literal 

interpretations of God' 8 eaotione ed ree.ctione to aan illply that the 

"God of Pathos" could take on buaan, fol'I\. "Row cc4 be doeen't equip 

the ilaighty with a body too? The anthropo11orpbic ref erencea to God in 
,... -

the Bible are hardly leaa conspicuous than the anthropopathetic 

• 
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, ex~eeions. 

be d~~icult 

Using Dr. Heechel'e own method of reasoning, it should not 

to prove that God bas a body."20 The assumption Berkovits 

seems to be makjng here is--becauae God and man are capable of sharing 

' emotions, they are also capable of sharing other similarities, ergo 

Heschel's God could have a body. 

John Merkle takes Berkovite's analysis to task in "Heschel ' s 

Theology of Di vine Pathos." Merkle thinks that Berkovite's logic is 

clearly at fault: just because God and man share some coDlllon emotions 

it cannot be assumed that they share similarities in every aspect of 

being. 
I .> 

It does not follow that just because God shares pathos of 
spirit rt th human beings tl&at God might also have a body as do r 
humane. The fact that God and man have certain attributes in 1 

coamon does not mean that they need have all attributt_s in 
common, and Heechel is careful in s~fSesting just vbat 
attributes may ~ ascribed to both. 

Another possible disagreement with Berkovits's analysis is that be 

takes Heschel's viev of a "personal God" t oo literally. Just as he 

accuses Hescbel of being unable to distinguish metaphor from realistic 

description, Berkovits seems to assume that Heschel's "personal and -....... 

living God" must be--a~cording to strict definition--a flesh-and-blood 

human being. Fritz Rothschild discusses the implications of such an 

understanding: 

To emphasize that be is not to be conceived as an abstract 
princi ple or process but as the livi.n§ God, he is called a 
person. But it must always ·be understood that this is not 
strictly correct. The teras "person" and "personality" 
usually denote the easential structure of a hullan being. God 
wboae essence is inco•prehensible and who is known only by Ria 
acts _and e~2essione, cannot prop~rly be called a person in 
this sense. 

llerkle and Rothschild's co•ents imply that Beri&vits fails to 

understand H.eacbel'e descriptions of the relationship between man and 
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' God. The nature of the encounter is personal; they share amutual 

concern and love. Yet this is no way implies that God possesses a 

corporal body. Berkovits assumes that if God •and man share any 

commonalities• they must a.hare ell commonalities. Ei tber God is the 

antithesis of man, or He and man are one in the same . The idea that God 

and Hie creation might share certain attributes and not others is 

untenable for him. Hence it is impossible that there are certain 

differeneee between man and God which are of degree, e.g., the capacity 

f or love, pain, etc ••.. , and other differences vhicb are of kibd, e.g . , 

God is incorporeal and ~man is corporeal. 

In keeping with his 'l"iev that Heechel's theology is not 

authentically Jewish is Berkovits's attempt to prove that ~divine 

pathos" is inconsistent with traditional rabbinic and kabbalistic 

sources . H~ notes that the rabbiA took pains to use the term 

"keveyakhol ~r as it were"23 when they used enth.ropomorphic 

expressions. Moreover the talmudic and mi drasbic traditions were 

careful in their usages of the terms Sbekbinah and God. The distinction 

between these terms was an attempt to distinguish betveen the 

transcendent immutable God and man's perception of Bis indvelli:lg 

presence. 24 While some might argue that the d!rrerence between the 

Sbekbi nah and the "God of Pathos" is minimal and a point of semantics, 

Berkovits bolds that there is a qualitative difference. Indeed one is 

tempted to apply all of Berkovi te' s criticism of "di'Vine pathos" to the 

rabbinic concept of God's ind~elling presence--for just as there is an 

implicit tension between Heechel's "God of Pathos" and the , 
transcendent/immutable God, is there not also a contradiction between 

the immanent/indwelling Shekh1nab and this absolute deity? Berkovits 
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attempts to address this problem in terms , vhich ironically enough, bear 

a striking resemblance to Heschel'e language: 

Even leas acceptable is Profesaov Heachel'e concept of 
the religion of sympathy. Again, it would be a 
misunderstanding to co~pare it to the idea that one should 
feel the tza'ar ba'ehekhina, so widely spread in Hasidic 
literature. On the basis of vha t has been said a bout pa thoe 
in the Kabbalah, it should be obvious that it is not possible 
to equate the "sorrow of the akekhina" with Heschel's "pain in 
the heart of God." The sy111pathy called for is vi th a finite 
manifestation of the divine i n the world of creation. It 
is/not sympathy with God, but as it w~5e, with the cause of 
God in the world. (Underlining mine) 

'lfha t seems particularly offenai ve to Berkovi ts is Hesch'e l' e view of 

a "suffering God." Berkovits' s polemic advances the argument that 

Heschel's theology not only eoes against the grain of Jewish tradi~ion, 

but that it is Christological. He notes that Bescbel's teMllinology is 

not found in the body of Jewish sources but rather expressions like 

"suffering together with God" and "sharing an inner experience with 

God "26 are strikingly consistent with the Christian's understanding of 

Jesus. For Berkovits an emotional deity, vho su~fere and bas an "inner 

life" and reacts to man is consistent with the Christian tradition. 

Berkovits explains that historically Judaism and Christianity 

responded differently to the challenge Greek metapt\,ysics posed to the 

Bible: the Jews responded by reinterpreting biblical tho\18ht whereas 

the Christiana faced a far more serious dilemma because of their faith 

in a god incarnate. 27 

Berkovite asserts that the Christiane were unable to meet th~ 

challenges posed by Greek thought specifically because their God w~ 

human . Yet the Jewish tradition took pains to elimjnate and reinterpret 
. 

anthropomorphic thinking. Hence the Christians have retained a "God of 

Pathos"--while the Jews have not. Heachel'e understanding of deity, 
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according to Berkovits negates Judaism's interpretative approach to 

biblical thought and is consistent with Christianity. 

In Merkle' a criti que of Berkovits, he challenges the assumption 

that it is "more logical" to begin vi tb Berkov i ta' s "starting point" 

P..g., the philosophical notion that God is "Vbolly Other." In a sense 

Berkovite's attacks on Heschel boil down to the argument-- Heschel must 

reconcile the "God of Pathos'' with the traditional Greek notion of an 

ebsolute and immutable deity. Merkle inquires as to why ve must assume 

that this Greek premise has any more validity than the "biblical view. 

MerkJe notes that because Berkovita assumes that metapbyeical 

philoeophy's attacks on thA Bible are valid--he faces a dile11111a: 

Because Heschel begine with an observation of Jevrsh faith, 
not with a preconceived philosophical notion, be does not have 
the same dilemmas as Berkovite: hov to reconcile the notion 
of God's absolute otherness vith the biblical 2~stimony of 
God's relationship to historical human beinge. 

For Merkle , Heechel avoids this dilemma by claiming God is supreme, 

yet not "Wholly Other." Because Heschel be lie·ree tba t certs in 

attributes of God and man can overlap without the t vo beings being 

totally congruent , Heechel's theology is not contradictory. Heacbel's 

God is different from man, yet not the antithesis of man. Berkovits, on 

the other band , cannot avoid the problem of reconciling God ' s 

absoluteness with His concern for the "concrete fact . " Because be 

presents these t vo aspects of deity as mutually exclusive, be ie forced 

into the position of calling this dilemma or paradox a "mystery"--and 

offeriJl8 us no concrete solutioD8 to the problem. In fact, Berkovits 

concludes hie critique by acknowledgi ng this difficulty: 

God i s Infinite and Absolute and Perfect; yet, accordin8 
to Judaism, the infinite , absolute, and perfect God is rela ted 
to the world and cares for Hie creation. 
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Hov are the t wo aspects of Divine Reality to be related 
to each other? T.he solution of the problem requires 
ontological investigations into the nature of Being, 
undertaken-- perhaps for the first time--vith specifically 

29 Jevish religious predilecti~and intellectual anxieties. 
<' .__,,,., 
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Berkovits's c r itique of Heschel prompts questions vhich transcend 

this specific debate: Are tbe "God of the Prophets" and the "God of the 

Philosophers" mutually exclusive entities? Can a theology successfully 

pay tribute ~o both of these ideas; or must the development of one of 

these Cod- concepts be at the expense of the other? We recall 

Cherbonnier's observation that the "God of the Philosophers" bas been 

proven inadequate, thus we must give the "God of the Prophet's" a 

chance. Berkovits's analysis refu tes this premise, the assumption here 

is-- one can.not create a theology out of the ruins of past mistaket. 

Ultimately Berkovi ts is asking for the "God of the Prophets" to be 

incorporated into the Creek category of Absoluteness. Ye~ unlike Dr. 

Petuchovski vho susgests that "unity" between these differin8 

vorld-vieva is possible--albeit difficult, Berkovits argues that these 

t wo perspectives are dia.llletrically opposed . Hence this critic leaves us 

vi.th a theological dilemma which does not seem to have any potential 

resolution: The t r anscendent/absolute God cannot care about the 

individual yet He does-hence ve have a "mystery." 

It is clear that for Berkovits and others vho adhere to the "God of 

the Philosophe rs, " the fundamental problem vi.th divine pathos is that it 

is "anthropomor phic." By attributing human characteristics to deity, 

Beachel negates divine perfection and commits a sacr ilege. C though 

Hescbel a ttempts to refute this charge by distinguishing between God's 

essence and attributes, and by cla j.Jlling that hie theology is 

"theoaor pbic,"30 bis critics accuse him of begging the question since 
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God and man still share some commonalities. Implicit here ie the 

assumption that for God to be transcendent, He mus t be perfect, "Wholly 

Other," One distinguished from man by differences of kind, not degree. 

Yet Hescbel challenges those vbo equate transcendence with perfection 

when be notes: 

The notion of God as a perfect being is not of biblical 
extraction. It is not of prophetic religi on but of Greek 
philosophy; a postulate of reason rather than a direct, 
compelling , initial answer of man to His reality. In the 
Decalogue, God does not speak of Hi,1being perfect but of His 
having made f ree men out of slaves. 

Despite Hescbel's rejection of the Greek philosophical conceptions 

of deity, be never fully escapee Berkovi ts' s methodologi cal 

observation: In Hescbel's scheme, God's troubling attributee--i.e. 

wrath, etc .••• are differences of kind , whereas His empathic attributes 

are differences of degree . In bis critique of divine patboe , Berkovits 

notes tt t Hescbe l 'a methodological inconsist~ncies preclude any r eal 

discussion of divine wrath or the problem of evil . 

Keir Ben Horin fUrther develops this argument when he questions hov 

we can reconcile divine pathos with the problem of theodicy. While 

Berkovi ts asks bow the "God of Pathos" and the "God of W::ath" can 

coexist, Meir Ben Horio raises an even more perplexing question. How 

can a God who i s mindful of all of His creatures and who suffers vi th 

them permit evil? Ultimately Meir Ben Hor in will conclude that if one 

takes Heschel's view of divine pathos to i ts ultimate extreme , be 

emerges with a cruel and Darwinian conception of deity . 

Thi.a Reconstructionist thinker's reasoning is as follows: Heschel 

believes that there are times when God is actively involved in human 

.. 



• 

86 

Himself only duriog certain choice moments? Moreover vhy does He go 

into "hiding" at other times? According to Ben Horin . the "God of 

J>athos" establishes "a hierarchy of m'oments" vhich seldom corresponds to 

man's piety or his needs. Hence Heschel' e God is capricious and 

arbitrary, not a deity filled with compassion for Hie creatures . 

All ineradicable streak of caprice runs through the picture, 
and an amiability, at least as observable through the eyes of 
mortality, relates to shiftiog mood rather than definable 
principles of morality. Arbitrary, incomprehensible, or 
superseneible hierarchies of moments, ages, persons, peoples, 
places , acts; sudden bursts of grants and favors, divine 
pathos, compassion, ecstasy-- ..• All these are doubtful 
consolations in the face of obstinate replity of the 
unredeemed. They fall short of mitigati.na the plight of 
uncounted millioos of years and untold millions of human 
beings doomed to the shadow of grace . They do not stilr 1~e 
tears of the naked, who remain unclothed and unsheltered. 

As ve noted earlier, for Heschel, God's silences are a response to 

man's obtuseness. Yet is Meir Ben Horin correct in understanding this . -
~. 

concr '?t as a theodicy? Al tbo11gh Heschel balievea that "God is hiding ," 
• 
this phenomenon is not offered as an explanation as to why the righteous 

suffer. Rather, God's silences are part of the incomprehensible mystery 

of living. For He.acbel, God's "eclipse" is a problem for man, not the 

reason for evil in the world. Although Heachel discusses the problem of 

evil, he never offers us a theodicy. In Heschel's scheme evil is only 

discussed in terms of man ' s inadequacies, never in terms of God's 

nature; hence the question- -hov can an omnipotent and omnibenevolent God 

coexist with evil- -is conspicuously absent from bis work . The follovi.n& 

excerpt i s characteristic of Heschel's treatment of this subject. 

Does not history look like a stage for the dance of might and 
evil- -rtth aan'e wits too feeble to separate the tvo and God 
either directing the play or indifferent to it? The major 
folly of thie view seeas to lie in its abifti.ng the 
responsibility for man's plight ~od, in accusing 
the Invisible thoU&h iniquity ~· ours . ~~ ~ 

-
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Although Heschel never specifically addresses the question: libat 

type of God can allow human suffering?, Ben Horin believes that we can 

extrapolate given Heschel' a vievs on divine pathos and revelation. The 

"God of Pathos" reveals Himself during select moments of history, hence 

the moat salient feature of this anthropomorphic God is His total 

freedom. Hescbel's God is free to prioritize periods of involvement and 

periods of silence, free to choose when He vill supernaturally i ntervene 

in the affairs of men and when Re will withdraw. Moreover, because man 

is always "the subject," be has no alternative but to accept divine 

decree. For Ben Horin , Hescbel ' s God is a dictator , and man is subject 

to Hie authoritarian rule. Ultimately free vill only exists for God, 

not for His creatures. 

Beyond the hierarchy of chosen moments there is also the 
grimness of unfavored moments ••. the unpredictable spur-of- the
moment, parsimonious blasts of grants , mercy, love, interest, 
choice , justice are enveloped in 1008, loathsome, lean inte~
moments which are governed by an economy of grace scarcity, 
produced by either omnipotence or omni-impotence. These 
negative grants bespeak a divine "rugged individualism" 
111rk.ing behind our author's sketc~4of the ultimate "subject," 
a freedom for irresponsibility •.• · 

Ben Horin's objections to divine pathos can easily be applied to 

other theologies which understand deity as supernatural, miraculous, or 

revealing • ..For any supernatural understanding of God lends itself to 

the question--vbere is He during ti.mes of suffering? Ve observed 

earlier that Heschel attempts to avoid the problem of tbeodicy by not 

addressing the issue of God's nature, i.e., vbat type of God remains 

silent vhile Hie creatures cry out? Yet it should also be noted that on 

occasion his references to divine justice seem to give credence to Ben 

Horin'e objections. Specifically, one can 1'1.nd ill Heechel's writings 

the idea tba t man bas no choice~ 
( 

accept God's 

~ 
incomprebeUBi ble 
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will. In God in Search of Man the ta lmudic legend of Aki ba' s martyrdom 

is quoted at great length.35 It is clear that Beschel believes bis 

readers can learn from the sentiments expressed here: 

Moses turned around and saw bow the Romans were selling the 
flesh of the martyr Akibe at the market place . Lord of the 
universe, cried Moses, is this the reward for such learg~ng? 
And the Lord replied, Be silent, for such is My decree. 

In Ben Horin'a opinion, Heschel'a theology fails because the "Cod 

of Pathos~ permits evil . Moreover, he believes that if the premise of 

divine pathos is taken to its logical conclusion one emerges with a 

capricious, cruel, and dictatoria l conception of deity . Yet it remains 

unclear whether we can extrapolate these conclusions from Hescbel's 

statements on God's "silences." Perhaps the question of theodicy is 

never specifically addressed by Beachel because he does not dare to 

posit any theory as to why the righteous suffer. Thus one reading Ben 

Horio' ~ critique of divine pathos must ask two questions: Can one 

legitimately conclude that Heschel' a God is Darwinian and capricious? 

And, more importantly--Must a "philosopher of religion" attempt to 

address the problem of tbeodicy? It is quite possible that Heschel's 

avoidance of this topic was a sincere reflection of his own 

uncertainties. Hence the question arises: Must a "philosophy of 

religion" or a theology address the problem of theodicy? In Heschel's 

writings this issue is scrupulously avoided; moreover, those who knew 

him acknowledge that be refused to discuss "the darker aide" of life.37 

It is for the individual to decide vhather Beachel' s .3ilenoea on these 

issues make him leas tenable as a philo~opher. 

Arthur Cohen voices similar cohcerns about divine patboa--Hov can a 

God who •needs" man be a fully indep.~a critic objects 

• 
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to Heschel ' s view that God reacts to man and is affected by him. An 

emotive God, according to Cohen , is move ble, passable , and imperfect, 

ergo not God. Aware of Hescbel's response to this polemic--i.e. God ' s 

reactions to man are accidental, not essential attributes--Cohen offers 

the folloviJJ8 refutation: 

The question still remains, and Hescbel has not answered it , 
whether pathos is an essential or an accidental attribute of 
God. If it is essential, grief and suffering are introduced 
into God's life; if it ie accidental, it is liable to the 
qomplaints of traditional theologians vho would consider the 
imputation of the t~itory and impermanent to God to be a 
self-contradiction. 

F.>r Cohen, Heschel is in a "no win" position ,as long as he 

subscribes to a "God of Pathos" who is also transcendent. There i-s an 

inherent and irreconcilable contradiction in Heechel's theology--a 

theology which attempts to pay homage to both the "God of the 

Philosophers" and the "God of the Prophets." According to this 

perspecti~e--these two conceptions of deity ara diametrically opposed 

and therefore unable to harmoniously coexist in Heschel ' s world-view. 

Hence Cohen suggests that the theory of divine pathos must be 

significantly altered if it is to be efficacious. 

We recall John Merkle' a refutation of the assertion th.at a 

transcendent deity cannot be involved with human history. As Merkle 

states, "while God is transcendent, transitive concern for being , the 

expressions of th.at concern are historical and subject to cb.ange."39 

For Heschel and Merkle, a transcendent deity is not synonymous vi.th the 

Unmoved Mover. The Aristotilian i deal of an Active Intellect vbo only 

thinks about thinking, according to this perspective, is not only 

solipsistic--it is amoral. Hence t~e Unmoved Mover cannot be God. 

Cohen, on the other band, believes tba't~tion is logically 
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inconsistent because tbe term "divine pathos" is self-contradictory. 

God is either a tra.nscendent entity totally detached from His creations, 

or He is an imperfect deity vho is subject to the vicissitudes of 

emotions. As Cohen notes: 

At the same time that Heschel affirms that pathos has no 
substantial reality, be still avers "that God can actually 
suffer.'' This exemplifies what has bothered us frequently in 
our read ing of Heschel: namely , Heschel is avare of all the 
problems, all the dilemmas, all the mysteries inherent iD 
theology , but has not yet elected the resolute way. He is 
still too much the disciple of the Jewish Philosopher, 
Maimonides, whose strictures against anthropomorphism prevent 
him from imputing to God' s essence the meaningful and 
instructive experience of anything which migh!o in• the viev of 
human finitude, compromise divine perfection. 

Cohen's observation on Heschel's reluctance to f\1lly dismiss 

Maimonidiao principles is an astu~e one. Though Heeebel atteJnpts to 

reject the Unmoved Kover and the "God of the Philosophers," be 

indirectly pays tribute to them by continually distingu~shing between 

God' unknowable essence and His attributes of action, e.g.--His 

relational aspects to the world . Moreover, his repeated attempts to 

prove that divine pathos is not anthropomorphic almost reflect a certain 

recognition of the validity of God as the "'iholly Other." Cohen implies 

that Heschel's inability to embrace a more methodologically cogent 

position--like process philoeophy--41 is due to the latter's ambivalence 

vis a vis the "God of the Philosophers." Heschel' s theology reaches an 

impasse because he is unable to abandon either of his mutual l y exclusive 

world-views. 

Cohen is not the only one who suggests that Eeschel could glean 

valuable insight were he to adopt lihitehead's process philosophy. 

Heschel's "defender" Sol Tanenz~pf also claims that this metaphysical 

system could greatly enhance the ..... ~e~ine pathos . 

and hie Critics," Tanenzapf initially explains~ 

In "Reschel 
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Hescbel's sometimes too cavalier denial of the need for 
reasoned argument in support of the main tenets of Jewish 
belief is, in my opinion, a serious weakness in his position, 
but one that is not irremediable. It is left to his 
supporters to do what be did not do; indeed vbat he did not 
see the need for doing •.• He did not con.sider whether there are 
metaphysical systems that would permit him to formulate, 
without distortion, his understanding of the Biblical vision 
of reality and, in turn, provide some evidential support for 
it. It is m.y opinion that Whitehead's philosophy, as 
developed by ¥~arles Hartshorne and others, would all~w him to 
do just that. 

Tanenzapf suggests that process philosophy could eliminate 

Resobel's stumbling blocks because it is ultimately a more consistent 

vo rld- viev. This "defender" of Heschel therefore proposes that the 

theory of divine pathos completely do away vith 1a l l notions of God as an 

Unmoved Mover or a "'iholly Other" and incorporate a more dynamic. 

understanding of deity. By taking this position, Tanan~apf implies that 

Heschel's theology will be free of contradictions and the onus of 

theodi~y. Tanenzapf offers the following interprets ti on of a fully 

dynamic and evolving deity: 

But vby cannot God be said to live and grow and surpass 
Himself? If it is assumed that God is complete actuality or 
static perfection, then, of course, He could not surpass 
himself; what is complete and perfect cannot change. However, 
if change is a pervasive feature of reality and if growth and 
nove~ are real values, then change need not be denied of 
God. 

In a sense Tanenzapf is suggesting that Heschel abandon his 

reticent attachment to the "God of the Philosophers" and embrace a deity 

who is capable of self-improvement. Hence God' s essence need not be 

impassible or immovable and the dichotom.y between God's nature and his 

attributes of action or hie relational aspects need not exist. 

In evaluating this proposal several questions cone to mind. By 

auggeetiD8 that Beachel introduce changeability into God's essence, 

Bescbel's 
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understanding of deity. True, process philosophy might be consistent 
• 

vitb Heschel's view that God experiences emotions, but would Heschel be 

comfortable vith a God that could stand il!lprovement? we recall 

Heechel's assertion that God is always just and that His mo~ality is 

absolute; can these values be reconciled with a God who ie self-

surpassing? Moreover, we still have the problem of divine wra th . 

Heschel believes that this divine quality is a just response to wicked 

behavior . Is it not possible, according to process theology, to view 
. 

God's anger as a less evolved state of the deity• s development? Perhaps 

this is an aspect of God that needs to improve and change? Hence, .r

t 
although Tanenzapf eliminates the problem of theodicy for Beachel, he 

does so at the expense of Heachel's understanding of God's 

omnibenevolence and all encompassing sense of justice. It seems to me 

that Heechel would prefer to leave the ques tion of theodicy open rather 

than tamper vith deity's }bsolute morality. l o other words, Rescbel 

seems to prefer to live with his God's contradictions as opposed to 

embracing an imperfect or limited deity. As Harold Schulweis notes in 

his critique of Tanenzapf: 

I would argue that the proposed relationship of Biblical and 
proceee categories can be only surface in accommodation. The 
moral connotation of 8(>odnesa in Heschel'a Biblical ttev and 
in Hartehorne'e process viev is radically different. 

We recall Heschel • s reference to Rabbi A.kiba' s martyrdom "Be 

silent, for this is my decree." Implicit here is an understanding of a 

deity vho needs no further improvement. Heschel relies on the premise 

:hat although God's vil~ is at times incomprehensible, it is altogether 

just. Hence the idea "Hie vaye are not our ways" permeates much of 

Heechel'e writing. One vondere, therefor e if Tanenzapf is truly acting 

in the capacity of a "defender" of Beachel when be 
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" task of "doing vhat Heschel did not do." Perhaps he should have further 

examined the reasons why Heschel "did not see the need" for adopting 

process theology. Tanenzapf errs by asswniDB that Hescbel's failure to 

ascribe to this world-view was due to some type of oversight on the 

latter's part . Moreover, this "defender" implies that if Heschel had 

merely studied this metapbysicsl system he would have realized that it 

would lend support to his theology. In my opinion, Tanenzapf is wrong 

on both counts: firstly, Heschel vaa familiar with Whitehead's ideas, 45 

hence -e have no reason to assume that his failure to adopt them was not 

a Jeliberate choice. And secondly Heschel was familiar v~h a vast 

array of particular philosophical systems and often empioyed them to 

bolster his own position; this Cllll be seen in his adaptation of 

Husserl's phenomenology as well as in his alteration of Kierkegaard's 

"leap of faith." I would argue , as Arthur Cohen has, that Heschel's 

failure to adopt process theology reflects an attachment (however 

reluctant it may be) to Maimonides's theory of negative attributes. 

Simply stated, al though Heschel challenges the "God of the Philosophers" 

and Western civilization's adoption of the Unmoved Kover, he is still 

too much a product of these schools of thought to encourage their 

wholesale abandonment. 

Heschel , though by no means an adherent of the Greek or Rational 

traditions, vas nonetheless an heir of ce.nturiee of "traditional" Jewish 

thought. 'l'hus, although Hescbel sought to revive "biblical categories'' 

which be felt had been ov~rehadowed by later philosophical trends, the 

overall historical influence of this latter development on his thoUBht 

cannot be underestimated. The ftGod of the Philosophers" and a variety 

of Kaimonidean concepts have permeated Jevish thought from the Middle 

,' 
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Ages throvgh modernity. Hence , for Cohen , Heschel ' s "philosophy of 

religion" cannot escape the imprint of the Greek philosophical 

tradition. 

7 

f 

94 



... 

Full bibliographical details of 

the works quoted here wi11 be found in 

the Bibliography. 

( • 



Iotes to Chapter l'our 
• 1 

Eli ezer Berkovi ts, "A. J . Hescbel" in Major Themes in Modern 
Philosophies of Judaism, p . 194. 

2Ibid. 

3Ibid., p. 196. 

4Merltle, "Heschel ' s Theology of Divine Pathos" in Abraham Joshua 
Hescbel: Exploring ••• , ed . John c. Merkle, p . 79 . 

5I bid . , p. 77. 

6Berkovit s, "A. J . Heschel" in Major Themes in Modern Philosophies 
of Judaism, p. 205 •. 

7lbid. , P· 203. 
\ 8 Merkle , "Heschel'a Theology of Divine Pathos" in Abraham, Joshua 

Hescbel: Exploring ••• , ed. John c. Merkle, p. 76 . 

9Ibid ., p. 77, 

10B k . t " er OVl. s, A. J . Hescbel" in Major Themes in Modern Philosophies 
of Judaism, p. 199. 

11I bid • .., p. 200. 

12Ibid., pp. 199-~. 
13I bid., p . 208. 

14Ibid ., p. 216. 

15Ibid. , p. 204 . 

16Il>id . 

1? Ibid. 

18Ibid., pp . 220-224. 

19I bi d., p. 213 . 

20I bid •• , p. 205. 

21
xerkle, "Hes cbel ' s Theology ot Divine Pathos" in Abraham Joshua 

Resebel: Exploring ••• ; ed. John C. Merkle, p . 78 . 

22Rothecbild, ed. Between God and Kan • • • ; see Introduction, p. 26 . 

23Berkovits, "A . J. Hescbel" in Ma or Themes .in __ ...._~~~~--~~"""":--~~~--~-

of Juda.tea, p. 218. r 

( 



Notes to Chapter Four (cont'd . ) 

24Ibid., P· 219 . 

25I bid . , P• 218. 

26Ibid., P· 220 . 

'Z7 Ibid ., pp • 220- 223. 

28Merkle, "Heschel' s Theology of Divine Pathos" in Abraham Joshua 
Heachel: Exploring • • • , ed. John c. Merkle, p. 77. 

29Berkovits, "A. J. Heschel" in Major Themes in Modern Philosophies 
of Judaism, p. 224 . 

30I bid . , p . 194. 

· 31 Heschel, Kan is Not Alone •• • , p. 101. 

32Ben Horin, "The Mystery •• • " in The Jewish <Quarterl(Review 51, 
No. 2 , p. 142. 

33Hescbel, Man is Not Alone •• • , p. 151. 

34Ben Horin, "The ){yetery •• • " in The Jewish Quarterly Review 51 , 
No. 2 , p. 143. 

35Heschel , Goa in Search of Man •• • , p. 70 . 

36. J>id. 

37Dresner, Interview, Union Theological Seminary, Augus t 30 , 1968. 

38cohen, The Natural and the Supernatura: Jew, pp . 249-250. 

39Merkle , "Heechel ' e Theology of Divine Pathos" in Abraham Joshua 
Heechel: Exploring •• • , ed. John c. Mer kle , p. 72. 

40cohen~ '?he Natural and the Supernatural Jew, p. 250, Footnote 
#250 . 

41 Ibid. 

42Tanenzapf, "Beachel and hie Critics" in Judaism 23, lo. 3, p. 
'Z]8 . 

43 Ibid., P• 286. 

44Harold JI. Schulweis, "Charles Hartshorne and the Defenders of 
Heechel" in Judaiall 24, lo. 1, p . 58. 

45xer kl e , The Genesis of Faith ••• , p . 260 , Footnote #7. 



,. .. 

Chapter l'iTe: !BB I.UP or Acno• 

A Jew is asked to take a leap of action rather than a 
leap of thought: to surpass his needs, to do more than he 
understands in order to understand more than he does. In 
carrying out the word of the Torah ,he is ushered into the 
presence of spiritual meaning. Thrbugh the ecstasy of deeds 
he learns to be certain of the presence of God. 

95 

In the preceding chapters ve discussed tvo of J{eschel's three paths 

to faith in deity: Man's intuitive perceptions of the divine in the 

world and his experience of divine pathos as reflected in both the 

Hebrew Bibl e and daily living. Ve now turn to Heschel's third 

entrance-way to the holy dimension--the-J,_eap of action. ~t is in this 

latter realm where our discussion is the least theoretical and where the 
" 

concrete praxis of Heschel's theology is the moat apparent. Fo(' it i s 

in the performance of sacred deeds or mitsvoth that Ve.._ translate our 

inner understanding of God into reality. Sacred deeds are the 

manifestations of our religious convictions--the fruit of our spiritual 

quest. Moreover, deeds have an efficacious power in-and-of themselves; 

they transform the doer by enhancing and deepening his awareness of 

God. Hence although the mitswah is the concrete manifestation of 

spiritual awareness; it is also more--the sacred deed is also part of a 

dynamic process which enables the doer t~ grow and evolve as a human 

being. The leap of action is self-transcending; one who performs a 

mitewah will develop a more profound faith which will motivate him to do 

and accomplish even more. 

Because Heschel views the mitevah as both a manifestation of faith 

and as a catalyst for further spiritual awareness, some have found his 

"leap of action" problematic. Several critics have charged that 

Heecbel's view of the aitsvotb is tautological: to take a leap of 
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action requires a prerequisite amount of faith~how can one do more than 

he understands? Doesn't "doing" first require "understanding"? 

Heschel's oft quoted response to this type of question is Exodus 24:7--

2 na'aseh venisbma'--Ve shall do and ve shall hear. ' In colloquial terms 

Heschel's leap of action is an example of behavioral psychology, e.g., 

there are times when concrete behavior teaches more than inteflectua1 

contemplation. Hence, ve must first engage in an act in order to glean 

subsequent understanding. As Heschel states: 

Indeed, I~rael's supreme acquiescence at Sinai vas an 
inversion, turning ups~de down the order of attitudes as 
r.onceived by our abstract thinking. Do we not always 
maintain that ve must first explore a system before v~ 
decided to accept it? Thie order of inquiry is valid in 
regard to pure theory, to principles and rules, but it has 
i te limitations when applie~ real.ms vhere thought -&nd
fact, the abstract and the concrete, theory and experience 
are inseparable. It would be futile, for example, to explo~ 
the meaning of music and abstain from listening to mu.sic. It 
would be just as futile ~o explore Jewish thought from a 
distance in se3f-detacbment . Jevi~h thought is disclosed in 
Jewish living. 

In order to better understand the subtleties of Heschel's leap of 

action we need to exam.i.ne hie terminology and views on h.E.lakbah . 

Initially we note that Reschel uses the terms mitswoth, good deeds, and 

leap of action interchangeably. Renee the reader emerges vitb the 

question: Do all these tel'lls refer to the same mode of behavior? 

Moreover, what is the mode of behavior to which aescbel is referring~ 

Jewish Law or halakbah? Ethical or moral comportment? Or 9Il8&gement in 

the fight for social justice? .Perhaps Hescbel is referring to ell of 

these values or certain aspects of the three aforeaentioned 

categories'? Reform theologian Jakob Petuohowski notes this aabiguity 

when he observes: "Reschel points to the mitsvab--usually translated 

as oomandaent, but really, in hie view a quite untranslatable word . "4 

·~ 
.. 

- . 
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Heschel offers us an all-encompassing interpretation of mitavab vben he 

states: 

A definition or paraphrase of the vord mitsvah is difficult 
to frame •.• It denotes not only commandment but also the law , 
man's obligation to fulfill the law, and the act of 
fu l filling the obligation , or the deed, particularly an act 
of benevolence or charity . . • It is often used in the vide 
sense of religion or religious. It combines all levels of 
human and spiritual living. ~ery act done in agreement vith 
the will of God is a mitsvah. 

'What can ve extrapolate from Heacbel'a view of the illitavoth or l~ap 
I 

of action? One familiar with the vast body of Heschel's works j,d 

English comes avay vitb the following u.nderstanding-tbia third path to 

God contains certain aspects of Jewish ritual observance as well as a 

more general mode of behavior--i .e. the performance of acts of 

loving -)dndness and the advocacy of social j ustice. 

It is interesting to note that while Heschel ruses legal , ethical, 

and moral values into his broad definition of the mitsvotb, he seldom 

introduces specific examples of what he considers to be "mandatory 

observance." Heschel' s leap of action trusts the reader t o interpret a 

great deal for himself. True, Hescbel stresses the importance of ritual 

observance, but be also s t ates that he does not viev every aspect of 

halakbic observance as equally binding. Vbat is intriguin8 is t hat 

Heschel refrains from stating which of the 613 lava he views as 

imperative. Rather be observes: "To each individual our advice should 

be: 'Observe as much as you are able tp , and a little more than you are 

able to.' And this is essential: A little more than you are able to."6 

At this point ve must aek--vh1 isn't Heschel more exacting in 

espousina those obligations which a;e~Jewe? Why does he 

"' take such a flexible approach on halakhic aatters and give the reader 

interpretive freedom in regard to the leap of action? One plausible 
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response is offered by Dr. Jakob Petuchowski , who suggests that Heschel 

deliberately steered clear of a literaltst approach to halakhic 

observance in order to be accessible to the entire Jewish community--as 

opposed to advocating any one of the denominati onal positione.7 Another 

important observation is made by John Mer kle when he notes that Heschel 

does not hold that the Bible in its entirety is the immediate word of 

God. As Merkle eta tes: "Heschel clai.ms not only that ~here are in the 

bible words of men and women inspired by God but also vords that were 
I 

not divinely inspired ... a Likewise Merkle observes that Hescbel believes 

that there are halakhic laws which are not divinely inspired. 

Ve noted earlier that Borowitz calls Hesche l a ";ophisticc.ted 

fundamentalist" aud claims that the latter takes both the Torah and the 

Oral T-adition literally . Clearly Petuchowski's and Merkle's respective 
I 

observations call into question the accuracy of Borowitz ' s view. 

Heschel's position on the mitswoth is not a literaiist one , nor can his 

l eap of action be classified as an "Orthodox" approach. Yet despite 

Heschel's flexible understanding of halakha.b and his belief that the 

Bible was writ ten by human beings--we would be incorrect in labelling 

bis position as "Reform." For Heschel i s committed to the performance 

of certain mi tswoth. Heschel rejects the "all or nothing" approach to 

balakhab and stresses the importance of quality over quantity in regard 

to religiou.s observance. 

By qualit y Beachel is referring to kavvana.h or the inward 

motivations of the doer or performer of the mitsvoth. Heschel believes 

the issue of r eligious observance has been obscured by those who stress 
(' 

"religious behaviorism" or "pan-balachiam• heart 

and soul--i .e. the motivation behind the actual. acts of observance . The 
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following statement is quoted at length because it reflects Beecbel's 

attitude towards an over- literalist approach to halakbah and his stress 

on the over-riding value of kavvanah or quality of action: 

There is also the notion that you observe everything or 
uothing; all the rules are of equal importance; and if one 
brick is removed, the whole edifice must collapse . Such 
intransigence, l audable as it may be ae an expression of 
devoutness, is neither historically nor theologically 
justified. There were ages in Jevieh history vhen some 
aspects of Jewish ritual •observance were not adhered to by 
people who otherwise lived acco.rdin8 to the Lav. And where 
is the man vho could claim that he has been able to fulf~ll 
literally the mitzvah of "Love thy neighbor as thyself"? 

Rejecting both maximalistic and minimalistic interpretations of 

d.tual observance, Heschel advocates a "ladder of observanc:e." 10 

Hescbel asks us neither to abandon balakhab nor take an instraneigent 

stance. "Elasticity and flexibility is the way." 11 Hence Heschel 

called upon members of the Reform comm\ll\ity to recognize the j.mportance 
J 

of balakhah and members of the Conservative community to pray with 

kavvanab. 12 Clearly Hescbel does not see the performance of the 

mitsvoth in terms of black and white--ratber he is calling upon members 

of the Jewish conimunity at- large to recognize that there are various 

shades of grey. AI! interesting aside is noted when we consider that 

Hescbel's position on halakhah has prompted c r iticism from both the 

Orthodox and Reform camps, 13 but not from the Conservative Movement 

which prides itself on a t tempting to achieve a middle ground or centrist 

position vis a vi.a balakhah . 14 

I asked Fritz Rothschild if Hesche~ ever explored any practical 

criteria for Jews to apply when devel opiq their own .. ladder of 

observance." Did Beachel concern hiaself Yi.th for11ulatiD8 workable 

halakhic applicat ions fo r modern J ews? Rothschild re sponded" "I do~~ 
think that Hesohel really gave you an,y detailed guidance on that, and if 
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you want to criticize him on that, I think that's fair criticism . .• But I 

I think that this is still one of the great unsolved problems--namely how 

much can you change Judaism without making it something that it 

isn't?"15 

We noted earlier that for Heschel the leap of action requires both 

a commitment to ritual observance and moral conduct. Moreover in regard 

to ritual observance Heschel stresses the importance of flexibility and 

elasticity without offering any specific examples of such an approach . 

' Ultimately the reader comes to understand that for Heschel the leap of, 
(' 

aotion is not concerned with formulating details of religious behavi.br 

but with a broader issue-- the Jew's overall coDDDitment to p':ious living, 

his integrated mode of being. Renee Heschel continually strea.ses that 

the questiol' is not how much we observe but how we observe the 

mitswoth. "The Torah is primarily divine ways rather than divine 

lawe •• • not particular acts but all acts, life itself, can be established 

as a 1 ink be tween man and God • 016 

Heecbel'e emphasis on quality over quantity and bis distinction 

between divine ways and divine lava reflects the importance be places on 

the agadic aspects of Jewish learning. For Heecbel, many have erred in 

the past when they viewed fulfillment of the mitswotb solely in terms of 

halakhah and not in terms of agada. Implicit and explicit in Heschel ' s 

leap of action, view of integrated Jewish living, and the int ent behind 

our actions, is bis stress on the impot'"tance of agadah. Moreover, 

Heschel views 8§ada and balakbah as polarities which have equal 

importance. 

Halacba deals rl th de tails, vi th each co1111111Janc:U11 
separatel7; aga.da with the whole of life, vith the t tality 
of religious Life. Ralacba deals vi th the law; A8ada Yi th 
the meanill8 of the law. Halacba deals vi th subjects that can 

.. 
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be expressed literally; agada introduces us to a realm which 
lies beyond the range of expression •• • 

Halacha, by necessity, treats with the laws in the 
abstract, regardless of the totality of the person. It is 
the agada that keeps on reminding that the purpose of 
performance is to transform the performer, that the purpoee17 of observance is to train us in achieving spiritual ends •• • 

For Heschel, those who view the mitsvoth solely in terms of 

halakhab commit a grave error; they jettison the heart and soul of 

JeVisb living. Hence any discussion of the leap of action must 
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necessarily include a commitment to agada. The flaw in the literalist's 

approach is his abandonment of this crucial ingredient which is the , 
cornerstone of spiritual living. "To maintain that the essence of/' 

Judaism consists exclusively of halacha is as erroneous as to mauhain 

that the essence of Judaism consists ~l'Ueively of agada. The 

i nterrelationship of Halacha and agada is the very heart of ·Judaism. 

Halacha v- tbout agada is dead, agada Yi thout Halacha is Yild." 18 

Although Heschel does not outline the spe~ific details of those 

actions we should embrace, and although he leaves it to the individual 

to interpret his ovn level of observance, it would be erroneous to 

assume that Hescbel is speaking abstractly or only addresses himself to 

the individual's state of m.ind. On the contrary, although Heschel only 

gives us a fev concrete examples of mitsvoth (i.e . prayer, the Sabbath, 

and engaging in social action), he nonetheless is advocating that the 

individual engage in concrete activities. Hence, though Heechel does 

not give us a formulated plan of action, hie intent is t hat we act. In 

Heeche 1' a scheme it is left to the indi vid,ual to determine vha t 

constitutes "a little more than he feels capable of," yet hie polemic is 

direct when he calls upon the Jew to begin a process of engagement. 

-



.. 

102 

Heechel'e goal ie that we commit ourselves to action--be l~vee it up to 

~e individual to formulate the course of actions he rill pursue. 

Thus although the leap of action and "ladder of observance" do not 

provide ue vi.th specific suggestions, they are not abstract or 
I 

theoretical concepts. Both values are concerned with eliciting a 

concrete response from the reader. Heschel is very clear in bis 

discussion of faith and works that in Judaism faith alone is not enough; 

the leap of action or performance of sacred deeds reflects the Jewish 

commitment to vorlre. 

Heschel distinguishes between the Jewish and Christian atti~udes 

vis a vie faith and works. Hie position here is strai~htforvard--faith 

cannot be separated from deeds, nor can intentions be divorced from 

actions. Hence we see that Heechel is cal ling upon Jews to, co111111it 
'-

themselves to concrete activity though he seldom offers detailed 

ex~ples of the activities Jews should pursue. Heschel differentiates 

between the J t.Ji sh and Christian views of faith and works ae follows: 

Those who have only paid attention to the relation of 
man to ideals, disregarding the relation of the ideals to 
man, have in their theories seen only the motive but not the 
purpose of either religion or morality. Echoing the 
Paulinian doctrine that man ie saved by faith alone, Kant and 
his disciples thought that the essence of religion or 
morality would consist in an absolute quality of the soul or 
the will, regardless of the actions that may come out of lt 
or the ends that may be attained ••• Does not such an attitude 
illustrate the truth of t~ proverb, 'The road to hell is 
paved with good intention8?' Should we not say that a 
concern with one's own salvation and righteousness that 
outweighs the regard for the welfare of other human beings 
cannot be qualified ae a good intention? 

The dichotomy of faith and works which presented such 
an 1.aportant problea in Christian theology was neyer a 
problem 1.n Judaiaa. To ua, the basic. problem ia neither what 
is the right action nor what ie the right ' intention. The 
basic problea ia: Vhat ia ri&ht living? And life ia 
indivisible. The inner sphere is nev.er isolated19rom outward 
attitudes . Deed and thought a.re bound into one • 
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Accordin8 to Heschel performance of the mi tsvoth are pa.rt of a 

dynamic spiritual process. Faith alone cannot sustain Jewish li.3ing; 

rather faith must go hand in hand with action if we wish to have 
• 

integrated and consistent Jewish lives. For Beachel the leap of action 

serves several purposes: it purifies and refines the soul of the doer, 
' 

connects the individual to the community of Israel, and combats the 

forces of evil--ulti.mately bringing humanity closer to redemption. 

Hence for Beachel sacred deeds are not a catharsis or an edifying 

experience, rather they are didactic tools with transforming power. 

Actions teach and ul timetely bring ue closer to tikun olam. 

We have noted that Heechel believes that the deed transforms and . 

deepens the awareness of the individual. By focusing our enEtrgy on 

never expedient; its purpose is never for personal aggrandizement or 

egotistical concerns, rather the purpose of the mitswsh ie 

acknowledgment of ou. relation to our creator. Hence one performing a 

sacred deed departs from selfish motivations and enters into a spiritual 

realm which revolves around serving God . 

Deeds not only follow intention; they also engender 
Kavvanah. There is no static polarity of Kavvanah and deed, 
of devotion and action.. The deed may bring out what is 
dormant in the mind, and acts in which an idea is lived, 
momenta which are filled with dedication make us eloquent in 
a way which is not open to the naked mind

20 
Kavvanah comes 

into being with the deed, Actions teach. 

Heecbel ' e idea that "kavvanah comes into being with the deed" has 

raised questions for many of his critics. Doesn't Judaism teach that a 

deed must be performed with pure intentions? Isn't the iaplication 

therefore that kavvanah ia an antecedent to fulfill.ing the aitevoth? 

I 
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According to Heechel's view of "ve will do and we will ~derstand , " 

~kavvanah can be viewed ae both an antecedent and a result of sacred 

deeds. For the individual vho already possesses faith, righteous 

actions further and deepen his spiritual resources. For the individual 
\ 

who is not yet spiritually committed, the mitsvoth have the potential to 

catalyze intuitive (perhaps unconscious) spiritual stirrings which may 

u1 tima te ly grow. Several cri ti ca rill be prompted to challenge 

Heschel'e leap of action on the grounds that it is hypocritical to 

perform a mitevah without sufficient kavvanah. The response here for 

Beachel i s that the power of a righteous deed is retroactive, }.t 

acti va tee dormant epiri tual loD8in8S. As Merkle exp}ains: 

A mi tsvah may function as an antecedent of faith in tvo ( 
senses. (1) It may be an act of faith that precedes loyalty 
to the pledge made by that act or to the God to whom~he 
pledge was made. As such a mitsvah may be the beginnihg of 
faith that leads to a life of faith. (2) But a mitsvah may 
precede even an initial expression of faith. It may be 
enacted not as a sign of faith in God but simply because it 
is per~pived ae a good deed or ae somethiD8 that may lead to 
faith a'iecerned as a value •• • A mitevah is &Ji antecedent to 
the act of faith ~asmuch as its performance may lead to the 
discovery of God . 

Just as the mitsvah has the power to catalyze faith for one who is 

not yet committed to God, it also has the power to awaken the spiritual 

energies of those vho have lost touch rith their sense of the holy. 

Heechel believes that even the faithful are not immune to erperi~ncee of 

emotional lethargy. Even individuals who are committed to religious 

observance are capable of losing eight of the sanctity of life. In 

colloquial terae the mitsvoth "recharge the batteries" of those vho lose 

eight of the holy. 

Our own aoaente of illUllination are brief, sporadic, rare. 
In the lona interias the lli.nd is often dull , bare and vapid. 
There is hardly a eoul that can radiate aore light than it 
receives. To pertora a aitevah is to aeet the spirit. The -
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spirit , however, is not somethill8 we can acquire ~nee and for 
all but something we must be with. For this reason the 
Jewish way of life is to reiterate the ritual, to meet the 
spirit again and again, the ~irit in oneself and the spirit 
that hovers over all beill8s. 

Just as the mitswah serves to remind the individual of his 
\ 
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relationship to God, it also serves as a touchstone which enhances his 

awareness of hie relationship to Jewish history and the community of 

Israel. We recall that earlier we discussed Heschel's belief that the 

Bible provides man vi th archetypal examples of spiritual consciousness •. 

Likevi.se, in Heschel • s scheme the mi tevoth provide the modern Jew ri th a 

sense of historical continuity; they are connectill8 links f~om the past 

to the future. The mitswah is a reminder of past povenants and God's 
,, 

redemptive power as well as a commitment to Israel• s future hopes.~ By 
I 

takin8 a leap of action the modern Jew is renewill8 his loyalty to Sinai 
' 

and defining future aspirations. It should be noted that Heschel does 

not believe that the mitswoth are important simply because they 

originate~ in the past, i.e., they are not just ified solely on the basis 

of antiquity. But rather , their validity lies in the fact that they 

remind us of an ever present relationship, one that continues to grow 

and evolve. As Merkle explains: 

Ritual and study, like all mitevot ar, meant not only to 
reaeaber tradition but to enhance it, not only to convey an 
ancient faith but to cultivate a pioneeriJ18 faith. And, more 
than that, these mitsvot are meant not only to celebrate 
redeaptive events from the past but to ad~"°ce the drama of 
redemption in the present and the future. 

HaviJ18 discussed the efficacious power of the mitswoth in terms of 

the individual's spiritual growth process and as a reminder of his link 

to the co-unity of Israel, ve now turn to a third function of the 

a1 tewoth-nam.ely their role in coaba tting the forces of evil. For 

Heechel one ot the priaary goals of sacred deeds is that they avert 
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ein. By engagi.D8 in righteous behavior ve liberate ourselves from base 

impulses and help to activate tikun olam. "Evil ie not only a threat, 

it is aleo a challell8e• Neither the recognition of the peril or faith 

in the redemptive power of God is sufficient to ~olve the tragic 

predicament of the vorld. We can not etem the tide of evil by taking 

refuge in the temples, by fervently implori.ng the restrained omnipotence . ' 
of God. The mitewah , the humble Bill8le act of eervill8 God, of helpill8 

man, of cleansing the self is our way of ....dealing with the problem. "24 

nence for Heschel the mitsvoth are not only our spiritual toole for 

inner refinement and growth, they are also our weapons for combatting 

the world's ills . Hence performill8 a mitewah not only i,mpacts the doer, 

it also affects the balance of good and evil in the world at large . A ( 
I 

good deed can help to bring about universal redemption. Thus or 

Heschel, man ' s concrete acts are of the utmost significance because they 

have the power to bri.ng about concrete resul ta. It is in Heschel' e 

theory of the l thp of action that ve see the idea of the divine-human 

partnership clearly manifested. The mitewah demonstrates man's 

villingneee to do hie part to brill8 about the redemption of the world. 

For Heechel, "taking refuge in the temples" is not enough to save the 

world from doom; the individual muet a l eo take re~ponsibility for hie 

part in the historical drama--the mitewah provides him vith such an 

opportunity. 

As we have noted throughout thie theeie, for Heechel, the key 

problem of human existence is not the philosophical question: What is 

truth? Xoreover, the Platonic deeire to ascertain What ie goodness?, 

and the Kantian struggle over What man ought to do?, are not foremost in 

bis scheme. Rather, for Heschel, the moat pressing problem ie: How can 

.. 
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man live "in the neighborhood of God?"25 How can we livev'in a holy 

~imension? Because man is created in God's image, he bas the potential 

to live in a manner consonant Yi th di vine will. The mi tswoth are 

spiritual entrance-ways; sacred deeds are holy
1
bridges between Creator 

and creation. It is in the leap of action that the human and the divine 

meet and interact--both parties are affected by this encol!-nter. Ve 

observed earlier in this chapter that Heschel is not concerned with 

formulating the details of ritual observance but with the overall issue 

of pious living. The leap of action is a concept which stresses an 

integrated mode of spiritual being and righteous behavior as opposed to 

isolated moments in the life of the individual . Hencet ,when Heschel 

discusses the importance of prayer• the Sabbath, and a'ocial justice, , 

does not dwell on halak.hic requirements. Rather, he stresS'&~ the 

spiritual and efficacious power these mitswoth have upon man and the 

uni,yerse . 

All mits~t are means of evoking in us the awareness of 
living in -the neighborhood of God, of living ~in the holy 
dimension. They call to mind the inconspicuous mystery of 
things and acts, and are reminders of our being the stevar.ds, 
rather than the landlords of the universe; reminders of the 
fact that man does not live in a spiritual wilderness, tbat26 every act of man is an encounter of the human and the holy. 

,, 

For Beachel, performing the m..itsvoth are a way of life, a way of of 

being; the m..itavah is not a singular action which can be understood 

apart from the whole person. In brief--what you do cannot be separated 

from who you are. Hence, for Heschel, life cannot be compartmentalized; 

i.e., the individual .who observes the legal aspects of the Sabbath, but 

is insensitive to the needs of others, bas not understood the nature of 

performing sacred deeds. 

·~ 
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... If it is the vord of Micah uttering the vill of God that 
we believe in, and not a peg on which to ball8 vievs we 
derived from rationalist philosophies, then "to love justice" 
is just as much ha2'fcha as the prohibition of making fire on 
the Seventh Day ••• 
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Beachel does focus on the importance of observing certain concrete 

deeds, namely the importance of prayer, keeping the Sabbath , and our 

need to fight against social injustice, yet these three priorities must 

all be understood Yithin the broader framework of spiritual and 

righteous living. 

The purpose of observing these mitswoth is to heighten the 

awareness of the doer, transform humanity, and engage in the divine-

human partnership. Ultimately performing these mitsvoth bring mankind 
( 

closer t o redemption because the mitswoth, accordill8 to Heschel,? 1'fect 

God. God is in need of man's help in restoring the universe. ~rough 

deeds ve add to our spiritual awareness and increase the amount of 

loving kindness in the world. By engaging in mitsvoth ve are extending 

God's i-panent presence in the universe. 

With a sacred deed goes more than a stir of the heart . In a 
sacred deed, ve echo God ' s suppressed chant; in loving ve 
intone God' e unfinished SOD8 ••• To fulfill the rill of God in 
deeds means to act in the name of God, nqt only for the sake 
of God; to ca?'l\.Y out in acts what is potential to His will. 
He is in need of ~ work of man for the fulfillment of Hie 
ends in the world. 

Having discussed Heschel'e vie¥ of the JD.itsvoth as an overarchi.ng 

way of life, we nov turn to three examples of sacred deeds which 

demonstrate this integrated world-view. Heechel'e understanding of 

prayer, the Sabbath, and social justice give us insight into the dynamic 

nature of the divine-huaan encounter. Each of these pathways to the 

sacred ai.llension reflects the view that . the mitsvah is a brid8e 

connectill8 the huaan and the holy. , Moreover, thoU&h Beachel s i ll8les out 



these aforementioned mitswoth, they are always related to the broader 

context ~f holistic living. Hence, Hescbel's foremost question: Hov 

can man live in the neighborhood of God?, is ever present in his 

analysis of the following sacred deeds. 
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In Hescbel'e address "The Spirit of Prayer , " the issue of kavvanah 

is explored in detail . 'Ihe crisis we confront accordin8 to Beachel , is 

not the abandonment of tradition, ritual observance , or keva; rather it 

ia "spiritual absenteeiam."29 Heschel laments our preoccupation with 

synagogue attendance ae opposed to meaningful and heartfelt prayer. It 

iB interesting to note that in Heecbel's address to the Reform community 

--"Toward an Understanding of Hal.a cha," he also focuses on the dearth of 

spiritual content in modern worship services. Although these tvo 

speeches differed somewhat, (Heschel c.astigated the Conservative 

Kovement's over-zealousness, vie a vis keva, and the Reform Movement's 

minimalistic stance vis a vis halakhab), his emphasis in the respective 

addressee was the same: the modern Jew bas sacrificed spiritual meaning 

in the name of aesthetic form. The Conservative community bas abandoned 

kavvanab by overemphasizing keva, and the Reform community bas rende red 

worship irrelevant by transforming religious observance into "customs 

and ceremonies ... ;o Ultimately Heecbel is call i.Ifg upon both groups to 

put God back into the worship service. For Heachel, the modern 3ev's 

predicament is that be does not know "before whom be stands." Ve do not 

pray with k.avvanah because ve do not take God seriously. Modern thought 

has transformed God into a "god-concept" and prayer into sociological 

phenomenon. How can the modern Jew pray with sincerity if be does not 

believe hie prayers are being ?eard? How can prayer have an1 meaning if 

we believe they do not affect deity? Bence when Beachel calls upon us 
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to take a leap of action in the realm of prayer, he is not aekin8 us to • 
be more punctilious in our ritual or halakbic observance, rather be is 

asking us to ch8Il8e the way we pray. The leap of action is a commitment 
\ 

towards praying with kavvanah; it is a call to take God's involvement 

with humanity seriously. According to Beachel, this leap of action has 

ramifications which affect both humanity and deity: 

To pray, then, means to bring God beck into the world, 
to establish His kingship, to let His Glory prevail ••• Great 
is the pover of prayer. For to worship is to e:rpand the 
presence of God in the world. God is transcendent, but our 
worship makes Him immanent. This is implied in the idea tb'f 
God is in need of man: His being immanent depends upon us. 

I 
Hence prayer is a mitswah which acts as a connecting link between 

man and God. Our "leap of action~• is the manifestation of our 

' willingness to pray with this realization in mind; it is the assent to 

the belief that prayer makes a diffe~ence. For Beachel, one who prays 

without believing in the efficacy of prayer i s void of kavvanah. 

Heschel's view of prayer is consistent with hie overall view of the 

mitsvoth; prayer is a subdivision of the larger issue: How do 1e live 

as a holy people? The leap of action is a call to elevate and sanctify 

our existence so that we can be God's emissaries on earth and help to 

being abou~ tikun olam. 

Thus prayer is a part of a greater issue. It depends upon 
the total spiritual situation of man and upon a mind within 
which God is at home. Of course, if our lives are too barren 
to briD& forth the spirit of worship; if all our thou.ghts and 
anxieties do not contain enou.gh spiritual substance to be 
distilled into prayer, an inner transforaation is a aatter of 
emergency. And such an eaergency we face today. The issue 
of Pl'!ler is not pr9er; the iaeue of prayer is Goel. One 
cannot pray un1ees h.e baa faith in ~~ own ability to accost 
tbe infinite, 11.ercif\il, eternal God. 

Por Beachel, the act of prayer, like all llitewoth, is never 

utilitarian. Rather, the goal of perforaiJla aecred d~ 

/ 
I 
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our temporal existence with God's eternal reality. For Heechel, our 

finite concerns, and our material needs are manifested in the world of 

space. Heschel distinguishes between the world of space--which is our 

physical domain--and the dimension of time--which is God's sphere . In 

distinguishing between ti.me and space , Heechel draws attention to the 

differences between the sacred and the profane, the infinite and the 

finite, and the ephemeral and the eternal. For Heechel, God's presence 
, 

permeates time, and it is in performance of the mitewoth that we reach 

towards God's holy realm. Thie concept is seen in Heechel ' s 

understanding of the Sabbath. 
I . 

By observing the Sabbath we infuse our 

finite realm of space vith God's eternal reality. The mitewah of ( 

Sabbath observance is the realm in which men's temporal world bf space 

and God's eternal world of time intersect. 

One of mot 1rn man's greatest problems is hie failure to understand 

the meaning of time. Instead of recognizing its relationship to the 

infinite and eternal deity, man views time as a frigl.tening and 

overwhelming wasteland. H~ fills time with trivial pursuits and finite 

concerns. The Sabbath provides us with an opportunity to recognize the 

eternal presence in time; it is an opportunity to sanctify time and 

regain our awareness of the ultimate reality. The Sabbath is a 

touchstone to the holy, an entrance-way to awareness of deity. 

Moreover, by sanctifying time and putting the world of material-spacial 

relationships aside, man is able to gain insight into hie role in 

restoring the universe. As Heecbel states in The Sabbath: 

To set apart one day a week tor freedom, a day on which we 
would not use the instruaenta which have been so easily 
turned into weapons of destruction, a day tor being with 
ouraelvea, a day of detacbaent troa the vu of 
independence of external obl1'ations, a day on w e 
worshipping- the idols of technical civilbation, a day n 

I 
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which we use no money, a day of armistice in the economic 
struggle with our fellow man and the forces of nature--is 
there any institution that3~olds out a greater hope for man's 
progress than the Sabbath? 

1 
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What emerges from Heschel's understanding of prayer and the Sabbath 

is the i dea that these mitswoth heighten the spiritua~ awareness of the 

doer, thus enabling him to be a more effective emissary of God. In a 

sense mi tsvoth have a ripple effect--by elevatiil8 the consciou.sness of 

the doer they enable him to lead a more God-centered life. Moreover , 

this individual vill affect others and ultimately help to repair the 

larger world. For the individual one good deed s~mulates another--as 

" 
commitment to a God- centered life grows. Moreover, one committed ~o 

pious living has the potential to influence and transfo~ those who are 

around him. The mitewah deepens our inner spiritual life and also 

redeems our external/social reality. 

It i J not possible to do justice to Heschel'e view of integrated 

Jewish living and the mitewoth without devotiil8 attention to hie 

commitment to social action. Heechel's understanding of ethics and 

morality and his belief that "actions teach" are reflected in hie view 

that sacred deeds are instrumental in combatting evil and bringing about 

tiku.n olam. Although the mitswoth purify the doer, that is not their 

sole aim; sacred deeds also address human suffering. Hence Beachel 

understood the mitevah--"to do justly" as a call for our involvement in 

the civil rights struggle, as well as a variety of other political and 

social crises. "The world is torn by conflicts, by folly, by hatred • 

Our task is to cleanse, to illumine, to repair. Every deed is either a 

clash or an aid in the effort of rede•ption."34 

Heecbel'e understanding 

both internal co .. itaent and external actiona. are called 
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upon to do more than contemplate, meditate, and pray--we are also 

required to involve .ourselves in the affairs of mankind. For Hesche~, 
\ 

our involvement with humanity means combattin& the forces of evil in 

concrete and practical ways. The future survival of humanity depends 

upon our commitment to social justice . 

The world is not the same since Auschwitz and Hiroshima. The 
decisions we make, the values we teach must be pondered not 
only in the halls of learniD8 but also in the presence of 

. inmates in extel"lllination cam.pa, ~d in the sight of the 
mushroom of a nuclear explosion. • 

The mitswah reflects man's co11111itment to the divine-human 
I ,, 

partnership. Man and God share responsibi lity for redeemin& the orld. 

Consistent with this view is the belief that man is obligated to fulfill 

bis role as a healer and builder of our broken and shattered society. 

Our commitment to social justice is reflected in the steps ve take to 

alleviat) suffering and fight social ills. "The encounter of man and 

God is an encounter within the worl d. We meet within a situation of 

shared suffering, of shared respons i bility."36 

A life of pietyr according to Heschel, is like a work of art. The 

individual considers all of his actions as potential encounters with the 

divine. His vay of being is unified and harmonious because he is 

constantly refiniD8 himself spiritually. Moreover, a life of 

righteousness reflects a commitment to saving our world from impending 

doom and alleviatill8 pain and misery. Taken collectively the lives of 

the pious are veavill8 a tapestry--it is the cumulative efforts of 

mankind which will ultimately br-1D8 about tikun olam. 
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"Conservative" perspective. Accordi.n§ to Samuel Dresner, Beachel was 
never fully appreciated by the Jevieh Theological Seminary, i.e. he 
taupt very few course hours per week. Hence it is noteworthy that 
Fritz Rothschild c11rrently teaches a course at JTS on Beachel' e 
philosophy, and that Dresner invokes Beschel'e name when diecusei.n§ the 
fwlduental values of the Conservative lloveaent. I obtained this 
inforaation from interviews with Saauel Dresner, Union Theological 
Seai.Dry, Bew York, Ausust 3() , 19{3a and Pritz Rothschild, Jewish 
Theological Seainary, AU8Wlt 31, 1988. ileo-Dreener's Address, "The 
Vital Center," (unpublished), Dec, 10, 1986, pp. 1-25. "The Vital 
Center" argues that Heschel was the archetypal Convereative Jew. 

15rnterview with Pritz A. 
lew York, AU8Wlt 31, 1988. 

16 . 
_ Reecbel, God in Search of llan ••• , p. 288. 

logici'."l Seminary, 
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Chapter Six: COGll'l'IVI TBOUGll'f, IBY.l, AD D.Yfil.&B 

The most incisive and far reaching criticisms of the leap of action 

are of~ered by Reform thinker, Dr. Jakob Petuchovski . In his article 

"Faith As The Leap Of Action," Petuchovski challenges Hesehel's 
\ 

understandill8 of the mi tsvoth and asks several probill8 questions. Yet 

unlike those critics who seek to discredit Heschel's _overall philosophy 

of Judaism, Petuchovski acknowledges and appreciates many aspects of 

Heschel's theology. Hence, vhile Petuchovski faults Heechel's 

• de-emphasis of the "God of the Philosophers" and rational speculation , he 

also cites the lat ter's contributions in the areas of developill8 a 

theology based upon the "God of Israel" and the S}lekhinah, as veil as 

evoki'Il8 sensitivity to spiritual livill8. ( 
Petucbovski's perspective is that a philosophy of religion should 

...... 

incorporate both intuitive insight and rational speculation. The overall 

criticism he expresses is that Heschel treats acceptance of the "God of 

the Philt-b ophers" and the "God of Israel" as t.n either/or propoaition. 

For Petuchovski, belief in a personal God or "God of Israel," does not 

necessitate the abandonment of rational inquiry. Kore specifically, 

Beschel's dismissal of the philosophic tradition and rational analysis 

creates a variety of probleJAs in respect t 9 bis theory of the mitevoth. 

Initially Petuchoveki notes that Heschel differentia tee between mi tewot:h 

and "cereaonies and symbols. "1 llitsvoth are to be distinguished from 

custolllB, ceremonies and eyabols because the former term denotes "an 

expression or interpretation of the will. of God,"2 whereas the latter 

terlll8 reflect bwaan aesthetic values. Moreover, the aitswah affects God, 

whereas symbols and cereaoniee reflect man's ne~d for edification. 

Petuchoveki notes that given Beachel '•a understanding of the aitsvah as 
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the will of God, and hie castigation of overzealousness vie a vis 

ceremonies, "the leap of action" or "doing more than we understand" 

appears to be a self-contradictory concept. · Doesn ' t taking the leap of 

action presuppose that the doer believes the mitsyah is the will of God? 

If one "leaps" without possessing a conviction, is he not eogaging in an 

empty action which i s on par with vacuous ceremonial practices? Is 

Heechel'e stress on kavvanah and man ' s need to recognize that "God is the 

eubjecf' at odds with his belief that the leap of action engenders 

faith? As Petuchowski observes: 

The fact is, of course, that Heschel'e phrase "leap of 
action" is a sophism. He may make a distinction between the 
" l eap of faith" ••• and the "leap of action" but this "leap of 
action" actually presupposes a "leap of faith." It 
presupposes my belief that there is a God, my faith'~hat the 
performance of a mitsvah Yill vouchsafe me an encounter with 
Him. That is to say, my "leap of action" is not a leap . from 
nothiog into something, but a leap from my already acquired 
faith in God into an awareness that the Divine is revealed in 
the xq t avah. What is more, the kind of God I believe in must 
be the kind of whom a priori I do not deay the possibility of 
this form of revelation. Once I believe in such a God, the 
"leap" is no longer such an athletic feat, ruid may even be 
unnecessary. But if I do not believe, then the "leap of 
action.. becomes nothing more and

3
nothing lees than a form of 

experimentation with ceremonies. 

We recall our discussion of this issue in the preceding chapter: 

Does the leap of action require en initial faith? We noted Heschel'e 

view that the mitev&h possesses retroactive power, end Merkle'e 

explanation that the mitswah can be antecedent of faith . One who does 

not believe in God and performs a sacred deed may experience an epiphany 

or be awakened to dormant spiritual stirrill8S· As Merkl~ states: "Even 

though pious Jews believe that mi tsvot are -commanded by God • others may 

see value in doing mitsvot prior to the belief that God co11111ande tbem. 

an antecedent of the act of faith inasmuch as its 

of God . "4 

,, 
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Petuchowski anticipates this respGnse and argues that it is 

specious. His reasoning is as follows: given Heschel'e understanding 

of the divine origin of mi tsvoth and disdain for those who elevate fom 

over content , one vho ~es the leap of action without faith performs an 

experiment, not a mitsvah. Petuchovski is willing to concede that such 

an experiment (which at this point bas the status of a ceremony) may 
I 

ultimately lead to performing a mi tswah. He notes the approach of Franz 

Rosenzweig was one of "travelling the long roed to experimentation from 

nothing to something."5 Yet when the individual takes the leap of 

action without a prerequisite belief in God--it cannot be viewed as a 

mitsvah, given Heschel's definition of this term . This type of action 

without belief is at best a ceremony and at worst a motion void of 

spiritual meaning. True, the cere.mony may one day lead to a life of 

faith, but at the moment of its inception it cannot be termed a 

mitsvah. It is clear that for Petuchowski, Heschel's positions on the 

vapidity of ceremonies and the mitswah as an antecedent of faith are at 

odds with each other. Moreover, for Petuchovski, the idea of performing 

a mitsvah without believing in God a fraught with contradictions . 

We noted throughout Chapter Five that Beschel's position on 

balakhic requirements is never clearly spelled out. Given this 

imprecision, Petuchowski raises another challenge: Since Heschel's view 

of the mitswoth reflects a belief in a God. of revelation who ville 

certain human actions, bov does modern man distinguish between those 

halalthic requireaents that are div1.nely ordained and those which are of 

human origin? 

"' 

A aitavah, as Beachel understands it, is an expression or an 
interpretation of the will of God. (He never really 
clarifies this either/or aspect of the definition, thus 
a•k1n& it poBSible for his th!t<>ries to be adopted by Jews of 

J 
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varying shades of ortbodo~y on the question of Revelation. ) 
To those who would ask vhetber God requires anything of mah, 

· Hescbel points out that if, as is generally conceded, God 
~equires us "to do justly, love mercy, and wlk bwably with 
Him," it is no more difficult to conceive of His requiring us 
to hallow the Sabbath. For once it is granted that God 
communicates His will, bow gan ve da.re set limitations on His 
power to make requi rements? \ 

Petucbovski offers a related criticism when be discusses Hescbel's 

negative view of aesthetic form over content. Since Hescbel does not 

develop specific crit~ria for determining which aspects of halakhi.c 

observance are God's will, and since he does not provide any specific 
l 

suggestions to . the uninitiated, one pondering the leap of action will 

have the natural propensity to consider aesthetic issues. Moreover, ·· 

this is not necessarily negative. As Petuchowski notes: "'rhus, though 

the mitzvah of lulav may appeal to us , the mitzvah of spittd.ng in front ( 

of the man who refuses to marry hie deceased brother's widow 

(Deuteronomy 25:9) may very w~ll not. In other words, we are 

introduC'ing into our consideration of mltzvah the very criteria which, 

according t o HeschJi , would deprive a mitzvah of its e~sential character 

and reduce it to the level of customs, ceremonies, and symbole."7 

According to Petuchowski, for a aitswah to be meani.tlgful, there 

must be a prerequisite amount of faith and/or thou,ght. If one takes the 

leap. of action without ururerstanding v~ be is doin8 so, he is 

perforaing a ceremony. This critic seeas to be addressing the 

contradictory aspects of the leap of action in order to underscore a 

broader issue--religious observance and spiritual awareness cannot be 

devoid of intellectual rigor or conceptual understanding. One who 
I 

perfol'll8 a aitawah auet understand why be ia doing so. Jtikewise, for 

spiritual living to have staying power intuition is not enough; there 

auat also be cognitive understanding • As •1aith As The Leap Of Action" 

,, 

,..,,.---- . 
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concludes: "There is d8.D.8er in wallowing in the irrational. Moods are 

in need of the corrective Reason, and Judaism in the 20th century, as 
../ 

the late Erich Uf)8er made so abundantly clear, cannot survi ve if it 

by-passes, and permits itself to be by-passed by, the constant 

development of cognitive thougbt."8 

Prof'es.eor Marvin Fox shares Petuchoweki's view that the leap of 

action requires a prerequisite faith. Initially Fox notes ~ha t 

Heschel'e polemic against "mechanical observances" seems to belie his 

view "we should do more than we understand. "9 Moreover, Fox wonders how 

acti ollS void of content can be efficacious. As he states in "Heechel, 

Intuition, and The Halakhab": "If a man performs deeds wi thout any 

een.ee of their spiritual significance whatsoever low can they be 

effective in leadifl8 him to God? ••• Without the commitment of fait a man 

is most unlikely to undertake the performance of 'sacred._ deeds', and if 

he should they will be mere posturings without any spiritual effect."10 

At +,his point a question arises: when Beachel states , "There ie a 

way that leads from piety to faith," 11 is he implying that one 

performifl8 "sacred deeds without any sense of their spiritual 

significance whatsoever" will undergo a tr8D8formation? When Beachel 

discusses the power of the leap of action, does he imply that cynic and 

heretic alike will discover God? Fox's criticism paints the leap of 

action in bold strokes: the mitsvah is depicted as almost magical, and 

Heechel's outlook as naive. It is for the reader to deciue whether or 

not Fox constructs a caricature of Heechel'e view of the mitswoth. John 

Kerkle argues that when Hescbel introduces the concept of the leap ot 

action ~ a path to God, Beachel doe.a not illply that the insincere rill 

somehow see the light, nor does he illply that •one lackifl8 integrity• 
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will discover God. Rather, according to Merkle, Heschel is addressiD& 

those vho harbor the sincere desire to find God but have not as yet. 

Given this view, the individual who is not yet committed to a life of 
. 

faith, but ta.kes the leap of action--i's not an individual "performing 

sacred deeds without any sense of spiritual significance whatsoever ." 

Rather, this individual bas a "sense" or an inkling of the possibilities 

vhich could lie ahead. For Heschel, the very act of taking the lea? of 

action de~onstrates some type of religious commitment. The individual 

vho earnestly searches for God is expressing the seeds of faith. It is 

these searching, yet uncommited individuals Heschel is addressing vhen 
( 

he describes the mitswab as a path to God. As Merkle explains: ~ 

.•• His call for a leap of action is addressed primarily t o 
those who are elready striving for faith . He ~ calling upon 
those who long for faith to do things faithful in order to 
give fai th a chance to flower . Performing mitavot in the 
hope of attaining faith is like studying the Bible · in the 
hope of finding God. Neither need lack integrity. 

1
£n fact 

1otb are mitsvot, acts of piety in search of faith • 
• 
Fox expends considerable energy attacking both Heschel's theories 

on intuition and the leap of action, yet this critic's moat vociferous 

disagreement with Heechel relates to the latter's conception of 

balakbah. It is clear that balakhic requirements and detailed ritual 

observances play a more prominent role in Fox's world-view than they do 

in Heschel's philosophy of religion. As Fox states: "With all of Dr. 

Beschel's repeated affirmations of the fundamental need for balak.bah in 

religious life , his qualifications and restrictions of the place of 

balakbah undermine the effectiveneso of his stand. Jewish tradition 

devoted its major efforts to the development of balakhah without 

qualifications or apology. "13 
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Fox objects to Heschel's stress on the primacy of kavvanab and 

spontaneous outpouri.nge of the soul as opposed to keva and religious 

discipline. Fox believes that the Jev ie required to observe halakbah, 

yet he ie not required to poeeese certain feelings. Heechel 's etreee on 

kavvanah comes at the expense of keva; his emphasis on inspiration - --
minimizes the importance of discipline and the value of co11111itment to 

routine. "le it necessary to go ae far ae Dr. Heechel in his absolute 

requirement of spontaneity, burning religious feeling, and inner 

devotion? Must ve, in effect, scorn the piety of the vaat numbers of 

meticulously observant Jeve because it ie often routine and 

mechanical?" 14 

' Fox ie correct in noting that for Heschel technical "observanr e ie 

not enough; the individual ie on a spiritual journey and._ halaklli.c 
...... 

obeerva.nce ie seen as a means to a greater ends. For Fox, Heechel' s 

idea of the mitevah ae a spiritual tool might represent the ideal 

scenario, ~ut it does not reflect current realities. Moreover, Heschel 

does not appreciate all those ri tually observant Jews who have no 

"burning religious feeling." As Fox states: 

A Jew who li~ee in accordance with Halakbah has done all 
that can be asked of hia. Whenever be acts in response to 
the mitn-ah,- he draws close to God, ev~n i.f he never has a 
mystical experience, even if he never knows the anguish of 
craving for the divine presence and the transcendent joy of 
breaking through the barriers. Professor Beachel seema to 
underesti.llate the worth ~S the most prosaic f'ulfilaent o'f 
the divine comaandaents. 

It is po881ble that part of Fox's problea with Heechel's view of 

the mitevotb stell8 fro• the likelihood ~hat these respective thi:llcers 

define this term differently. It appears th.at Fox approaches the term 

ai. tswah froa a more traditional or orthodox stance than does H·eschel. 

lox is aore of a literalist--tbus the teraa aitevoth and balakhah appear 

./ 
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to be synonymous for him. Beachel' e definition of mi tewah appears to be 

broader and more multifaceted: for Heechel the mitewah fusee together 

halakhic observance, spiritual motivationi ethical and moral modes of 

behavior. and issues of social justice. Hence for Beachel, the term 

mitsvab is more all encompaseill8 than it is for Fox. As ve noted 

earlier, for Heschel observing the mitewoth involves more than 

performill8 specified actions; it involves embracing an integrated vay of 

life. Further compounding the problem that Hescbel's and Fox ' s 

conceptions of the mitswoth are incongruous ie an additionlll 

consideration to which we alluded earlier. namely, Heschel does not 
, 

consider all balakhic requirements equally binding. Because Hesphel 

thinks certain halakhic understandings are of human ori-gin and advocates 

a "ladder of obeer\·ance," he defines pious behavior differently than 

does FoY. 

For Beachel, meticulous observance of b.alakhah, in-and-of itself, 

is not necessarily a vi rtue. Moreover, b.ia eta.nee on "religious 

behaviorism" and "pan-halachism" implies that an over-literalist 

approach to the mit~voth is detrimental to spiritual growth. Thus 

Beachel attempts to elevate the importance of~. cleiming that it is 

of equal value to halakhah. Fox objects vehemently to this approach and 

accuses Heecbel of brealc:in8 vitb normative Judai811l . As Fox states: 

While we applaud the skill with which be has explicated and 
defended the often neglected Aggadah we must note that this 
entbuaiaaa aeeaa to have blinded hi.JI soaewhat to the special 
place of Halakhah in Judaism • • • 

The greatest Jewish sages were , of ~ourse, cognizant of the 
importance of Aggadah and many of tho aade brilliant 
contr ibutions to aggadic liter•ture. Bevertbeleas, they 
consistently centered the bul.k of their study and concern on 
Halakbab. 'l'beir preference tor Kalakbah indicatef

6 
that they 

found in it far aore than Professor Beachel doea. 



For Fox, Heschel comm.its a grave error in viewin8 balakbah and 

agadah on equal footing. For this critic, Jevish tradi tibn mandates 

. that halakbah be given precedence over agadah. It is interesting to 

note that both Beachel and Fox quote the same tractate of Berakhot to 

support their respective positions: "Since the day that the cremple was 
\ 

destroyed the Holy One blessed be He has nothing in this world but the 

four cubits of halakbab alone."17 Fox uses this proofte~t to illustrate 

his contention--halakhic literature, according to rabbinic tradition, 

has consistently been given priority over agadic literature. 18 Beachel, • 
! • 

explains the significance of this text quite differently: 

Those who quote this passage [Berakhot Ba] as a statement. of 
disparagement of agada fail to notice that the passage ie 
hardly an expression of jubilation. Its intent~on rather is 
to convey profound grief at the fact that man's af9entiveness / 
to GoCi became restricted to matters of halacha.. . ( 

I 

Whereas for Fox, those who elevate agada and consider it o~a pa'r vi.th 

halakbah break with Jewish tradition, for Beachel, those who stress the 

primacy of balakbah while diminiahing the importance of agadah have lost 

sight of the spirit of Judaism. Moreover, Heschel believes that agada 

needs to reclaim its once exalted status if Judaism hopes to avoid 

"pan-halachism." Heschel explains as follows: 

The Torah is more than a system of laws; only a small portion 
of the Pentateuch deals with law. The prophets, the PsalJ11S, 
agadic ai.drashi.Jll, are not part of halac}l.a. The Torah 
comprises both halacba and agada. Like body and soul, they20 are mutually dependent, and each is a dimension of its own • 

••• To reduce Judaiaa to law, to balacba, is to dim its light , 
to pervert its essence and to kill its spirit. Ve have a 
legacy of agada together with a qatem of halacba, and 
although, because of a variety of reasons, that legacy was 
frequently overlooked and agada becaae subservient2fo 
halacha, balacba is u1 ti.aately dependent on agada. 
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Given Fox's and He&chel's respective interpretations of the roles 

of halakhah and aggadah, these two thinkers understand the term mitsweh 

• differently. Fox believes that Hescbel minimizes the importance of 

halakbab and ultimately fails to realize its spiritual value. Heschel 

errs in viewing halakhah and agada as diametrically opposing values. In 

Fo¥'s estimation, meticulous balakhic observance brings the doer 

spiritual awareness. Heacbel incorrectly assumes that certain techni cal 

aspects of religious observance are "dry legalisms"22 vi thout value. 

For Fox, even the most intricate and painstaking elements of Jevieh law 

have somethiD8 t o teacb ue. These aspects of balakhic observance are 
. 

attempts to in.fuse an avarenesa of God into the most mundane aspectB of 

living. Ae Fox states at the close of his article: 

In spite of his ~j;ricturee Dr. Beachel will surely grant 
that the talmudic dia&ourse concerning "the ox which gored, 
the cow" ie not merely an arid discussion of certain 
technical problems in the law of damages. It is the Jewieb 
way of concretizin& th~3preeence of God in the moat mundane 
aspects of daily life. 

In Chapter Two we examined Maurice Friedman's criticisms of 

Heschel's intuitive epistemology. Friedman challenges lieechel's idea 

that we are capable of distinguishing between subjective and objective 

truths. Ve recall that Friedman posited the view that we have no 
# 

criteria for determining whether what ve perceive as subjective 

experience is transubjectively real. Hov can the individual determine 

whether hie intuitions point to objective universal realitf'? For 

Friedman, Heachel'e subject/object dichotomy is extremely problematic 

because there are no guidelines to help us diet~nguish between ~nner 

perceptions and external/universal truths. In a similar vein, FriedJAan . 
challell8es Hescbel' s position on the mi tswoth; this critic claims that 

f 
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ve have no basis for determining those actions which reflect subjective 

4 
human needs as opposed to those actions which are genuine responses to 

God' a call. 

Like Petuchovski, Friedman finds Beschel's distinction between 

ceremonies and mitsvoth problematic. Friedman initially notes that, for 

Reschel, ceremonies "are conventional fblkvays which are relevant to 

man" and mitsvoth are "requirements of the Torah which are ways of 

God."24 Thus Friedman believes that in Heschel's scheme ceremonies are 
I 

"subjective" and the mitsvoth are "objective." Friedman's observation 
);. 

on Heschel's subject/o~t dichotomy prompts the following question : 

Ceremo~ies, like symbols, express what we think Jbile the 
mitevoth express what God ville. This distinction seems of 
special importance as it app~iee to the motive fo~ religious 
observance. What is done merely for the sake of keep~ 
alive the tradition or continuing Jewish culture and 
civilization can hardly be called "religious" in any 
meaningful sense of the term. But can one apply this . 
distinction with equal clarity to the content of the action 
itself, so that one can say in each particular case, this~ 
a eubje~ ive folkway and that an objective co111111and of God? 

( 

Friedman notes that Heschel's solution to this problem seems to be 

his stress on kavvanab, i.e.--hie belief that the question is not "how 

much" ve observe, but "how" ve observe. Yet Friedman finds this answer 

evasive because it does not aI1Bver the question of hov one distinguishes 

between subjective ceremonies and God given comande. 

If a little with Xavana is better than auch without, then th& 
subjective/objective distinction that Beachel aakee is not a 
crucial one. The real question becoaes whether our way of 
life is not only part of a genuine dialogue with God, within 
which bo~~ subjective motive and objective law find their 
meaning. 

The logical flXtension of Pried.man's obser;vation is that one man ' s 

ceremoQY' might very well be another aan's mitevah. (For example: I 

light the Sabbath candles to feel part of the Jewish co•unity, whereas 
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IQ mother lights the candles because she believes God ville such an 

action.) Ultimately ve are left with the problem: Is what determines 

whether a given action is a mitsvah as opposed to a ceremony dependent 

on the motivations of the doer? 

In Chapter Two ve noted that Friedman finds Hescbel'e transition 

from awareness of the ineffable to adoption of the mitswoth 

problematic. An individual may perceive the sublime in nature; be may 

even come to believe that this experience points to God, but does it 
..._,.. 

necessarily follow that he will accept the divinity of the Hebrey 

Bible? Moreover does an awareness of the ineffable neqessarily lead to 

a belief in the di vine origin of the mi tsvotb? 

• •• The modern Jew's sense of the ineffable does not 
necessarily lead him to follow Heschel in accepting the 
prescriptions of the law as an objective order of divine 
will. The presence of divine meaning in observance of th& 
law comes to us through our very commitment to and 
participaJ ion in that observance, .-rites Heschel. But if 
those who are not observant Jews do not now feel themselves 
commanded by God to perform the law, how ""Can 'they perform it 
with integrity even on the strength of Heschel's assurance 
that they shall ~· this to be God's will for them through 
their observance? 

Friedman's challenge provokes the following questions: How does 

..Heschel's theory of the leap of action address those who perceive the 

ineffable, and/or believe in God, but do not view the mitsvoth as the 

will of God? Are these individuals unable to fully understand the 

natural steps one aust take to progress in spiritual developaent? 

Moreover, how does Beachel address tho~who ell8a&e in the leap of 

action without believill8 that God co .. anda the• to do so? We recall 

llerkle's response to this question. The sea.rch for God can be 

understood as an act of faith. The indivfdual who perfo1'118 a sacred 

deed with the earnest desire to diacovet' God does not lack integrit74 · in -

• 
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taking the "leap of action" this individual is "doing "'more than he 

understands in order to understand more than he does . "28 
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Dr. Lou Silberman also attempts to respond to Friedman's critique 

regarding Heschel ' s transition from awaren~ss of the ineffable to 

adoption of the mitsvotb . According to Silberman: "Beachel does not 

require the transition from the sense of the ineffable to Tcrah and 

mi tsvot. Indeed ••• these three ways are on.e; hence, each must be made 

available for all are ultimately required. "29 Fried.man responds 

directl~ to Silberman's statement when he notes: "To say this is to 

miss the central problem in Heschel's philosophy: the transition from 

his general philosophy of religion to his specifib philosophy of ,, 

Judai'sm. 1130 Although Silberman is correct in noting that, for He;;'chel, 

all three paths lead to God; Friedman's response, i.e. that Heschel's 

ideas progress from the universal to the particular, seems .to defeat the 

former's argumen t . One reading Heschel's theolo~1 cannot help but 

notice the structure of his polemic--be bag!ws vi th man's sense of 

intuition which leads to an awareness of God; next he progresses to t.he 

significance of the Hebrew Bible, and ultimately concludes vi th the 

importance of sacred deeds . The sequential structures of Kan is Not 

Alone and God in Search of Kan are deliberate-- Heschel is attemptlll8 to 

take his readers on a spiritual journey; this journey follows in a 

progressive fashion. Silberman rightly observes that all three paths to 

God are interrelated, yet ultimately Friedman's objection remains: it 
'--

is possible to adopt one of Heschel's three entrance-ways to the holy 

vi thout .eeein& the logical necessity. of adopting all three paths. The 

eeeential challenge to Heachel's theology, according to Friedman, i s how 

to "build a bridge to Jewish law fo~ those outside it."32 

..,.,,,,,.-- -
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Harold Kasi.mow, author of Divine-Human E.ncounter: A Study of 

Abraham Joshua Beachel, is also critical of the leap of action • 

• According to Maurice Friedman, Kasi.mov's professor, "Di-vine-Human 

Encounter ••• is , in fact, the first full-length scholarly study to be 

published on Heschel's thought, the only other book l>eing Franklin 

Sherman's little The Promise of Heechel."33 

Before examining the specific difficulties one encounters in 

Kaei.mow's work, we turn to those legitimate objections he raises. In 

Divine-Human Encounter, Kasi.mow presents Heschel's view of the mitsvoth 
I 

in light .of Friedman's and Fox' s reservations. Kasi.mow opens this 

• 
discussion with an observation which is particularly apropos given th~ 

I 
aforementioned disagreement between Silberman and Friedman. ~asi.mov 

observes that although Heschel's three paths to God seem to progress in 

an intended order, the third path or leap of action, can also serv"i- aa 

an initial step to Heschel's di vine-human encounter. Hence , although 

the structure of Hepchel'a polemical writings tends to proceed from the 
• • 

general to the particular, e.g.,--from man's inherent intuitive 

capacities to the Jew's need to perform mitsvoth, the lea~ of action can 

also be understood as a vehicle in-and-of itself, which leads man to the 

holy dimension. Kasimow explains as follove: 
. 

keschel'e contention that "the mitevah is a supreme source of 
religious insight" helps us understand more fuily the 
interrelationship between the three difi'erent aspects of hie 
"path to God." The outline of God in Search of Man leads us 
to believe that the path moves fl'Oll the ineffable to the 
reality of revelation and finally to worship . Here, however, 
the direction of the path is reversed. Tb& 11itsvot aay

3
{ead 

aan to sense the ineffable, then to the study of Torah. 

Ve see that for Kasimow, like Silberaan, the interrelationship of 

Heecbel' e three paths is significant. Each path is seen as a door to 

the spiritual dimension, and all three paths ar6 ulti.aately seen as 

I 

,, 

( 
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interdependent. Hence, one vho discovers God through performing a 
' 

mitsvah, according to Heschel's scheme , rill also come to understand 
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biblical philosophy, and intuition of the ineffable. Although Heschel 
' \ 

presents these three paths in a given order , this sequence is not 

written in stone. The key issue is man's journey towards God; one man's 

starting point might be the world of nature, while another might 

discover God through the leap of action. What is essential for Hescbel 

is that ultimately the spiritually aware embrace all three entrance-ways 

to God. 

We recall Fox's objections to Heschel's approach in Chapter Tvo. 
r 

All three of Hescnel' s paths to God, according to this critic, are 

dependent upon intuition. Man must initially intuit that there is a 

reason for him to possess faith before be is capable of embracing any 

one of Reschel's three entrance-ways to the holy. Similarly, 

Petuchovski posit£ the view that the cornerstone of Hesr.hel's theory of 

the mitsvoth is faith. Hence the questions these critics raise, and 

Friedman and Kaeimow attempt to address are: Does Reschel present the 

reader with three discrete paths (or vehicles) to the holy? Or, are all 

three paths dependent on ~ome other underlying concept, i.e . faith or 

intuition? Moreover, does acceptance of one of Heschel's three paths 

logically bring about an understanding and/or acceptance of the other 

tvo? The problems these critics introduce focus on issues of logic: if 

all three paths to God depend upon my need for faith and/or intuition-

isn't the leap of action a spurious concept? (Ultimately it is ~he leap 

of faith I must take.) Moreover, for Friedaan : th~ link between man's 

awareness of the ineffable and acceptance of the aitavotb is never 

firmly established. As l'riedaan explains: 

( 
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Heschel'e philosophy does not offer the non-observant modern 
Jew sufficient links to enable him to make the transit~on, or 
"leap of action," ••• from the universally hwaan sense of the 
ineffable to an acceptance of the sacredness of Jewish law in 
which the ~gice of God becomes identif\.ed with objective 
tradition. 

Kasimow's discussion of the leap of action attempts to address 

these very questions. Moreover, this expositor pays special attention 

to Friedman's criticism of the leap of action. Kasimow presents bis 

discussion of the leap of action as follows. "Is it conceivable that 
. 

Heschel, the man of aggadah, is askiD8 us to take the 'leap Qf action' 

before we attain inner devotion?"36 Bext he cites fieschel's view that 

"there can be acts of piety Yithout faith ... 37 What follows is the /' 
I 

conclusion that: 

Heschel would concur Yith Pried.man that the Jew who does not 
feel commanded b:r God to perform the mitsvah does not perform 
them with integrity. Nevertheless, despite the lac!3§f 
integrity Beachel insists u~on the "leap of action." 

Initially one is prompted to ask if Kasimow is correct in stating that 

Heschel would "concur Yith Fried.man" that the "Jt.w vho does not feel 

commanded by God to perform the mitsvah" and does so--lacks 

"integrity." As John Merkle states in bis review of Kasimov's work: 

• • • Kasiaow is vroD8 to suggest, with Friedman, that deed 
before devotion implies action Yithout integrity. Beachel 
calls for a leap of action, real1zill8 that only those who 
suspect that action may be valuable and vho seek to attain 
faith through that action will take the leap ••• Also, the fact 
that in other contexts Beachel iaplies that yearning for 
faith, itself, a matter of faith suggests that when Beachel 
speaks of taking the leap of action to attain faith he means 
perhaps that the leap itself is the beginnill8 of fai-th which 
ll&y lead to a life of faith. Thus we can understand 
Heachel's atateaent, not q~d by. K.asiaov, that 'the way to 
faith 'is the way of faith. ' * 

Beachel does not believe that those vho• perfora sacred deeds in order to 

discover God lack integrity. The earnest seeker Yill benefit by 

eqagill8 in a life of piety since deeds proaote faith. 
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A secoad question raised by Kasimow's interpretation of Heschel 

relates specifically to the former ' s u.nderstandin8 of the term 

" integrity." Heschel does not use the term "integrity" in the context 

of the modern or non- observant Jew searching for faith. Rather 

Heschel ' s discussion of integrity relates to those individuals vho 

succumb to egotistical impulses. Specifically, Heschel's discussion of 

integrity is devoted to those vho are committed to God but experience 

"alien thoughts1140 when attempting to perform mitsvoth. Hence there is 

a difference between the individual vho does a mitsvab without believin8 

it is the will of God, and the individual who performs a mitsvoth for 

selfish or self-aggrandizing purposes. Kasimov does not eonsider the 

leap of action as an antecedent of faith and/or as a revitalizing (force 

durin& emotionally barren times. Heschel's discussion of integrity, 

however, takes plac~ within the context of the nature of good and evil; 

it does r ot address the problems of the doubter or modern Jew who is 

striving for God . 

Kaaimow's discussion of the leap of actior is directly linked to 

Heschel ' s vie'llS of good and evil. Kasimov treats Heschel ' s concepts on 

the leap of action and "doing more than we understand," and his theories 

of "the conf'uaion of good and evil," as if t hey were one-and-the-same. 

True, these two categories have certain similarities, but their 

respective emphases is different. Kasimov implies that Beachel 

advocates performing the mitsvoth "without integrity" because of his 

"Kabbalistic" notion of the relationship between good and evil . 

Immedia't<ely after Kasimov' a statemen~ that "despite the lack of 

integrity, Heschel inaiets upon the leap of action,"41 he states (vi.thin 

the sue paragraph): 



An examination of hie important article "Confusion of Good 
and EVil" focuses [sic] cle•rly on the problem and meets the 
queeti6n of in~egrity itself in a nev vay. In this article, 
profoundly influenced by Kabbalietic and Hasidic thought, 
Beachel argues that even the saint cannot perform the 
commandments vi th complete integrity. In support of hie 
contention he cites the Jevieb mystical view: ••• "tha' in this 
world neither good nor evil exists in purity, and there is no 
good without the a~ture of evil or evil without the 
admixture of good." 11'; 
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One reading Kaeillov'e interpretation of Hescbel might easily come 

away with certain erroneous assumptions . Firstly, Kasimow' s ovn 

discussion of ~he leap of action and subsequent juxtaposition of 

Heschel's statement on evil is misleading. K.asimow's statement "in 

support of his [Heschel's] contention" implies that Reschel's view of 
I 

evil is in some way related t ? those who perform mitswoth without 

be'lieving in God. It should be noted that Heschel's essay "The 

Confusion of Good and Evil" in The Insecurity of Freedom addresses 

Reinhold Niebuhr's theology. The specific quotation cited by Kasimov is 

actually used by Hesche ~o contrast the views of good and evil in 

JeYieb mysticism with Niebuhr's perspective.43 Moreover, al:though 

Heschel's essay on "The Confusion of Good and Evil" does address man's 

collllllitment to the mitevoth, it does ,not address the plight of the modern 

man who is in search of God. Rather, the problem Heschel addresses in 

this essay is "Who can be trustful of hie good intention, knowing that 

under the cloak of kavvanah there may hide a streak of vanity?"44 

Kaeimov equates eeaential tenets of Heechel's thought: the "leap 

of action" as an antecedent of faith, the "confusion of good and evil," 

and its corollary the "problo of integrity." Beechel.'e prelllise of the 

"leap of action" as a path to deity addresses those who. lack faith but 

seek God. The aitawah or leap of action is a means of developing faith 

as vell as a reflection of faith. With the exception of Kaaimow, other 
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I 

critics have attacked Heschel's logic on this issue. 1Casimow, however, 

claims that Heschel's leap of action al.love for those who "lack 

integrity" to perform mi.tswoth, ergo Reschel's "Kabbalistic• viev of 

good and evil is the influence underlying bd.s leap of action. Hence 

Kasimow understands those modern Jevs to whom Friedman refers, as 

individuals involved in "the confusion over good and evil." Kaeimov 

fails to realize that the concept of the "leap of action" is directed 

towards the retroactive power of deeds and is directed towards those who 
L 

are se.arching for God. Heschel' a ,,.view of integrity, in 

contradistinction to the leap of action, addresses those vho'have found 

God--but at times feel overwhelmed by egotistical 6oncerna. The latter 
; 

concept is directed towards tllose who lack a prerequisite faith in(cod, 

whereas the former concept addresses those who have found, God but lost 

sight of Him. 

Our discussion in Chapter Five concluded vith Heschel's conceptions 

of prayer, the Sabbath, and social action. Ve. noted that these three 

examples of piety, in Reschel's scheme, are manifesta tions of the leap 

of action. Ve now turn to those criticisms which addresses these three 

aspects of Heschel's thought. 

In "Abraham Joshua Beachel and Prayer," Father Edward).. Synan 

criticizes Heschel'e understanding of the purpose of prayer. According 

to this critic, Heschel's complete disdain for "utilitarian"45 goals 

renders petitionary prayers meaningless. As Synan states: 

Is it really true, as Beachel holds; that when we pi-ay our 
needs are only incidentally fulfilled, that our petitions are 
anawered only in the epbere of the ep1.rit? I can.not help 
saying that here he is not faithful to his own people's 
glorious tradition. Vae it on!y ~ncidental when Israel 
prevailed over Aaalek so long as Koses lifted up his bands to 
iaplo~ God's help (Ex. 17:8-1,)? • •• In excluding the prayt€ 
of petition I aa afraid Beachel abortena the band of God. , 
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Synan' s criticism inspires questions. Does he interpret E:r.odue 
• 

17:8-13 more literally than Heschel? The implication of Synan's 

criticism seems to be that God "answers" prayers . As Synan complains, 

"So little utilitarian is prayer that Heschel e:r.clu.des orl principle the 

poesibility of an 'answer' to prayer, at least in the natural order. "47 

It is possible that in Heschel ' s scheme Synan' s observation "shortens 

the hand of God . " Indeed, any assumption that God directly responds to 

petitionary prayers presents a number of problems in terms of divine 
. 

justice and theodicy. 

Heschel and Synan seem to have different understandings of the 
I 

purpose of prayer. In Heschel's essay "The Spirit of Prayer," it ie 

never suggested that one who is suffering or in need of help should not 

implore God . Yet it must be noted that Beschel's stress, unlike 

Synan' s, i s that one prays to "gain insight," not concrete advantages . 

As Hescbel states, "pr y er has the power t o generate insight; it often 

endows ue with an understanding not attainable by speculation. Some of 

our deepest insi ghts, decisions, and attitudes are born in moments of 

prayer."48 While Heechel never imJ2lies that the petitionary prayer is 

invalid, he does imply that seeking a concrete response is futile. The 

purpose of prayer, according to Heschel, is to "know before whom you 

stand, .. 49 to enter the holy realm, to "meet" the divine. Prayer is not 

fruitful when its purpose is to elicit "answers" to problems. 

Clearly Synan and Heschel conceive worship differently. Synan 

arg11ea that Heechel'e concept of prayer does not allow for 

'"interference' in the natural order of things • .,5Q. It. aust be 

understood that although Heachel'a understanding of deity is 

supernatural, hie understanding of prayer is not; in Heachel'a scheme 
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there ie not a quid-pro-quo relationship between man' e petitions and. 

God's intervention in human affairs. Though Heechel believes that God 

reacts to man and intervenes in hie life, he does not bold that God 

becomes involved in human affairs "on demand." As Hesch~l concludes in 

"The Spirit of Prayer": 

I do not refer to any supernatural events or any scholarly 
discoveries. I refer to countless momenta of insights which 
can be gained from commun1ng vi th individual words. I refer 
to the mystery that the same word may evoke ever new 
underetandill88 when read with an open heart. I refer to the 
myeterio)ls fact that happens in the heart of one person 
conveys itself. to all others present.

51
one eiz18le individual 

may transform the whole congregation. 

For Heechel the power of prayer becomes manifest within the individual. 
/ 

Moreover, the inner transformation one gains through prayer has the 

potential to influence others. For Synan, a belief that God ie a 

concerned and caring partner necessarily implies that He responds 

directly to man's prayers. 

In the preceding c\iapter we diecueeed Heschel'e view of the Sabbath 

and hie understanding of time and apace. We noted that for Heechel, 

time ie understood ae God's infinite realm whereas apace ie man's finite 

dimension. While man has no control over the passage of time, he does 

possess *the abili ty to acquire tbiJl8e in apace. Heschel explains hie 

views on time and space in hie eeeay "Architecture of Time"52 as 

follows: 

Time, is that which is beyond and independent of space, is 
everlastill8: it ie the world of apace which ie perishing . 
Things perish within time; tiae itself does not change. We 
should not speak of the flow or passage of time, but of the 
flow or passage of space through ti.Jle. It is not tiae that 
dies; it ia the huaan body which dies in tia8". Teaporality 
ia an attribute of the world of apace, of th1ngs of apace. 
Tiae which 1a beyon~'pace 1a beyond the division into past, 
present, and future. · 
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Hence for Heschel, observin8 the Sabbath is men's attempt to sanctify 

time--it is our human recognition of the eternal dimension. Given 

Heschel' e understanding, the Sabbath is an opportunity to turn our 

attention from the tangible vorld of space to lthe eternal vorld of time. 

In an editoria1,54 Dr. Trude Weiss-Rosmarin, challenges Hescbel's 

conceptions of time and space. Initially she notes that Hesch~l's 

time/space dichotomy "rests on untenable premises and is supported by 

faulty prope . 1155 More s pecifically, Dr. Weiss-Rosmarin objects to 

Heschel'e view that space is not God 's holy realm. The following 

observation characterizes the tone of her critique: 
t 

There is no proof whatsoever for this theory [that Judaism 
con.ceivea of God as being in time and not in space], which is 
presented as a not to be questioned fact by Dr. Heechel . But 
the evidence of the most authoritative Jewish sourc~roves 
on the contrary that Judaism i dentifies God with apace, viz., 
the usage of mako!--apace--ae a synonym for God in the 
Miebnah56Talmud, medieval literature, end colloquial Hebl'ev 
speech. 

,. 

( 

Veies-ifo8111.8rin feels Beachel' s differentiation between time and 

space is not only contrived, it also breaks with normative Jewish 

tradition. Accordin8 to this critic, both time and apace belong to 

God' s realm. Any assumption that there is a hierarcb,y of sanctity in 

, 

regard to time and space is erroneous. A facitual analysis, according to 

Veies-Roemarin, does not hold that "Judaism is a religion of time."57 

Heschel responds directly to Veiss-Roamarin's attack in bis article 

"Space, Time, and Reality. "58 He argues that Judaism's understandin8 of 

a transcendent God is consistent rltb its elevation of time over space. 

Xoreover, the tendency of equatin8 God with epac~, accordin8 to Heechel, 
. 

was a Greek innovation. As Beachel explains: 

The Greek philosophers were endeavoring to account for thin8e 
in a ft.7 quite different froa the aanner of the Hebrews. 
The7 sought to find the causes of runas vi thin the phenomena 



themselves rather than in the will of some external power. 
They sought to know the mechanisms of nature rather than the 
will of the God who governs nature. 

The doctrine of imposed law leads to the monotheistic 
conception of God as ea§sentially transcendent and only 
accidentally immanent; while the doctrine of the immanent law 
leads to the pantheistic doctrine of

5
ijod as essentially 

immanent ~d in no vay transcendent . 
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Heschel's response is interesting for a number of reasons. Again \ 

we are faced with the question : Should Greek phi losophical concepts be 

understood wit hin the context of "normative Judaism"? We recall those 

critics who challenged Heschel' s "God of Pathos" also accu.sed him of 

breaking with mainstream Jewish ideas. Specifically, Heschel's 

rejection of the "God of the Philosophers"--was accused of being 

inconsistent with post-biblical understandings of God. Beachel, on the 

~~her band, claimed that those who acc~pted Greek conceptions of deity 

were not "authentically Jewish." The question underlying the 

aforementioned debate is: What is "authentically" Jewish? 

Similarly, th.e exchange between weiee-Roemarin and Heechel can be 

distilled into the question: What is D rmative Judaism? Anot her aspect 

of Heschel's response which prompts attention is his stress on the 

"essentially transcendent" nature of God as opposed to the "accidentally 

immanent" nature of deity. One familiar with Heechftl' e "God of Pathos" 

and hie rejection of the "Unmoved Mover" might question the overall 

consistency of hie approach. 

In "Abraham Joshua Heechel'e 'BiblicaJ Kan' ••• " s. Daniel Breslauer 

attempts to analyse Heechel's political involveaent,...from a sociological 

point of view. Breslauer'e article is baaed on hie unpublished doctoral 

diBSertation, "The Impact of Abraham Joshua Heschel as Jewish Leader in 

the Aaerican Jewish Comaunity."60 According to Breslauer, Beachel 
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struck a responsive chord ir. the American Jewish community precisely 
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because o~ the ambiguity of his theology. The average Jewish American 

durill8 the 60's vas confused and searchill8 for an identity; Heschel's 

equivocal philosophy spoke to the "undifferentiated Amei\i.can."61 The 

following passage is characteristic of Breslauer's understandill8 of 

Hescbel: "The outstandi~ characteristic of Heschel's presentation is 

its ambiguity. There is a vacillation between the emphasis on the 

uniqueness of Biblical man in contrast to other religious viewpoints and 

the demand for the.adoption of Biblical re-i'igiousness by all modern 

men. Behind t~s ambiguity is an interesting ambivalence. "62 

(I 
Breslauer conceiyes of Heschel' s "ambiguity" as an essential 

component in his political appeal. Because Heschel's terminology and 

' actions could be interpreted differently by a variety of individuals, he 

was a "symbolic leader" vho attra1,; ted a diversity of groups. A.s 

Breslauer states: 

While Heschel's ambiguity reflects, on one level, a 
psychological ambivalence, on another level a sociological 
ambivalence is also present . Institutions and social 
conventions are essential in creatill8 and maintainill8 a 
political follovi.D8• Yet, leadership must appea:l"° to a 
broader audience than its original limited poverbase. 
Heschel's political leadership, while at first restricted to 
a group of co•itted radicals, eaerged as an influe~ce on the 
entire community. This was posei ble because of the 
ambivalence which he f,inds in prophetic politics. While 
potentially radical, ~e prophet' e inwardness makes his 
radicalism ambiguous. 

Although Breslauer is not a hostile critic, his analysis of Heschel 

illpliee that the latter neither clearly defines his politics nor his 

theology. Moreover, it is Heechel's lack of ideplogical precision that 

' caused hi.A to gain popularity. Por Breslauer, Beachel' e "aabi.guity" 

allowed Aaericana vho were gropiJl& for an identity to project their own 

uncertainty onto hie "8)'1lbolic leaderehi.p.•64 

I 

; 

( 
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Although Breelauer'e thesis is interesting, it is methodologically 

unsound . Firstly, neither bis dissertation nor any of hie subsequent 

artl,cles make use of any surveys or statistical data regarding Heschel' s 
I 
\ 

influence on American Jevry. He.nee the reader baa no means to assess 

the "impact of Heacbel'a leadership." Secondly, Breslauer asserts that 

Heachel ' a political followers were familiar with hie views on prophetic 

theology--this assertion is in no way substantiated. Finally, Breslauer 

never tells U8 why be believes the "prophet' 8 inwardness makes hie 

radicalism ambiguous." 

According to Beachel, the prophets' political sta~ces were anything 

but ambiguous . Moreover, there is no reason to assume that the ( 

qualities of inwardness and rad i calism need be at odds with ~ch other. 

As Heschel states: 

Prophetic utterance is rarely cryptic, suspended between God 
and man; it is urging, alarml.DB, forcing onward, as if the 
words g~ed forth from the heart of God, seeking entrance to 
the heart and mind of man, carrying a summons"' as wg~l as an 
involvement. Grandeur, not dignity, ia important. 

The prophet faces a coalition of callosnese and established 
authority, and undertakes to atop a mighty stream with mere 
words. Had the purpoee been to express great ideas, prophesy 
would have bad to be acclaimed as a triuaph. Yet the purpose 
of prophesy is to conquer callousness, tg6c;hange the inner 
aan aa -11 aa to reYolutioD.ise hiato?T· (Emphasis mine.) 

Although Breelauer's theories as to wb;y Heachel's social activism 

attracted adherents are int9reeti.ng, they are b;ypothetical. 

Particularly weak is his aaewaption that those who sympathized with 

Heecbel'a political stances did so for theological reasons. As Jakob 

Petuchowski r8Jlarked i .n an interview: "It-was .ironic that many who 

respected Heachel'e theology and academic advanceaente did not support 

hie political views. It is also probable that those who admired hie 

politics were not students of hie tbeology."67 
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relation to those who take the "leap of

0

action" without believing in the 
divine origin of the co .. andaents. Hence, Heschel 's discussion of good 
and evil does not a ttempt to address the question Friedman poses: How 
can a non-observant Jew take the "leap of action?" The structure of God 
in Search of Kan bears this out: Beachel' s discussion of "the leap of 
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action" is found in Chapter Twenty Eight under the rubric--"The Science 
of Deeds." Hie discussion of "the confusion of good and evil" follows 
later in Chapter Thirty Six under the gener.al heading--"The Problem of 
Evil ," and finally in Chapter Thirty Eight Heschel addresses the problem J 
of integrity. 

• Beachel'a ordering of subject material ie not haphazard. The leap 
of action addressee the mitsvah in a different context than does 
Heachel's concept of "integrity." The leap of action deals with the 
power of .deeds, hov sacred acts engender faith , and ultimately hov the 
mitsvot can lead those who are striving for faith to spiritual livi.48. 
Heachel's chapter on integrity addressee the individual at a later stage 
of hie spiritual development. The problem of integrity relates to those 
who have already committed themselves to God but experience "alien 
thoughts" and "egotistical concerns." The problem with Kaaimov'a 
analysis is reflected in bis critique: 

The mystical and Hasidic view does not answer the 
entire questions of the integrity~f human actions 
88 propounded by Dr. Friedman. The aeidic masters 
vere addressing themselves to Jews vho~d 
difficulty in attaining proper intention, even 
though they felt them.selves to be commanded by 
God . Thie special consideration perm.its Friedman 
to raise the question regarding the very different 
position of contemporary Jews who do not feel 
commanded by God and· therefore cannot even begin to 
perform the commandments with integrity. 
(Kaeimov, The Divine-HUlll.an Encounter ••• , p. 58.) 

Kaaimov's, problem is that be never realizes that Heachel does not 
attempt to use "mysticai and Hasidic" views on good and evil to aDBwer 
Friedaan's question. Heechel nev r suggests that "the confusion over 
good and evil" relates to Friedm~s problem--i.e. the log:lcal 
progression of the "leap of action." Moreover, just as "the H88idic 
masters • •• were addressing themselves to those who felt collllllanded by 
God," Hescbel'a discussion on "integrity" also addressee those who have 
faith in God. 

K88imow errs in assuming that Heachel' e treatment of good and evil, 
and 'the problem of integrity addressee modern Jews struaJ.ing wi th the 
issue of faith. Hepchel's discussion of utegrity deals with those, who 
already possess faith but experience intrusive/negative thoughts. 
Beschel'a discussion of "piety preceding faith," on the other band, 
relates specifically to his concept of the "leap of action" 88 an 
antecedent of faith. This concept, in contradistinction to Heacbel's 
ideas on integrity, addressee the aodern Jew's search for faith. The 
leap of action focuses on the retroactive power of deeds, and how 
actions teach (these issues are geared to those modern Jews Friedaan 
discusses); it does not concern itself (at this point) with the nature 
of evil and problems of impure motives. 

Pried,aan poses the question: . How can Beachel aak the aodern, 
non~observant Jew to take the "leap of action?" Friedaan's quest~on 
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implies that without an initial faith, the "leap of action" is illogical 
and contradictory. Hence hie use of the term "integrity" does not imply 
that a discussion of the nature of good and evil is in order. JKasimow 
associates Fried.man's question OD integrity with Heschel's discussion OD 
intetrity and the nature of good and evil. This is unfortunate when ve 
consider the fact that Heschel's discussion of good and evil, like bis 
discussion on integrity, directs itself to the plights of the faithful, 
not the modern/non-observant Jews to whom Friedman refers. (One is 
prompted to wonder why Friedman, Kaei.aov'e teacher, never discusses the 
"leap of action" in re lation to good and evil if Kasimov is correct in 
implying that Heschel's "mystical and Hasidic" understanding v-as an 
attempt to answer Friedman's question of integrity. ) 
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Moreover, it is poorly written, and his theses are unclear. The 
following t wo examples characterize the problems one ~ncounters vhen 
perusing Breslauer's dissertation. 

While the poetic force of his vriting was admitted, 
few found his theology acceptable or viable. His 
attitude toward prayer and ritual vas idiosyncratic 
nor did he exert a definitive influence on attempts 
to reformulate the liturgy. (Breslauer's 
Dissertation, p. 1 .) 

Heschel's ability to reach a student population is 
revealed by an event that occurred in 1970. 
Shortly after the Kent State killings Heschel was 
called to speak at a certain university. The 
campus bad been split by the disturbances. Faculty 
and students were at odds among themselves. Yet 
after Heschel's tal k the atmosphere calmed •••• 
( Breslauer' a Dissertation , p. 41 . ) 

The tlfo aforementioned quotes reflect the weak scholarship tljat 
plagues Breslauer's work. In the case of the first citation, thef reader 
is never given any substantial reasons as to vl:\y be should accept 
Breslauer' s assumption that Heschel' s attitude "toward 'prayer and ritual 
wae idiosyncratic." Moreover, one familiar with Hescbel's vritings and 
biography is vell aware that Hescbel never attempted to "reformulate 
liturgy." Beachel vas concerned vith philosophy- and tbeology--not 
liturgy. He wanted individuals to pray, yet he was not interested in 
revritin!, the content of prayers. The second citation also illustrates 
the type of imprecise references vhich abound in Breslauer's 
dissertation. WQy doesn't Breslauer tell us where this "certain 
university" vas located? Why doesn't be give us the details of what 
transpired? The reader is left with little more than hearsay. 

61 Breslauer, "!b!'aham Joshua Heschel's 'Biblical Man' in Contextual 
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Chapter SeYen: USPODIIG !O JIIS!O:U 

In the preceding chapters ve examined Heschel's three entrance-vays 

to the holy dimension: man's intuition of the ineffable, man ' s 

perception of the divine-human relationship and awareness of the "God of 

Pathos," and "meeting" God through the leap of action. After each 

discussion of Heschel's tholJ8}lt, we examined those c r iticisms which vere 

germane and attempted to explore some of Heschel's responses. Certain 

tensions reappeared throughout our discu.ssion: the polarity between 

intuitive experience and ration.al speculation, the conflict between the 

''God of Pa thoe" and the "God of the Philosophers , " and opposing views as 

to whether cognitive thought necessarily precedes sacred deeds. We noted 

that underlying the aforementioned contentions between Heechel and his 

critics were the broader questions: Must a "philosophy of Judaism" 

incorporate rational inquiry into its scheme? For a theology of Judaism 

to be viable, need it include the "God c.f the Philosophers?" And 

ultimately, how do ve define "normative Judaism?" In response to this 

last question we noted that Heschel' s viev of "biblical philosophy" 

maintains that several Greek innovations are not "authentically Je11oieh." 

Heschel'e critics, however, maintain that the Jewish philosophic 

tradition necessarily includes these Western intellectual developments. 

In this chapter we will discuss three of Heschel's vorks not 

pr eviously mentioned in this thesis: Israel: An Echo of Eternity, The 

Earth is the Lord's, and Xaiuonides: A Biography. Al though these works 

include several tenets of Hescbelian thoUBht previously discussed , their 

respective foci are different. Unlike Kan is Bot Alone, God in Search of 

Man, and Who is Kan?, these works are not primarily theological 

expoai tiona . Jar rower in scope , these work.a aia at pres en ting a specific 



historical subject to Beachel' s readersli~~ Hence the cri ticism.s these 

works inspire are not as far-reaching as those noted in the preceding 

chapters. In general, critici811ls related to these three works focus on 

issues of historical veracity and methodological cogency--not on broader 

theological questions. 

Israel: .&n Bcho of Btemitz 

We begin this chapter with Israel: An Echo of Eternity for purposes 

of contrast. In the preceding Chapter we closed with a discussion of The. 

s8bbath and Heschel' s views on time and space. We noted that 

Weiss-Rosmarin faulted Heschel's view that time is in the holy/divine 

realm while apace is in the corporal/finite dimension. Ve noted 
( 

Heschel's response: Judaism is a religion of time. As Bruce Graebe " 

explains: 

Heschel, however, maintains that time is holy, simply because 
it is exclusive of and apart from space and matter, the raw 
materials of the ph,ysical world ••• 

Hesche 1believea that via time apace is able to reveal its 
innate holiness. The works of creation coi:,tain the potential 
for holiness. And it is from the perspective of time that 
the material aspects of creation are t ransformed from the 
realm of fOtential sanctity to an active manifestation o~ 
holiness. 

Heschel'a perspectives on time and apace as reflected in The 

Sabbath are stressea here because they stand in sharp contrsst to those 

expressed in Israel: An Echo of Eternity. 'l'be Sabbath, written in 

1953, is a ve~ different work from Israel: An Echo of Eternity which 

was written in 1967. The latter book was written in response to the 

Six-Day Var, and, unlike The Sabbath, stresses the sancti~ of space. 

The follov1.Jl8 quotation ie characteristic of the tone of Israel: An 

Boho of Eternity: 

• 



' 

' 

J 

There are moments in history which are unique, moments whi ch 
have tied the heart of our people to Jerusalem forever. 

These moments and the city of Jerusalem were destined to 
radiate the light of the spirit through9ut the world. For 
the light of the spirit is not a thing of space, imprisoned 
in a particular time. Yet for the spi.rit of .T~l"Wl&lea to be 
eTe?7'1here, .Tenaal• aw.t first be emnbere. (Emphasis my 
ovn) 

In Stranger At Home • • • , Heusner remarks on the opposing ~iews 
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Heusner contrasts The , eechel conveys in his earlier and later works. 

Sabbath and Israel: An Echo of Eternity as follows: 

In his later years, Heschel became deeply impressed with the 
holiness of place, not time, and spoke of the Vall and of 
Jerusalem in terms reminiscent of the way in vlµch he 
described the Sabbath, our "cathedral in time." That is a 
measure of the age in which he wrote, of deep engagement in 
holy land, holy space. Indeed, I think hie argument in The 
Sabbath stands at one extreme, in its stress on the ~ 
centrality of the vertical line, of time, and that in 
Israel: An Echo ot Eternity stands at the other, in its 
emphasis on the predominance of holy space, of the land; ; 

( 
; 

Thout Neusner's observation i s not negati~e , it raises questions 

as to the overall consistency of Heschel'e app~roach. Indeed there are 

different ways of interpreting the changes in Heechel ' s perspectives on 

time and space. On thB one hand, hie views might be seen as 

contradictory; yey on the other, Heschel's writing can be seen as 

responding to the issues of hie time. Given its historical context, 

Israel: An Echo of Eternity can be understood as a reaction to the 

events of Heechel's day. 

Richard J. leuhaus discusses the situation that prompted Heechel to 

write Israel: An Bebo of Eternity in Vorldviev !agadne. He notes both 

Heschel's aotivationa for this work a8 well as hie subsequent 

reaerYations. According to leuhaua, ,Beachel was disappointed that 

Israel was not a priority in activist circles, and he thus felt 

coapelled to ad~ this ieaue. As leuhaua states: 



That the Kiddle East vas never really on the action agenda of 
Clergy and Laity va6 a disappointment to Heschel, bu~ he 
understood better than most the depth of the differences that 
precluded a united approach toward Israel amon& all vho 
opposed the Vietnam Var. After the "Six-Day Var" Heschel 

4 visited Israel and vrote his Israel: An ~cho of Eternity. 
\ 
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Neuhaus notes that "in some quarters the book vas criticized as a 

veritable call to holy var ••• "5 Moreover, Heschel recognized that there 

vere perhaps grounds for such a negative reaction : "Heschel felt hurt 

by the failure to understand that his writing about Israel vas not, in 

any conventional sense, an essay on the ethics of international 

relations but a theological statement regarding Israel's role l.n God's 

designs in history. He privately granted that he had( perhaps not been 

as careful as he might have to make this distinction clear."6 
( 

Israel: An Echo of Eternity is a difficult book to ev~luate. 

Some, like Neusner, vil l compare it to The Sabbath and contrast the 

respective depictions of time and space. Others , like Neuhaus, vill 

focus on the political realities of the time in vnich Heschel vrote and 

view Israel: An Echo of Eternity as a response to the exigencies of his 

day. It should be noted that although Heschel's views of time and space 

were subject to change, hie moral and ethical principles remained 

constant throughout his life. As Neuhaus notes: 

Ror did Heecbel credit for a moment the argument popular in 
some circles that Allerica.n Jews should, in order to secure 
Adainiatration support for Israel, mute their protest against 
U.S. policy in Indochina. He viewed such an acceptance of a 
"trade-off" as unspeakably immoral and felt that those who 
&\18&eated it would turn Aaerican Jewry into a political 
party. Thia vaa offensive to hie whole understanding of the 
Jewiah people, who had been entrusted with the Lav i..u order 
to vi ~eaa against evil in a way entirely i.Jfdifferent to any 
interest except that justice aight' preyail. 

file Barill 1a the Lord• a 

larael: An Echo of Bternitz was not the first book Beachel felt 

co•pelled to write in reappnae to the world-historical situation. 



•• ,. 

Earlier: in 1949, as a reaction to the overvhelmiJ18 ravages of the 

Holocaust, Heschel wrote his memorial to Eastern European Jevry--The 

Earth is the Lord's. Like Israel: An Echo of Eternity, The Earth is 
\ 

the Lord's also aroused criticism from some quarters, albeit for 
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different reasons. In The Earth is the Lord's, Heschel pays tribute to 

a once vibrant community by stressiJl8 what be understands to be its 

outstanding contributions to Judaism. Those who criticize this work do 
I 

so on the grounds that his portrait of Eastern European Jews, while 

touchiug, is historically inaccurate. 

Hescbel's depiction of Eastern European Jevry stresses the piety, 
I , 

learniJ18, and beauty of the Ashkenazic community. There are tvo 

subjects that The Earth is the Lord's does not touch upon: the internal 

schisms and ignoble features of life in the sbtetl, and the Bazis' total 

destruction of the Eastern European Jelfish community. Some have fauited 

Heschel for these omissions, while others have been critical of bis 

over-glorification of shtetl life. In an interview Samuel Dresner 

discussed Heschel's aversion to discussiD.8 the "dark side of Judaism" in 

general and the Holocaust in Jlarticular. "He believed that after the 

Holocaust ve were prac~ically dead and therefore t~ dwell on our 

failings would be counterproductive.•8 

Heschel's conception of .lahkenazic Jewry and ahtetl life is that it 

equaled if not surpassed the Golden A&e of Sephardic life in Spain. The 

foll~wing excerpt reflects much of the sentiaent expressed in The Earth 

is the Lord's: 

Vbat diatinguiahea Sephardic froa Aahkenazic culture is, 
priaaril7 a difference of fora rather than a diveraence of 
content. It is' a difference that cannot be characterized by 
the categories of rationaU.ea vereua 9TSticin or of the 
speculative ver&ua the intuitive aenta1it7. The difference 
goes beyond this and aigbt be aore accuratel.7 expressed as a 

I 

, 

( 



distinction between a static form , in vhicb the spontaneous 
is subjected to strictness and abstract order , and a dynamic 
form , which does not compel the content to conform to vhat is 
al,ready established. The dynamic form .is at'tained by subtler 
and more direct means. Room is left for the outburst, f or 
the surprise, for the instantaneo~s. The inward counts 
infinitely more than the outward. 
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One reading Heschel's account of the differences between Sephardic 

and Aehkenazic Jewry is immediately reminded of hie distinctions between 

keva and kavvanah, and halakhah and agada. In The Earth is the Lord's, 

Heschel identifies those aspects of Judaism which he vievs positively 

and vhich permeate all of his writings with the Eastern European 

community. Moreover, rationa l speculation and the Creek tradition, 

modes of thinking vhich are not close to Heschel's heart, come to be 

identified vi.th Sephardic Judaism. Critical of Heschel's approach, 

Milton Hindus states the following in hie review of The Earth is the 

Lord's: 

It is Heschel's thesis that a revision of nomenclature is 
necessary in Jewish History. The "Golden Period," according 
to him, was not that of Spain and Sephardic Jewry but of the 
Aehkenazic culture of Eastern Europe. It is this thesis 
which must now be subjected to criticism ••• Basically true as 
Hescbel's picture probably is, it now seems upon second 
thought a little too idyllic, too much without shadow: Above 
all, we must juQge more fairly that Sephardic Jewry which, in 
the interesfa of his theme of panegyric, be somewhat 
downgraded. 

In assessing this criticism a few questions arise: Can Heechel be 

legitimately faulted for depicting only the positive aspects of a 

destroyed comanity? In a sense he was eulogizing a lost civilization; 

would it have been appropriate to discuss its more negative traits? . 
Moreover, by stressing those spiritual elements which Beachel considered 

to be of lasting contTibution, is Heechel more faithful to the 

perpetuation o'f Jewish val ues than he vould have been bad be discussed 

those ignoble and •dark features?" In response to this question Samuel 
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Dresner raises an interesting issue. While acknovleci8ing that Heschel 

can be "faulted"11 for his Hasidic apologetics and tendency to "stay 

clear"12 of discussing t he negative elements of Eastern European Jewry, 

he questions the motives of those vho seek to convey a bleaker picture. 

"The reader and the student must submit the final verdict aa to the 

relative reliability of those vho sought for vhateyer reasons, to 

portray a di fferent and more often negative picture than did 

Heschel. ••13 In an interview, I asked Dresner about this statement, and 

he replied that if we admitted that Heachel's account of European Jewry 

was accurate, our sense of loss and desolation would be 

incapacitating. 14 

In a positive review of The Earth is the Lord 1 s, Herman Kieval 

concurs with Dresner. Moreover, he believes that Heschel's elevation of 

the Ashkenazic community'f contribution to Judaism is well founded. 

Kieval states: 

Of course, there are some Jews vho refuse to get excited over 
the gigantic loss. You will find them among the Israelis, 
you vill find them here in America. They read Dr. Heschel's 
book and they say: "Very pretty .. and very sad . But over 
sen ti.mental. A ' pious fraud! ' ·we mourn the criminal murder 
of th~se brothers but ve cannot sWDJDon up too many te$rs over 
their way of life vhich has ceased to exist. It was boorish 
and crude, narrow and ghettoish ••• " 

But it is the contention of Dr. Heschel, strongly supported 
by Maurice Samuel and other profound observers , that the 
heritage of the Jews of Europe ranks Yi.th the heritage-'Of the 
Prophete and the ancient rabbia and that our generation, in 
which this culture disappeared, has the historic task of 
findi.n§ aoae1~ to take it over and transmit it to future 
genera tiona. 

Hence for Kieval, Heschel'a depiction of the Je"8 o(Baste~n 6urope 

is not distorted. Rather, Heachel is restoring and t ranem.itting the 

contributions of a comaunity, a co11111unity vhoae lose many fail to 

mourn. Jt ia interesting to note that in the case of European Jewry, as 

, 
(· 
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in the cases of "biblical philosophy," and the "loD8 neglected agada," 

Heschel a ttempts to restore and elevate certain Jewish values and 

ideals , which be feels have been inadequately appreciated. Heschel's 

detractors accuse him of subjectivity, whereas his defenders believe 

that be is preservill8 truths which we are in danger of forge-tting. 

We noted earlier, that The Earth is the Lord's vas Hescbel's 

memorial to those who died in the Holocaust. Yet Hescbel does not 

discuss the Nazi's atrocities in this work. Hov dove interpret such an 

omission? While eo many historians and theologians focus on the 

I ' barbaric detai1e and tortuous depths of suffering and l~es. Heecbel s 
( 

vritiD8S do not directly address these issues. Perhaps Hescbel's stress 

on the perennial teachings and spiritual beauty of Eastern European 

' Jevry was the most productive response one could offer. Jacob Neusner's 

evaluation of 1,)e Earth is the Lord ' s is novel. Claiming that Heschel's 

"immortal Kaddish" 16 is more potent than the theology which emerged from 

the '"after Auschwitz' school, .. 17 Neusner states : "For there is surely 

a contrast bet-ween the dignity and hopefulness of Heschel, who bad 

suffered and lost but endured, and the bathos end obsession of those 

who, thirty- five years later, want to speak of nothing but transports, 

gas chambers, a million abandoned teddy bears, and the death of God . "18 

The ardent and passionate dedicatipn to study and 
scholarship which bad dominated him since the days of bis 
youth anct which bad resulted in iJIDortal work:a now gave way 
to another exclusive dedication: the heaiing o'f the sick, 
the momentary relief from suffering of •ortal men. He 
continued to respond to inquiries and to compose some 
correctiol)8 of earlier vri ti.Dga, but found no ti.Ile to carry 
out any aajor design after the last cb&pters of The Guide of 
the Perplexed ••• Indeed, he eeeaa to have given aore years of 
hie life to tbe healing of the sick than to bis most 
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iJaportant work ~ehneh Torah, the code of law, which took ten 
. years of labor. (•The Last Daye of Kaimonides," The 

Insecurity of Preedom, Heechel) \ 

During the last years of hie life the tremendous genius and 
knowledge of Beachel could have been expended on the great 
works that he had pl:anned. He wanted to write hie book on 
the Baal Shem Tov--which he never did. He wanted to write 
his great book in which he would restore Biblical categories 
to modern thoU&ht in the place of Greek and Gel'llan 
categories. Be wanted to do so much. He wanted to compile a 
Basidic anthology, like the midrash, incorporating agadic 
thinking, etc •••• Yet what did he do? He spent hie tiJae on 
Vietnam and on the blacks and so forth; on social issues-
many of which, I, and other friends of his, thought were not 
deserving of the aao~t of time. (Interview with Samuel 
Dresner on Heschel.) · 
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Bo student of Heschelian thought can read his works on Maimonides 

vi thout senei.ng certain similarities between the author and his , 

subject. Indeed, many of Heschel's conceptions of the Rambam seem to 

parallel his own life and the, !8ht. It is therefore bot;h intriguins and 

ironic that Maimonides's name is often invoked by those critical of 

Beechel ' s theology. Heschel's early scholarship was devoted to a 

philosopher whose theory of negative attributes and stance on 

anthropomorphif!ll would later be uaed ~ as 8.lllllunition against the "God of 

Pathos." 

Por Heschel, the Raabaa was a echolar ·who experienced an inner 

tranaforsation, a transformation which culminated in the latter's desire 

to elevate deeds over intellectual exploration. The following passage 

reflects Heechel'e Jlaiaonidee: . 
At the heishte of hie life, he turned froa aetaPb7sics tt> 
aedicine, troa conteaplation to practice. That was 
WaiaOD.idea laat tranatoraation: ~roa conteaplatiOD •to 
practice, fl"Oll Jmowleqe to iaitation of Go4. God was not 
onl7 the ~b~ect of knovledp, He wu the llodel one abould 
follow ••• !be observation o~1 and abeorption in concrete ev&nte 
replaced abatract viewing • 

• 

) .. 

I . 
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Dr. Barry Kogan challenges the historical veracity of Heschel's 

interpretation in his review of Maimonides: A Biography. Kogan states 

that ''his persistent attempt to reveal the personal dimension of the 

Rambam's thinking easily s l ips into eisegesis and even 

misrepresentati 1.>D . 11 22 Just as Ber kovi ts accuses Heschel o f creating Cod 

i n his own image , Kogan faults Heschel f or remaking Mai monides accord ing 

to his own predi lections. As Kogan sta tes : "At times , Hescfiel's 

depiction of the Rambam's views tends to reflect his own. Mai monides, 

as it were , becomes 'Mymonides , ' and tr.c resulting exposition becomes a 

peculia.r mixture of fact and fiction . "23 

Kogan cites s peci f ic examples of what he believes to be 

mi sreprtsentatiooa of the Rambam on Heschel's part. ~eschel's 

understsnding of "negating attributes of God, "24 according to this 

critic , i s based upon an i ncomplete "proof"25 that is not "properly 

1 t d 
.. 26 trans e e . Moreo\•er, Hesche l' s understanding of ''pathoo" in 

re lation to Maimonides ' s cosmol~gy is particularly fla • ed . Kogan's 

critique of' Heschel on this point reflec ts the former 's vie~ tha l 

Heschel attributes hi s own theological cooceptionJ to the Ram.barn . 

Hescbel, to be sure, developed a theology of pathos in 
connection with his interpretation of the prophets, but it is 
quite mistaken , if not bizarre , to suggest that the universe 
that found its likeness and echo in ~imonides's own 
character was in any sense pathetic. 

~ 

Despite Kogan's criticisms, he concludes his rev i ew by stating that 

"Heschel's Maimonides offers us a readable , informed, and often 

absorbing account of a life that still has much guidance to offer the 

l d f h. d 1128 perp exe o t is an every age. Jakob Petuchowaki offers a s imila r 

appraisal of Heschel's work . While implying that Heschel's bi ogr aphy of 

the Rambam reflects the former's theol ogical vievs, he also notes t hat 

it is "ex:tremely sensitive and perceptive . 1129 
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Heschel's biography of Maimonides is of interest to any student of 

Hescbelian though~. Though it is open to certain question.a of 

historical veracity, it foreshadows many tenets of Hescbel's theological 

development. Written vben Heschel was tventy-eigbt, Maimonides: A 

Biography points to the direction of Heschel'a later and more evolved 

thought. Petucbowski notes that Hescbel's Maimonides "might better be 

thought of as the man vho, time and again, used his ratio in order to 

define the limits of reason ... 3o Ve recall Heschel' s conception of a 

"philosophy of rE> ligion" : "I te task is not only to examine the claim of 

religion in the face of philosophy, but also to refute the clai.J:I of 

philosophy vben it presumes to become a substitute for religion, .to 

prove the inadequacy of philosophy as a religion."31 

Another unfolding theme found in Maimonides: A Biogl'aPhy vhich 

later comes to fruition is the idea that God is not the "object of 

cognition." In Hesche l's discussion of Rambam' s transforms ti on and 

"Imi ta tio Dei" ve see the seeds of his later conceptions of both the 

"God of Pathos' and the leap of action or "doing more? than ve 

understand ." Hence, Maimonides: A Biography provides insight to all 

those interested in Heschel' s intellectual and theological evolution. 

Israel: An Echo of Eternity, The Earth is the Lord's, and 

Maimonides: A Biography contain many themes vhich appear and/or aM 

further elabora ted upon in Heschel's other theological writings. While 

sharing certain points of similarity with Man is Bot Alone and God in 

Search of Man, each of the three works must also be viewed as a discrete 

reflection of Heschel's thought process. Each one of the three volumes 

atte~pts to address a specific historical reality and/or human example 

of piety. Hence, though certain concerns manifest themselves in all of 
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Heschel's writings, his scope of interest and overall knowledge of 

Judaism was so vaat , it behooves the reader to look beyond points of 

overlap. • Those elements which are unique to each one of Heschel's works 

must be recognized. 
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Chapter fi&bt: 00.CLUSIOI 

Having examined the major tenets of Heechel's thought and his 
• 

critics' responses , this thesis vill conclude with a fev personal 

reflections. How can we understand the debate betvee.n Heschel and those 

vbo oppose him? Initially ve note that Heechel•s polemic is a critique; 

"depth theology" seeks to dismantle certain ingrained philosophical and 

theological belief systems. Although Hescbel seldom attacks specific 

individuals (the notable exceptions being Spinoza and Mendelssohn), hi s 

"philosophy of Judaism" challenges several conventional perspectives. 

For example, those who perceive of God as an Idea, i.e., followers of 

Hermann Cohen, and those who understand God as a natural and/or 

impersonal force, i.e., followers of Mordecai Kaplan, vould in all 

likelihood oppose Beschelis.n concepts. Moreover, individuals vho adhere 

to the "death of God" school and adherents of Richard Rubenstein's 

"After Auacbvi tz" theology v<>uld probably find Hescbel' a "God of P~t}loe" 

objectionable. Oll the other band, adhe:-ents of Martin Buber, and those 

vbo embrace varieties of mysticism might be sympathe~ie to Hescbel's 

views. Hence, Heschel can be seen as an advocate of a ~upernatural 

theology which incorporates mystical, existential, and phenomenological1 

elements. Heschel's God is both transcendent and immanent; He is a 
. 

personal, caring, and feeling deity; yet at times He ie "hiding" from 

man. 

Althoush Sol Tanenzapf and Arthur Cohen argue that Heschel's 

theology resembles Whitehead's and Hartshorne'a process theology, I 

believe that "depth theology" is a synthesis of. certain prophetic and 

basidic conceptions. Hesobel's understanding of God is panentbeistic, 

and hie understanding of human suffering reae11blea the basidic idea of 

• 
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tsimteum, i.e. God must withdraw from the world in order for man to 

express bis freedom and creativity. 

' Given Heschel's unders tanding of God~ it is easy to understand vhy-

none of his critics are mystics, disciples of hasidic schools of 

thought, and/or religious existentialists. Rather, •Heschel's critics 

tend to subscribe to either o~e of, or a combination of, the following 

schools: Naturalism, Humanism , Idealism, Skepticism, and/or some 

configuration of rational metaphysical philosophy. Levi Ol a.n's 

observation epitomizes the perspective of many of Heschel 's criti cs: 

His earli-er work Dr . Heschel subtitles "A Philosophy of 
Religion." This was an unfortunate mistake, for if words are 
to have values, Man is Not Alone vas certainly not a 
philosophy of religion. It vas a meditation about God 
interrupted by some clever aphorisms and some not so ' 
clever • •• rt is at this point that the author [ Heacbel) Joins 
the band of modern theologians who resent the appellation 
"anti-rational," yet conce~trate their heaviest fire upon the 
rational faculties of man. 

Given this contextual understanding of Heschel and bis critics, the 

following question emerges: Does Heschel present his readers with a 
.. 

"philosophy of religion?" Are Hescbel's critics correct in assuming 

that one vho elevates intuition over reason, criticizes rational 

speculation, and creates nev categori es of meaning. cannot be termed a 

"pbiloeopber"? Moreover, does a mystical understanding of deity 

' preclude a "philosophy of religion"~ Heachel's critics believe that for 

a pl:Ulosop}\y (and a theology) to be efficacious it must pay tribute to 

rational speculation and/or the "God of the Philosophers ." Koreo'i'er, 

certain thinkers, Ben-Horin being the moet notable example, dismiss any 
/ 

system which exalts intuition. It is my position that such assumptions 
I 

are counter-prodµctive. If ve adhere to Bes9hel's critics' definition 

of " philosophy" ve are forced to dismiss countless thinkers. Indeed 
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Plato's and Plotinus's theories of intuition would prove untenable for 

critics like Ben-Horin. Moreover several religious thinkers such as 
I 

Soren }\ierkegaard, Karl Barth, Rudolf Otto, Paul Tillich, and Martin 

Buber would also have to be dismissed. 

The problem with Heschel's critics' definition of "philosopey" is 

that it does not justify the dismissal of intuition, nor does it prove 

the superiority of rational speculation over insight . Indeed , 

Cherbonnier is correct in asserting that Heschel and his adherents are 

equally jus·, ified in offering their own definition of "philosophy." 

Given this view, Heschel and his adherents could claim that those 

thinkers who fail to incorporate intuitive epistemologies into their 

systems are not legitimate "philosophers • " We recall Petuchovski ' s 
I 

cr itique of Heschel. This critic call s for a philosophy which does 

justice to both Ratio and Pathos. Petuchowski calls for a philo ophic 

understanding which harmonizes the "God of the Philosophers" with the 

"God of the Prophets." The ramifications of this perspective are 

clear: those who ~Jhere exclusively to Ratio and the "God of the 

Philosophers" can justifiably be attacked by Heschel and his followers 

for ignoring "pathos" and the "God of the Prophets." It is my 

perspective that if Heschel's critics wish to effectively prove that he 

is npt a "philosopher" they cannot do so by asserting that for a 

"philosophy" to be tenable it must consist solely of rational 

speculation and/or arrive at the "God of the Philosophers." 
0 

I would argue that it would have been far more effective for 

Heechel'e critics to concede that Beachel does offer "a philoeopey of 

religion" and then challenge it on different grounds. For exampl e, what 

are the potential dangers and abuses of a philosophic ayetea based upon 

" ( 

_,,,----- -
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intuition? 'lhat were the hietorical consequences of such systems in the 

past? To Ben-Horin'e c redit, he attempts to draw parallels between 

intuitive systems and totalitarian regimes; yet he never effectively 

proves that Heechel'e specific ideas are similar to authoritarian and 

Fascist mind-sets. Another effective attack might be to demona~rate 

that the "God of the Philosopbers" is superior to the "God of Pathos. " 

Berkovits asserts that this is the case, yet he never offers us any 

proofs as to why his understanding of deity is beneficial. As Steven 

Katz states in his critique of Berkovits: 

There is a curious blindness attached to Berkovits's appea l 
to the Kedievals. He notes that Maimonides rejected the 
~ttributes of emotional predicates to God on the 
philosophical grounds of God ' s immutability. To make such 
attributions would challell8e God's immutability and hence His 
perfection according to Maimonides's inherited notion of 
perfection. 'lbat Berkovits fails to appr eciate is that the 
notion of perfection here ~nvolved is perhaps inappropriate 
and needs to be rethought. 

Had Heschel ' s critics not been content to harp on his dofinition of 

"philosophy," and bait mey offered more attractive alternatives to 

f' 

"depth theology , " I believe they would have been far more effective. 

Anott er fundamental problem with the analyses of many of Heschel'e 

critics relates to the tendency to see Heschel as a "strav man. Few of 

Heecbel's opponents consider the overall body of hie work. Rather, 

those vho attack Beachel tend to pinpoint issues which often reflect the 

formers ' personal polemics. It is hard to tell whe ther the critics had 

specific axes to grind with Heschel or whe ther they bad personal 

shibboleths that they wanted to express. For example: Ben- Bori.n, a 

Reconstructionist thinker , devoted hie energy to attackill8 the concept 
' 

of the ineffable. ~t should be noted that hie critiques of Beachel and 

Buber are almost ide~l.4 Eugene Borovitz, a Re~orm theologian, 
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offers a critique of "Orthodox" vieve of revelation. Koreover, Marvin 

Fox, an Orthodox thinker, etreeeee the importance of the mitsvoth in hie 

critique of Heschel. The reader vho follows the exchange between 

Beachel and bis critics emerges with the question: Are these criticisms 

u.nique to a c rit ique of Heechel or do they reflect the polemical views 

of certain denominational perepoctivee? It should be noted that 

Petuchovski , Kaufman, and. Friedman do not fall into the same trap as the 

aforementioned crit-'.cs. The latter group, considerably lees vociferous 

in their c riticisms, tends to be more balanced in their respective 

analyses of Heechel. Petucboveki, Kaufman, and Friedman were careful 

to present both the strengths and veak:nessee of Heechel'e theology; 

hence, tbese thinkers did not come across as partisan to any particular 

religious denomination. 

My ovn criteria for evaluating the efficacy of a "philosophy of 

religion" differs considerably from many of Beschel's critics. To my 

mind the follov1D8 questions are impo~tant vben evaluatiD8 a 

" philosophy." Does the thinker present us vitb ideas which can be 

practiced? Moreover, I find Kant's Categorical Imperative important 

when evaluatiD8 a given philosophical perspective: Can the proposed 

philosophical principles be universally applied? (Vb.at would society be 

like if everyone practiced Beachel ' a "philosophy"?) Given my 

predilections, Hescbel provides us vi th a tenable "philosophy of 

religion. " 

Unlike those critics vho tend to focua on sifl8ular elements of 

Heechelian thought , Merkle and Rothschild consider the vast body of 

Heschel'e writiD8 in their analyses of Heechel . These expositors argue 

that Heechel presents a coherent world-view. 1 agree with this 

( 

.. 
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perspective for th~ follovifl8 reasons. Firstly, if one accepts 

Heecbel ' e suppositions, his system---11f°C'ogent. It follows logically that 

one vbo believes in the "God of Pathos" rill be motivated to take the 

"lee.p of action." If one believes that God suffers and is in need of 

man's help to beifl8 about redemption, does it not follow that he will 

behave accordingly? Hence Heschel's "philosophy" has serious ethical 

rami f:ica tions. 

A comparison between Heschel and lk?rkovits is instructive . If I 

accept Berkovi ts ' s view that God is an unfeeliD& "Wholly Other" who does 

not intervene in human history, why should I pr~y, perform the mitsvoth, 

and/or attempt to approach HiJll? It i~ interestin8 to note that 

Heschel 1 s critics never attempt to discuss the ethical ramificatio.ns of 

their respective God-concepts. For example, what are thp practical 

consequences of Arthur Cohen's conceptions? I believe that Cohen and f 

Ben- Horin would offer more effective critiques of Hescbel if t~ey could 

demonstrate their theological views inspire ethical modes of behavior. 

For example~ Because God does not intervene in the affairs of man, ve 

are obligated tJ behave et~ically and responsibly~i.e. , since God 

canbot ''save" man, he must "save" himself. Of course , such an 

assumption would obligate one to prove that ethical behavior is 

beneficial regard less of God·s existence. (For example , ethical 

behavior promotes happiness, social order , etc.) Heschel' s system, if 

considered on its ovn terms, is consistent. Initially Heschel 

establishes a purpose fo r existence, next he discusses the divine- human 

relationship, and ultimately be proposes an ethical mode of conduct 

which is consonant ri th bis first two assumptions . 
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The second reason why 1 believe Heschel's thoU8ht is tenable 

re la tea to the Categorical Imperative. Heechel' e theories, if 

universally applied would be advantageot,iS. It is unfortunate that 

Heecbel'e critics did not pay more attention to the practical 

applications of Heschel's views as expressed in The Insecurity of 

Freedom. This serieg of essays addresses a variety of social and 

ethical problems and advocates practical solutions which are directly 

linked to Hescbel ' s theology. Heechel discusses the crises of his 

time: racism, discrimination against the elderly, materialism, the 

alienation of youth, etc. Heschel seeks to do more than enhance the 

reader's awareness of these problems: be seeks to engage him in tikun 

olam. 
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In order t o accomplish his goals Heschel relates bis socia l 

concerns to bis theological understanding. Man, created in the image ot 

God, bas a reeponai bili ty to his Crea tor. The divine-human relationship 

requires man to become directly involved iL the process of restoration . 

Hence, belief in a "God of Pathos" requires us to become actively 

engaged in the Alleviation of human suffering. Heecbel'e theological 

system requires the individual to do more than think; be must act 

ethically. For Heecbel this means fight social injustice and behave 

compassionately. Hence , one who "practices" Heschel's "pbiloeophy of 

Feligion" is obligated to actively fight human dogradation-- i.e., help 

the sick and elderly, advocate universal human r ights, speak out on 

behalf of Soviet Jsvry and other oppressed groups, etc. Heschel's 

theology a ttempta to put certain prophetic ideals in to practice. "Depth 

Theology" addressee concrete human behavior from a theological 

perspective. One who accepts the "God of Pathos," i . e . , a God who 
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suffe rs vi.th man and peeks tiku.rr olam, is obligated to assume ethical 

responsibilities. Vbat are the practical ramifications of Heschel's 

critics ' world-views? Indeed it would have been beneficial for the 

reader to be pre~nted with the practical ramifications of naturalistic, 

humanistic , and impersonal God-concepts. 

It can justifiably be argued that Heschel's critics are not 

obligated to present the reeder with practical alternatives to 

Hescbelian thought. Perhaps they are only required to point out 

specific problems and/or express personal reservations. Yet it is my 

position that the most effectivb refutation of a given philosophy should 

do more than tear down and destroy, it should also replace the system it 

seeks to debunk with a superior one . I believe that Heschel followed 

this principle in establiahill8 his "philosophy of religion. ti 

did he attack the Greek categories and certain philosophical 

Hot only 

assumptions, be also replaced them with his ovn innovative system which 

was based upon prophetic thinking. Heschel 's critics do not assign 

themselves a very difficult task. They simply point to hie "philosophy" 

and note that it dismisses ch\Jriehed aaewaptions; yet they do not 

attempt to prove that these assumptions provide a superior vorld-viev 

and/or motivate a more ethical system of behavior. Hence it is not 

enough to say Heschel di811lieeee Maimonides's theory of negative 

attributes; it JllUBt be demonstrated that Maimonides's theory surpasses 

ti bi blical philosophy." 

Although it is my opinion that Heechel offers a cogent "philosophy 

of religion," I am cognizant of certain weaknesses. Although there is a 

logical progression between Heecbel' s "God of Pathos" and hie call for 

the "leap of action," his view of intuition is problematic . Ve recall 

J 
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that before Heecbel presents hie view of deity in God in Search of Man 

he discueeee the perception of the ineffable. Initially man intuits 

tha-t the "moaniJl8 behind the mystery" points to the divine. Hescbel 

i.otroducee his view of' the ineffable by establishing that man senses 

"wonder" in the world of nature. I do not believe that it logically 

follows that one ' s sense of wonder and/or intuition of the ine~fable 

necessarily requires an acceptance of the "Cod of Pathos." Indeed one 

might intuit a divine presence in the world of nature and/or experience, 

and emerge with a totally different God-concept than the one Heechel 

offers. The pantheist, nature- mystic, and f ollowers of Spinoza all 

perceive the div i ne in nature, yet they do not perceive a transcendent 

deity. Though I believe this is a problem for Heschel, I do not think 

that it is insurmountable . "Biblical philosophy" justifiably argues 
I 

that the "God of Pathos" is "authentically Jewish" by presenti08 

prophetic consciousness a.s archetypal . Moreover, Heschel ~ffera several 

examples within Jewish tradition which conceive of the "God of Pathos." 

I would like to conclude wi th a final observation about Heschel, 

the man. on~J of the most int r igui)l8 aspects about bis personality was 

bis ability to ''practice what be preached." Heechel's life and 

activities r eflected his intellectual convictions. lt is common to bear 

of philosophers, theologitlllS, and social activists, who dichotomize 

their lives and ideas. Biographies often destroy society's idole--i.e., 

we read of Chandi's sexism or Martin Luther Kill8's extra-marital 

affairs . Yet Heschel'e consistency transcended his writings; hie life 

reflected hie values. As Ss.muel Dresner stated, "Heschel was the lcind 

of man he wrote about . "5 Heechel's academic pursuits and his personal 

life went hand-in-hand. Hie activities were directed toward the goal of 
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improving the world. Unlike so many modern heroes , Heechel's life was 

not r idden with contradictions, nor did he ever follow an "ends justify 

the means" approach . Pinchas Peli relates a wonder ful personal vignette 

which reflects Heschel'a fipproach to life . 6 Peli was considering 

getting hie doctorate in Ugaritic and consulted Beachel about his 

plans. AccordiD8 to Peli, Heschel opened up a "bottle of Schnapps or 

whiskey"? and said, "Let's drink L' chaim."8 For two hours Heachel and 

Peli drank and discussed Ugaritic. Heschel continually made statements 

like : "I am sure that in your childhood you always dreamt that someday 

you're going to write about Ugaritic Traditions . It ' s great that you 

• .. a can fulfill your life a dream. ' Eeli stated repeatedly that this wee 

not bis "life's dream" but that be vanted a union card and a good 

teaching job. Yet Heachel con tinued to repeat these words throughout 

their conversation . l . t " d . d ' h " 10 Pe 1 eta es , I 1 n t catc on •.. Finally 

Heschel concluded with the statement: " I ' m thinking. You know while I 

am thinking about your doctorate, I think you ere doing the right thing--

you ' re getting your union ca~d, and this will probably change the 

wor ld." 11 Vi thin a fev days Peli decided to write bis thesis vi th 

Reechel on prayer. 

' 
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