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PI GEST 

"The Theologies of Isaac Mayer Wise and Kaufmann Kohler" 

attempts to present and pr ovide a critique of the theological 

systems of the first two presidents of the Hebrew Union 

Colle~e . As important rabbis, theology professors at H. U.C., 

and leaders of the College and the C.C . A.R . these two men 

were in a unique position to influence the course of Refor m 

Jewish thou~ht in Ame r ica . 

The historical contexts within which these men developed 

their theologies are briefly discussed in t r e first chapter. 

Special note is taken of the influence which non- Jewish 

liberal theologians might have had upon Wise . Kohler, coming 

to America after Wise, had more of a foundation of liberal 

Jewish thinking both in Europe and America upon which to 

build. Ma jor influences on Kohler are mentioned, in partic ­

ular an influence which seems not to have been fully appre­

c i ated in the past , that of Moritz Lazarus . 

The second chapter deals with Wise ' s theology , a the ­

ology based on an infallibl e revelation: the decalogue . 

The importance of that r~velation for Wise is so great that 

no thing in his the olog ical s ystem, not even hi~ Goe-conce pt , 

csn be appreciP.ted unless his view of revelation is first 

understood. 

The third chapter presents Kohler's theolo~!cal system, 

pointing out its strengths and its weaknesses. The essential 

thrust of Kohler's th inkin~ is shown to be a moral one . 



Judaism's teachings about God, man , the relationship between 

God and man, and Israel , as Kohler presents them, are all 

aimed primarily a t fostering individual and social morality . 

The final chapter discusses some major similar ities 

and some crucial differences between the theologies of Wise 

and Kohler. Re oresenting, as they do , successive steps in 

the development of Reform Jewi sh theology , the latter is 

found , not sur pr isingly , to have been the more sophisticated 

of the two. 
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Chapter I: 

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 
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To what extent does the president of a rabbinic semi ­

nary influence the seminarians? To what extent does the 

instructor oI' the co~rse on ~systematic Theology • influence 

his students? To such hypothetical questions no s ure answers 

can be given . But whe n the pres i dent of a small seminar~r 

happens also to be its sole pr ofessor of systematic theology , 

chances are that hi s influe nce is considerable . Such a 

situation ob~elned duri ng the tenur e of both of the fi r s t 

two presidents of the Hebrew Union College , Isaac Mayer 

Wise and Kaufmann Kohle r . Conceivably , what Wise and Kohle r 

taught their students about Jewish theology was to a signif ­

icant degree what B. U. C.-orda i ned r abbis preached to Reform 

c ongregations during the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries . Moreover , these two men had a direct influence 

on t he Central Conference of American Rabbis ' formation of 

policy . And through their voluminous writings they r eached 

a still wider audience. Their theologies are important 

elements in the development of Bef orm Jewish thought i n 

America . 

Wise ' s biography has been fully related elsewhere . 1 

For our purposes it sh ould be sufficient to note that he 

received a traditional Jewi sh education in Bohemia, where 

he ... ras born in 1819 . A governmental decree in 183? required 

that no one could be ordained a rabbi who had not successfully 

completed ~y'Dilasium and university courses . Hence Wi s e also 

received a secular education before he assumed his fi r st 

rabbinical post in Radnitz, Bohemia in 184J . Wise found 
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that both his political and his religious ideas wer e too 

liberal for him to be comfortable in such a pulpit . In 

1846 , therefore, he left for America, and soon found a 

pulpit in Albany , New York . By the time he left Albany for 

Cinc innati, Ohio in 1854 his liberal ideas and reforns had 

pr ovoked much controversy and made him a major figure 1n 

American Judaism. In Cincinnati he continued h i s liber a l ­

izing efforts, increased his l i terar y output greatly , and 

worked hard to r ealize a d r eam he had alr eady begun fi ght ing 

for in Albany : Wise wanted t o unify the American J ewish 

community, both or ganizationally and theologically . Hi s 

efforts finally led to the founding of the Union of America n 

Hebrew Congr egations ln 187J. In 1875 he founded the Hebrew 

Unton College, and in 1889 the Centr al Conference of Amer i can 

Rabbis. He was the fi r st president of both the College a nd 

the Conference , c ontinuing a s president of the College until 

his death in 1900 . Wise ' s fame as the great organizer of 

Ref cl"m Judaism in America justly follows f r om these accom­

plishments . But he failed in his overall pur pose of unifying 

American Jewry. As we shall see when we examine his theology , 

he never saw himself as a radical or a schismatic . But , i n 

retrospect , we must view him as a specifically Reform thi nker 

and organizer. Amertcan Jewry has never been unified organ­

izationally, and has been increasingly disunified theologically . 

Theological disunity in the community did not stop 

e i ther Wise or Kohler from believing that, on a theor etical 

level, authentic Judaism has one theological syste m. As 
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each of them saw that system, so he preached , so he wrote, 

and so he taught Hebrew Union College students to preach 

and write . The earliest official J.istlng of courses during 

the ear ly years of the College still available in the H. U. C. 

library is the 1887 • Twelfth Annual Report of the President 

and Examiners of the Hebrew Union College ." 2 In the secti on 

on faculty Wise is listed as "President and Professor of 

Theology and Philosophy.• Under •The Subjects Taught Last 

Year " Wise is l i sted as having taught Maimonides and Albo 

to students , and as having lectured the most advanced classes 

on "The Elements of Rational Theology ; The Form and Contents 

of Theolo~y as a Science ; The Scriptural toundation of Ethics ; 

The Signif icance of Covenant ; Introduction to the Pentateuch ." 

By the time of the publi cation of the earliest available 

catalogue , 1894- 95 , Wise is listed as "Professor of Theology 

and Holy Writ , President ,~Jand his courses are called "Phil­

osophy of Judalsm. " 4 In the next catalo~ue Wise • s title 

becomes "Professor of Systematic Theology and Holy Writ , 

President ," and his courses include lectures on "Systemat ic 

Theology of Judaism . "5 The same plates were used for course 

listings in the 1900 - 1901 catalogue and in the 1901 - 1902 

catalogue , though both have a page in memor y of the late 

Rabbi Wise at t he beginnin~ of the catalogue , and in the 

latter catalo~ue the register of students lists •unregistered 

Student: Isaac M. Wise ."6 

The new H. U. C. President, Kaufmann Kohler , took office 

in 1903 . The 1905 catalo~ue ' s faculty list reads , • aabb1 
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Kaufmann Kohler . Ph . D., Pres i dent --Professor of Historical 

and Systematic Theology and Hellenistic Literature." Kohler 

taught "Systematic Theology" to Juniors and Seniors.7 Cat­

alogues indicate that he conti nued teaching systematic the­

olo~y until his re tirement in 1922. 

Kohler ' s aca demi c baok~round was far more extensive 

than Wise' s h a d been . Bern in 184J in Fiirth , Bavaria, as 

a youth he rece i ved an Orthodox Jewish education under various 

r a b bis . In 1862 he began h is formal secular studies at the 

Gymnasium in Frankfort, simultanenusly cont inuing h is rab­

b inic studies under the famous Samson Raphael Hirsch. He 

remained in Frankfort for o ne and a half years, then moved 

on to unive rsity studies in Munich , Berlin, and Erla ngen. 

His university studies undermined much of his Orthodox Jewish 

belief. Kohler went thr ough a spiritual crisis (which shall 

b e discussed further later in the chapter). He emerged as 

a liberal Jew and W issens cha~t de s Judentums scholar with 

a Ph.D . granted by the Unive r sity of Erlangen in 1867 . His 

dissertation was ~n exercise in so - called " higher cr1tic1smu 

of the Bible. Thou~h ordained in 1868 , the furor t hat his 

critical anproach to the Bible had raised in Ge rman Jewish 

circles rendered him unemployable as a rabbi . Discontent 

with further university studies , in 1869 he took Abraham 

Geiger ' s advice and came to America . Bis scholarly outpu t 

continued as he served ma jor pulpits in Det r oit ( 1869- 71). 

Chicago (1871 - 79) and New York (1879- 1903). Even before 

assuming the presidency of the Hebrew Union College in 190J 
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Kohler had become a major voice in the maturing Refor m 

movement . Most notably , Kohler summoned the Pittsbur g 

Rabbinical Conference of 1885 and was the main a r chi tect 

of the famous "Pittsbur g Platform .tt Kohler served as 

President of H. U. C. until retirin~ in 1922 . He died in 

1926 . 8 

Like most thinkers , Isaac M. Wise and Kaufmann Kohler 

reflected their ti~es at l east as much a s they influenced 

them . For examole (as we shall see in the next t wo chapters) , 

both allude to Kant , both allude to the scienti f ic knowledge 

of their day , both thought that Judaism could be pur ified 

and mocero1zed, both opposed Zionism, and both beli eve d that 

society was movtniz raoidly toward a utopia n 01·d e r in whlch 

the truths of J udaism would be the r eligion of mank ind . 

As exponents of so- called " classical Reform Judaism ," both 

were shaped by, and helped to shape , the liberal religious 

thinkin~ of their time s . 

The considerable differ ences between Wise and Kohler 

should not be over lookad , however , as we consider the i n t e l ­

lectual ~limate out u f which each one ' s thinking emerge d . 

While th~tr careers overlapped , Kohler was very much t~e 

younger contemporar y, surv1vin~ Wtse by a quarter of a cen­

tury . When Wise came to Ari1erica few liberal Jewtsh thinker s 

were present to influence hi~ , and Wissenschaft ~ Jude ntums 

had not yet reac~ed maturity in Europe. His r ejection of 

miracles , his stated denial of a belief in a Mpersona l " 

God , and even his belief that America would soon have a 
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single 11berB1 religion--elements or his thought which we 

shall examine l ater-- might best be viewed against the 

back~round of l iberal Prote s tant t hought in America . 

Kohler , on the other hand , arriving seve ral decades 

after Wise, came to America because he feared that hi s a l­

ready developed radical views and Wissehschaft scholarship 

would make him unemployable as a rabbi tn his native Germany . 

By the time he arrived there were many liberal rabbis, most 

of them ~uropean transpl ants, whom he co uld engage in dia­

lo~ue in America . Bence , without minimizing the r elatively 

greater f reedom to innovate which America represented to 

both Wise a nd Kohler, we can follow stat ements in Kohler• s 

autob iographical WTitings to a more exclusively European 

genesis of his rejection of miracle s , of his view of the 

role of the Jewish pe ople , indeed of his entire theological 

aoproach . 

Determining inf luences on a man ' s thought is nearly 

always a hazard ous and tentative undertaking . That Wise 

was more influenced by non-Jewish American thinking than 

was Kohle r appears l i kely in li~ht of the historical con­

siderations just men tioned , and also in 11~ht of a s tate ­

ment in h i s memoir5 . Before exami ning t hat s t a tement, it 

s houln be emphasized that the pur pose here is to place Wise 

in a c ontext . not to accuse him of slavish imitation . 

That Wise was aware of , and felt some kinship with , 

liberal P~otestant thought seems l ikely f r om what James 

Heller r e norts of Wise ' s study habits i n Albany . wise stu-
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dted En~l1sh with prominent non-Jews and made a point of 

attending two church services to listen t~ the sermon every 

Sunday . 9 More important, Wise reports ln his Reminiscences 

that on two occasions when his writin~s were attacked for 

bein~ too radical Theodore Parker , a prominent Unitarian 

10 
min i ster, came to his defence. If Parker was reading 

Wtsets writin~s , noes it not seem likely thet Wise was r ead -

in~ Parke r 1 s--and very possibly other liberal ministers ' 

as well? Certa inly a remarkable passa~e in Wise ' s Remi n i s ­

cences shows that he knew Parker ' s thou~ht . Having discussed 

Unitarianism wlth the famous Daniel Webster on one vrevious 

oecaslon , 10 Wi se repo r ts the followi ng incident when he ~as 

received in Secretary of State Webs ter ' s office ir 18501 11 

Two stran~ers were there , to whom Webster introduced 
me as his excellent friend . One of them was Senator 
benjamin, the other Lieutenant Maury , the famous scholar, 
whose booY on the trade winds aroused so much attention. 
" Mr. Senator ,M said Webster to Benjamin, • my f riend 
is of your race . I would have said your co- reli gionist , 
but I do not ~now how much or how little you believe ; 
and in truth we four are all co- religionists, since 
we are all Unitarians.~ Maur y objected to this , since 
he had never belonged to any Church organization , and 
had never made any public c onfession of faith ; and 
Benjamin protested likewise , since in hls opinion Judaism 
and Un1tariAn1ms were entirely different . 12 

The four decided to continue the conversation a~ dinner. 

Wise writes: 

Webster began the interrupted conversation at once , 
and wanted to know my opinions . I referred to Theodore 
Parker ' s conception of Unitarianism , and set ove r 
sgainst this my conception o f Judaism. This forced 
me to the concl~sion that there was no essentiBl differ­
ence in the matter of doctrine , but in historical 
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development , wh1ch , h£wever , did not enter into the 
question of doctr ine . 3 

Webster was del ighted, Maury a~reed , and • Benjamin alone 

was not satisfied. He had a confused notion of Orthodox 

Portuguese Judaism• which, thou~h he dld not pr actice it, 

he still thought depr i ved him of any oo-reli~ioni sts other 

than Jews . Wise thought him ignorant . 

For Wise, who many times during h i s career engaged 

in Anti -~hristian polemics, to have f ound Parker ' s Unitar -

ianism l.dentical in doctrine to Judaism is qui t e remarkable. 

What , then, d i d Par ker believe? He rejected miracles and 

scriptural 1nerrancy . He beli e ved Jesus to be the son of 

God in the sense t hat all men are sons of God . That is, 

Jesus ' excellenc e was t he g reatest human excellence. Be 

placed all church rituals an~ the hai r-splittings of t rad 1-

ttonal theol ogy in the inferior category cf the transient 

and non- essential, declarin~ : 

Christianity is s s i mple thing , very simple. It is 
absolute , pure morality; absolute , pure religion, --th e 
love of mani the lov e of God acting without let or hln ­
drgnoe. The only creed it lays down is the g r eat t ruth 
whic~ spr ings up spontaneous in the ho ly heart . - - there 
is a God . Its wetchword is , Be perfect as your Father 
in heaven, The only form i t demands ls a divine life , 
--d o ing the best th1n~s in the best way, from the hi~hest 
motives ; perfect obedie nce to the great law of God. 
Its sanction is the vo1ce of God in your hear t ; the 
per petual pr esence of him who made us and t he stars 
over our head; Christ the Father abidin~ within us • 

. . • the whole extent of Christianity ff.~7 so well 
summed up in the c~mmand, " Thou shalt love the Lord 
thy God with all thy heart, and with all thy soul . and 
with all tny mind ; thou shalt love thy ne i ghbor a s 
thyself . -1 
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As we shall see whe n we examine W1se • ~ theology 1n 

detail , Parker ' s theology is not iQentical to 1t (it is 

far closer to Kohler's theology!). Wise begins wi th infal­

lible revelation, and cannot dismiss the fine points of 

philosophical theology as easily as does Parker. But it 

ls easy to see how Wise wo •1ld have been en couraged by the 

develooment in American Christian circles of transcenden­

tal is t/Unitari a n th1nking --enc ouraged, and very possibly 

influenced. 

To have placed Kohler in the Wissenschaft des Judentums 

movement is already t o have placed him in a we l l-known ccn­

~ex t . Nevert heless, a few men shou ld be soec1fically noted 

as his t hP-ological mentors . As we shall see in the chapter 

on Kohler ' s t heology, nothing is more central to Kohler ' s 

thinking than the idea of oro~re ss . That the history of 

Judaism has constituted r, r ogress , not merely successive 

develonments , is an idea that Koh l er ~ot from Abraham Geiger. 

In an address on Geiger, Kohle r c redits hlm with having 

brou~ht Judaism " toe new stage of i ts existence ." Geiger, 

says Kohler, "was t he proohet to whom God revealed the secret 

of the a£e for modern Israel ." Gei~er laid the foundatio n 

of Re f orm Judaism , says Kohler, emphasizing as he did •• the 

threefold message of the age for the Jew : Evolution, Begen­

eration ~ Historic Continuity .H1 5 

It was Gei~er who advised Kohler t o come to Ameri ca. 

It was David Einhorn whom Kohler first s ought out ~hen he 

arrived . Kohler, moreover , married Einhorn ' s daughter and 
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inherited Einhorn ' s nulpit in New Yor k . In an address on 

Einhorn , Kohler called him " the Reform theologian par ex­

c e llence , " ranking h i m with Geiger and Samuel Holdheim.16 

The e x t r eme emphasis in Kohler ' s theology on mes s i a nic 

expectation s and on Israel as the "Mess iah peop le, " instru­

mental in brin~ing on the mess ianic age , can probably be 

attr ibuted to the influence o f Cinhorn. When Kohler claims 

that "Reform Judaism ha s thus accepted t he b elief that Isrgel , 

the suffering Messiah of the c~nturies , shall at the end of 

days become the t r iumphant Messiah of the nations," his 

footnote begins , " See Einhorn ••• "1 7 

Before Kohler could accept guidance f r om Geiger and 

Einhorn he had needed to make the jump from h is Or thouox 

backgr ound into the liberal camp . As was mentioned above , 

Kohler , upon pursuin~ university studies , underwent a spir­

itual cr~sis . To Kohler' s s~rprise and dis illusionment the 

teachin~s of Samson Raphael Hi r sch did not stand up against 

the batterin~s of the scientific study of Jewish t exts and 

Jewish history . At this point one man for sure, and perhaps 

a second , exerted a pr ofound influence o n the course o f 

Kohler ' s thin king and c onsequently on the course of Kohler ' s 

entire life. The discussion of this inf l uence has been 

s aved for last because it is difficult to dete rmine j ust 

e xactly how far the influe nce went . There is no doub& , 

however , as should soon be apparent , that this influence 

was tl least as great a s Geiger ' s or Einho1·n ' s . 

Kohler wrote that o n findin~ S . R. Hirsch ' s thou~ht 
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could not serve his needs as his histo~ical knowledge grew , 

~I passed days and weeks of indescribable woe and despon­

dency; the heavens seemed to fall down upon me and crush 

me ."18 As Kohler c ont inues these "Pers0nel Reminisce nces" 

he explains that Hirsch could not help him with his doubts, 

nor c ould his pr ofessors offer much help , although ~ it was 

Prof . Stelnthal ' s mytholo~ical and ethnological views which 

exerted the profoundest influence upon my whole thinking and 

feeling ."19 In another essay Kohler descr ibes the same 

spiritual cris t s , but credits Steinthal only with having 

dis olved all of Biblical literature into myth and fable 

without causin~ Kohler to become e sceptic or agnostic . 

Si~nlficantly , he also adds that Geiger had been unab~e to 

help t 

ln vain d id I seek spiritual support , e firm and clear 
basis , from Geiger , t r e Fr eat hi storian and critic . 
None of the Reformers would fan iae flame of enthusiasm 
for faith into full bloJm again . 

Whence, then , did Kohler' s help come? He reports that 

on July 4, 1869 he heard Professor Mori t z Lazarus address 

the Jewish Synod at Lei pzig . Immediately after saying t hat 

Hirsch , Gei~er and Stein~ tal had not been able to resolve 

h is doubts , Kohler adds: 

In my hear t of hearts I had remained a Jew , a Jewish 
theologian of a positive faith . It was at this poin t 
that the whole individuality of Lazarus worked like 
a magic spell on me. He r e presented to me the harmony 
of mind and soul which I was in sear ch of . His speech 
enkindled an unwonted fire 1n me . While others listened 
to h im as if a pr ophet had spoken , I heard the voice 
of a new r evelation . Like Elijah after he had tasted 
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the an~el ' s food, I awoke with regenerated vigor to 
turn to America as worker, under Dr. Einhorn • ~11ead­ership1 for enlightened, progressive Judaism . 

Samuel Cohen, a student of Kohler ' s and his successor 

as Professor of Systema t lc Theology at t he Hebrew Union 

College, notes this passage tn Kohler ' s writings and claims 

that "What fascinated Kohler and worked like a charm upon 

him was Lazarus ' s fusion of Judaism with German philosophi c 

inealism." 22 Certainly , Lazarus • nee-Kantian appr oach to 

Judaism influenc~d Kohler. When , for example~ Kohler empha­

sizes God ' s holiness, having distinguished between mere 

ritual holiness and the t r uly divine moral holiness of God, 

and adds that it is in the sense of God ' s mor al holiness that 

man can imitate God , the influence of Lazarus ' thlnking is 

very strong . The second footnote in Kohler ' s chapter on 

"God ' s Holiness "2J in Jewish Theology , Systematically and 

Historically Considered refe~~ the reader to chapters IV and 

V of Lazarus• Ethics of Judaism. A detailed comparison of 

Kohler ' s chapter with chapter IV in Lazarus ' work24 would 

reveal what a tremendous debt Kohler owes to Lazarus . 

But such a debt only makes Lazarus as important as 

Geiger and Einhorn in terms of influence of Kohler ' s t hought. 

It appears to me that Lazarus c ontributed something else 

to Kohler, anc that it was this somethin~ else which brought 

order to Kohler ' s mind and helped resolve his spiritual 

crisis . Certainly philosophic i dealism alone could not 

have come as a revelation to an a dvanced German university 

student in the latter half of the nineteenth century! But 
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Lazarus was also working in another field , a field which 

he called Voelkerpsychologie, 0 et hnic psyc hology .• He 

was working on it, and founded a ~agazine to promote its 

study , along with his brother-in-law Heyman Steinthal (which 

mi~ht explain why one art icle by Kohler praises Steinthal 

for helpin~ during Kohler•s crisis , not mentioning Lazarus. 

while another of Kohler•s articles mentions Steinthal but 

gives the lion ' s share of the credit to Lazarus). 

Cohon mentions Ethnic Psychology , but d oes not go into 

detail discussing lt . 25 J oseph Gumbiner also mentions t hat 

Ethnic Psychology influenced Kohler , particularly in his 

view of revelation. 26 Gumbiner is correct , but he does 

not seem to be aware of just how signif i cant his observation 

is , Ethnic Psychology , as we shall see in the passage to 

be quoted in a moment , maintained that the Jew ish people-­

in this sense the Jewish raoe--had a unique capacity for 

receivin~ revelation , and that this Jewish genius can be 

seen unfoldin~ in history . That is an absolutely crucial 

idea in Kohler ' s thinkin~ . Picture the young scholar , 

ex~ ensively trained ln Jewish literature both Biblical and 

rabbinic, but elso trained to be a practitioner of the 

" scientific study of Judaism ." He ls loyal to his people 

and anxious not to deny the profundity and divinity of Jewish 

literature . Yet so much of that literature appears primitive 

to him : And he can believe neither that the entire written 

Torah was given at Sinai nor-- how much the more so!--that 

the oral tradition er.mes from Sinai. Then he is presented 
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with a line of thought that maintains the d ivine origin 

of Jewish literature and the unique role of the Jews in 

history wi thout claimlng that a single , perfect, and eter-

nally unchangeable revelation took placP at Sinai . Moreover, 

the claim that Jews have a peculiar psychological ability 

t o receive revelation does not appear to the young scholar 

to be mere apolegetics or ethnocentrism. Voelkerpsychologi e 

claims to base itself not on theology , not on the author ity 

of anc i ent texts , but , to the contrary , on the most modern 

theories of sociology , psychology, and ant hropology. It is 

a science ! Suddenly the young Kohler realizes that he can 

be both scientist and oeliever , indeed that the scientific 

investigation of history is a crucial undertaking if the true 

essence of Judaism is to be isolated , preached , and pra~tlced ! 

Hi s spiritual crisis is Tesolved. Bis conce pt of ~progressive 

revelation~ begins to take shape. Science and faith, history 

and theolo~y , come togethP.r. 

Quite obviously , tha foregoing is hypothesis. A ful l 

study of Lazarus • and Steint~al ' s Ethnic Psychology would 

be necess ary ~o further demonstrate the vaLldlty of the 

hvpothesis . Even if it were to be f ound that Ethnic Psych-

chology was no t the crucial influence of the young Kohler, 

that it was at least ~ signi f icant inf luence (and probably 

more than that) should be evident f r om the followin~ par a -

graph of Kohler ' s essay entitled "Professor Moritz Lazarus"1 

I n his book. "Treu und Frei, ~ Lazarus points out 
as a g r eat and singular deficiency of the Jewish mind 
its lack of historical percept ion, which cause s things 
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and persons , forms and sayings of widely different 
ages to be put and kept together, without discr imina­
tion and without rega r d to their different o r igin and 
meaning . A fallacious conservatism ls the c onseq uence 
o f th is neglect . This s t riking remark has a pr ofounder 
significance than ls at first aoparent . I ve ntur e to 
ask: ls Graetz a historian? If of the Jewish people, 
certainly not of Judaism. • • • What a r e most of our 
learned rabbis in Europe today but a ntiquarians , with 
scarcely a life - pulse in the ir wr iting or p r ea chi ng? 
Ask Reforme r or Radi cal whether the Jew repr esents a 
race or a reli~ion , and both admit alike thei r per plex­
ity and confus ion . Tha t Judaism, whether Mosaic o r 
Rabbinical , product of Divine r evelation , i s or gan i cal l y 
related to the Jewish genius ; i n other wor ds , that 
national psycholo~ offer s the ke y to unloc k the myster y 
of both the histor y e.nd the miss ion of the J ew, har dly 
dawned upon Jewish theologians, except , per haps , upon 
Ge i ger and Joel . The s c ience o f ethnical psychology 
furnishes the solution of the Jewish question--the direc­
tive and norm o f Jewish refor m. The soul of the prophets 
and mart~rs , the sag es and philanthrop ists , the soul 
of Elijah and Akiba , o f Philo and Mendelsohn , of 
Montefiore and Lassalle, the soul of ri~hteousness, of 
t ruth a nd of human i ty , is in t he Jew , Lsic~7 Not until 
y ou study the Jews psycholo~ically will you understand 
the Bible , the religion , t he h ist orical mission of 
Is r ael. 27 

So much for plac i ng Wise and Kohle r in context . Bo t h 

men worked out theologlcai systems , o~eached their ideas 

from impo~tant pulpits , tau~ht t he m t o f uture rabbis, debate d 

them with collea~ue~ , and wrote them d~wn f o r any who might 

wish t o read t hem. The next t wo chapters wil l present , 

analyze , and criticize Wise ' s and Kohler ' s respective the -

ologies. Each will be d ealt with on its own terms . The 

pur cose is neither to destroy nor to recommend these systems, 

but only to understand them . 



Chapter !Is 

THE THEOLOGY OF ISAAC MAYER WISE 
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Isaac Mayer Wise had a lifelong preoccupation with 

theology. He believed that Judaism , while firmly grounded 

in revelation , was eminently rational. For the benefit both 

of the faithful and the doubtful, ti•ne and again he ex~ounded 

Jewish theology as he underst0od it, developing it as a 

system and defending it against any current of thought which 

tr.reatened its sure truth . In sermons and lectures , articles 

and catechisms , as well as in major volumes , a clear outline 

of Wise ' s system emerged . 

In a monograph on The Theology of Isaac Maver ~tse , 

Andrew F . Key argues that •both Wise and the Judaism of 

his day were manifestly •nontheological, ' par ticularly it 

~ne lays a great deal of stress on the word 'systematic.• • l 

"Wise himself was rather suspicious of theology ,•2 we a re 

told . Such statements clearly contradict an earlier writer, 

Maxtmillian Heller , who says of Wise that "he never shared 

the sc orn for theolo~y which was the fa~hion durtn~ a good 

part of his working years. •) The contention here will be 

that Wise fancied himself a theolo~ian, and a systematic 

one. This is particularly evident in his works , The Cosmic 

God ,~ An Introduction to the Theolc~v of Juda1sm,5 and in 

hls two catechisms, The Essence of Judaism6 and Judaism: 

Its Doctrines and Dutles.'l Max1m1111an Reller notes that 

Wise re peatedly urged the Central Confere nce of American 

Rabbis to orepare ria systematic theology of Judaism, • • • 

a n authoritative statement of Jewish doctrine .•8 S i gnifi­

cantly, when we turn to Heller ' s primary sources we find 
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that Wise thought his own work, An Introduction to the The­

ology of Judaism , would serve as a good starting point for 

the Confere nce ' s effort.9 Wise was c oncerned with theology , 

wrote about theology , and taught MPhilosophy of Jucaism• 

and ~systematic Theology~ at the Hebrew Union College. 

It sho~ld be noted at the outset , however, that while 

Wise may have been an influential theologian, no one would 

claim that he was a ~reat theologian. Instead of beginning 

with premises/and proceeding to build a systew- -the method 

of a philosopher--Wise started with a system ar.d p r ocesded 

t o show why the system was logically c ompelling, defending 

it where he considered defe nce necessary . Wise ' s was the 

method of a man of faith, t he method of a man dedicated to 

a tradition , albeit a tradition as he understood it . We 

might, in a technical sense , call Wise' s system building 

aoo~getics. Re was convi nced, ~fortiori, of the truth, 

logical c onsistency, and absolute certhinty of a system . 

In the li~ht of retrospective criticism we may c onsider that 

system t o ne Wise ' s own. Yet it 1s crucial to recognize 

that Wise c ons idered it to be the Bibli cal system, the single 

authent ic Jew1 sh sys t em, totally reconcilable With reason , 

but rely1n~ for 1ts certe1nty not on reason but on revelati on . 

Thou~h Wise ' s nh1loso phiz1n~ in The Cosmic God occasion­

ally becomes abstruse, his basi c system is simple . H1s 

catechism , ~he Essence o! Judaism , 1s only eighty pages long. 

It was not written solely f or children. The sub-title ~s 

that it 1s rif er Teachers end Pupi l s , and for Self-Instruction.•10 
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Wi se clalms f or these few page s that • the reader will find 

in them a complete abstract of Judaism."11 When he revised 

the book, titling t he revi sion Judaism ; Its Doctrines and 

Duties, Wise also invited Gent iles to read it. Such a short 

abst r act of Judai sm would s howa 

1. There is a religion without mysteries or mira­
cles, rational end self- evident. 

2. Thi s r ational religion is taught in t he Bible , 
called , in the Gentile phraseology , t he old Testame nt. 

J . This soriptural and rati onal relig ion is Judaism. 
4. Judaism , 1n its d octri nes anc duties , is emi­

nently humane , universal, liberal , and p r ogressive; 
in perfect har mony with modern science, critic ism, and 
philosophy, and in full sympathy with universal liberty, 
equality, justice , a nd charity . 

5. Therefor e Juda ism i s t he religion of the future 
generat i on s , as it was the teacher of the past ones .12 

Two relatively r ecl.!nt ~orks have dealt with Wise ' s 

theology. The monograph by Andrew F. Key, mentioned above, 

has several good !~sights which shall be utilized and pro-

perly credited here , but also contains several bits of anal­
) 

ysts which , in this wri ter s opinion, are faulty (e. g . Key 
J. 

asserts that Wise has little to say about Godl J end tha~ 

Wise ' s opt imi sm for t he immedi ate future should have pre­

cluded his extreme concern about assimiletion14) . The third 

section of James G. Heller's monumental biogr aphy , Isaac 

Mayer Wise , Il l s Life , Work and Thought,1 5 is better; it, too, 

will be ci t ed in the comin~ pages . But Heller' s work, as 

e blography , i s quite Dr operly less concerned with analyzing 

Wise ' s thou~ht t han with s imply oresenting it. The f oll owing 

pages , t herefore , will attempt to provide more of an a.nalysis 

end critl~ue of Wise ' s theolo~lcal views than has previously 
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been available. 

The discussion will begin w1th Wise's idea of r~velation. 

Though it might at first seem more logical to discuss God 

before discuss1ng revelation, we will find t hat revelation 

is the touchst-one of Wise's entire system, a necessary datum 

in assessing Wise's view of the God Who revealed and the 

religion which flows fr om the revelation. 

Revelation 

For Wise, the revelation of God to Moses at Sinai was 

an indisputable fact. Because a perfect God revealed His 

will at Sinai , by following the principles God has graciously 

provided ma.n has a sure religion , Judatsm. Man can know 

what he and society must do to reach per!ectlon. The details 

of what was revealed will be examined later; for the moment 

what must be determined is what Wise mesnt by revelation. 

Por Wise, -Judaism is inviolable as a revelation; i~ is 

Mosaic end Sinaitic , or it is nothing."lb But what is 

.. revelation ?,. 

In this context , it will be useful to think of revelation 

in one of its most common usages, namely, the communication 

of a spec1f1c message by God t o me.n. For philosoohers a.nd 

t heologl ans--such as I. M. W1se--who consider God infinite 

and incor ooreal, the question of how such a revelation is 

possible has always been a difficult one. The simplest 

•soluitonM i s to say that revelation is a miracle, in the 

oommon sense of Mar. event or action that appare~tly contra­

dicts known scient1ftc laws and is hence t h ought to be due 
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to supernatural causes, espec1elly to an act of God.•17 

Such a "solut1on" does not really explain how revelation 

takes place . Rather, it amounts to saying that though man•s 

intellect cannot explain reve lation, for God nothing is 

impossible. 

Isaac Mayer Wise, avowed rationalist, insisted again 

and again that he did not believe in miracles encl that noth1ng 

whatsoever in Judaism depended upon the miraculous. The 

so- called miracles in the Bible oould be expla1nt;d rationall y, 

or coul d be rejected altogether, for "nothi ng which r e ason 

rejects ls to be accepted.•18 

For Wise, what many considered revelatlons to pr o phets 

other than Moses were not, in the strictest sense. revelations 

at all . The prouhets were geniuses who developed their 

natural ab111t1es to the fullest. What they called receiving 

"a messaF,e from on h1gh,rt we, "in 'JUr modern phraseology , • 

would call c onceiving of " original i deas ," Wise does add 

that God must wi ll this natural process; but it ls, indeed , 

a natural orocess . 19 

Can we say, then, t hat for Wtse the human 1ntellect 

is the ins trument of revelation? Re does say that God ls 

self-conscious and becomes self-conscious again 1n man ' s 

consclousness.20 But tr1s 1s not what Wise r efers to when 

he s neaks of the Sinai tic re,relation. He speo i tically states 

that he disaa rees with the ldea that ftrevelation is the 

intensified potency of t~e h uman mind.•21 •01vine 1nsp1ra­

t1on, • 1n t hat sense , will account for the prophets, but i t 
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will not account for the revelation to Moses at S1na1. 

The prophecy of Moses was entirely different from all 

other proohecy. Wise wrote that no one is considered by 

Jews an - organ or revelation,• not even the gr~at prophets . 

-There ~ only ~ revelation, which ~ that ~ Mount 

Sinai.~ LTtalics mine--R~7 All the rest of the Bible merely 

exoounds Sinai.22 

The conclusion i s inescapable, then, that 1n spite of 

Wise ' s pr otestations to the contrary, he did beli eve 1n one 

miracle . God did speak to Moses , but we have no way of 

exola1n1ng, within the framework of Wise ' s thought, how 

that could have happened . Wise writes: 

Why does the wor ld ascribe so much importance to that 
collection of books called t he Bible? Because one 
portion thereof is a di reot revelation from on high, 
it is maintsined ••• and another oortion was written 
do~n by men, divinely 1nspired.23 -

The proohets conceived original ideas and called them •a 

messa~e from on high.• But Moses actually did receive •a 

direct revelation from on hi~h.~ 

• The idea of revelat1on ts identical with that of author­

ity. • 2~ Thus, for Wise, based on t he revelat ion at Sinai 

Judaism i s authoritat ive, true, and sur~. And that revelation, 

since it cannot be accounted for ln any other way, we must 

call a miracle. Significantly , t hough time and again Wise 

argues agains t the necessity of believing 1n any miracles 

at all, ln one public lecture Wise does speak of the S1na1t1c 

revelation as e miracle. As part of a series of apoleget1cal 
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lectures published under the title Judaism an d Chr1stlan1tY, 

Their A~reements and Disagr eements, Wise spoke on "The Jewish 

and the Christian Evidences of Revelation Compared." The 

Onristian revelation requires the belief in many miracles 

to establ i sh the central miracle of a new revelation. No 

reasoni ng man can b e exoect e d to believe in so many miracles, 

but: 

We can more easily believe one than a dozen miracles, 
especially if any one suffices t o pr ove the dom1n1on 
o f mind over matter, and t he one , a s ls the case with 
the Sinaic revelation , conveys al l t he instruc t ion to 
the human mind which it needs, to under stand the rela­
tion _between God and man, and affords him a valid 
s tandard of truth and r l ghteousness .25 

At one ooi nt , then . even Wis e hi ~self admitted that 

the Sinaltic revelation was a miracle . A ~roblem r emains, 

of course . How do we k now t hat the miracle actually occured? 

In the same le c t ur e we have just been examining Wise gives 

us t hree reasons for believing in the h1stor1cal val i d i ty 

of the Sina i tlo revelatinn. First, "a whole natio n saw and 

hear d the Sina1c reve lation. This is one of the ma in po ints, 

for this never occured a~ain, neither before nor after tha t 

memorable event .~ ~econd , the whole of Jewtsh t r ad ition 

ls based on it. All t he subsequent Jewish l iterature and the 

subsequent life of the Jewish people attests to it . "Three 

thousand years of a nat~on's life and history are perhaps 

the most oonclustve evidence to estab lish a fac t . " Third , 

~hr1st1an1ty and Islam also ackowledge t he S inai tio revel­

ation; and to doubt what all men believe is to cons i der 
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people ~fools and knaves ."2b 

While there is no reason to doubt that Wise was c on-

vinced of t he adequacy of these arguments , and particularly 

the third one, 27 the y are not log ically compelling. Ironi­

cally, s hortl y bet'ore offering them Wise h imself had said 

that • miracles must be believed, they can never a ppeal ~o 

reason."2~ If we be~in by asking why we should believe what 

the torah tells us, the first argument begs the question~ 

The second a rgument , if it is anyth1n~ more than a more 

limited variation of the third, amounts to saying "we be­

lieve beca use we have always believed," not taki ng into 

account the possibility thlit we have always been wrong. 

·~he third argument, which Wise labels an argumentum ~ .£,2!!­

sen su gent1um [Sic~7, amounts to asserting that one man 's 

reasoning can never adequately refute what all other men 

simply believe. By such " logic" we would still believe that 

t he earth i s flat and that the sun revolves around it. 

Parenthetically, we should note that thls is a very old. 

t heolo~ical argument, but one rarely used b y Jews because, 

if one c an establtsh trut h by taking a vote, t hen Christians 

or oudhlsts can establish t he t r uth of doc t r i nes which Jews 

deny. 

Isaac Mayer Wise devoted one entire volume and numerous 

less extended discussions to the question of the nature of 

dei t y. The vast ma j ority, bu t no t the entiretf, of his 

writings assumed or developed what we s hall call a ph ilo-
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soph1cal or non-oersonal God concept . Before th1s seotlon 

c oncludes, therefore, it will be necessary to try to assess 

and, to the degree possible , account for the tension in his 

thinking between the non-personal and the pe r sonal God­

conce~tlons. In e1ther case , there is never the slightest 

doubt that Wise was a Theist. By "personal God" will here 

be meant a deity Who is c onceived of as being conscious of , 

and in some way listenin~ to or caring for , individuals . 

By non- personal God shall be meant a God Who is conceived 

of as constantly maJ.ntaining the universe and the people 

tn the world via unchanging laws, and i s thus unchanging , 

unerfected by the p~oblems o~ individuals . The distinction 

is not quite as cle ar-cut as it may appear since the person 

who believes God cares for t he entire world via unchanging 

laws may feel .!.! 1f he ls being cared for 1nd1v1dually . 

I f all men a r e governed beneficently , then ea ch man ts 

~overned beneflcently ; and each man may theref ore feel 

(subjectlvely ) a personal sense of relation not j~st to 

divine laws, but to God Himself . The d1st1nct1on , however, 

is still a real one . T~e believer in a "oersonal God, • g.s 

we have been using the term , might feel that God could 

respond to h1s orivate need --showing him a special mercy 

not g~anted to others, f or e xample. The believer in a ~non­

personal God• might or 'll1~ht not believe that God was aware 

of his private need, but would consider that his need could 

be met, 1f at all, oniy within t he general order of things . 

If the desired end were achteved divine law was responsi ble , 
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and the 1 ndivtdual mig~t feel ~ 1f God had done it soecif­

tcally for him . ~he "as if~ t s crucial, though, since the 

exact same thing would hapcen to anyone in an identical 

situation. God ' s beneficence helps individuals, but only 

beoause they ere part of' a benef1oent order far larger than 

themsPlves. 

Wtse, tn traditional J ewish fashion. thought that man 

could know quite a bit about God from His works (the world), 

from h i story . and from revelation, but could never hope to 

know God ' s essence.29 His ma jor work on God, The Cosmic 

~. attempts to u~e phi losophy and science to prove the 

existence of, and describe the nature of , God . 

Wise did not claim to be a philosopher in The Cosmic 

God, but he clearly thought himself an astute student of 

philosophy . He begins with epistemology, offering a corres-

pondenre theory of truth. Truth ts reached by achieving har-

mony within our thoughts and between our thoughts and the 

external ~orld . JO The sensesand the intellect correct one 

another until h~rmonyt truth , 1s reached. Therefore truth 

must be relative to our knowled~e , while only the Omniscient 

Deity has absolute truth.31 

W1se t~en claims to demonstrate that: 

Every nat~ral ob ject presents itself to hum.an cognition 
by the ldeas, inherent 1n the object represented. So 
there 1s 1dea11ty, or spirituality , lf you p lease, i n 
every natural object, or else man could not possibly 
conceive 1t.J2 

Having thus e stablished.to his own satisfaction, intellect-· 
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m1nd--bo th in man and 1n the physical world, he ass erts 

that mere mechanical laws of mat t er cou ld not explain every­

thing in the world~ Such phenomena as languages, literature, 

and the developments of history are only understandabl e 

as products of mind . JJ 

To mi nd as operat1n~ in the universe, he adds force 

in his discussion of ontology . 34 And then from an elaminat1on 

c f biolo~y he reaches life.35 As for matter, it may or may 

not exist (it pr obably does ), Jb but its existence or non­

ex i stence makes no d iffere nce , for 1t onl y becomes and can 

remain what it is because mind exerts for ce on tr. Without 

force, matter has n one of its attributes, ~one of its activi ­

ties . Me tter is not a substance. MThere ts bu t one substa nce , 

and this one is psychic a l. This one psychical substance 

with t he xnowable attributes of 11fe , will, intellect and 

extension is spirit , the Cosmic God .• 37 

Hence God , Mind . exerts f orce to make and maintain 

t~e material world, and extends Rts life and intellect to 

~ive 11fe to plants and animals, and self-consc1ousness 

to man. In a moment Wise ' s reasoning to establish the ex­

istence of God will be scruttntzed, but lt woul d take us too 

far afield 1n an analysts of Wise ' s theology to g1ve a detsiled 

analysis of t he fore~oin~ nhllos ophy. Sufflce lt to say 

the philosophy is not terribly sophisticated in its working 

out of its de t atls (it t s particularl y vague on the rela ­

tionship between mind, force, and matter), but ls at the 

core a reasonabl e philoso oh1c pos1t1on : mind is the substance 
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universe what it ts. Since mind is the basis of everything 

end man's mind is a part of God's (as mentioned above , God 

becomes self-consc ious •aga1n• 1n manJB), mind is also 

purposerully at work in history . J9 

The ~ain purpose of The Cosmic God is to prove the 

existence of God. Let us examine, in some detail , Wtse•a 

µroo t's. Though elsewhere Wise uses the a r gumentum ~ .£2!1-

sensu gent1um , 4 0 here he uses a form of the cosmological 

ergument , a proof of his own , and a teleological argument. 

His cosmological argument takes the following form. 

We have r cund that forces exist . Either each of the forces 

acts inde nendently or they a re al l manifestations of , or 

caused by ~ one force. Modern chemistry and physics have 

found that "all phys1ca.l forces are a unity.• Thus there 

1s one force which nauses all the phenomena we call forces . 

•This first impulse coul d not have been the result of chance 

or cesuel1ty ,~ for that violates all our ex oerienoe; the 

human mind 1s incanable of thinkin~ of a causeless effect. 

Hence there ts a first causei God .41 Wise ' s recour se to 

the sctentlfto understand1n~ of his day makes this a rather 

unusual version of the cosmolo~tcal proof, but lt 1s certainly 

a form of the old argument that every~hing in the world must 

have a cause, and, as Wise puts it later in the book, "an 

endless r egresston of causes 1s itself absurd , as Aristotle 

already discovered.• Numerous ph1losophers--before Wise ' s 

t1me-- had already refuted th1s proor. 42 All that needs to 
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standing was correct for his day (or ours), he was 1n error 

in t hinking that Aristotle had "discovered" t he impossibility 

of an infinite regress1on . That was Aristotle's (and Ma1 -

monides• and Aquinas ') assumption. 

Wise's next pr oof is more original. Thts 1s the argu­

ment .fthe numbering of premises end c onclusions is mine--~7: 

Premise 1: We know 1n coglto ergo §..!!m rashion of the e xistenc e 

of intellect. 

Pre~tse 2 1 We know cause and effect by "experience and 

experimen t .• It i s • synthetic truth ~ priori• 

that all phenomena are effects of ~auses--else 

no philosopher or scientist can operate . • rntel­

lect and the law of causality are inseparabl e.• 

We know f rom Kant that causality is an ~ priori 

categor y ~f understa nding . 

Premise J s That causality i s universal outside our own 

mi nds we know from all tha t science has been 

able to d 1scover. 

Conclusion 1i Thus we have a universal outside Which 1s 
(and Premise 4} 

also within its causation. 

Premtse S• As causation ts insepar able from intel l ect 1nslde 

t he mind, so i t must be outside t he mind. 

Concluston 2 i There 1s an intell ect in nature .4J 

The fi r st two premises of this argument are ph1losoph1-

cally r espectable. Wise ' s understandi ng of Kant , however, 

must have been superficial. F~om the standpoint of Premise 2 , 
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Prem1se 3 ls unacceptable. If the mind ~ see cause and 

effect 1n nature. then we do not know t hat cause and effect 

1s really inherent in nature. That the sc ten~1st d1scovers 

cause and e ffect 1s irrelevant t'or establishing 1ts existence 

outside the mind . Without Premise J, Conclusion l does not 

follow . If we grant, for sake of argua ent, that Premise J 

is acce ptable, then Conclusion l 1s acceptable. Premise 5, 

however, is a mere assumption, not log1oelly compelling . 

How can we Know the d 1v1ne intellect operotes the same way 

the human intellect operates? {We saw a bove that Wise thought 

the human i ntellect was part of the div ine intellect, which 

may account for his assertion 1n Premi se 5. But i t would 

obviously beg the question to say that we know the nature 

of the d1v1ne intellect we are trying to e stablish the 

existence of because we know the nature of the human intellect 

which 1s part of it.) Pr~mise 5 being snurious, Conclusion 

2 cannot be established from Pre mises 4 and 5. 

Ir, again. we assume ror sake of argument that eausel1ty 

ls a universal in nature (Pre~1 se J above), then we oan follow 

one more proof whioh Wise offers• 

The law or causality being admitted, we all agree 
that nothing 1n this universe stands above or beyond 
the law . But es the forces and elements are hetero­
genous, and each follows its own l aw or 1aws, still the 
untverse, as rar as we know, is one in order and harmony, 
the forces of nature must either converge to the one 
single purpose of sustaining permanently this order 
&nd harmony , or one superior force must c ontrol all 
of them, or else there must be c ontinual conflicts 
in nature among elements and for ces, which we know 
not to be the case.4 
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Wlae•s third possibility he logically rejects. His second 

possibi lity would ( gr anting the premise of universal har.nony) 

be a proof of God ' s existence were it not for the fact that 

his first possib111ty 1s equally logical. Nevertheless, 

Wise goes on to assert, by analogy Wi th people and machines, 

that i f t here 1s harmony among the parts of a whole, then 

some •superior force• mus t cause the harmony. • Here then 

1s teleology ," he tells us.~5 Here, to be s ure, 1s a form 

of the traditional teleological proof . As in the case of 

the cosmological argument, philosophers such as Hume and 

Kant refuted this argument l ong before Wise used it.~6~ 

It is not surprising t hat a God discovered at the end 

of a chain of syllogisms is a non- personal one . Thia God 

is a conscious for ce wbtoht.operates continua lly and with 

c onstancy . His oper ations have a direct and beneficia l 

influence on the world and on man . His operations are the 

laws of nature and of hi story. Men come under, and are 

profoundly infl uenced by, those laws . But no individual 

could consider that God would suspend or alter a la~ for 

hi s personal benefit, for that would , from the philosopher's 

point of view, require change in the deity. When W1se 

finally enumerates what his philosophizing yields, he can 

quite a ppropriately call God a • substance •& 

He , the substance, who had imparted t his first 
impulse t o the parallels of matter, of t his a nd aiv 
other planet or sola r system, the i mpulse from which 
all forces of nature have ensued, and by evolution and 
differentiati on, constructed this great cosmos, triumphs 
over all matter in the self-conscious intelligence 
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of man, remains 1n hi m and over him, preserving and 
governing all, shaping all destinies, guiding all and 
constantly !rom lower to higher conditions& He who 
i s the Genius of nature end the Logos of hi story , 
fills all space and is the force of all for ces; He 1s 
the Cosmic God, for Be ls the cause of all cs uses, the 
first principle of all things, the only substance 
whose attributes are life, will, and intellect •••• 
He is almighty ~ for Be is the force ot all forces, 
+;he cause of all causes . • • • Re 1s omnipresent, 
for He f 1lls sll spaoe and penetrates all atomic matter. 
He 1s all-wise and omniscient, for Be is tn7 intellect 
of all intellect, 1ts cause and substance. 

And it any doubt ooul d still remain with the reader as to 

whether such a deiey could have a speolal relat ionship with 

an individual, Wise goes on a few sentences latera 

He appears to none, because he c ontinually and s imul­
taneously appears t o all and through all. He spoke to 
none, because He speaks et.ernally and simultaneously 
to all and through all. • • • He changes not, because 
all changes are effects, and He is the cause of all 
causes and no effect •••• 

Scientists, here is youi)God and Lord , whom you 
seek , and whom to find is the highest wisdom. He is 
the God found by i nduction and felt by spontaneity. 
Philosophers, here is your God, whom to ext><>und is the 
highest glory of the human m1nd-·Kant, and other thinkers, 
have argued against the anthropomorphous God of theology1 
the cosmic God is philosophy ' s first and last substance.~8 

W1ae•s ocher statements on God do not dtffer from this 

substantially. His description ot Mosaic ~onotheism~9 or 

his enumeration of d ivine attributes as indicated by the 

Biblical names for God50 confirm that Wise the theologian 

did not a r gue for a personal God- concept. ETen when he 

speaks of God ' s loYe,51 it must be understood as love which 

le&ds God to order the universe in the way that He does. 

A child might read in Wise's oatech1sm that God •rorgives 

sin, iniquity and transgression if the sinner corrected 
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himself, from no other motive than voluntary love,•52 and 

th1nlc that God was affected by the repentance and moved to 

lo'V·ing forgiveness. But the child• s teacher could explain 

that love 1n terms of the way God has programmed man's mind 

to workf 

Does repentance work atonement? or, 1n other words, 
does God forgive sins because the s~nner repents? • • • 
Repentance wipes ~ut every guilt , i burns out every 
s1n. • • • They fthe anc1ent Jewis sage~7 prescribed 
various means to assist the efficaoy ot repentance, 
like confession, hum111at1on before God and man (no 
auricular confession), prayer, fasting fetc~7 • • • 
but they are the ~eans only to express and actualize 
the change of mind and to strengthen the will of the 
sinner. • • • Sin is subjective; God 1s not offended ; 
man 1s lowered and disgraced by 1t. Repentance ts 
self-punishment and self-eleYat1on. • • • The penitent 
punishes and corrects himself. Ir he succeeds therein 
every other punishment or correction would be unjust 
and unnecessary, and must not be expected of t he All­
just God . 53 

Yet if it be admitted that the above statement from 

Wise's catechism could be interpreted as referring to a 

personal God, then we are on the horns of a d1lem.aa. Does 

Wise contradict himself? The problem is much deeper. We 

examined Wtse•s idea of revelation before his idea of God in 

order to have i t as a datum in assessing his idea of God. 

We found that while most "revelations" were explained in 

terms of natural causation, at Sinai God revealed Himself 

personally--miraculously, supernaturally--to Moses . Such a 

revel ation, so crucial for Wise•s entire view of Judaism, 

1s not reconcilable with the non~personal God Wise always 

argues for in his theological works. 

So we turn to Wise ' s liturgical works, to which he 



devoted cons iderable effort. Impl1c1t 1n the traditional 

Jewish 11tu.r~y 1s the 1dea of a God Who hears the praye r 

ot the individual and might conce1vably respond to 1t. 

Though Wise did, in the various edtt1ons of M1nhag Amerlca, change 

some traditional prayers which offended him theologically 

(as when he eliminates references to the resurrection of the 

dead)54 hi s prayerbooks rarely make extensive changes 1n 

the wordin~ of traditional prayers. The changes are more 

formal thtm substantial; he omits piyuttm and repetitions. 

It m1~ht be ar~ued that Wise interpreted the traditional 

orayers in keepin~ with his idea or a non-~ersonal God. 

Difficult though that might be, certat nly others had done 

so before Wise and many have done so since Wise. But such 

argumentation falters when we look at passages which Wise 

himself comoosed . In a "silent devotion .. we find: 

1f the innermost voice of my soul is true ••• - - then-­
my heert, my soul, my faith, my oonfidence, Thy words 
can not deceive me--then Thou hearest my humble suppl1 -
oat1onsJ • • • Thou hearest the child's humble pr ayer , 
my s oul speaks wi t h firm confidence.55 

Similarly, in the book of readings and hymns which Wise 

comn1led to supplement M1nhag America many of his own compo-

sitions indicate his belief in a personal God. Consider: 

Thou , 0 God, knowest my hopes and my wishes, my 
fears and my appre henslons. As Thou alone art my 
Protector. my Rock and my Refuge in ~e hours of trial, 
danger or sorrow; so the rea lization of my hopes and 
the fulfillment of my wi shes are 1n Thy paternal he.nds.5b 

Or either of t he following two poemsa 
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God redeems, the Lord protect s, 
God whose ~race each fault corrects, 

He$rs the e1nner•s pious word , 
Showers joy on contrite hearts, 
Loves, consoles, benignly guards. 

5
, 

All who trust in Rim, the Lord . l 

The Lord thy God enthroned on high , 
Behol ds each tear and hears each sigh, 

The tear one weeps in silent ni ght. 
0 bless the Lord, my soul , and pray 
'l'o Rim whose hands t he scepter SWflf,\' 

O'er nature • s real m with sovereign might . 
Behold He lives-­
The Father gives 

To contrite hear ts the richest store ; 
Confide, my soul, for evermore . 

~ Amen! Amen!5~ 

Such pass ages c annot be read without thinking tha~ 

the i r author believed in a per sonal God. And yet they are 

by the same man who, a s Lawrence A. Block r eports 1t, was 

severely atta cked by many of his colleagues (including Kauf -

mann Kohler) when he said that he did not believe tn a per­

sonal God. Wise, thus a ttacked, 41d not back aown.59 

How might this d1screpency in Wise's works be acoounted 

for? A passage in Judaism and ChristianU,.t -:xilght sugge s t 

a hypothesis that would account for the pr oblem in part. 

Wise , as we shall see lat er i n i ts prooer context, bel ieved 

t hat one day all men would come to accept the basic prtn­

clples of Judaism as he understood themr At one point in 

Judaism and Christianity he numbers and spectf1cally states 

exactly what those principles are. They fit pe rtectly with 

his conceot ion of a non-personal God. But immediately a fter 

the list he adds: 
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I do not mean to say that you should believe this 
and no more, or that I do, ror man ls in many respects 
the product of hlstory . No man can successfully deny 
his parents and their teachings, although he is in 
nowise exactly like them.60 

The hypothesis Which that stat ement suggests l s thisc 

Wise may have thought that all reason establishes is the 

philosophical God - concept. No man need believe mor e t han 

that . In fact, whe n al l men come to the pure Judaism which 

they will accent 1n the perfect soci ety of t he f uture , that 

is all that they wl l l believe. But some men today , Wise 

himsel f included , as products of their backgrounds, cannot 

help bel i eving more than reason establi shes , bel1evine- , t hat 

ls , in a per sonal God. Thus i n Wise • s theol ogical wri t i ngs 

he d i d not argue for mor e than he thought r e a son establi shed . 

But when he pra yed he still believed in a God Who heard his 

1ndividWll praye r. 

That hypothesis can account for W1se • s prayer s to a 

personal God, even thou~h 1n h1s theoretical wr1t1ngs he 

denied beli eving 1n a personal God. We might say that though 

Wise ' s mind could transcend his trad1tional background , h i s 

hear t c ould not . But the que stion of how the •cosmic God • 

could have spoken to Moses remains, for even the society 

of the f uture , Wise believed, would accept that fundamental 

fact. We must conclude that Wise was unaware of , or at least 

could not resolve, that dilemma. He sinc~rely thought he 

did not believe in a nersonal God. But he firmly believed 

that a non-personal God, once and once only in history, s poke 

to a person. 
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.Judai sm 

The specif ic revelation which t he non- personal God 

.. :parsonally" gave ~o Moses was the decalogue . God revealed 

to Moses the pr1na1ples by which He governs the world, or, 

more accurately, all that man needs to know of those pr1n-

ctples to achieve perfection and happiness. As we have 

s een, the direct source of the revelation was God, not just 

the "1nsp1red 0 mind of the mortal Moses . God being perfect, 

the revelation 1s perfect. Thus nothing may be taken away 

from the revelation and, while t he general principles must 

be applied to s pecific situations, nothing new need be or 

should. be addec1. The decalogue, then, is the infallible 

and author1tat1Ye b&s is or Wise's system. His own words 

make this clear: 

The decalogue 1.s the ·rorah, in letter and spirit, 
the eternal law and doctr~ne, the exclusive and adequate 
source of t heology and ethics, the only 1ntell1g1ble 
ca~egoric imperative. Therefore, it is called in the 
Pe ntateuch Rad-d.abar, the word or the substance , the 
only true logos by whi ch the moral world wss callea 
int o existence, and which, as the Talmud states , existed 
before the creation of this earth; or also, Had-debarim 
ha•eleh , "these words;" or Assere th Had-debarim, 1 the 
ten words," and not Asereth Ham- m1tzvoth, 1 t he ten 
commandments," Which is a misnomer ; for its laws are 
categories, its docr1nes are fundamental princi~les; 
1n its logical order it ts a unit, and in its totality 
it comprises the entire substance of theology and ethics; 
no new category of law can be added to it and none can 
be taken away wi thout destroying its u..~1ty and perfection.bl 

Note that the deoslogue is not said to consist of com-

mandments which are superior or prior to other Biblical 

comma ndments . As its source is substantively different 

from the sources of the rest of t he Bible, so 1ts statements 
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are substantively different from mere "commandments." Some 

confusion might a rise from Wise 's statement that the deoa­

logue~s •1aws are categories." What he means is that they 

are not laws at all . They are doctrines or principles . 

"Every law is based upon one or more doctrines which it 

generalizes .•02 

The body of Mosaic law in the Pentateuch, wrote Wise , 

"reduces to practice the fundamental concept of the Deca­

logue, provides the means to enforce it, and expounds and 

expands its doctrines.• There are three types of laws, 

mitzvot , chukk1m, and mishpatim. Mitzvot are commandments 

with a direct object. Chukkim are ritual ordinances . And 

mishpatim are judicial statutes. Chukk1m and mishpatim 

have an indirect object.6J 

The distinction between mitzvot, on the one hand , and 

~kl~ and m1shpat1m on the other hand , is not immediately 

clear . What it boils down to is that the decalogue and 

specific injunctions t~ behavior which flow from it are 

unchan~eable, while other commandments are changeable. 

"The laws of Sacred Scripture which have a direct object 

in view are the moral !fil! for all mankind .•04 LTtalics 

W1se•s--R~7 Such laws are unchangeable mitzvot . Ritual 

and judicial laws did come from Moses, and from a divinely 

inspired Moses, but they only applied in the Palestine of 

Biblical times.65 They did reflect the spirit of the deca­

logue, but later ages could change them in keeping with 

that spirit. They ..!.!& !£, and their modern counterparts 
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~ ,!2 9 pr oper behavior. In that sense they a re •1 ~direct .• 

The crucial point for an understanding of Wise • s conception 

of Judaism i s that the chukkim and ~1shpat1m are c hangeable. 

Wi se ' s view of the theor etica l foundations of Judaism 

should now be clear . Everything rests on the authority of 

the Sinattt c revelat1on--even the changeable chukk1m and 

mishpatlm , which were, and must still in their modern f orms 

be, distillations of the principles set for th in the deca­

logue . The •1aws of Moses• (as opposed to the decaiogue) 

amount to a com:mentary on the decalogue , •eternal 1n sp1r1t 

and subject t o chan~e in l etter.•b6 

When Wise said that •the God- cognition always preceeds 

the religious idea,•67 or that "Judaism is t he complex of 

Israel's religious sentiments ratiocinated to conceptions 

in har mony wi th its Jehovistic God-cognition,• 08 he was not 

being inconsistent in so far as his God-cognition 1nc luded 

the attribute of •revealing.• But we have seen that revela­

tion d1d not f1t comfortably with his r ecur r ently stated 

philosophical God - conceot . Hence r evelation was the true 

basis of Wise ' s system, t he fac t upon whi ch Judaism 1s founded, 

and in the light of whioh his God- concept must be viewed. 

Likewiset when Wise s aid that •a ser mon wi thout a text 

is an argument without a proof ,Mb9 ~e must understand that 

the entire Bible was authori tative for hi m, but it was not 

all egua ll.x authorltatlve. It all reflected t he sn1rit,of ~ 

the princioles inherent in, the deoalogue . But Wise ' s ult­

imate authority is not the entir e Bibl e, but only a few verses 
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in Exodus and Deuteronomy. 

If the laws of Moses amount to commentary on the dee-· 

alogue, and the rest of the Bible amounts t o commentary on 

the decalogue, then future Jewish literature , and in part1c-

ular the Talmud, can easily be seen as more of the same. 

Unlike many Reform rabbis of his day and ours , Wise had no 

need to attack the Talmud . The Talmud modified Biblical 

l aw. We may modify Talmudic law. When Wise called the 

Cleveland Conference of 1855, he astounded Isaac Leeser and 

other t raditionalists by proposing these two points as a 

basis for a t beological platforms 

1. 

2 . 

That all Israelites agree upon the divinity of 
the Bible, and 
That the Talmud is acknowledged by all as the legal 
and obligator y commentary of the Bible.70 

These points were accented and incorporated in a platform. 

But no doubt Wise understood them differently than his more 

traditional co - r eligionists (and no doubt Wise was well aware 

of that fact!). The Bible was divine because its core wa~ 

a divine revelation--but many of its laws could be changed. 

The Talmud is an • obligatory comme ntary." For Wise the ke7 

word there was "commenta?'Y.• As commentary most talmudic 

laws were changeable. The word •obligatorf won over the 

Orthodox at the conference; b ut within the framework of 

Wise' s thought an •obligatory commentary• obligates one to 

nothing except t he •spiri t • of the text upon which it 

comments. In slight ly less equivocal mood, Wise wrote the 

following& 
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The Talmud is advisory; it posseeses histori cal im­
portance and authority , and remains foreve r subjent 
~o Israel's reason and conscience . It is groundless 
f olly to say we re jedt the Talmud • • • • It 1s not 
true that we are or ought to be governed by the 
Tal muct. ?1 

By differentiating between letter and s pirit Wise did 

not need to re ject any or the Bible or any of the time-hon-

ored volumes of rabbinic literature. Wise' s Judalsm, he 

was c onvinced, was the only Judaism, the true Judaism, iden-

tical with Biblical, Talmudic, and Spani s h · philosophic 

Judaism--or any other genuine for m of Judaism . 72 Reform 

Judaism was not in any way a departur e from traditional 

•orthodox• Judaism. 

But i f Refor m Judaisru was nothing new , if , i ndeed , the 

adjective "Reform• was superfluous from a theological stand-

point, what was d tstinctive about what Wise called Refcrm 

Judaism? The answer to that is two-fold. First, Wise knew 

that there had always been change in Judaism with regard 

t o form, though the essence concretized in the various 

obser vances , he insisted , had never changed. Forms had been, 

coul d be , and should be modified in different ages. Re-forming, 

Wise thought, was necessary. Yet those who called the~selves 

Orthodox refused to change anything. Their Judaism had 

become stsgnsted. Wise ' s Reform Judaism , he thought , changed 

nothing theologically, but did continue the age - ol d progress 

of forms s 

the development of Judaism signi f ies the liberation 
of its universal s pirit from all the ant iquated, mean­
ingless, tribal, merely national and merely local 



-41-

paraphernalia ••• and (intends) to provide forms 
and institutions for the manifestations of the spirit, 
wh1oh are at least approximately universa1.YJ 

·The second distinctive feature or Beform Judaism as 

Wise understood it was~ts rational, scientific approach 

to religion. Reform Jews go to philosophy and science , 

not just tc hermeneutics, when they interpret scripture. 

Thus Reform Judaism began in the t enth century with Saad1a?14 

Reform Judaism, then, is nothing new. It ls Judaism, 

nothing more or less, for ~here is only one Judaism. Wise 

knew that the name "Reform Judaism" could be misleading. 

"Pr ogressive Judaism," he wrote, would be a better name.Y5 

Whatever it was t o be called, Wise ~a• Judaism as need­

ing to follow "Rabbi Meir , who said: 'I eat the kernel and 

throw away the shell.'"76 But by what criteria can the 

shell be separated from the kernel? Here Wise is vague. 

He wrltea that ~he principle of Reform iss All forms, to 

which no meaning is attached any longer, are an impediment 

to our religion and must be done away with.• But who is to 

decide whether piyutim or mezuzot still have meaning? "What­

ever makes us ridiculous before the world as it now is," 

Wi se goes on , "may safely be and should be abolished." 

But if the wor l d were to find it ridiculous that Jews do not 

eat pork, Wise 8till woUl.d not eat it. "Whatever tends to 

the elevation of t he divine service, to inspire the heart 

of the worshiper and to attract him, should be done without 

any unnecessary delay.• But who 1s to say whether the intro-

duction of organ music exalts or degrades the worship service? 



•whenever religious observances and the just demands of 

civilized society exclude each other, the former have lost 

their power.• But who is to determine whether the demands 

of society are •just?•77 

For Wise, of courss, t he •spirit• of Jewish literature, 

the princ ioles of the deoalogue , are the ultimate authority: 

•Reform, therefore, has its limits, strictly marked by the 

Bible itself, beyond which the Jewish refo?"1er can not and 

dare not go.•'l~ In theory that sounds good5 But 1n practice 

it is very problematical. The Bible has been and can be 

interpreted in many ways. Since Wise accepts no legal code 

or commentary on scripture as authoritative, we must conclude 

that Wise's ultimate criterion for c hange 1s the individual's 

own judgement. In theory that judgement should not be ar­

bitrary; but in practice it could be. 

We may see Wise's life - long concern with c onferences 

and synods as, in part, an attempt to limit the potentially 

anarchicfpntential for change. Wise wrote that •changes 1n 

the synagogue should be uniform and sanet1oned by a confer• 

ence or synod. But even without the possibility of these, 

each man must do his duty to the best of his knowledg~.•79 

In other words, Wise thought that changes could be made 

without a synod. And w~ would add that such conferences, 

even when they met and agreed, had no power to enforce their 

plat.forms. 

It is to be doubted whether Wise thought tnat the lack 

of' any authoritative interpretation of scripture could, 1n 

the long run, lead to chaos. H6 had great faith 1n h1s 
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own ability to reach the proper conclusions by the exercise 

of his reason~ In the long run, no doubt, others would 

see the light as well. The danger that Wise saw was not 

that--given the authoritative revelation--reason would fail, 

but rat her that faith in that revelation might be destroyed 

by modern Biblical criticism. 

Wise used a lot of ink attacking what we today call 

•Higher Criticism• of the Bible. A~drew Key, very insight­

fully, points out that Wise stresses the Mosaic authorship 

of the ent1re Pentateuch •out of all pr oportion to its impor­

tance for his theology.•80 Since the ultimate source of 

authority is the .decalogue, he could easily have granted 

the theoretioal possibility that Wellhausen and his school 

were ~orrect about the multiple authorship of the Pentateuch, 

saying that those authors were • inspired• in the same sense 

that the prophets were inspired. Wise does grant that not 

every line of the torah was written by Moses.81 But he 

means by that only that such passages as the description 

of Moses ' death must be the product of another author. He 

devotes an entire book , Pronaos to Holy Writ, to defending 

the Bible against higher criticism. When he summarizes his 

conclusions, we find that he is willir-g to admit that portions 

of the torah were edited after the death cf Moses. But they 

are still composed of Mosaic fragments. Genesis and Deut­

eronomy, except for a couple of add1tions in Deuteronomy, 

are •the or1g1nal works or Moses."82 

Why, when critics today feel that Wise could have argued 



-44-

that •the whole Thorah 1s of one and the same spirit in 

principle, doctrine, precept and law• without adding •which 

must necessarily come from one author. and not possibly from 

a number of authors,•8J did Wise consider that latter asser-

tion logically necessary for his theological system? The 

answer is to be found in Pronaos to Holy Writ's Preface. 

What bothered him is tha t the Bible claimed here Mosaic 

authorship, tnere 0$vidic or Solomonic authorship. If those 

claims are fraudulent, thought Wise, then we cast doubt 

on the veracity ot the whole Bible. Re wrote thats 

All so-called gems of truth buried under the quicksand 
of fiction and deception are problematic at best, 1f 
not supported by authoritative corroborants. None can 
speak conscientiously of Bible truth before he knows 
that the Bible is true , and especially in its historical 
data. The science commonly called Modern Biblical 
Criticism, actually Negative Critio1sm, which ftlaintains, 
on the strength of unscientific methods, that the Pent­
ateuch is not composed of original Mosaic material, no 
Psalms are Davidian, no Proverbs Solomoriic • • • must 
also maintain that the Bible is a compendium of pious 
or even impious frauds, willful deceptions, unscrupulous 
misrepresent~tions; whence comes the Bible truth of which 
they speak?B~ 

What bother~d Wise, then, is that he did not believe 

he could have a sure decalogue in an unsure Bible. Even if 

we were to grant the validity of his logic, we would have 

to ask h im a similar ques t ion. If all of the torah was not 

directly revealed by God, but depends for its authority 

on ten statements which allegedly were, how can we know that 

those ten statements were really products of revelation since 

they are not •supported by authorltative corroborants•? 

The point here is that--give?' faith in the decalogue--higher 
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crit1c1sm 1s no threat to Wise's system; but without that 

faith (and evidence will not establish the point) the system 

falls even without higher criticism. 

Man and his future 

The spectrum of Wise's thoughts on r.evelation, God and 

Judaism represent a system not highly original in its details, 

but unique in the way the details fit together into a system. 

In order to round out the system it is necessary to examine 

Wise ' s view of man and the messianic future. But it should 

be noted from the outset that we will find little more than 

argumentation here, and henoe we shall deal with it as 

briefly as possible. Wise's views on God, the universe, and 

Judaism require--or presuppose --a certain view of man. For 

the most part Wise assumes the correctness of that view . 

Rarely does he work to de~elop that view. When he defends 

it against what he considers threats to it, his method is 

polemical& he attempts to show the superiority of his own 

view primarily by debwilcin~ opposing views. 

In our discussion of Wise's understanding of God and 

the universe we s&W that mind or spirit is •substance,• and 

that matter, though 1t probably exists, is entirely subordi• 

nate to spirit. We may expect to find, then, that man con­

sists of body and soul~-matter and mind, and that the soul/ 

mind, being part of the divine mind which becomes self-con­

scicus in it, is the superior of the two. Thus we !ir.d, 

simply stated in a catechisms 
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Man consists of body and soul. The body is an 
animal organism; the soul is the principle that thinks 
and wills, vivifies and gov·erns the body. 

The soul of man is called in the Bible, the image 
of God, because it is gifted with Godlike capacities .tl5 

In our discussion of Wise's view of Judaism we found 

that ethical mitzvot are incumbent upon man. We have also 

found throughout that man, by the exercise of his intellec t , 

may reach both metaphysical truth and--in part by correct 

interpretation of scripture--an under standing of how he 

ought to behave . Thus we would expect to find that man has 

intellect and free will . That is exactly what Wise means 

in the catechism by ~Godlike capacities. • It continues: 

The capacities of the soul a re of two kinds, the 
intellectual and moral . 

The intellectual capacities of the soul are per­
ception , conception, memory, imagination, self - conscious­
ness, and reason. 

The ~cral capacities of man are will, conscience, 
love , the power to attain happiness and perfection , and 
the desire to know God and His will, in order to worship 
him. 

The will of man may become entirely free in all 
moral points

6
of view, to choose the good and shun 

wickedness.~ 

Man may gain hap~iness by obeying the mitzvot, or fall 

into misery by disobedience.87 Worship is an innate urge 

in man by ¥-hich he transcends his corporeal body to be a 

spiritual being as he ~seeks an ideal perfection above himself .•88 

Religion also leads to man's well-being in that, es we have 

seen , chukkim and mishpatim lead to proper behavior (thus 
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Wtse calls them •1nd irect," more 1mporte..nt for what they 

lead to than for what t hey are ). 

When man sins he may repent (this we discussed 1.n passing 

while dea1 1n~ wi th Wise ' s God-concept). Regardless of his 

behavior, man is immort al. This follows naturally from 

the fact that man has a soul , a spiritual entity not subject, 

like material t hings, to dissolution . Since immortality was 

and is of ten a d isputed doctrine, Wise offers pr oof . Fir st , 

we know tmmortal1 ty ~ consensu gentium.89 Second , we know 

of immor tality from the Sinai.tic revelation . The fact that 

the eternal God reveal ed Bimself to man oroTes man ' s immor-

tality by proving he has a soul: 

Imperishable Wisdom can not be a ddressed to perisha~le 
nature. • • • The spiri t only can understRnd the spirit, 
ana the spirit can not perish, s ince lt is of God, and 
not of matter; 1t is stmgl e and not organic , hence not 
subject to d issolut1on . 9 

Man, possessed or an intellect and moral nature, is 

basically good . Wi s e the apologet1c1st s therefore . attacke d 

Chr isti anity for t ts doc tri ne of ortg1nal sin. 91 Als o, he 

devotes t hree entt re chanters of The Cosmic God to a r e futa-

tton of Darw~ n•s theories on the descent of msn. He calls 

the Darwinian hypothesis "Homo- brutalism ,• c ha rging that: 

In a moral po1nt of v iew the Darwinian hypothesis 
on the descent of man is t he most pernicious that c ould 
be possibly advanced , not only be cause 1t robs man of 
his di~nity and the consciousness of his pre-eminence, 
which ts the coff in to all virtue , but chiefly because 
it presents all nature as a battle ground • •• 92 

Wise even goes so far as to state , in reductto ~ absurdum 
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those apes are deteriorated Ethiopians than to advance that 

the Australian abori~ine is an improved ape."9J Again , 

~ise's view of man is an assumption which he defends by 

attack1n~ the opposition. He felt no need to logically 

develop his own view, presumably because he considered it 

implicit in sar1pture. 

As we have seen it thus far, Wise's ideas on man cannot 

account for the righteous man who suffers due to the evils 

of the world . That will be dealt with as we examine his 

vie~ of history end the messianic f uture. Wise strongly 

believed that one of the laws through which God governs the 

universe leads to the preservation of whatever man does that 

is good , and the eventual eradication of whatever man does 

t hat is evil. He calls this law (or this attribute of God) 

the ~ Logos or History." In The Cosmic God W is~ argues that 

we see progress in histor y " from lower t o higher conditions." 

Still, since human nature is a c onstant. man is no more 

intelligent than he ever was. Therefore: 

the or1nciple of progress must be extra-human, and the 
fi rst general princi ple of the Logos of Histor y must 
be: It preserves.utilizes and promulgates all that 
'is good , true, and useful, and neutralizes all that 
is wicked, false, and useless or nugatory.9~ 

History also works so that evil nations a re punished.95 

This accounts for the suffering of the righteous. They are, 

in effect. caught up in the collective guilt of their nations. 

Such a notion clashes with Wise's notion of the freedom and 



nobility of the 1nd1v1dual. It hardly solves the problem 

of theodicy; but it is as close as Wise comes to a sol ution . 

Put t ing that problem in Wise's thought aside. the crucial 

point i s that Wise beli eved progress ln history to be 1nev1-

table . Furthermore , he believed that pr ogress had come a 

long way toward the ultimate perfection of man and s ociety- ­

the messianlc era. Progress could be s een in the fact t ha t 

with the snread of Islam and Chr1st1an1ty •all civilized 

nat ions believed in t he living God of ! s rael. .. 9~ 

Wise was convinced that t he messianic age was just 

a round t he corner ~ Civili~ation and education had come a 

long way . It was just a matter of time befor e all men wo~ld 

come to l ive by the principles of the decalogue. He wrote 

that: 

1t is a great mi stake to believe, that mankind can 
retrograde agai n very considerably, when the very 
a tmosphere is pregnant wi th pr ogressive ideas • • • • 
The republi c of letter s and the dom1natlon of 1ntel-
11aence are m1ght1er now than they ever were, an~7 grow faster a nd more rapidly t han they ever did. 

Wise oer tainly knew of the existence of backward nations. 

But the United States , he thought, was on the verge of per­

fecting itself. From here the perfection would spread 

elsewhere. From our potnt of view , that of an AZ1a>J!T~~s 

o( his theology, i t ls less important that Wi s e thought t he 

messianic age was about to dawn t han that he thought it 

woul d 1nev1tably come because of the way God worked in 

history. I t ts worthy of note, however, that though h i s 

unbridled opt1m1sm for America a ppears natve to our h1nds1ghtt 
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the reason he gave for thinking Amer ica was going to be 

the fi r st country to reach perfection was a reason entirely 

in keeping with his theolo~ical system. Moses had o r dained 

a perfect system of government , though its laws only a pplied 

to its own time . The United States, thought Wise, had 

duplicated that system in a form appropriate for a new age. 

As Dena Wilansky puts it : 

he /_Wi s~7 considered the Constitution of the United 
States the practical fulfillment of Mosaic ethics, 
• Mosaism in action.• In his own words, •What we claim 
is that this country r in its c onstitution and ins~1-
tutions , in its laws and the administration thereof, 
is J ewish. • • _ We have here the ver y government which 
was delineated by Moses on the basis of the Sinaio 
revelation. • 98 

But , we ask, was the government of Moses the same as our 

Republican form of government?~ Wise thought it wass 

Theocracy is ide ntical with democracy , and democracy 
means equality before the law and the sovereignty 
thereof. The law is divine , it is from God,who alone 
is King, i.e. it must emanate fr om unadulterated reason 
and the principle of absolute justice. Therefo~e it 
must exclude none and embrace and protect all who 11v9

9 among you and seek prosoerity and happiness with you . 

Given his view of America and the final lea p o f progress 

t ha t was about to occur , we can hardly be surprised ~o find 

that W\se was rarely sympathetic to Zionism, and usually 

was bitterly opposed · to it. Soor. world Jewry would not 

need Zion, for the Jews of each nation could be at home in 

~ near- perfect society like America's. Certainly Jews in 

America not only would not need Zion , but did not need it 

1n Wise's time. As he put 1t at one pointa 
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that nationality s windle, simply because we are Jews 
by religion only and exclusi vely, untouched by nation­
ality humbug or race sophis t r y. 100 

Rather amusln~lYt Wise ' s prayerbook seems to carry his 

patriotism even farther. At least in terms of political 

redem1)tion (or even farther?) American .Tews were already 

redeemed. The 18.57 edition ot' Minhag America retains the 

tradl tlonal wording of the goayl blessing in the morning 

a.minah, •1ook on our affliction and plead ~ur cause .•101 

But the :~72 edition changes the wording to read, "look on 

the opnression of our brothers and redeem t hem.•102 Likewise , 

in the chatimah •Redeemer of Israel- is changed to •Redeemer 

of the oporessed.• 

Wise was concerned about the assimilation of American 

Jewry, as is most P.Vident from the fact that he wrote Judaism 

and Christianity end A Defen~e of Judaism versus Proselytizing 

Chr1st1anit~. 1 UJ Key considers W1se•s concern over assimilation 

an example of the tension in his thought between Universalism 

and Particularism, arguing that Wise shou l d not have been 

worried about ass1milat1on if the messianic age was just 

around the corner.lo~ I oelieve Key is in error here, however, 

since for Wise pro~re2s was inevitable only 1n the long run; 

people and societies could still fail t o pro~ress signif icancly 

in the short run. If Wise was eo see his vision of a mess1-

anic age quickly achieved, t hen he could no~ watch passively 

as people fell away from the ideal religion he thought would 

soon triumph. Alr men would inevitably come to Judai sm, 
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but that hardly means that Wise should not have been con­

cerned that some were going away f rom it . Assimilation, 

logically , would slow t he progress. 

The question of universalism and partioularism will 

be further pursued i n the final chapter of this study. 

For now it should be a fitting conclusion to this dis cussion 

of Wise's theological system to note that Wise was certainly 

a universalist in the sense that he believed Judaism, as 

he understood it , was t he only true and perfect relig ion, 

the religion which all men would ultimately practice. 



Cha pter II I1 

THE THEOLOGY OF KAUFMANN KOBLER 
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Kohler the Theologian 

A biograoher of Kaufmann Kohler might c onceivably trace 

two careers , that of Kohler the his t orical scholar and that 

of ~ohler the rabbi. But in the finest traditions of the 

rabbinate, Kohler brou~ht these two r oles together in his 

onaoing efforts to apply his knowledge of the past to the 

needs of the present . Thus Kohler ' s first two roles coalesced 

into a third, that of Kohler the theologian . It is as a 

theolo~ian that Kohler made his most significant contributions 

to the development of Reforl'l Judaism. Be believed that 

though Judaism constantly changed its forms , the ideas behind 

the forms were c onstantly present trroughout history. He 

set himself the task of finding those ideas and presenting 

them to his contemporaries. 

Kohler did not believe that the system of ideas he 

presented as Jewish theology was his own system, Rathe r, 

it was ~ system which had been developing t h roughout Jewish 

hist ory. Without meanin~ to imply that all of it was ori ­

~1nal to Kohler, the modern student of theology must still 

$peak of the system Kohler presented as "Kohler ' s system . " 

Other s , both before and after Kohler, have presented d ifferent 

and confJ.1ct1ng systems as ~ Jewish theology (we have seen 

that in the case of I . M. Wise). What each thinker, ln fact, 

does, is to present his own eclectic s ynthesis. Kohler ' s, 

because of the influence he had on the development of Reform 

Jewish thought , is particularly worthy of study. 

Kohler presented his theology in numerous articles , 
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sermons, end addresses . Three volumes of these have been 

collected, Hebrew Union College and Other Addr esses , 1 

Studies , Addresses and Pers onal Papers , 2 and A Livin~ Faith.J 

Fortu~ately , he also prepared a more systemet1o exposition 

of his views. Though or iginally wr itten and publ i shed i n 

German, 4 the work was revised and enlarged when t r anslated 

into English and publi shed under t he title Jewish Theol ogy, 

Systematically and Historical l y Consider ed . 5 That wor k , 

Kohler ' s magnum ~, shall be t he majo r sour ce f or our 

analysts of his thou~ht , although r eferences to h i s ot her 

works will be made where they ma y be heloful. 6 

In h i s Jewish Theol ogf, Kohle r ' s stated goal • is to 

single out t he essential f or ces of the faith• and show t he i r 

continuing vitality . 7 To thi s e nd , t he resul t s of the latest 

scientific methods of study , i ncluding Biblical critici s m 

and natur al sci ence, must be utilized, "however much any 

of these may c onflict with the Biblical view of the cosmos.•8 

Kohle r mainta ins that Judaisc "denies the existence of any 

t rreconcil.~able opposition between f'ai th and reason . 119 The 

key word her e is " irreconcilable," and the point is c r ucia l . 

For Kohler was well awar e of t he doubts modern science and 

philosophy had ralsed in the minds of many of his contempo­

rar ies. In attemptin~ to deal with Kohler on hls own terms , 

we shall have to determine whe t her or not h1s t heology fulfil l s 

his own dictum s reason and faith must never convlict , 

In his introduction to a recent edition of Jewish The-

ology , Joseph Blau correctly summar izes Kohler' s me t hod as 

f ollows : 
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No matter what tonic comes under t he author's 
scrutiny, the course of h1s argument 1s similar. His 
treatment of each topic begins with a r~sum~ of bib­
l i cal passages dealing with it, moves on to the rabbinic 
views, and then ca.~vasses the 1deas of the medievai 
philosophers and jurists. • • • He also establishes 
his wide familiarity with the sec ondary literature. 
of both Jewish and n on - Jewish authors , and at least 
h1s acquaintance with other religious systems . We 
are left almost stupi fied by the erudition man ifested 
in his text and his footnotes . As we come to the end 
of his discussion of each theme , the historica l interes t 
Fives way t o the svstematic interest . Introduced by 
such a phr ase as ~According to t he religious conscious ­
ness of modern I srael •• • " (p . 260) , he 8resent s t he 
pos ition of Refor m Judaism as he sees it . 1 

We must remember that as Kohler sketched the evolut ion 

of ideas , his goa l was to show that , in one for m or another, 

certain basic ideas have always been present i n Jewish 

t heology. Thus the moder n ve rsion of the i dea is based 

on- -and in fact is the e sse nce of--the traditional idea . 

Here again Blau ' s analysis is cogent and helpful . Blau 

maintains that Ko"ller' s idea of modernity comes from his 

view of the •modernM approach to hi story. Modern man can 

distinguisP between objective truths about the past and 

subjective truths affirmed in the psst. In cont rast t o thi s , 

people in the past did not recogni ze that ther e was a sub­

jective element 1.n thei r beliefs . Hi s torical theology sorts 

out the subjective and objective trut hs . Sys tematic theology 

is the s ystem of ob jective truths which remains. 

Kohler's problem is , then , one set by his own inter­
pretation of modernity ; he seeks to develop a £Sytem­
ati£7 theolo~y (by nature absolute) while acknowledgi ng 
the universality of historical relativity . As theologian 
he must deal wi th absolute, eternal truths . As histor­
ian , he must see these same statements as historica l ly 
conditioned, and therefore relative. He must s 1multa-
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neously both assert a nd deny the finality of the truths 
of Jewish fai th. 

Kohler atte~pted to resolve the dilemma by extracting an 

~essence" of Judaism (as Baeck did at about the same time, 

and as Harnack had done for Christianity}. By studying 

the development of doctrines, Ko hler believed he could 

isolate the enduring Princioles upon which they were based. 11 

Blau is essential ly correct, but a qualification should 

be added. Kohler is not so immodest as to claim absol ute 

certainty f or the system which he sets forth. He states 

t hat Judaism does not claim to have ~ ultimate truth, 

but rather it "points t he way leading to the highest obtain-

8ble truth." Absolute truth will only be known at the end 

of hlstory. 12 More succinctly , "Judaism lays claim, not 

to perfection, but to oerfectability. " 13 

In any case, Kohler did telieve t hat mode r n Jewish 

theolo~y , as he understood it, came as close as man had 

ye t come t o truth. That theology was a systematic theology. 

Kohler was 8 system-builder. The purpose of this study is 

to isolate Kohler ' s s ystem, to divorce it, that is, from 

his historical analysis, and subject it to a critique. 

Kohler ' s historical views may or may not have been correct--

that oroble m is left to historians. Koh l er' s goal as thee-

log1an was to articulate a log ically consistent and believable 

systematic theology . The system he c onstructe Q was a n 

influential one. It l s quite reasonable, then, for the 

modern student of theology to examine the ideological blocks 
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and lo~1oal cement with whlch Kohler built . 

Kohler divided h1s magnum opus into t hree main sections , 

dealin~ res pectively with God, man, and Israel (a fact which 

in itself is significant , as it represents a conscious v a r la-

t1on of the traditional Jewish trilo~y of God , Torah . and 

Israel) . Though a good deal of overlap is evident in the 

book and will be i nevitable in this analysis , f or the sake 

of sli~htly ~rester clarity we shall add a categor y , exami ning 

Kohler ' s vtews on God, ~an , the relat ionship between God and 

man , and Isr ael. Finally , a few c omments o n the system a s 

s whole will be in order . 

Kaufmann Kohle r a sserted that " ther e can b e no d isouting 

the fact that t he central idea of Judaism and i t s l!fe purpose 

is the doctrine of the One Only and Holy Ge~ , whose k i ngdom 

of truth , justice , and pe ace ls t o be established at the 

end of t i me ." 14 He did not base his belief o n philosophical 

o r oofs; for he knew that "metaohyslcal proofs for God ' s 

existence have been outlawed stnce Kant ."15 Man i s episto-

molo~i cally limited. Since , with re~ard to phys1cel objects , 

man cannot know " the thin~ in itself ,• still less can he 

know the essence of deitv , • whom we know through our minds 

alone and not at all t hrou~h our five s enses ." 16 

Kant , says Kohler, has shown us: 

that we can know God ' s existence only through ethics . 
as a postulate of our moral nature . The inner com­
sciousness of our moral obligation , o r dut y , impli es 
a moral order of life, or moral law ; and thi s , in turn, 
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postulates the exi s tence o~ God , the Ruler of life , 
who assigns to each of us his task and his des~lny. 17 

Elsewher e Kohler offers s imilar arguments without referring 

to Kant . 18 

For Kohler , as will become 1ncreasingly evident , God 

is a Sunreme Being Who can be ~fe lt as e living powe r.•19 

Kohler ' s seem1n~ inconsistency here is not difficult t o 

explain . Kohler hi~self never evidences the slightest doubt 

of God ' s existence. But both because he is writin~ a s ystem-

atic t heology and beca u s e he is conceivably wr iting f o r 

people who doubt the r easonableness of religion , he f e e l s 

~ uty-bound t o g ive a r ationale f or b e l i ef in God . Fo r Kohle r 

himself God is more than a reas onable possibi l i ty or e ve n 

orobability . God ' s existence i s a t r ut h. Kohle r ' s pur pose 

in speaking of God as ~ a postulate of our moral naturE!llis 

to show that it is r easonable to b elieve 1n God . Ko hl er' s 

dictum t hat r eason and faith must not conflict d oes not 

oreclude faith carrying the believer beyond reas on ' s limi ta-

tions. Because faith must never conflict with reason Kohler 

shows his r ead ers that lt ls r eas onable to b e l i eve . Given 

that it l s reasonable t o believe . and t hat faith ~av carry 

us farther t han reason , K ohler~ believe. That Kohler 

thinks faith carries us beyond mere logic i s evident when 

he says that consciousness of God can strengthen and become 

belief , and t ha t belief in God g rows into love and trust 

of God. 20 

Wh8t, tnen, does Kohler think we can know about God? 
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As has already been shown , he does not think we can know 

God ' s essence . Still, "our souls remain unsatisf ied UDQeea 

we can know what God is to l:!.2·" 21 As we examine Kohler ' s 

beliefs about God , we will note that he consistent l y offer s 

reasons for believing . Yet there a r e no pretensions about 

t hese beliefs be1ng the result of l ron- clad logic . Given 

two attributes . another may be derived by pure logic ; but 

those f irst t wo may not have been so clearly derived from 

premises . In other words, what we shall fl nd is a constel­

lation of i deas which a re lo~ical ly connected though not 

logically inevitable. From this we may infer that the God­

concept preceeds the argumen~s for the God - concept . The 

argument s , t hen . in a technical s ense , are apologetics. 

Kohler ' s purpose l s no t to show t ha t reason a l one can e s­

tablish a satisfying God-concept . Rather, he wants t o show 

that his God - conceot is reason~. 

"Thr ou;h men ' s spiritual nature." Kohle r t ells us , 

"God is reco~nlzed as a snirit.~22 Perhaps what he means 

here ls that man cannot account for the spiritual (as opposed 

to phys ical) side of his own being without posi ting a God 

Who is the source of spiritual r eality . This is a possible 

inference when Kohle r s t a t es that God " is the liv1ng f ounta in 

of al l t hat knowledge and spi rituality for which men long . H2) 

Bein~ spiritual , God is non- cor porea l . He transcends the 

physical world . 

Another line of ~hought reaches the s ame conclusions 

more clearly. Man , who is confined by space and time , sees 
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God as infinite and eternal . 2~ Eternity, Kohler explains, 

means nothing if God , Who exerts his powers continually 

" from everlastinp: to everlasting," ls not immutable . That 

which is physical is subject to time ; it is changeable and 

peri shable . The real meaning of " e t ernal ," thus, is "tran­

s cendence above all existence in time • • • super mundanei t y . .. 25 

The logic here is not as co~pelling as the conclusion is 

clear : God is spiritual , e ternal, and transcendent . Kohler 

means to include all three of those attributes i :1 the attr 1 -

bute of super1tundaneity. 

As man is conf ined by s pace and time and thus see s God 

as supermundane, s o man is weak and helpless and t hus s ee s 

God as omnipotent . 26 God is also ~ supreme s e l f-consciousness." 

In the whole universe no other being except man , who is i n 

God ' s image , is self - c or.scious . 27 Such a reasoni~g is more 

hom i letical than Phi l osophical . But, again, the conclusions 

a re clear. God is self- conscious mi nd and self - c onscious 

will. His mind and will are unlimited. In other wor ds , 

God is omni st;ient and omnipotent . 

God ' s omniscience a nd omnipotence are qualified i n 

oractice- -though not in tr.e ory--by the fact that He exe r­

cises self - restraint . His will is immutable. He would not 

make the untrue t r ue . He would not alter the laws of nat ur e . 

He may have the power t o do so , but He exercises self- re­

straint . 28 We can say, then, s peaking 1n human terms , t hat 

God has wisdom. 29 

Super mundaneity, omniscience, end omnipotence a re all 
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important aspects of Kohler's God concept . But t~e n ext 

attribute 1s t he most important f o r our und erstanding of 

Kohler ' s ent i re s~stem of theology . The d oub tful , as we 

have seen, should believe ln God as "a postulate of our 

moral neture ." We can hardly be surnrised, then , that the 

nreeminent aspect of God for Kohler is His moral nature. 

In thi s regard , sometimes Kohler speaks o f God as mor a l 

and sometimes as holy ; but note that for Kohler the ter ms 

are almost synonymous. Kohler ex pla ins that var ious things 

have been meant by " holiness ." Only Judaism fully recognized 

the moral nature of God . Jews gave the term "holiness" 

the meanir.g of " moral perfection." Holiness is " purity 

unsullied b y any breath of ev11 . " JO 

How do we de r i v e God ' s holiness from our own s ens e 

of morality? We saw a bove that : 

The inner consciousness of our moral o bligation, o r 
duty, impl i es a moral order of life, o r moral law ; 
a nd this , in turn, postulates the existence of Goa. 1 7 

Another- - s i m1lar-- argument derives from the observation that 

on whatever p lane of cultur e man is he has plans and aspi r-

ati ons . We have an ideal of perfection which we may neve r 

attain but which nevertheless is the standard for our actions . 

" Such an ideal can e manate only from the moral power r uling 

life, which we des i~nate as t he divine Holiness . ~31 

Since God is ~ standard, ~ exemplar, of moral per­

fect ion, He is a unity. Bis unity ~brings harmony into the 

i~tellectual and moral world . "J2 Likewise , His unity b r ings 
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harmony into nature and history , which are united under 

one all- e nc ompassing moral plan.JJ (We shall have mor e 

to say of this later . ) 

The attr ibute of holiness has the most a we some of 

implications for man. This holiness , this moral i ty , has 

two •• meanings '* or '' aspects . .. P1rs t , · holiness means : 

sol r itual lof tiness tra nscend i ng e verything s ensual , 
which works as a purging powe r of indignati on at 
evi l , r ebuki ng i n j ustice , impur i t y and f a l sehood , a nd 
punishing t r aoa gression until it is r emove d from the 
sight of God. J 

Kohler , more succinctly , l abels th i s " the overwhelming wrath 

of His just1ce ."J5 I n a moment of hype rbole wh ich demon-

strates the pr eeminent pos i tion which Kohle r give s t o mor ality 

a mong God's attributes , he declares that justice is the 

"essence of God ." )6 

The second meaning of holiness ls : 

the c ondescending mer cy of God , which , having pur ged 
the soul of wr ong , wins it fo r the right , and which 
endows man with t he power of perfecting himself , and 
thus leads him t o the gradual building up of the kingdom 
of ~oodness and purity on earth. J7 

Corresnondi ng to " the overwhe l mi ng wrath of His justice,N 

thus , is the " upliftin~ grace of His long- suffering." 38 

In traditional Jewish st1le , Kohler declares that life is 

only possible because God's justice ls balanced by God ' s 

mercy . Since man works toward per f ection without attaining 

it , without mercy ~only condemn~t ion and perdition would 

r emain." 39 
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Several problems must be discussed at this point . 

As we shall see , Kohler himself was aware of most of them. 

Fi r st of all , 1f God unifies the world under His absolutely 

moral ~overnment , and 1f He is omniscient and omnipotent , 

how can we account for evil? Kohler ' s i nitial answer to 

this traditional question of theodi cy is that evil does 

not exist. With detachment , man can see that what he calls 

evil actually works toward the good. Suffering puri fies 

the soul and brings out the best in us . In this sense "evil 

exists only to be overcome by the good ."40 I n a metaphysical 

sense , what man calls evil is actually a part of God ' s plan 

and must therefore really be good . "outside of ma n Judaism 

seesno real contrast between ~ood and evi l , since both have 

emanated from God , the Spi r it of Goodness ."41 

This does not actually solve Kohler' s probl em , however. 

As we have seen, he insists that God ' s justice i s n~eded 

to purge evil . How can God ' s justice be necessa~y to purge 

the non - existent?! ~e could a ttempt to deny the c ontr adiction 

by saying that, yes, the evil is good ; but it is good because 

the ~xoerience of evil has peda~ogic value for the hum.an 

vic tim of evil , and t he punishment of evil has peda~ogic 

value for the human perpetrat or of evil . That solves the 

problem practica l l y . But it does not solve the nroblem 

metaphysically . Evil must have at l eas t a qualified existence 

or God would be unjust for punishing 1t . In Kohler's system 

evi l ult1mately ~remotes the good. While some of what man 

cells evil is actually good in disguise, the fact remains 
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that s ome of what man calls ev11 really ls evil . Man per ­

oetr ates 1t and must oe punished fer tt. Evil ex1sts--and 

we must take Kohler ' s statement that "outside of man Judaism 

sees no real c ontrast between good and ev11 " as an overly 

~lio attempt to solve t he problem of theod1cy. 

Another difficulty also relates to the theodicy pr oble m. 

We have seen Kohler declare that God punishes evil . Else­

where he adds that because God ' s justice punishes evil , and 

because no evil escapes that justice , histor y has moral 

significance . But Koh~er immediately adds that somet i mes 

exoerience s hows the crintrary. We someti mes see evil go 

unpunished . But we cling to the idea of divine justice 

anyway , because : 

the idea of divine justice is revealed, not i n the 
world as it ls, but in the world as it 4hould be, the 
ideal cosmos which l ives ln t~e spirit. 2 

First we are told unequivocally that God punishes all evil. 

Then we are t old that ~n the world as it is " perhaps God 

does not punish all evil . Elsewhere in Jewish Theology we 

read on one pa~e tha t re tr1but1ve justice is necessar y f r om 

God if the world ls to be run morally ~nd j ustly. Then we 

are told on the next Dage that reward and punishment is a 

primitive notion , a nd that superior minds can operate on 

a higher ethical plane where good is its own reward.4J The 

contradiction ls evident. Kohler claims that justice is a 

divine attri bute, t hat God sees and punishes all evll. 

Then he admits that some evil goes unpunished . There ls 



-65-

no escaoing the conclusion that Kohler equivocates on the 

questi on of divine justice. 

Kohler himself points out a pr oblem with the divine 

attribute of mercy. We have seen t ha t Kohler believes God 

to be t r anscendent . But mercy is a s pecial act of God 

d irected at an individual. Moreover , as we shall examine 

in more detail later, t he idea of mercy is connected with 

prayer and repentance . Judaism , Kohler maintains, while 

believin~ in divine transce ndence, has never lost sight of 

the fact t"tat ther e is a close relationsh ip between God and 

man . God cares • ror the gr eatest a~d tne smallest beings 

of creation ." Hence , "Be is both immanent and trans cendent.•44 

What Kohler means by it!!lDanence is perhaps better expressed 

in his term " c ondescension." Kohler finds the i dea o! God 

condescendin~ t o notice individuals contrary to reason : 

The philosopher must re ject as futile every attempt 
to brtng the inc omprehensible essence of the De i ty 
within the compass of huma~understanding . The reli­
~ious consciousness. however , demands that we acce ntuate 
pr ecisely those attributes of God which bring Bim 
near est to us . If reason alone would have the decisive 
voice 1n this problem. every manifestation of God to 
man and every reaching out of the soul to Him 1n pr a ye r 
would be idle fancy and self-deceit . . • • Judaism 
does not accept the cold ~nd distant attitude of the 
philosopher; it teaches

4
that God as a spiri tual power 

does c ondescend t o man . 5 

God even draws roan to Eim . We perceive His nearness " in the 

very depths of our intellectual and emotional 11fe."46 

Kohler also speaks of omni presence as a divine attribute . 

And he is anxious t hat the reader understand that thi s does 

not merely meafi immanence a s the all- pervasiveness of God ' s 
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will and intellect . God is pers onally near to every indi ­

vidual. Bere a~ain Kohler finds t hRt this def ies reason: 

fGod i~7 a self-conscious Personality , ever nearer to 
man, ever scannin~ his a cts, hi s thoughts, his mot i ves. 
Here philosophy and religion part comoany . The former 
must abstain from the assumpt ion of a divine personality s 
the latter cannot do without it. The God of religion 
must partake of the knowledge end the feel1n~s of His 
worshiper. • • • God ' s R'f1ipresence is in this sense 
a postulate of religion. 

What does it mean for a n idea to be a • postulate of 

religion?" The question 1s ever1 more important tha'() !.t may 

apoear at this polnt. For God ' s me r cy/immanence/condescen­

sion/omni presence also makes possible God ' s revelation, & 

d ivine action which we snall deal with in detail later. 

By Hpostulate of religion" Kohl er does not mean that an 

idea so labeled is only possibly true, only an assumption 

which could be pr oven wron6 . Kohler believes it with all 

his "1eart . I t is absolutely crucial to his religious system. 

What we must ask , then, is t his : do we have here another 

case of faith going _beyond reason w1 thout c ontradicting 

reason , or do we have a major violati on of Kohler' s self-

imposed r ule that faith and reason may never conflict? 

That God as a spiritual and moral f orce (remember that ~eroy 

is an aspect of holiness) could constantly influence the 

spiritual element in man involves no contradiction. God 

can transcend c or poreal being yet i nfluence non- corporeal 

being. The problem is not with God as a continuous and 

unchanging f orce. The philosophical problem of which Kohler 

is so painfully aware involves God's awareness of the changing 



-67-

ideas and actions of individuals, for that 1mpl1es c r.ange 

1n Deity, wh1ch Kohler cannot accept . Kohler•s above - quoted 

statements that philosophy must reject dtvine condescension 

leave him self-accused of a violation of his own rules. 

Stran~ely , we can still resolve the difficulty! Kohler's 

Ka ntian understand ing oftlme solves the p roblem.48 God does 

not exist in time, which is a category of human under standing. 

Man's chan~es of co~sciousness are serial in time . B~t God 

trans cends time , knowing everyth i nR timelessly. God, then, 

may be aware of and respond to man ' s changes without Himself 

chang\ ng . (Unfortunately , all this wins for us is a respite 

from accusing Kohler of violating his method. This same 

understendin~ of deity will pose i nsurmountable pr oblems when 

we get to the subject of human freed om.) 

Kohler cou ld n 0t compromise on the 1ssue of God ' s un-

chengabllity. Not only 1s that ideu basic to earlier phil­

osophy (which maintained that i f God changed He c ould not 

be c ons idered a unity and hence was less than perfect), 

but als o Kohle~ built h1s idea of God ' s faithfulness 811d 

truth on Hts unchan~abll1ty. The chanter in Jewish Theology 

devoted to "God ' s Truth and Faithfulness"48 is logically 

diffuse . If we divorce the c ontemporary belief fr om the 

historical ma terial what he seems t o be saying--a t least 

b y implication ( "The primit ive a~e knew nothing of t he laws 

of nature with which we have become r~m111ar through modern 

sc1ence ."49)--is that . the unchanging laws of nature demon­

strate the unchangin~ness of the omnipotent r ule r of the 
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world . Thus Ko~ler asserts that ano~her divtne attribute 

is faithful ness, by which he means God is constant and 

reliable, trustworthy . 

That Kohler connects the idea of truth with the idea 

of c onstancy and trustworthiness is clear, though exactly 

how the connect ion 1s made ts unclear. The reader is told 

that •He ls the t rustworthy God, whose essence is truth .• 50 

Shortly after we learn that the essence of truth ls God . 5 1 

As wtth the case of God's essence being justice, we ~an con­

sider this hyperbole . In any case , we mus t infer the logical 

connection between t~e two ideas, since all Kohler offer s 

is a Hebrew linguistic connectton.52 Kohler ' s idea of truth 

ls evidently that we consider true that which 1s constantly 

found to be the same . (We should r e member, t hough , that 

faith also reaches truth and revelation reaches truth. But 

these may only supplement what t he hum3.Il intellect finds true ; 

t~ey ~ay not contradict science or logic .) Hence if God is 

t~e source of c onstar-cy Be is the source of truth . 

Revelation as an action of God has been ment i oned and 

will be discussed ful l y later. One more divine aotion should 

be discussed before we leave the subject of Kohler ' s God­

c oncept. Kohler obviously felt that a Jewish theology must 

speak of God as t he creator. Yet he prided himself on his 

acceptance of modern science, which taught the eter nality 

of matter and the evolution of the world. There ls no r e ason 

to s~spect that Kohler was exagerating when he said of the 

reconc111n~ of evolution and creation that •this i s the problem 
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wh1oh modern theolo~y has set itself , perhaps the greatest 

which it must solve.•5) 

Kohler•s solution 1s t~at reli~ion does not deny science , 

but 1t may supplement it. From our ~erspeotive, that is 

another case of faith go1n~ beyond reas on without denying 

or cnntrad1ct1n~ reason . Sctence is correct that the world 

evolved over millions of years . The crucial point both for 

science and religion ls thAt the universe operates according 

to unchangln~ laws . Science looks f or t he laws. But science 

is not compete nt to jud~e whether or not those laws have a 

c~use behind them. At one point Kohler offers the c onstancy 

of these laws as proof thAt there must be a God.54 We can 

dismiss t his cosmological proof for the existence of God 

as over-zealousness on Kohler's par t, since we have seen 

that Kohler knew that Pr oof W8S not c onvincing after Kant . 

At e notheiiPoint he ar~ues that we know through revelat ion 

that God is the source of nature's laws, t he designer and 

active ne wer tn t he universe, lending existence to all that 

~s. 55 Kohler , ln other words, freely admits thet God did 

not create the universe at one ooint in time. Rather, God 

was and is t he ongoing sour ce of all existence Who has always 

been present in the eternally evolvin~ universe . That is 

what Kohler means when he says God is the creator of t he 

world. What is mos t i mportant here is that God is the on ­

~oin~ source of existence as opposed to be ing the i n itial 

source . • For our religious c onsciousness the docr 1ne of 

divtne maintenance and government of the world is far more 
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important t han thAt of creat1on . "56 

To sum up, Kohler • s idea of God is clear even though 

the logic support ing it i s ~ot alwavs clear. Kohler h i mse lf 

knew that he was gotn~ b e yond log ic 1nto the r e alm of faith . 

But he was a nx i ous to show th8 t hi s God- c oncept was not 

contradi r. ted by l ogic o r science . Though not entirely based 

on reason, he t hought his God- c onceot was entirely reas onable . 

Though ~an cannot know God ' s esse nce , he can know many things 

a bout God : 

1) God is supermundane (spiritua l , eternal , transcendent) . 

2) God i s self - consciously omnipotent and omn i sc ient . 

J) God is holy (moral ly perfect ) , and t herefore a u n ity, 

just and me r ciful. Thus he is immanent . 

4) God is faithful (constant, unchanging , reliable, trustworthy) . 

5) God is the source of truth . 

6 ) Gon is the s ource of all being . 

Whe n Kohler states that ~the mediat or b etween God and 

the world i s ~' the son of God, M57 the obvious implication 

is that there a re t wo essential t ype s o f bein~ , ourely phsyi ­

cal (the wor l d, e . g . a rock) and pur ely spiritual (God) , 

On an ims~inary l ine between these t wo extremes are an imals 

and man. An i mals a r e qt a f1xed po1nt closer t o the purel y 

physical. Man , even 1n hi s most prim1 t1•e state, 1s slightly 

farther along the line toward spirituality, and 1s capable 

of moving closer and clos er, though the fact of his phys ica l 

being preve nts him from becomin~ o urely spiritual . The 



- ?l-

spiritual element that enters lnto phystcal being to form 

animals a nd men is termed "soul." The human soul is stroni:i:er, 

it has a •richer endowment " of "manifold faculties" which 

acc ount for the fact that man may move forward while the 

animals remain fixed on the physical-spiritual continuum. 58 

All spirit is divine and hence eternal. Physical being 

is perishable. Man , Kohler argues , has a dual nature. 

Thou~ht puts him into the sniritual and eternal realm; body 

uut s him into the earthly perishable realm . 59 But the dualism, 

as we ml~ht suspect from the above discussion of God , is 

not total . God , we discovered, is the source of all being, 

not just of so1rltual being. All of man ' s self ls per meated 

bv God , the body as we ll as the sou1.60 It is the soul that 

"strives to unfold the divine in man until he attains the 

divine image ."61 But the body , too, evidently unoer the 

~uidin~ influence of the soul , can be lifted into the reaL~ 

of holiness (moral perfection) . 62 In this r egard Kohle r 

says that man ' s body has a noble appeerance and is h1s tool 

f or reaching '1a iZOdl i ke mastery over t he material world . "6J 

Thus far t he qualification of human dualism is not very 

s i a:nificant, for t he soul is c l e a r1YjPreeruinent and super ior. 

Body and soul remain separa tely identifiable entities . 

But Kohler•s chellen~e to the dualistic notion goes deeper: 

In the light of modern science the whole t heory separ­
ating body and soul falls to the ground, and the one 
connecting man more olosely with the animal wo~ld is 
revived. • . • Phys iology and psychology reveal the 
interaction and interdependence of body and soul in 
the lowest f orms of animal life as well as in the higher 
forms, including; man . The beginnings of t~e human mi nd 
must be sought once f or all in the ani mal . 4 
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At t his poin t, Kohler' s thinking about t he soul ceases 

to be so clear , for he wishes body and soul t o be in ten&1o n 

but not entirely distinct . Soul ls not simply the divine 

element in man , not a part of God as opposed t o a part of 

the physlcal world . Rather , the soul itself has a d ua l 

nature! It " mirrors both the soir itual and material worlds 

and ho l es t hem in mutual relation throu~h its own power.-65 

In this sens e , soul may also be called "Ego . ~ Ego ' s inde­

oenden t exi s tenc e lifts man into the real m of " free action 

under higher mot ives, transcending nature ' s law of necessity . • 66 

When Kohler sneaks of the conflict b etween body and s oul 

in man bein~ a creative tensi on leading t o man' s greatness~? 

he should not , in light of the a bove, be taken literally. 

What his ideas lead to--if we express it more p recise ly than 

does Kohle r --is t hat b ody and spirit are inextri cably connected 

and both reflected i n man ' s soul (or Ego ) , the l oc us of 

c onfl ict . 

More important t han the loc ation of the conflict is 

the result o f the conflict . The di vine s piri t reflected 

tn the soul is ooten~ially stron~er than the phys ical being 

reflected i n the soul . Since t he soul ' s indeoendent existence 

~lves 1t free will , the 1nd1vidual- -and by extension the 

hu~an race--may make pro~ress towards g rea ter godliness 

(in the sense o f spi~ltuallty a nd more l perfection) . 68 

This is the k e y to man ' s greatness , a greatness attributable 

to the divine element withi n h im: 

The h ighest and deeoest in man , his mental, moral , 



-73-

and spiritual life, ls the reflection of the divine 
nature implanted within him, a force cepable of even 
greater develo~ment toward perfect1on . o~ 

Why , then , does man progress towards greater perfec~ion? 

~ecause divine spiritualit~, and hence divine holiness, ls 

a part of hlm . The divine holiness is the source of all 

morality and ~ives " pur pose and value to the whole of life."70 

As soon as man attains self - consciousness he becomes aWa!'e 

o f this divine element in himself . 71 Kohler in this context 

calls t he divine element '' c onscience." From our analysis 

we can see that c onscience ls a synonymn for the divine 

spirit which is part of man and is one of the two elements 

reflected in the soul. Conscience , as Kohler puts it , is 

" the voice of Goo calling to his 1Uian '~7 soul ."72 

Conscience influences man to do the good, to move toward 

~rester godliness. But man has a body and can never become 

ful ly soiritual o r fully holy . Only God is fully holy ; 

~en e mulates God .73 Man ' s destiny, his osrt in the plan 

of the one God Who ' s unity unifies the wor ld under one moral 

plan, 1s to move ever closer to perfection . Man must move 

forward t o fully c orresnond to his own nature . Corresponding 

to one ' s na ture is Koh ler ' s definition of bein~ ~good ." 

F e r an a nimal tc be good he need only exist. But for man , 

" not what he is , but what he ought to be gives value to 

his being. M74 Because of his nature, man strives to be good . 

Good, thus, is done for its own sake, not for the sake of 

rewa rd . Since n o ind i vidual fully succeeds, and since we are 

aware ~hat we f e ll snort, only a child or a primitive, only, 
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that 1s, those tn whom conscience has yet to be awayened, 

could be free of some sense of gutlt . 75 

Before we c onsider man ' s lack of success and his gui lt, 

let us c onsider what , in more specific te r ms , it means to 

be good, and just how successful man can be. To do the good, 

to be ethical , requires of the individual l)self-preservation 

and self- 1mprovement;76 2) that he do his duty to others, 

reco~ntzing the mutual dependence of all ; 77 J) that he live 

life to the fullest . 78 This latter principle means that 

man should enjoy himself as long as he does not vtolate the 

first two principles . Doing one ' s duty t o others (2) includes 

betn~ just. And justice also means the giving of chaxity.79 

No single individual , in society with its division of 

labor and interdeoende nce , can develop all his potential . 

Hence the ideal ma n is a comoosite idea . There has never 

been a oerfect man.BO Granted th2t it ts the ind ividual 

who is t~e object of di rect d ivine attent ion, since all men 

a re nart of mankind a~d owe their c ondition to the s ociety 

of which they are a nsrt, only in concord is major orogress 

~ade through hi s tory .Bl "The ~odl1keness of man develops 

more through the evolution of the human race ." B2 Because 

we each get the be refits of other ~en ' s labor, we have an 

obligation to c ~ntr thute our share. BJ All groups , races, 

societies, nations, etc ., can ac~ieve ~reater perfPction 

only t hr ough ~roup action. On the broadest possible s cope, 

no i ndiv idual will find h1s tr1Je value in relation to man-

kind until all men can re~ard the mselves as members of a 
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common humanity . tt Then only will the untty and harmony of 

the entire cosmic life" be reflected in human society .84 

The age of perfection t o which pro~ress leads Kohler 

calls the Messianic Age . We wlll dlsouss 1t further when 

we come to the role of I s rael. Meanwhile , we must attempt 

to determine whether or not Ko hler believed p r ogress was 

merely possible or whether he believed tt was inevitable . 

First of all, the entire plan of Jewish Theolog~ presupposes 

not only that there has been develooment in history in general 

and Jewish history in nart lculer , but that the trend of that 

development has been from worse to better. Notwithstanding 

temoorary setbacks, progress, Kohler believed, has been 

steady all through human history. Since for Kohler the 

drive for i mprovement is the result of man ' s very nature , 

we would expect that Ko~ler shared the belief of many in 

the nineteent h century, namely that pr ogress ls inevitable. 

State~ents such as the followin~ in Jewish Theology seem to 

c onfirm thAt ex oectationz 

All the social, political , and intellectual movements 
of our res tless, heaven-storming age, notwithstanding 
temnorary la~ses into barba rism and hatred, point un­
errin~ly to t he final g oal , the unity of all human 
and cosmSc life under the supreme leadership of God 
on htgh. 5 

Some of Kohler's sermons express moments of d oubt about 

progress in the immediate f uture . In ~Forward and Uoward ! 

ls the New Year's Ca11• the reader ls told that progress 

must be built on knowledge of the oast, and t hat men a r e 

currently 1n dan~er of losing sight of the past.86 Such 
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worries, however, can reas onably be interpreted as worries 

a bout temporary setbacks whi ch history must eventually over-

come. In the same sermon we find t he following eloquent 

expresslon of faith: 

There a re i n midocean those tiny creatures , the coral 
that build up in the c ourse of myriads of year s amidst 
the ever tossing waves those gigantic reefs that form 
t he woncer s of earth and sea. So do the t oiling gener­
ations of man succe ssfully rear upon the f luctuat i ng 
tides of mor t a l life a realm of goodness and holiness 
which gowers above creation as heaven does above the 
earth. 7 

If Kohler had af)ubts , they were fleeting doubts . Indeed, 

in some of h is ser mons the Messianic Age seems to be just 

a round the corner. I n •The Mission of Israel• he reports 

that I. M. Wise may well have been right when he said that 

the t eachings of Judaism m1~ht be •the common property of 

the American people" be f~re fifty year s have passed . 88 

Kohler 1s even more ebulient 1n ~!~;reel ' s Perennial Spring,• 

where the Messianic A~e, not just in America but in all the 

world , ls heralded by the current state of civi l1zati~n : 

Reform Judaism takes a wider and larger view of the 
working of God in his'Cory . It sees the Messianic age 
aporoachlng in every forward str ide of human knowledge 
a.rut skill, in every triumph of right over wrong, of 
truth over fal se hood, of love over hatred, of peace 
over strife, of humanit y over inhumanity . What is this 
great age of ours in which truth is searched for in 
all the religions and literatures of the world , oast 
and present , in which the welfare and happiness , the 
honor and dignity, the Tight and claim of every man, 
woman an~ ch ild is made the object and care and soli­
citude of l egisLative and deliberative bodies of men 
throughout civilization, And all classes ana races, 
nations and creeds , kingdoms and c ontinents are being 
tled to~ether by eve r closer bonds of sympathy , of 
mutual interest , material , morel and spir i tual ? Wha.t 
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i s thi s b ut t he ap~roach of the Messiani c time? Whatever 
hatred t here s t i ll prevails, whatever wrong t here still 
be perpetrated, the wintry frost ls recedlng and the 
mild s un of spring i s extending its reign over the earth. 
Is t h i s not the knockin2 a t the d oor of t he

8
fr1end 

and Redeemer for whom we ha ve been waiting? 9 

We c a n safely c onclude that even whe~ Kohler had d oubts for 

the immediate fut ure he had n o d oubt of t he ultimate triumph 

of civilization . The Messianic Age was an inevl t ahility . 

Havin~ seen that an individ ual may only reach perf ection 

if his s ociety does, a condi t ion which will inevi t ably be 

reached but has yet to be reached , we may r etur n to the 

matter of 1.nd tviduaJ. guilt. Groups of men , and u l timate ly 

mankind as a whole, must make orop.ress . But individuals , 

not groups, have souls . Sin , Kohler informs us , is only 

an individual matter , not a ~roup matter.9° Sin occur s 

because t he flesh is weak, leading us to err in judgement . 9 1 

When man ~ives in to his lower nature his higher nature , 

h i s c onscience, condemns him. Sin has two as oects , a formal 

one and an essent ial one . Formally 1t is an offence against 

God; for t he l aws o f morali t y have been broken. More impor tant, 

sin ls 1n essence • a sevexance of the soul ' s inner relations 

to God. " 9 2 Sin, t hus , leads to •a sense of self - c ondemnation, 

the c onsci ousness of the divine a~er . •93 Note here that 

the grammatical s tructure of the statement makes 1t clear 

that divine anger and self- c ond e mnation are equated . This 

is lo~ical in Kohler ' s thought because the divine is i n man 

in the form of his s p iritual bei ng, his conscience. 

A minor prob lem s hould be noted he r e, one of whi ch 

Koh ler w&s evidently unaware. And we are on t he ver ge of 

facing a major p robl em o f whi c h Kohler was ve ry aware . 
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Sin ls •formally• a n offence against God . Because of the 

element of the divine within man--sp irit, consoience--man 

should know better, and presUJ1ably doe~ow;,etter, than to 

sin. Sin, in essence, is unfaithfulness Mto our o~1n god­

like nature.~ 94 Kohler is anxious that the reader under stand 

t hat no one is sinful by nature, by inner compulsion . That 

ls why Kohler calls sin an error 1n judgement . But the 

reason such error can occur is t hat man's flesh inclines 

him to sin. At the same ~1me Kohler tells us that no one 

is si nful by nature he t e lls us that everyone slna . 95 Body 

is just as much a par t o f man ' s dual nature as spirit . If 

f lesh ls part of every person ' s natur e , and flesh prompts 

sin , and abso lutely no one esca oes sinning, then it ls hard 

to escape the conclusion that man does sin by nature, Kohler's 

denials notwithsta nding . 

rhere 1s a way out of this ~roblem, however. Pr ogr e ss 

occurs because the soirit is stron~er than the flesh . We 

c a n hypothesize that Kohler would maintain that thougb a ll 

sin now, 1n the Messianic Age, when prov.ress culminates 1n 

a morally perfect society, n o one will sin . When that happens 

we will see that man is, indeed, capable of avoid1n~ sin. 

Though the problem can be avoided, the reason it s eems 

to have arisen is signi f icant, and leads us to a more pro­

found problem. Kohler, just in passing , also mentions that 

sin •s tgnifies an abu!;e of the f reed om granted man as h is 

most nrecious boon . ~96 Kohler must insist that no one sins 

by nature if he ts going to maintain that man has free will . 
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Otherwise ~an would be resoonsible neither for the sins 

he commits nor for the good he does and the progress he 

make s. "The dignity end ~reatness of man depends largely 

upon h1s freedom, his power of self- determination.•97 

More serious than the internal t hreat to man ' s free 

will (which we have just found resolvable) i s an external 

threat . We have s een that God is omniscient and omnipotent 

and has a plan unde r which the momentary striv i ngs of man and 

men a re subsumed. Divine providence is a theoretical threa t 

to human free will. Divine pr ovidence , Kohler says, implies 

two things . First, pr ovidence implies d ivi ne or ovis ion. 

There is no blind fate ; God pr ov i des in a dvance f or t he world' s 

operations . Second , pr ovidence implies divine predestination. 98 

Judaism • knows of no event which is not fo reorda ined b y God.•99 

To be sure, this is benevolent preordinat ion. Kohler c onsid­

ers belief in benevolent preordination extremly important, 

for •God ceases to be God, if He has not included our every 

step in His plan of creation, thus surrounding us wi t h 

naternal love ."lOO 

We have here wha t seems to be a blunt c ontradiction. 

Kohle r maintains absolute human f r ee dom of will when he 

sa ys that man ; 

acts f r om free choice and conscious design , and ls 
able to change his mlnd at !BI moment, at any new ev i­
dence or even through whim. 0 

But Kohler also maintains that • our ever y step• has been 

oraordained by a benevolent God . Logically , the two abso-
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lut es cannot coexist. 

Kohler i s certainly n o t so naive as to be unaware of 

the problem . Hence at one point he tries to mitigate the 

absoluteness which he has previously ascribed to free will . 

Man ts not absolutely free because many thi ngs inf luenc e 

his decisions. But the decisions are still h is own . Man ' s 

destiny is de ter mined by Pr ovidence. but his personality 

is n ot . 102 At another point he says that our idea of pre ­

d e stinat ion " makes as muc h al lowance as possible for the 

moral f reed om of man ." 10J Th is is a valiant effo rt on Kohler ' s 

part. But it does not s olve the dilemma. If man's d estiny 

i s predes tine d , i f , that is , the result of his actions , 

which must certainly include his furthe r actions, is pre­

determined, then the f r eedom of his personality is of no 

conse quence. "As much allowance as possible" for f reedom 

is no freedom at all . 

Even if we were able t o s ay ~hat ~an ' s p redetermined 

dest iny only refers t o the ultimate pro~ress of the race , 

b ut d oes not pr~clude temporary regr ession on the part of 

either the individual or the race, the pr ob lem woul d not 

b e solved. D1v1ne pr ovidence ln that sense c ould leave some 

r oom for human freedom , albeit not a bsolute human freedom. 

But dlv t ne omni science is an e ven more pr ofound t hreat to 

human freedom. That Kohler was well-aware of this ph ilo­

soph ical dilemma , but t r led to evade it Without actually 

solving it, should be evident from t he following oaragraph: 
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The doctrine of man ' s free will presents e~other 
d ifficulty from the side of divine omni~cience. For 1r 
God knows in advance what is going to happen, then man's 
acts are determined b y this very foreknowledge; he is 
n o longer free, and his moral responsibil i ty becomes 
an idle drea~ . In order to escape this dilemma, the 
Mohammedan theolo~ians were compelled to l imit e ither 
t he d ivine omn1so1ence or human freedom , and most of them 
resorted t o the latter method . It is characteristic 
of Judaism t hat its grea t thinker s , from Saad1a to 
Maimonides and Gersonides, dared no t alter the doctrine 
of man ' s free Will and moral res ponsibility , but even 
preferred to limit the d ivine omniscience . Bisda1 
Crescas is the only one to restrict ~uman freedom in 
favor of the f oreh-nowl ed ge of God. 0 

Basically, what Kohler says here is that l)divine omniscience 

logically precludes human free will, and 2) theref ore most 

Jewish philosopher s have limited divine omniscience because 

the doctrine of free will i s s o important t o Judaism. That 

would solve the pr oblem if Kohl er were willing t o d o the same 

th\ng , But he ls not! We have seen that Kohler is will i ng 

to ~ive e bit on the doctrine of froe will. But he is em-

phatically not willin~ to go as far as Crescas , who gave up 

the c oncept alto~ether, 1 05 And logic will n o t allow half 

measure s for c~pin~ with this philosophical di lemma . 

Ko hler does not delude himself . He knows he has not 

solve d the ph1iosophical problem. Basic ally , he has chose n 

to live with the paradox . Be says that reason cannot estab-

lish preordi nat ion, but be lief tn Preor d inat i on 1s nonetheless 

~ ingrained in the human soul."l06 Be s ays that he opposes 

dete r mi nism, but not on 1o~ical grounds, but r a ther because 

of " one incontestable fact, our inner sense of freedom which 

tells us at every moment t hat ~ have acted, and at every 

dec ision that we have decidea. •1 07 (italics f o r • sense" 
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mine; for •we" Kohler's--RM) Early in his grapplings with 

the problem he admits that Mthe relatiorff man's free will 

and d ivine foresight cannot be solved by any process of 

reasoning.Ml08 And at the end of the discussion he states 

agains 

The fact is that this is only another of the problems 
insoluble to human reasoning ; the freedom of the will 
must remain for all time a postul ete

1
8r moral respon­

sibility, and therefore of religion. 9 

We can wonder why all the discussion was necessary if 

Kohler from the start knew that he was going to accept both 

elements of the omniscience-preordination vs. free will 

paradox on faith. If we give Kohler the benefit of the doubt, 

we can say t hat he was trying to show his position was rea-

s onable even though reason alone cannot establish it. If we 

do not give hi m the benefit of the d oubt we can say that 

he did not wish the casual reader to realize he was accenting 

a contrad1ction, but wished him to think instead that this 

was another case of f .aith car rying the religionist beyond 

reason. In any case, the conclusion is inescapable that 

this issue constitutes a majo r violation of Kohler's dictum 

that reason and faith must never conflict . Kohler unequivo­

ca l ly accep ts divine omniscience, though he was fully aware 

that divine omniscience precludes human freedom. Then he 

accepts human freedom anyway. 

Kohler , as we have seen, felt that he had t o affirm 

free will, else man 's actions would have no significance, 

no moral value. Granting fre e will, a~d granting the indi-
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vidual's potential to. do ~ood and reach higher and hleher 

levels of holiness, even the best of 1nd1v1duQls in pre­

mess1an1c times w111 not actually reach perfection. Kohler 

uses this t o suoport his ooncent of immortality. God is 

~ood and desires human pe rfect ion. Man desires perfection 

also, but never reaches it in life . Does God deceive us 

by leading us to strive for the unatainable? That is un­

thinkable. Hence God must allow the s oul t o reach perfection 

after death, when i t i s no longer inf luenced by the flesh . 

Kohle r knows tha t this beli e f requires fait h . It does not 

follow of necessity from his l ogic . But neither does log i c 

in any way contradict it . Th i s i s another belief which 

Kohler wishes to show is reasonable, t hough not establi shed 

by reason alone .110 

Another argument also leads to the belief in immor tality . 

Man , like God , has self-consciousnes~ , ego . ~I t appears 

certain th8t t his e~o cannot cease to be with the cessation 

of the bodily functions . " We mi~ht reply that j ust because 

man has self- c onsciousness like God, t hat doe s not necessarily 

mean that his self - consciousness ls deathless , like God . 

Anticipatln~ this objection, Kohler immediately adds : ~ t here 

i s 1n us some thin~ divine, immortal, and the only q uestion 

is wherein it may be found ."111 Analyz ing t his , we find 

that Kohler l s equivocating . Be has argued t ha t the solri­

tual element in man (who is body and spirit) l e immortal . 

But the reason !DBn ts self - conscious ls thet he has an ego-­

which we have found to be a synonym.n of soul. Soul and spirit 
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are not the same. Soul 1s an independent entity whic h re­

flects both bodv and so1 r 1t. Kohler has no problem arguing 

that man has an immortal part (sn1r1t). His problem is that 

he wis hes to make ego, man ' s self - conscious par t . immor tal . 

That is why he equivocates in this context on the location 

of the dtvtne part of man . But elsewhere he makes it clear 

that ego is not the divine part, but only reflects the divine 

part. This is a minor problem, however , for ego/soul i s 

still immaterial and may therefore be conceived of s.s non­

perlsheble . Kohler does not establish by this argument t hat 

ego must be immortal ; he does establish that lt may be immor tal . 

Once airain fait h car ries us beyond r eason. 

What do we know about man ' s immor tality? Kohler fi r mly 

believes that man has 1t. But all anyone ooul~ do is to 

speculRte on its nature .1 12 Kohler ' s speculation ls that 

in some way the soul or ollresses to ~erfectlon . Note , then , 

that in Kohler ' s thought reward and punishment does not take 

olace after death . 

This brings us to our final point . We have seen t hat 

God exercises justice a nd mercy. 

1t is just t hAt God should do so. 

perience rewa rd and punishment? 

Since man has free will 

How. then , does man ex­

How so, indeed, particularly 

stnce we have been told that doin~ the ~ood is its own reward? 

Ther e i s no contradiction here. Spirit is a divine e lement 

i n man which , reflecte~ ln the soul, influences him to do 

good and makes him feel guilty when he does not. Hence 

rewa~d and punishment may be divine and yet be entire ly 
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1nternal phenomena . "Modern man knows he bears heaven and 

hell within his own bosom,'' Kohler says . Reward simply 

means "happiness throu~h harmony with God.• Punishment 

simply means "the soul ' s distress at its inner discord with 

t he primal Source and the divine Ideal of all morality ." 11J 

To sum up Kohler ' s view of man as we have seen it so 

far, man is a mixture of perishable body and immor tal spirit , 

both of which are reflected in an immorta4 self-conscious 

soul . Man ' s dual nature produces a creative tension in 

the soul, which rr.ay also be called the Ego t leading the 

individual to progress toward greater godlikeness o r holi­

ness. Man has free wil l , which gives this striving mor a l 

significance. While individuals may regress, mankind as 

a whole, due to divine preordination, must eventually reac h 

moral nerfection-- the Mess,anic Age. The bodily oart of 

man ' s dual nature , as well as his po~1tion in inter dependent 

s ociety , s ometimes lead him to err in judgement and not 

progress, or even t o retrogr ess. This is sin, and leads 

to a feeling of ~u1lt . 

Between God and Man 

We have not been Able to discuss Kohler ' s view of God 

without learnin~ much about man at the same time . And we 

have not been able t o discuss Kohler's view of men without 

learning still more about God. The subjects t o be discussed 

under the topic ~Between God and Man" could therefor e have 

been discussed under either of the previous two headings , 

as Kehler does in Jewish Theology. Hopefully , gr eater clarity 
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can be fostered by the present division, however artificial. 

Kohler ' s c oncepts of revelation, prayer, and repentance 

each inti mately invoive both God and man , and can best be 

understood in light of our pr evious underst~nding of hi s 

c oncepts of God and man . 

In our discuss ion of Kohler's views on God , we found 

that God is the sour ce of all truth. Throughout our dis­

cuss i on we have found that man knows by faith mor e t han 

logic or science es t ablish. Moreover, Kohler finds that 

philosophy and science have c ome to be able to demonstr ate 

things which orevlous generati ons had accepted on f &ith 

alone. Clearly men have ~nown and do know truths which 

they have not been able to reach by themsel ves. As God 

is the sour ce of truth , He must be the s ource of these t r ut hs . 

He nce a cr ucial part of Kohler ' s theological system 1s the 

c oncept of revela tton, of communicaticm of God to man. 

Divine revelation , says Kohler , has meant belief that 

God reveals Himself and His will to man. Ko hler does not 

b e lieve that God reveals Him~ to man , though earlier, 

more "child-likett generations believed that He d1d . Rather, 

God reveals and always has r evealed His wil l to man. This 

view of revelation is "more a cceot able t o those of mor e 

advanced religious views.~ll4 

If God revea l s His will but not Himself, then the 

instrument of revelation is not God as self - conscious per­

s ona l 1 t y (Himself) , but Mthe spi rit of Goa.•115 In our 

discussion of Kohler ' s v i ew of man we found that man ' s spl rit 
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1s a divine element within him. Revelation requires Ma 

special act of God ;•116 but God works through man ' s spirit 

(which includes all the non- physical asnects of man except 

man ' s s oul. and hencP- includes i ntellect and i maginati on). 

Revelation, t hus, takes place within man. Man does not , 

therefore, see or hear nsupernatural~ revelations. It can 

as well be called-- and we may add by way of analysis that 

it can better be called--1nsoirat1on.117 

Past and present revelation , or inspiration , is thus 

the divine source of the truths which men know. It is the 

source of what man knows by logic to be true; and it 1s the 

s ource of what man knows by faith to be true. Yet cer tainly 

men have often believed things which are untrue. How can 

man correct his knowledge? He tries t o determine what is 

actually true by the exercise of his reason : 

Reason must serve as a corrective fo~ the contents of 
revelation , scrutinizing and purifying , deepening and 
sp1ritual1zing ever anew t he t ruths received through 
intu1 troH, but lt can never be the final source of 
truth . 1 

Th1s i s the ~enesis of Kohler' s dictum t hat reason and faith 

must not conflict . Implicitly, this puts reason above revel­

a tion, for things once believed to be revealed t r uth must 

be rejected !f they prove unreasonable. But revelation 

is still absolutely cruci al, since man ' s reason 1s limited . 

As we have s een, many of the most impor tant tr-uths we pro-

olaim cannot be established by reason. 

There are three very important consequences of this 
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view of revelati on. First of all, since revelation i s not 

a single or even a series of supernatural events (e.g. Sinai), 

no religion has a monopoly on revealed truth. All men are 

related to God , and God relates to all men, in the same 

wayt 

Whenever the oaternal love of God is truly felt and 
understood it must include all the olasses and all 
souls of men who Inter into the relationship of 
children to God. 1 ~ 

Sti ll, revelation does require ~a special act of God.R 

So God might g ive more revelat i on, or more of a certain 

type of revelat ion , to one individual or one group of in-

di viduals. Kohler believes that many n on-Jews have r eceived 

revelation. But in this respect the Jewish people remains 

a special group. Jews have received a great deal of moral 

revel&.tion. 120 

The second important consequence of Kohler' s view of 

reve lation ls related to t he first. If all men may receive 

revelation, then revelation can occur ln any genera~ion. 

It may even occur in every generation. As revelation con­

tinues through hi story, man learns more and more . We have 

seen that Kohler believed in human pr ogress . Not sur pris-

ingly, ther~fore, he does not merely assert that revelation 

is ongoing . He asserts tha t r evelation is nrogress1ve. 

• Prog ressive Revelation,~ a term which Kohle r made famous , 

means that revelation is ongoing and that t herefore sueces-

sive generations of men come closer and closer to perfection 

of knowled ge. Mo r e sophisticated gen~r~tions can understand 
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more sophi s t i cated revelations: 

The divine revelation in Israel was by no means a 
single act, but a process of development , and 1ts 
various stages cyrr esuond to the degrees of culture 
of the people .12 

The idea of progressive revelation leads to the third 

major c onsequence of Kohler's view of revelation . No book 

of reyealed knowled~e can be perfect and absolutely author­

itative . This is the case first because all r evelation is 

mediated by imperfect human i ntellect , and second because 

later generati ons will know more than the authors of earlier 

books. Thia has far-reachtng implications when applied to 

Jewish liter ature. So- called ~higher critlcism~ of the 

Bible and of rabbinic l iteratur e posed no threat to Kohler' s 

concept of revelation. Indeed, it is quite conceivable that 

Ko hler worked out his concept of revelation beoause he him­

self was both a follower of Wissen,schaft S,.e.§. Jutentums and 

a sincere Jew who was bother ed by higher criticism' s claim 

that neither the rentateuoh nor the • oral law• was revealed 

at S1na1, but that both had evolved over centuries. Kohler ' s 

theory of revelation •saves• the Torah. The Torah was not 

revealed at Sinai. It is not the product of a single r evel ­

ation . But it may s t ill be regarded as the product of many 

inspired men . The Torah represents but one step 1n ma..~•s 

groping towards God.1 22 As such 1t has had and continues 

to have great value. As law 1t contributed to Jewish s ur­

vival (thcugh l t also led t o •casuistry and caused the 

petrt f1cat1on of rel1~1on in the codified Halakah•). As 
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doctrine it made the Jewish people a nation of thinkers 

devoted to a righteous way of life. 123 For the people of 

Isr ael the Torah was and ls a •storehouse of d1V1.ne t ruth , 

from which 1t c onstantly derives new life and new youth.•124 

For Kohler, then , the Torah ls extremely important. 

It should be read and venerated . In this sense he has 

• saved• 1t from the threat of h igher criticism. But the 

Torah has ceased to be an infalli ble revelation. The divine 

moral ideas which inspired the Torah ' c author s are perfec t . 

But the Torah ts not . Using • Torah• in the sense of author-

1tative revelation, Kohler writes that the modern view of 

Torah 1s not that of Orthodox Judaism , but that of the 

prophets : 

To them and to us the r eal Torah is the unwritten moral 
law which under lies the prer,epts

1
of both the wr itten 

law a nd its oral interpretation. ZS 

Kohler's view of the Torah extends to include all of the 

Bl~le and, t hough his enthusiasm is less , all of rabbinic 

literature. Jewish Theology c onstantly quotes both Biblical 

and rabbinic literature. Such liter ature is genuinely the 

pr oduct of revelation. But ideas and commandments 1n such 

literature may be r ejected or added to; for both men and 

revelat ion have progressed since that l itersture was written . 

So much f or the communication of God to man. Just as 

God can communicate with all men , so all men may attempt 

to communicate with God , Kohler believed that all men yearned 

for God and could come t o an a ppreciation of God . The result 
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is that men pray. There ls a •kernel of true p1etyM even 

in pagan worship.1 26 MPrayer ts the exoression of man•s 

longing and yearning for God • • • t an outflow of the emo-

tions of the soul in its dependenoe on Ood.M In this sense 

prayer gr ows out of human weakness. But it culminates not 

in longing but in adoration and trust.127 

In our discussion of Kohler's God-concept we found that 

he believed God to be per sonally near to every individual 

(even thou~h he also believed that to defy reason). For 

an omniscient God to know the thoughts and prayers of an 

1nd1vidual 1s no problem if God may know them without Him­

self changing. But it would create a major philosophical 

nroblem if prayer influenced God , if, that ts, prayer could 

lead God to do something which He would not otherwise have 

done. For that would i mpute change to the deity . This ls 

necessary backgr ound for Kohler's idea of pra7er. Because 

of man ' s nature he yearns for greatP.r moral and spi ritual 

perfection; hence he prays . Because of God ' s nature Be may 

hear praver but may not be moved to change because of it . 

Paradoxically, therefore, we will find that Kohler considers 

praver very important for man but not very important for 

God. 

Kohler's discussion of prayer begins as follows . 1) 

Prayer 1s an expression, out of man ' s weakness , of his yearning 

for God. 2) Prayer •is offered on the presumption that it 

will be heard by God on high." 3) Man must change himself 

before his prayer can bring him God ' s justice or mercy. 
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4) Prayer has nQ 1nfluenoe on God, Who is "exalted above 

space . omniscient, unchangeable in will and act1on.•12B 

The fourth po int here means that the third point ts par­

tially misleading. Prayer does not actually invoke divine 

msrcy or justice at ali. Man must change himself . 

The logical question thus becomes : why pray at all? 

The continuation of K0hler's discussion answers the questioni 

5) "Prayer can exert power only over the relationship of 

man to God , not over God Himself . This indicates the natu.re 

and purpose of prayer. ~ 6) We are genuinely uplifted toward 

God ln prayer . It gives us strength and courage . 7) Prayer, 

in sum, str engthens faith and inspires purer 11v1ng. 129 

What thi s amounts to saying is that prayer has a very im­

portant psychological influence on man. God does hear prayer; 

but it influences Him not at all. 

Jose ph Blau correctly notes that for Kohler - prayer 

is a psychological need of man, not an effective agent in 

the cosmos ," adding that the~e was " too much of a genuinel y 

reli~ious suirit" ln Kohler to allow him to go as far aR 

some of the rationsl1sts of his day d id when they called 

prayer self - deception. lJO That is correct as far a s 1t goes. 

But we should note that Kohler and such rationalists essen­

t ially agreed on what praye r does. It is addressed to God 

but only influences man. The d1fference between Kohler ano 

such rationalists is less one of philosophy than one of 

temperament.' 

Kohler argues that community prayer is more effective 
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than private prayer. A~atn, thi s is more for psychological 

reasons than for t heological ones . Private prayer helps 

the indiv idual to some degree, but only in groups is "the 

pure atmos ohere of heavenly freed om and bliss" fully attai n-

bl l Jl a e. 

When Kohler deals wtth atonement he ~oes beyond this 

purely psychological view c f man ' s communication with dei ty. 

We found in our discussion of Kohler' s idea of sin that 1t 

is "a severance of t he soul' s inner relations to God ," that 

it is unfait hfulness " to our own god-l i ke nature . " Kohler 

argues that man woul d be in a terrible predicament if he 

c ould not escape his sense of guilt . He may do so by r e -

uentance. The fi r st ste p is psychological in the sense that 

prayer t s psychologica l. Repentance means inner transfor ­

mation . 132 Man feels guilty and res~es to do better. 

But guilt ls not s o easily assuaged. God' s mercy must 

suppl ement man's sincerity: 

The ch tef stre s s ls always laid on the feeling of 
remorse and on the change of heart which c ontr ition 
and self - accusation bring . Yet even these would not 
be sufficient to cast off the oppressive consciousness 
of guilt, unless the c ontrite heart were reassur ed 
by God that He forgives fhe oen1tent son of man with 
paterna l grace and love . JJ 

Are we to c onclude that God does not res pond to pr a yer 

but that he does res pond to reoentancef That seems to be 

Kohler's 1mpl1cat1cn. Still, 1t remains theoretically 

possib le that, since mercy ls part of God's nature which 

supplements justice { justice alone would not always leave 



- 94-

r oom for mercy), d1v1ne ~race operates indeoendently . Grace , 

then, need not be a direct response to r eoentance--whi ch , 

as with prayer, would impute change to the deity . Whi l e 

that i dea of grace is theoret1ca lly possible, it a ppear s 

far more likely that Kohler 1s inconsistent here , that he 

does indeed believe that God is no~ influenced by pr ayer 

but t ha t He is influenced by r epentance . 

Isr ael 

The God Kauf mann Kohle r speaks of i s the God of all 

men . The nature of man i s uni ver sal . The Mess1an1c Age 

must be achieved by a ll. And the rel 1g1on thr ough which 

men shall achieve it--the syste m we have been deal i ng wi t h-­

should be , and wil l i nevitably become, the religion of al l 

men . What then , in Kohl er ' s thought , i s t he pl a ce of Israel, 

the Jewish people? 

The ke y to that question is to be s ought in the f a c t 

that Kohler believed the system he was setting forth t o 

be the most modern Jewish system, the essence of Jewish 

teaching as it evolved throughout histor y . All men should 

believe 1t. But not all men have and not all men do . Isr a e l 

hes learned truth . I srael ' s place is to teach that t r uth 

to others so that it will be in pract ice the univer sal trut h 

that it is i n theory. This is the "Mission of I s rael. " 

We must examine how Kohle r a rrives at such a concept and 

what its r amiflcations- include. 

As we have seen , God ~ives revelation to many people. 

Kohler believes that God has ~tven certain var ieties or 
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revelation to certain people~. Cer tain peoples at various 

times in histor y have a great deal to teach others about 

one par ticular subject. If a group has such knowledge, it 

shoul d teach it . That is its "mission." Christians~ for 

example, have had a speci al mission in art and music. Islam' s 

mission was the cultivation of philosophy and science . 134 

The Jewish people has had ( and continues t o have ) a similar 

mission. .It must bring religious truth to t he world . Si g ­

nific~ntly, Israel has been the only people which has been 

self - c onsc ious of the fact that it has a s pecial m1ss1on. 135 

Israel, t hus , is a distinct and distinctive people. 

This does not necessarily mean that Jews a r e better than others . 

But that is what it does mean in s o far as they live ~a 

hi~her and more God- like life ."136 The Jewish people discov­

ered that God is a unity, and that the world is therefor~ 

unified ~nder one moral government and plan. The Mission 

of Israel, Kohler tells us, is so closely tied to the doctrine 

of God•s ur.1ty that the t wo doctr ines are inseparable.137 

Israel, Kohler tells us, is a "chosen people." Since 

God ~ives revelation to many peoples, but has s ingled out 

Israel for one type of revelation, Kohler can logically 

ass ert that God "has chosen Israel freely of His own accord . " 138 

What I s rael has been chosen for is t he miss ion t o bring truth 

to the world . This is the central point for understanding 

Judaism . It ~f ~rms the basis and chief c ondition of r evel­

atlon. "1 39 That is, Jews have r eceived the revelat ions out 

of which Judaism has grown in order that they would carr y 
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out their mission. Conversely, they oarry out their mission 

because they have received the revelations . 

The point of Is rael's existence ts that 1t must bring 

the truth to other nati ons . This amounts to hav ing a ~cove­

nant" with God. The Jewish peool e 1s "an ins t rument for 

His plan of salvation- for the whole world.140 The chosing, 

or covenant ~ or e lection, was not a one - tim& event , but 

rather, in keeping with the idea of progressive revelation, 

was and is a continuous process.14l 

Bringing "salvation'' to the world by teaching it t ruth 

means teaching ethics 1n order t o bring the Messianic Age. 

"The soul of the Jewish religion ls its ethics. Its God 

is the Fountainhead and Ideal of morality.•142 By defin1~1on, 

t hen, when the Messianic Age arri ves the Mission will have 

been accompli shed. 

Clearly this amounts to a major redefinition of the 

traditional i dea of the Messiah . Rather than waiting for 

the Messiah , Kohler is wa1tin~ for the Messianic Age . If 

we still look for a precursor of that age, it ts not an 

143 individual but the whole Jewish people. As Kohler put 

it in a sermon: 

If ever there was a lamb of God br ought to slaughter 
by cruel executors ~ if there ever was a crucified Mes ­
siah suffering for the sins of man wtth no guilt of 
his own, 1t was the Jew . The Jew is the Passover lamb 
whose blood God ~aw and said: -By this blood the world 
shall be saved .1~ 

Kohler ' s i dea of the Mission of Israel does not in 

theory require t hat Israel be different from other peoples 
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except ln the revelattons lt has received and, oerhaps , 

in the dedication it has shown. But in point of fact Kohler 

believed that Jews constitute a snectal ~· He tells us 

t ha t the mission ldea presupposes • a s oecial capacity of 

soul and tendency of intellect . ff The Jews are ~ the religious 

oeo~le per excellance." 14 5 While individual Jews have con­

t r ibuted to many fields , the Jews as a people have a special 

genius specifically and exclusively for religion .146 

In spite of the fact that Kohler ls primarily inter­

ested as a theoloyian in Judaism , it follows from what we 

have just said that he believed a person is a Jew not because 

that person accepts or refuses to accept the doctrines of 

J udaism, but by birth . Only converts need to state s pecifically 

that the y accept doctrine . The Mission of Israel is obli ­

gatory on all Jews by birt h .147 

David Philipson asks what , for Kohle~ , was the source 

of Jewish authority? How , that is, was Kohle r so sure his 

system was correct and other religious systems were wrong? 

Traditional Judaism has an infalli ble revelation, the Torah . 

Kohler thou~ht it fallible and changeable . Philipson ' s 

answer i s that the Jewish people ' s soecial genius for religion 

g ives certainty, authority, to J udaism. Nothing in Jewish 

Theology explicitly states or denies su~h a consequence of 

the Jew1sh oeople • s rac1~j uniqueness . But Philipson ' may 

be correct . Be quotes an a r ticle by Kohler in the July 

9 , 1866 issue of American Hebrew as stat1ng : 

I do not believe in the d1v1ne orig1n of the Mosa1o 
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law and trad1t1on as our Orthodox brethren do, but 
I do bet!eve 1n the divine miss ion of the Jewis h 
people. 

At any r ate , Kohler certainly did believe that Jews 

have "hereditary virtues."149 Kohler was very much a uni -

versalist 1n that he thought Judaism was a re l igion for 

all men and that all men must reach salvation (the Messianic 

AFe, holiness--moral perfecti on) for any man to reach s a l ­

vation . But at the Stillie time he was a par ticularist, a 

racist. Different peoples have genius for differ ent th i ngs. 

And the Jew has the genius for discovering the way of life 

whtch all men should adopt. 

The Jewish genius has certainly had a tremendous in-

fluence on the world, Kohler thought. Israel has constantly 

r ejuvenated itself by assimilating things from other cultur es . 150 

At the same time Isr ael ' s truths have been part ially assim­

ilated by others . Christianity and Isl~m, as daughter 

r~ligions, have consciously or unconsciously spread the 

Jewish belief in one God, the Jewish messianic hope, and 

Jewish morality . 151 Christianity, in fact, as it gr ew int o 

a "world-conquering Church," spread these truths farther than 

the Jews alone could ever have done . The pr oblem with Chr ist­

ianity is that it compromised and misunderstood some Jewish 

teachings. It overemphasizes love; justice is more impor­

tant. It has a pessimistic otherworldliness . 152 While 

Kohler happily gives the church credit for overcoming a 

tremendous amount of paganism , Judaism remains the superior 

re~1~1on which the Christian, like ot hers , needs to adopt 

so that all me.y reach the Messianic Ages 
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The Church in her efforts to conquer the heathen world 
was to a large extent conquered herself by the heathen 
view. Having s tarted in the na.me of Israel ' s God , 
she had , in order t o win the nations for her faith, 
to enter intc all kinds of compromis, whether in regard 
to the unity and s pirituality of God or in regard to 
the unity of mankind and of the cosmos .l 5J 

I n spite of all mankind ' s problems, pr ogress had been 

made; and certainly that meant that Jewish mo r ality was 

having its effect . As we have already seen, Kohler even 

be lieved tha t the clima~ of pr ogress was close a t hand . 

Other monotheis tic peonles will eventually find union through 

Israe1 . 154 The Messian i c Age is an inevitability . 

Israel has a universal message f or the world , and it 

is Israel ' s par ticular task, its Miss ion, t o make that message 

known. The Mission is Israel ' s r aison d ' e tre . Kohl.er be-

lieved that merely being the vessel whi ch c ontained universal 

ideas was not sufficient t o iusure the c ontinued par ticular 

existence necessary for the propagaticn of those ideas. 

Hence Judaism has developed "f or ms" and institutions, such 

t hings as !2.!! mitzvah, Passover, and the synagogue . Theo­

logical l y these things are secondary. Doctrines a r e primary . 

Bur. I'rom a nractical standnoint forms and institutions a re 

absolutely crucial. All Jews are not equally capable of 

understanding and propagating doctrine. But they may all 

maintain their allegiance to Judaism by adhering to its 

forms and instltuti ons . In other words, doct r ine is the 

reason for continuing Jewish existence; but f orms and in­

sti tutions are the vehicle for continuing Jewish existence. 155 

Fonns and 1nst1tut 1ons give stability to Judaism, as 
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they do for all religions. While they certainly express 

ideas , either di rectly or symbolically, their primary appeal 

is to the emotions, " the ultimate source of rel1gion.•156 

Since forms and institutions are means to an end and not 

ends in themselves, they may be and have been changed to 

meet the needs of differ ent Jewish communities and di fferent 

historical periods. Indeed, Judalsm • s Hever youthful mind 

has constantly created new forms to express the ideas of 

the time, or has invested old ones w1th new meanings . • 157 

The point Kohler is establishing in this argument , and 

which he devotes much of Jewish Theology to delineating , 

is that the forms and institutions of Judaism , important 

though they are , have always changed . This fact gives modern 

Jews the right to continue making changes . Modern Jews 

may certainly accept any tradit~onal forms they wish to 

accept. But they are not bound to do so . Kohler is able 

to assert this because, as we have seen, t raditional Jewish 

literature (e . ~. Bible and Talmud) is not authoritative. 

For Kohler , theref ore, the Jewish law--halachah--which 

relies on that literature for authority ts not author i tative 

either. Kohler was well aware of the fact that the halachic 

structure left some r oom for change . iut it did not leave 

enou~h room for chan~e. Kohler' s rejection of halachah as 

binding ls unequivocal: "Modern Judaism, qu ickened anew 

with the sn1rit of the ancient seer s of Israel, oe.nnot remain 

bound by a later and al t ogether too rigid Halakah.•158 

Talmudic Judaism, Kohler thought , had led to casuistr y 
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and over-1ntellectual1sm. Jewish mysti cism had led to over­

emot1onal1sm. The forms of modern Judaism, he felt, must 

speak to • the whole of man ,'' balancing intellect and emotton . 159 

In fai r ness to KohlP.r , it should be noted here that while 

he felt he must Justify his deviation from Or thodoxy , which 

he thought e ncourage d "adher ence to the mere form,• 160 his 

idea of the function of r eligious forms implicitly gives a 

great deal of credit to Biblical and talmudic f or ms . Time 

and again Kohler points out how various f orms have contri ­

buted to Jewish survival and oiety . The following passage 

from one of Kohler ' s sermons e xempl if ies his v iew of Orthodox 

Judaism 1 

I am the very last to deprecate Orthodoxy. It i s 
the soil out of which we have drawn sap and marrow . 
Orthodox Judai s m is the mother that has nursed us with 
her life -blood, and even if she shows the wrinkles of 
old age, we will never forfgf to pay her homage and 
reverence in due humility. 

Ko~ler ' s dissatisfaction with Orthodox Judaism was 

not due solely to its rigidity or over-intellectualism. 

He felt tha t many t raditional forms were ill-suited to modern 

Western society. •The weakness of the synagogue was its 
162 Orientalism, " Kohler declared . Its forms have there fore 

lost thAlr hold on the Occidental Jew. Talli s, tz1tz1s , 

phyllacter1es, and mezuzah, for exampl e, are • meaningless 

forms .•163 Overc oming Orte~talism has also meant making 

women equa1164 and introducing vernacular litur gy and ser mons . 165 

We would probably not be too far from the truth if we 

said, in l ight cf these examples , that by "Or 1ent al1sm" 
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Kohler was referring to anything 1n Jewish practice wh1oh 

a opeared odd or eccentric to non-Jews. We would be wrong, 

h owever, if we accused Kohler of urging the change of f orma 

merely because they embarrassed him (though that may well 

have been a factor) . We have seen that Kohler believed the 

world was ripe for the onset of the Mess1an1c Age, and tha t 

the role of the Jew in the world was to spread the doctrine s 

necessary to bring that age. Logically, therefore , Kohler 

thought it imperative that forms which served to keep Jews 

from m1xin~ freely with their neighbors were an obstacle to 

pro~ress . In this context Kohler's view of the dietary laws 

is significant . The dietary laws disciplined the medieval 

Jew and contributed to h is survival . Like many laws , they 

contributed to the Jew' s "spiri t of holiness . • They could 

do the same for modern Jews . But their observance keeps 

Jews from mixing freely with their neighbors . They are an 

obstacle to the Mission of Israel. To give them up is prob­

lematical because they have been so effective in contributing 

to Jewish survival. As Kohler outs it: 

Reform Judaism • •• sees in the humanitarianism of the 
present a mode of realizing the Messianic hope of Israel . 
Therefore it cannot afford to encourage the separ ation 
of the Jew from his environment in any way except through 
the maintenance of his religion, and cannot encourage 
the dietar y l awe as a means of separation . Its great 
problem is to find other methods to inc\lllcate th~ spirit 
of holiness in the modern Jew, to render him c onsc ious 
of his priestly mission , while he lives ig

6
unison and 

tellowsh1p with all his fellow-citizens . 

Kehler, clearl~ , was willing and sometimes anxious to 

d~ away with old forms. And his theory leaves him free to 
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innovate ent1rely new forms. Several passages indicate 

that what he thought necessar y was the r evivifyi ng of old 

fu:rms to make them more appealing in the modern age.. I n 

one sermon he says that "I for one feel that true progress 

lies not in abolishing but in impr oving the cer emonies o f 

religion, and in mak1n~ such innovations as tend to s t r engthen 

the· r ever e nt ial piety of the people . "167 In another s ermon 

he says that whi le in the Ghetto Succot was a relief from 

the monotony of daily life , the modern Jew experiences a 

monotony of pr osper ity. "Can the synagogue wake up to this 

deficiency?" asks Kohler. "Yes, " he answe r s , "if you s ucceed 

in making the old symbol s echo f or th new ideas in harmony 

with our age.• 168 

~xactly what a re Kohler' s cr i t eri a for change ? The 

foregoing examples hi nt at cri t eria, but they a r e f ar f r om 

explic i t. Or ientalism--that which hind~rs the Jew in ful­

filling his mission--must be e l i minated . But on what bas i s 

should forms be retained? And how may innovations be eval­

uated? Kohler gi ves n o di r ect answer s to such questions , 

but his criteria seem to be t hese: forms and insti t u t i ons 

must anpeal to both the mind and the heart , thus inspiring 

the Jew to work at h1s m1ss1on ; they must encour age g r oup 

l oyalty without going so far as t o keep the Jew from mix i ng 

with non- Jews. Forms and 1nstltut1ons, says Kohlert must 

be "attract ive and 1mpressive . .. 1 69 

Such criteria are highly subjective . Who is to Judge 

what is attractive? Who is to judge what goes too f a r ? 
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Kohler does not say . Bis silence allows us to conclude 

that anyone with the power to persuade others of the value 

of h 1s judgements may judge. Certainly Kohler belleved that 

he himself had the right to judge , a fact which leads us 

to suspect that Kohler would have ~iven p riority to the 

opinions of rabbis over laymen. 

A final example may help to clarify Kohler's approach 

to change. Kohl er believed that " the mos t important insti ­

tution of the synago~ue , and the one most frou~ht with 

blessing for all mankind, ls the Sabbath. "170 He thought 

that , due to economic c onditions, more Jews would be able 

to attend weekly services if they were held on Sunday rather 

than Saturday. His jud~ement was that it was more i mportant 

to inspire larger numbers of people than to staunchly def end 

a mere institution. Bence Sunday services are not ~treason 

to Judaism . " His theory would have allowed hi~ to change 

the day of shabbat (which is only an tnstitution , secondary 

to doctrine) . But he would not go as far as his ~heory 

would permit . He insisted tha t Sunday services may supple ­

ment the real shabbat as a temporary expedient only. Ideally, 

Saturday services would be re-introduced when the times 

changed.171 On this issue , Samuel Cohon's observation is 

an aot one: "As on other occasions in his career , his radi­

zal ism was checked by his na~ive piety."1 72 

Kohler ' s thought developed further on the subject of 

Sunday services; here we may see specifically how he applies 

criteria to j udge the value of innovations . A ser mon in 
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1888 gives the above reasons for allowing Sunday servioes.173 

But in 1891 another sermon proclaims that the inno~ation 

has been a failure . By what criteria did it fail? In theory 

Sunday services were justifiable . And they had "the charm 

of novelty .• But they did not "render Judaism stron~er and 

f 1rmer in the hearts of the people and in the estimate of 

the world." They did not •deepen religious sentiment and 

conviction and create a real zeal and enthusiasm in the 

audiences for our ancestral faith ." To the contrar y, Sunday 

had a • colorless cosmopolitanism ." It created "forms of 

devotion void of the positive Jewish character.• Sunday 

services had contributed to a rise in ske pticism and agnos­

ticism. A form which does not deepen religious conviction 

should be done away with. Hence Sunday services shoul d 

be eliminated , " for this alone is the test of their actual 

merit .•174 

As the noint of Jewish existence ls the fulfillment 

of the Jewish mission , the criterion for judging forms and 

institutions is simply how well they promote that end. If 

they are ineffective they should be impr oved. If they a re 

counter-productive thev should be radically changed or d r opped. 

Not surprisingly , Kohler applies the same criterion to 

Zionism that he applies to liturgy or shabbat. The Zionists 

ffw ould lock us off in a corner of the world ," says Kohler . 175 

To be consi stent with his universalistic theology . Kohle r 

had no choice but ~o oppose the Zionists of his day, who , 

he was convinced: 
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regard the J ewish people as a nation 11ke any other, 
denying to 1t the specific character of a pries~-people 
••• with a religious mission . • • • On this account 
Zionism, whether political or cultural, can have no 
place in Jewish theology.176 

We have seen , then, that Kohler' s view of Israel was 

that it has a mission. Both its actions relative to the 

rest of the world and lts internal structure should promote 

that mission . To fulfill its mission, Israel must remain 

a seoarate gr oup . Particula rism is an essential means t o 

an end . But the end is universal1st, albeit un1versal1st 

in a somewhat limited sense--Judaism as Kohler understood 

it must become the universal r eligion. The mission 1dea 

led to a paradox in Kohler's thinking: Jews must remain 

separate--but not too separate . 

The System as a Whole 

A major strength i n Kohler ' s writinQ which , though it 

is a strength, still prompts some critical reservations , 

is his desire to ask people to take as little as possible 

on faith alone. Beliefs , we have found , should be reason-

able ; though faith may carry us beyond the conclusions of 

reason alone . Harmoniz,.ng oontemoorary thou~ht and t r adt-

ti onal oiety has always been the strength, indeed the raison 
A 

d'etre, of theology . However, reading Jewish Theology 

cr~tically , one ts bound to note that some things are taken 

on faith while others! which c ould be, are not . For instance, 

why do we take it on faith that God responds to repentance 

but not that he responds to prayer? Why do we take it on 
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on faith that moral principles have been revealed and are 

immutable, but not take it on faith that ritual practices 

have been revealed and are immutable? Such questions strike 

at the core of Kohler's essence-extra~ttng method. In choosing 

what is of the essence and what ls not, what may not be 

believed without evidence and what must be believed without 

evidence, it ls possible, even probable, that Kohler was 

often s ubjective or arbitrary. 

Lookin~ at Kaufmann Kohle r's theological system as & 

whole we can d iscern a pervading element, a single idea 

which draws together his multifaceted thought . At the risk 

of slightly oversimplify i ng, we can say that Kohler's watoh• · 

word is morality. Morality- -albeit a sparsely defined morality-­

is his goal, All of his concepts are intended to promote 

that goal . God has many attributes; but His preeminent fea-

ture i s His morality. God's morality acc.mnts for His actions . 

Man has a very complex nature; but what gives significance 

to his life is his pctential for moral action. As for the 

relationship betweerr. God and man, it, too, has various 

asnects . But its major significance derives from 1ts fos -

tering of moral ity . While God reveals many things to man,. 

by ~ar the most significant thing He reveals is His moral 

will. While man may ask for many things in prayer, the 

prime function of prayer and repentance 1.s to strengthen 

man to continue striving for perfection--moral perfection. 

This morality-centered theology is the essence of the Jewish 

rel1.g1.on, Kohler tells us. The reason for Israel's existence 
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is that it has a Miss1on to teach Judaism t o all mankind . 

If connecting all of Kohler's system wi t h one gener-

at1nR idea, the persuance of moral perfection, over simpli-

fies, it does so only slightly. Significantly , Kohler him­

s elf made similar statements. In one of his addresses he 

said : 

Judaism is the only religion which made hWllBnity, the 
moral upbuilding and perfection of man , the ethical 177 structure of society , its startim .. point and its end . 

In another address he ~laimed th&t Mathew Arnold's definition 

of God , "The power, not ourselves, that maketh for righteous-
178 ness ,~ [Sic~? s ummed up the whole of the Jewish religion. 

There is a messianic thrust to Kohle!" ' s theology . Man 

could--1ndeed , he inevitably would--reach moral perfection, 

the Messianic Age . Man was already close t.o perfect truth 

1n knowin~ how he should live in order to reach perffiction . 

Be should live according t o the teachings of Judaism. And 

the 2row1ng level of sophistication and humani t arianism 

indicated that mankind m1~ht soon accept the lessons of 

Judaism in !£lQ. Man's intellectual powers , his mind--which 

was the vehicle of d ivine r evelet1on--gave him the capacity 

to leave falsehood and evil behind . Reason could even correct 

the doctrines of religion . 

In its time the main strength of Kohle r ' s system was 

probably its appeal to reason and its concomitant optimism . 

Kohler said that it was reasonable to believe that God wanted 

the Messianic Age. And it was reasonable to believe that 
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man could reach 1t. And the way ~o do so was to follow 

all the ways of an ancient rel1~ion, with the exception 

of those ways which made it difficult to consider oneself 

fully modern and Western. 

In retrospect, we can see that the strength of Kohler' s 

system 1n its own time was its weakness a couple of generations 

later. Kohler t in hi"S day, saw justif !cation for unbr idied.c· 

optimism. As the twentieth century unfolded, man in genera l, 

and Jews in particular, saw less and less justification f or 

optimism. Joseph Blau points out that under the influe nce 

of Freud , and seeing the mixed blessings of scientific a nd 

technological development, twentieth century thinkers d i s ­

carded the notion tha n man ' s mind could lead h i m to a perf ect 

soctety . 179 They also discar ded the notion that evolution 

was synonymous with progr ess . Optimists , mor eover , were 

profoundly disillusioned by two world WEU~s in the twentieth 

century. Writing in 1948 , shor~ly after the holocaust , 

Emil Fackenheim a r gued that the • religion of reason ,• by 

which he meant such s ystems as Kohler ' s• 

can be satisfying only where it ~s believed that the 
gap between the envisaged ideal and the 11ved reality 
is not crucial; that it is a matter of degree only , 
and that 1t will be progresstvely bridged . • • • But 
what religiously sensit1.ve persons of the 20th century 
have come to realize is that moral progress 1n degree , 
important though 1t be, does not span the ~ap • ••• 
As Kristol puts it: •The horror that breathes into 
our faces is t he realization that evil may come by 
doin~ good- -not me rely int ending to do good, but doirys 
1t." This the "religion of reason• cannot understand. 
Nor 1s 1t equipped to face the fact that 1n the 20th 
century , men--all of us-- ftnd themselves compelled 
to c ommit or condone evil for t~90sake of pr eventing 
an evil believed to be greater . 
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As Fackenheim can a ccount f or Kohler ' s idea of pr ogrEss 

without al l owing that such pr ogress ls as sign1fi~ant as 

Kohler believed it to be , so Kohler could account for Fack­

enheim' s moral dilemmas merely as situations caused by tem­

porary setbacks 1n history. Such criticism, theref ore, does 

not amount to a loFical refutation of Kohler . But precisely 

because Kohler ' s faith in the power of mind and his optimism 

are not established by logic, the modern critique of his 

nineteenth century optimism hits Kohler ' s system hard . It 

challenges assumptions which Kohler's logic needs in order 

to be appealing. 



Chapter IV: 

CONCLUDING OBSERVATIONS 
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Wise a nd Kohler have thus far been dealt with individually 

and on their own terms. Since they represent successive 

phases in t he development of American Bef orm Judaism, some 

comparison and retrospective criticism may help to bring 

them into final focus. 

As fellow •classical Ref orm• t heologians they quite 

naturally had much in common. If we exa.m1ne them from the 

perspective of the traditional God, Torah, and Israel trilogy 

in Jewish theology, we find that they each had essentially 

t he same view of Israel. The Jewish people has the truth 

and has a special mission to propagate that truth so that 

all men will know it and the Messianic Age will come. Their 

respective views of God seem far apart if we take Wise literally 

in his denial of belief in a personal God. But, as we have 

seen, there is room for d oubt there. Wise seems regularly 

to have prayed to a personal God. In any case, both agreed 

that God is the orderer and ruler of the universe and the 

source of all truth. Man's highest good is to imitate deity 

by thinking, and by acting mcrally. Only when we come to 

t he subject of Torah--revelation--i s the difference between 

Wise and Kohler irreconcilable. Wise believed mankind to 

be in possession of an infallible revelation, the decalogue. 

For Kohler, on the other hand, revelation was an ongoing 

pr ocess always med i ated by finite human minds . 

Neither Wise not' Kohler saw Reform Judaism as anything 

other than !h! true Judaism; so in that respect also the 

two thinkers are similar. Each thought his owr1 theology 
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captured t he essence of Judaism . Each believed himself 

to be purifying far more t han innovating, and innovating 

only 1n matters of form, rarely in matters of fastc doctrine. 

Both justified change bv. pointin~ out that Judaism had always 

changed. We mus t note, however, that neither articulates 

and c onsis tently applies a theory of ohange which might be 

considered safe from the subjective whim of the Reform Jewish 

rabbinate and community. Moreover. while we must certainly 

grant that Judaism has changed again and again in the course 

of it s hi story , we must at t he same time note that Wise 's 

and Kohler' s theologies do repreaent a significant departure 

from t raditional Judaism as it has been evolving since the 

advent and triumph of Phartsaism. By denying the Sinaitie 

origin of the "Oral Law• both men--Wtse's hedging and Kohler' s 

• pr ogress i ve revel ation" notwiths tanding--theoretically and 

in t heir practice abrogated halachah and the halachah's 

i nternal pr ovis ions for change. Hence they ~ break with 

Orthodox J ewi s h doctrine. Pharisaic Judaism itself cou1d 

be viewed as precedent for such a rad1oal shift. But Wise ' s 

and Kohler' s denial that any radical shift had occured w111 

not withstand cri t ical scrutiny. 

Wi s e and Kohler are also s imilar in that they both 

emphasize morality as the most i mportant aspect of religion. 

Here. t hough. Kohler goes farther than Wise, virtuall y equst1ng 

Judaism and t he pursuit of moral ends. Such a change ln 

emphasis signals t hat Kohler i s a generation beyond Wise 

in the 1evelopment of Reform Judaism. He was willing to 
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leave more or Orthodoxy behind. Kohler's thought , parti~u­

larly sinoe he was the architect of the Pittsburg Platform, 

might be considered the apex in the development of classical 

Beform Judaism . In that sense, Wise ' s thought a generation 

earlier cannot be criticized f or being less sophisticated 

than Kohler's. But their differences should not be minimized. 

Kohler viewed people in antiquity and t he books which 

they wrote, even the diviaely inspir ed books which they wrote, 

as primitive by comparlso~ with more modern people and more 

modern works, s ome of which were a lso divinely insp ired . 

Wise believed , on the other hand, that God had revealed to 

Moses t ruths which have yet to be surpas sed and never will 

be. Men, thought Wise, have t he same intellectual endowments 

which they have always had. Progress did not occur because 

man improves, but because God, the MLogos of History,M sees 

to i t that man ' s best efforts survive wtiile all else perishes. 

The keystone of Wise's religion was the decalogue. No modern 

thought could e~ual the decalogue; and no modern generation 

surpass in sophistication the generations of Biblical writers. 

Still less could modern writers hope t o equal in profundi t y 

the writings of Mos es, who received a direct revelation from 

God . 

The benefit which Wise 's theolo~ gains by having an 

unquestionably per fect rev~lation as a basis 1s not t o be 

scoffed at . He could offer the believer ten statements of 

unquestionable divinity ar-d validity . H1s version of Judaism 

was on as f lrm a foundation-- if not as broad a foundation--
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as Orthodoxy. To have such certainty, however , he believed 

he had to oppose so~called "Higher Criticism." Also, he directed 

so~e of his stron;est diatribes at Darwinism . For Darwin's 

theory of the d e scent of man threatened the Biblical creation 

accounts and--as Wise viewed the situation--threatened the 

Blbl!cal !dea tha t man was cr eated ln God ' s image. Moreove r. 

Darwin' s theory , as interpreted by some , meant that man 

continues to i mprove over the centuries, an idea which could 

justify c ons idering mode r n man smar ter than Biblical authors . 

What all of this bo ils down to is that Wise maintained 

the sure foundation of his theology by opposing some of the 

most significant scienti ftc thinking of his day . Kohler 

totally rever sed this . He ac~epted the documentar y hypothesis 

a nd declared that, under God ' s guidance, man~ made progress 

and become more sophisti cated than his forebear s . Where 

Wise was appalled by developmentalism , K~hler made it an 

article of faith. He sacralized it . God has caused man to 

steadily improve. God did not give one sure revelation, 

but consistently inspired ~eople thr oughout history. In­

fallible revelation might not stand up to science, b ut pro­

~ressive revelation could not be denied by s cience. Kohler 

saved revelation from the threats of "Higher Criticism" and 

evolutionism by aff1rmin~ all three. But 1n the process 

he had to sacrifice the single sure revelation, the revelation 

unmediated by fallible human minds. Ancient literature might 

therefore have to be considered •primitive• in mn.ny respects. 

But even that had its positive s1de c ancient literature 
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was st1ll great; but modern thinking was even greater! 

In another respect Kohler gave up sureness which W1se 

claimed. Wise thought he could pr ove the exis t ence of God . 

Kohler a r gued that it was reasonable t o believe, but knew that 

philosophers had demol i shed the classical pr oofs for the 

existence of God . Kohler can neither be praised nor blamed 

here ; Wise shoul d have known better. And Kohler ' s faith 

was just as firm as Wise ' s . 

That there was a major shlft in thinking between wise ' s 

theologizing and Kohler ' s should now be evi dent . A nega­

tively inclined criticLllight speak of~ decay in sureness . 

Wise gave up all but the decalogue as infallible reve lation. 

Kohler gave up even t hat. 

provable . Kohl er d1d not. 

Wise believed God ' s existence 

A positively inclined critie 

might see Wise and Kohler as successive steps toward greater 

theolo~ical maturity . I would opt for the latt er view. 

Apod ictic certainty was desirable . But it became untenable. 

Wise's effort to save it was a noble f ailure. Kohler ' s ability 

t o make strengths out of the weaknesses of earlier systems 

was brilliant . Kohler, with a better education than Wise's , 

and with a broader base of liberal t hinking (including Wise•s) 

to build on , wor ked out a system in keeping with modern 

scientific thinking , yet still based on t r ad1tlonal Jewi sh 

li t.erature. 

For all t heir s 1gn1f lcant d ifferences , the t heologies 

of Wise and Kohler share a mood . Like most theol ogies , 

they are anolo getical. They are responses to the challenge 
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of an age. Judai s m needed to be harmoniied with modern 

thinking and modern life s tyles so that Jews would ~ot f orsake 

it . While most theologians who undertake such a task c on­

c l ude--not s urp r isingly--that thei r religion remains vital, 

the justification pr ocess is often considered a holding 

action , a necessar y evil. Wi se and Kohler t a ke up the cudgels 

with great gusto. They face the f uture with ebullience. 

The tradition , to be sure, had to be defen ded . Bu t p ortions 

of it were , indeed , outmoded . Jews must per s i st as a dis­

tinct re l i gious g r oup. 3 ut f or Wise and Kohler it was Judaism 

as it ought to be prac ticed, the Judaism perceived as the 

essence of the trad i t i on, not Judaism as i t had been prac­

ticed o r pre sently was being practiced, t hat Jews needed 

to affirm. Judaism thus purified was the r el igion which 

not only mode r n Jews needed, but which all of mankind needed 

and would inevitably accept. 

Perhaps Wise ' s a nd Kohler ' s ebullience resulted pre­

cisely f r om the universal thrust of thei r thinking. Theirs 

wa s t he r eligion , they believed, which all the world n eeded. 

And thelrs was the noble task of creating a J ewish community 

which c ould be the exemolar for a ll the world . 

Wise and Kohler, then, addre ss t he ir thinking to the 

situation of mankind, not just to the situat~on of I s rael. 

But they retain a uniq ue position for Israel i n the divine 

scheme. The age-old t ension in Jewish thinking between 

un iversalism and particular ism is evident here. Both men 

considered themselves uni versalists . All men should accept 
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their ia1th. lsrael was the particular vehicle whose function 

it was to convert the world to the one true religion . Without 

meaning to be derogatory , we must conclude in retrospect 

that such thinking is a very narrow form of universalism. 

For Wise Jews had a unique revelation. For Kohler Jews had 

a unique capacity for revelation. Other peoples , potentially, 

were able to know the truth. But at the moment others were 

not on an equal footing with Jews, who already knew 1t. 

Neither Wise nor Kohler would have been willing to say that 

other faiths or other ways of life were, by comparison with 

Judaism, equally val1.d . 

The basis of Kohler's particularism is open, if not 

to refutation logically (it is never established l ogically), 

at least to grave doubt . What evidence could b e mustered to 

show that Jews today are the r~ligious people par excellence , 

that they are racially gifted to rece ive revelations of 

God's moral will? Gumbiner's critique is c ogent on this 

point: 

Those who cannot accept the "racial" element in 
connection with revelati on will point to the fact that 
many Jews--perhaps most Jews in the sociological sense 
of the term--have no talent for or interest in religion. 
They will raise the question about converts to Judaism. 
Do the converts , who come from a different ethnic 
background , share ln the Jewish genius for revelation, 
or are they excluded? If the alledged " genius for 
religion~ is in the germ plasm of the Jew, then it 
should be disclosed with much greater regularity and 
clarity than it is. If it is an acquired character1st1c, 
a product of Jewish historical experience, then the 
question about inheritance of acquired characteristics 
will be asked.l 

The step from Kohler' s pa:t' ticularism, or from Wise ' s, 



-1 18-

to t he m1ss1on--the universalist thrust of their thinking-­

i s not a difficult one . It i s quite reas onable that a people 

in possession of unique truth should feel obligated to spread 

that truth. But particular ly since Wise and Kohler do not 

advocate active pr oselytizing, but desire primarily that 

J~ws be an example for others to emulate, their opposit ion 

to Jewish nationalism of all varieties may have been a more 

extreme position than their own univer salist notions required . 

The point here ls not tha t their par ticular ist thinking ought 

to preclude their un1versalis t thinking, but only that it 

mi ght have mitigated the ext remes of their universalism . 

An analogy may help t o clarify t he point. Achad Ra'am 

(Asher GinzbP.rg, 1856-1927) believed that there i s a Hebrew 

spirit which i s responsible f or t he Jews being the sort 

of people they are. That spirit i s religious and moral , 

leading Jews to be concerned with God ~1d the f ulfi lling 

of God ' s will in human society . Prophets and prophecy are 

the highest expressions of the Hebrew s piri t . 2 To the degree 

that Jews fully realize, ful ly embody, the prophetic spirit , 

t hey become an e xample to others, a force in the world making 

for greater righteousness . J Now there is nothing here at 

which either Wi se or Kohler coul d take offense . To the 

contr ary, Achad Ba'am's view here bear s an uncanny res em­

blance to Kohler ' s view of Jewish racial a ttribute s ! But 

where Kohle r concludes that Jews must ass imilate to the 

gener al society to spread their message , Achad Ha 'am comes 

up with "Cultural Zionism.~ The Hebrew s pir it, he says, 
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Jews live a part, 1mcontaminated by the influence of other 

cultures . 4 Kohler• s and Achad Ea ' am ' s conclusions are both 

logical extensions of essentially the same view of the nature 

of the Jewish people . But Kohler attacked Achad Ha ' am ' s 

version of Zionism5 and Achad Ha•am attacked the Reform 

Jewish i dea of the Mission of Israe1. 6 We can reasonably 

con~lude that factors of temperament and of background (German 

vs. East European) have as much to do with these men ' s ou G~ 

looks vis ~ vis universalism and particularism as theological 

factors do. Here Gumbiner's observations are again ins i ghtful& 

~on the basis of in- born capacities of a people, ther e would 

seem to be at least as much support for cultural nationali sm 

as for ethical monotheism.•7 

Anti-Zionism is increasingly rare in modern American 

Jewish circles . In other areas there may re more continuity . 

In this student ' s personal experience there are many Reform 

Jews today who believe , as Isaac Mayer Wise taught, that 

God revealed the decalogue , and only the decalogue , to Moses 

at Sinai, and that that event and those statements constitute 

the eternal basis of Judaism . There are also many who eccept 

as dogma Kohler's 1dea of progressive revelation, his view 

of urayer and reper.tanee, and especially his view of the 

Mission of Israel. The ideas of these two theol ogians clearly 

met a need 1n their own times. And as authors , rabbis, and 

teachers of rabbis these two men have had a substantial 

influence on Amer ican Judaism extending far beyond their 
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own times. The t heologies of Wise and Kohler a re not 

wi thout their difficult ies . Neither are they adaptable 

i n toto to the needs and realities of Reform Jews ·coday . 

But their substantial strengths stand with their weaknesses 

to insp ire new gener e t1ons . Wise's and Kohler ' s theologies , 

major steps in the development of Ref orm Judaism in Am~ rica, 

remain as part of our inheri tance as modern Jews. 
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