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DIGEST

"The Theologies of Isaac Mayer Wise and Kaufmann Kohler"
attempts to present and provide a critique of the theologicsal
systems of the first two presidents of the Hebrew Union
College, As important rabbis, theology professors at K,U.C,,
and leaders of the College and the C.C.A.R. these two men
were in 2 unique position to influence the course of Heform
Jewish thousht in America,

The historical contexts within which these men developed
their theologies are briefly discussed in the first chapter,
Special note is taken of the influence which non-Jewish
liberal theologlans might have had upon Wise, Kohler, coming
to America after Wise, had more of a foundation of liberal
Jewish thinking both in Europe and Americe upcon which to
build. Major influences on Kohler are mentioned, in partic-
ular an influence which seems not to have been fully appre=-
ciated in the past, that of Moritz Lazarus.

The second chapter deals with Wise's theology, & the=-
ology bassed on an infallible revelation: +the decalogue,

The importance of that revelation for Wise is so great that
no;hing in his theological system, not even his God-concept,
can be appreciated unless his view of revelation is first
understood.

The third chapter presents Kohler's theological system,
pointing out its strengths and its weaknesses. The essential

thrust of Kohler's thinking is shown to be a moral one.




Judaism's teachings about God, man, the relationship between
God end man, and Israel, as Kohler presents them, are all
almed primarily at fostering individual and social morality.
The final chapter discusses some major similarities
and some cruciasl differences between the theologles of Wise
and Kohler, Revoresenting, as they do, successive steps in
the development of Reform Jewish theology, the latter is
found, not surprisingly, to have been the more sophisticated

of the two.
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Chapter I:
HISTORICAL BACKGROUND




To what extent does the president of a2 rabbinic semi-
nary influence the seminarians? To what extent does the
instructor or the course on "Systematic Theology" influence
his students? To such hypothetical gquestions no sure answers
can be given, But when the president of a small seminary
happens also to be 1ts sole professor of systematic theology,
chances are that his influence is considerable. Such a
situstion obteined during the tenure of both of the first
two presidents of the Hebrew Union College, Isaac Mayer
Wise and Kaufmann Kohler., Conceivably, what Wise and Kohler
taught thelr students about Jewish theology was to a signif-
iecsnt degree what H.U,C.-ordained rabbis preached to Reform
congregations during the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries. Moreover, these two men had a direct influence
on the Central Conference of American Habbis' formation of
policy. And through their voluminous writings they reached
s still wider audience, Their theologies are important
elements in the development of Reform Jewish thought ia
America,

Wise's biogrephy has been fully related elsewhere.1
For our purpocses it should be sufficient to note that he
recelved a traditional Jewish education in EBohemia, where
he was born in 1819, A governmental decree in 1837 required
that no one could be ordsined a rabbl who had not successfully
completed gymnasium and university ccourses, Hence Wise also
received a secular education before he assumed his first

rabbinical post in BRadnitz, Bohemia in 1843, Wise found




that both his political and his religious ideas were too
liveral 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
Cincimnati, Ohio in 1854 his 1liberal ideas and reforms had
provoked much controversy and made him a major figure in
American Judaism, In Cincinnati he continued his liberal-
izing efforts, increased his literary output greatly, and
worked hard to realize a dream he had already begun fighting
for in Albany: Wise wanted to unify the American Jewish
community, both organizationally and theolegically. His
efforts finally led to the founding of the Union of American
Hebrew Congregations in 1873, In 1875 he founded the Hebrew
Union College, and in 1889 the Central Conference of American
Rabbis., He was the first president of both the College and
the Conference, continuing as president of the College until
his death in 1900, Wise's fame as the great organizer of
Reform Judaism in America justly follows from these accom-
plishments, But he failed in his overall purpose of unifying
American Jewry. As we shall see when we examine his theology,
he never saw himself as a radical or a schismatie., But, in
retrospect, we must view him as a specifically Heform thinker
and organizer. American Jewry has never been unified organ-
izationally, and has been increasingly disunified theologzically.
Theological disunity in the community did not stop
either Wise or Kohler from believing that, on a theoretical

level, authentic Judaism has one theological system, As




each of them saw that system, sc he preached, so hs wrote,
and so he taught Hebrew Union College students to preach
and write, The earliest official listing of courses during
the early 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 C@llege.“2 In the section
on faculty Wise is listed as "President and Professor of
Theology #nd Philosophy."® Under "The Subjects Taught Last
Year" Wise is listed 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 Theolory as a Sciencej; The Scriptural foundation of Ethics;
The Significance of Covenant; Introduction to the Pentateuch,®
By the time of the publication of the earliest available
catalogue, 1894-95, Wise is listed as "Professor of Theology
and Holy Writ, President,“3and his courses are called “Phil-
osophy of Judalsm.'u In the next catalogue Wise's title
becomes "Professor of Systematic Theology and Holy Writ,
President," and his courses include lectures on "Systematic
Theology of Judaism,"? 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 memory of the late
Rabbi Wise at the beginnineg of the catalogue, and in the
latter catalogue the register of students lists "Unregistered
Student: Isaac M, Wise."®

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

in 1903, The 1905 catalogue's faculty list reads, “Rabbil



Kaufmann Kohler, Ph.D,.,, President--Professor of Historical
and Systematic Theology and Hellenistic Literature." Kohler
taught "Systemstic Theology"™ to Juniors and Seniors.”? Cat-
alogues indicate that he continued teaching systematic the-~
ology until his retirement in 1922,

Kohler's academic backeround was fsr more extensive
than Wise's had been., Bern in 1843 in Furth, Bavaria, as
a2 youth he received sn Orthodox Jewish education under various
rabbis, In 1862 he bezan his formal secular studies at the
Gymnasium in Frankfort, simultaneously continuing his rab-
binic studies under the famous Szmson Raphael Hirsch., He
remained in Frenkfort for one and a half years, then moved
on to university studies in Munich, Berlin, and Erlangen.
His university studies undermined much of his Orthodox Jewish
belief. Kohler went through & spiritual crisis (which shell
be discussed further later in the chapter)., He emerged as
a liberal Jew and Wissenschaft des Judentums scholar with
a Ph.D, granted by the University of Erlangen in 1867. His
dissertation was an exercise in so-called "higher criticism"
of the Bible, Though ordsined in 1868, the furor that his
critical avproach to the Bible had raised in German Jewish
circles rendered him unemployable as a rabbli. Discontent
with further university studies, in 1869 he took Abraham
Geiger's advice and came to America. His scholarly output
continued as he served major pulpits in Detroit (1869-71),
Chicago (1871-79) and New York (1879-1903). Even before

assuming the presidency of the Hebrew Union College in 19G3



Kohler had become 2 major voice in the maturing Reform
movement, Most notably, Kohler summoned the Pittsburg
Rabbinical Conference of 1885 and was the main architect
of the famous "Pittsburg Platform.” Kohler served as
President of H.U.C., until retiring in 1922, He died in
1926, 8

Like most thinkers, Isaac M, Wise and Kaufmann Kohler
reflected their times at least as much as they influenced
them, For example (as we shall see in the next two chapters),
both allude to Kant, both allude to the scientific knowledge
of their day, both thought that Judaism could be purified
and modernized, both opposed Zionism, and both believed that
society was moving rapidly toward a utopian order in which
the truths of Judaism would be the religion of mankind.

As exponents of so-called "classical Reform Judaism,™ both
were shaped by, and helped to shape, the liberal religious
thinking of their times.

The considerable differences between Wise and Kohler
should not be overlooked, however, as we consider the intel-
lectual climate out uf which each one's thinking emerged,
While thelr careers overlaoped, Kohler was very much the
younger contemporary, surviving Wise by a2 guarter of a cen=-
tury., When Wise came to Anerica few liberal Jewish thinkers
were present to influence him, and Wissenschaft des Judentums
had not yet reached msturity in Eurove. His rejection of
miracles, his stated deniel of a belief in a "personal®

God, and even his belief that America would scon have a



single 1libersl religion--elements of his thought which we
shall examine later--might best be viewed against the
backeround of liberal Protestant thouszht in America.

Kohler, on the other hand, arriving several decades
after Wise, came to America beczuse he feared that his al-
ready developed radical views and Wissenschaft scholarship
would make him unemployable as a rabbl in his native Germany.
By the time he arrived there were many liberal rabbis, most
of them Suropean transplants, whom he could engage in dia-
lozue in America. Hence, without minimizing the relatively
greater freedom to innovate which America represented to
both Wise 2nd Kohler, we can follcw statements in Kohler's
autobiograrhical writings to a more exclusively European
genesis of his rejection of miracles, of his view of the
role of the Jewish people, indeed of his entire theological
approach,

Determining influsnces on a man's thought is nearly
elways a hazardous and tentative undertaking. 7That Wise
was more influenced by non-Jewish American thinking than
was Kohler appears likely in light of the historical con-
siderations just mentioned; 2nd also in light of a state-
ment in his memoirs, EBefore examining that statement, it
should be emphasized that the purpose here 1s to place Wise
in a context, not to accuse him of slavish imitation.

That Wise was aware of, and felt some kinship with,
liberal FProtestant thought seems likely from what James

Heller renorts of Wise's study hsbits in Albany, Wise stu-



died Enslish with prominent non=Jews and made a point of
attending two church services to listen tc the sermon every
3unday.9 More importent, Wise reports in his Beminiscences
that on two ocecasions when hls writings were attacked for
being too radical Theodore Parker, a prominent Unitarian
minister, came to his defence.io If Parker was reading
Wise's writings, does it not seem 1likely that Wise was read-
ing Parker's--and very possibly other liberal ministers'

as well? Certainly a remarkable passage in Wise's Heminis-
cences shows that he knew Parker's thouzht, Having discussed
Unitarianism with the famous Daniel Webster on one previous
occsslon.lo Wise reports the following incident when he was

recelved in Secretary of State Webster's office ir 1850:11

Two strancers 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 book on the trade winds aroused so much attention.
"Mr. Senator," said Webster to Benjamin, "my friend

is of your race, 1 would have saild your co-religionist,
but I do not know how much or how little you bellieve;

and in truth we four are all co-religionists, since

we are all Unitarians.” Maury objected to this, since

he hsd never belonged to any Church organization, and
had never made any public confession of faith; and
Benjamin protested likewise, =ince in his opinion Judaism
and Unitarianims were entirely different,l2

The four decided to continue the conversation at dinner,

Wise writes:

Webster began the interrupted conversation at once,

and wanted to know my oplnions, I referred to Theodore
Parker's conception of Unitarianism, and set over
sgainst this my conception of Judalsm, This forced

me to the conclusion that there was no essential differ=-
ence in the matter of doctrine, but in historical



development, which, hfwever. did not enter into the
question of doctrine, 3

Webster was delighted, Maury sgreed, and "Benjamin alone
was not satisfied., He had a confused notion of Orthodox
Portuguese Judaism® which, thougzh he did not practice 1it,
he still thought deprived him of any co-religzionists cther
than Jews, Wise thought him ignorant,
For Wise, who many times during his career engaged
in snti-Christian polemics, to have found Parker's Unitar-
ianism identical in doctrine to Judalsm is gquite remarkable,
What, then, did Parker believe? He rejected miracles and
scriptural inerrancy. He belleved Jesus to be the scn of
God in the sense that all men are sons of God. That is,
Jesus' excellence was the greatest human excellence., He
placed all church rituals and the hailr-splittings of tradi-
tional theoclogy in the inferior category cf the transient
and non-essentisl, declaring:
Christianity is s simple thing, very simple. It 1is
absolute, pure morality; aebsolute, pure religion, =-the
love of manj; the love of God acting without let or hin-
drance. The only creed it lays down 1= the great truth
which springs up spontaneous in the holy heart, ==there
is a God. Its wetchword is, Be perfect as your Father
in heaven, The only form it demands is a divine life,
-=-doing the best things in the best way, from the hizhest
motives; perfect obedience to the great law of God.
Its sanction is the voice of God in your heart; the
perretusl presence of him who mede us and the stars
over our head; Christ the Father abiding within us,
. . . the whole extent of Christianity /is/ so well
summed up in the command, "Thou shalt love the Lord
thy God with 211 thy heart, and with all thy soul, and

with 211 pﬂy mind; thou shalt love thy neighbor as
thyself,"*



As we shall see when we examine Wise's theology in
detail, Parker's theology 1s not identical to it (it is
far closer to Kohler's theology!). Wise begins with infal-
libtle revelation, and cannot dismiss the fine points of
philosophical theology as easily as does Parker. But it
is easy to see how Wise woild have been encouraged by the
development in American Christian circles of transcenden-
talist/Unitarian thinking--encouraged, and very possibly
influenced,

To have placed Kohler in the Wissenschaft des Judentums
movement is already to have placed him in 2 well-known ccn-
text., Nevertheless, a few men should be specifically noted
as his theological mentors, As we shall see in the chapter
on Kohler's theology, nothing is more central to Kohler's
thinking than tne idea of progress. That the history of
Judaism has constituted rnrogress, not merely successive
developments, is an idea that Kohler got from Abrsham Geiger,
In an address on Geiger, Kohler credits him with having
brought Judaism "to a2 new stage of its existence." Geiger,
says Kohler, "was the prophet to whom God revesled the secret
of the age for modern Israzel." Gelger 1lzid the foundation
of Reform Judaism, says Kohler, emphasizing as he did "the

threefold message cof the age for the Jew: Evolution, Hegen-

eration and Historic Continuity,."15

It was Geiger who advised Kohler to come to America.
It was David Einhorn whom Kohler first sought out when he

arrived. Kohler, moreover, married Einhorn's daughter and



inherited Einhorn's pulpit in New York, 1In an address on
Einhorn, Kohler called him "the Reform theoloxlan par ex-
cellence," ranking him with Gelger and Samuel Holdheim.16
The extreme emphasis in Kohler's theology on messianic
expectations and on Israel as the "Messiah people,”™ instru=-
mental in brineing on the messianic age, can probably be
attributed to the influence of &inhorn, When Kohler claims
that "Reform Judaism has thus accepted the belief that Israel,
the suffering Messiah of the centuries, shall at the end of
days become the triumphant Messiah of the nations," his
footnote begins, "See Einhorn . . "7

Before Kohler could accept guldance from Gelger and
Einhorn he had needed to make the jump from his Orthocox
backeground into the liberal camp, As was mentioned above,
Kohler, upon pursuinz university studies, underwent a spir-
ftual crisis, To Kohler's surprise and disillusionment the
teachings of Samson Raphael HAirsch did not stand up against
the batterings of the scientific study of Jewish texts and
Jewish history. At this point one man for sure, and perhaps
a second, exerted a profound influence on the course of
Kohler's thinking and consequently on the course of Kohler's
entire 1ife, The discussion of this influence has been
saved for last because it is difficult to determine just
exactly how far the influence went. There is no doubt,
however, as should scon be apparent, that this influence
was at least as great as Geiger's or Einhorn's,

Kohler wrote that on finding S. R. Hirsch's thouszht



=it

could not serve his needs as his historical knowledge grew,
"1 passed deys and weeks of indescribable woe and despon-
dency; the heavens seemed to fsll down upon me and crush
me,"18 As Kohler continues these "Perscnal Reminiscences"
he explains that Hirsech could not help him with his doubts,
nor could his professors offer much help, although "it was
Prof, Steinthal's mythological and ethnological views which
exerted the profoundest influence upon my whole thinking and
feeling.“19 In another essay Kohler describes the same
spiritual crisis, but credits Steinthal only with having
disolved all of Bibliczl literature into myth and fable
without causing Kohler to become &2 sceptic or agnostic,

Significantly, he also adds that Geiger had been unable to

helpt

In vain did 1 seek spiritual support, a firm and clear
basis, from Geiger, the great historian and eritic.
None of the Reformers would fan Eae flame of enthusiasm
for faith into full bloom again.

Whence, then, did Kohler's help come? He reports that
on July 4, 1869 he heard Professor Moritz Lazzarus address
the Jewish Synod at Leipzig. Immediately after saying that

Hirsch, Gelger and Steinthal had not been 2ble to resolve

his doubts, Kohler adds:

In my heart of hearts I nad remained a Jew, & Jewish
theologian of & positive falth, It was at this point
that the whole individuslity of Lazarus worked like

a magie spell on me., He represented to me the harmony
of mind and soul which I was in search of, His speech
enkindled an unwonted fire in me. While others listened
to him as if a prophet had spoken, I heard the voice

of 8 new revelation. Like Elijah after he had tasted



the angel's food, I awoke with regenerated vigor to

turn to America as worker, under Dr, Einhorn‘allead-

ership, for enlightened, progressive Judaism,

Samuel Cohon, a student of Kohler's and his successor
as Professor of Systemstic Theology at the Hebrew Union
College, notes this passage Iin Kohler's writings and claims
that "What fascinated Kohler and worked like a charm upon
him was Lazarus's fusion of Judaism with German philosophic
ideslism,."22 Certainly, Lazarus' neo-Kantian approach to
Judaism influenced Kohler, When, for example. Kohler empha-
sizes God's holiness, having distinguished between mere
ritual holiness and the truly divine moral holiness of God,
and adds that it is in the sense of God's moral holiness that
man can imitate God, the influence of Lazarus' thinking is

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

"God's Holiness"23 in Jewish Theology, Systematicslly and

Historically Considered refers the reader to chapters IV and

V of Lazarus' Ethics of Judalism. A detailed comparison of

Kohler's chapter with chapter IV in Lazarus' workZ4 would
reveal what a tremendous debt Kohler owes to Lazarus,

But such a debt only makes Lazarus as important as
Geieger and Einhorn in terms of influence of Kohler's thought.
It appears to me that Lazarus contributed something else
to Kohler, and that it was this something else which brought
order to Kohler's mind and helped resolve his spiritual
erisis. Certainly philosophic idealism alone could not
have come as & revelation to an advanced 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, " ethnic psychology.® EHe

was workling on 1t, and founded a magazine to promote its
study, elong with his brother-in-law Heyman Steinthal (which
might expvlain why cone article by Kehler praises Steinthal
for helpineg durine 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 does not go into
deteil discussing 1t.25 Joseph Gumbiner also mentions that
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 significant his observatlion
is, Ethnic Psychology, as we shall see in the passage to
be guoted in a moment, maintained that the Jewish people--
in this sense the Jewish rece--had a unique capacity for
receiving reveletion, and that this Jewish genius can be
seen unfolding in history. That is an absolutely crucial
idea in Kohler's thinking, Picture the young scholar,
extensively trained in Jewish literature both Biblical and
rabbinic, but slso trzined to be 8 practitioner of the
"scientific study of Judsism," He 1s 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 btelieve neither that the entire written
Torah was given at Sinal nor--how much the more so!--that

the orzl tradition cemes from Sinail, Then he is presented



with a line of thought that maintains the divine origin
of Jewish literature and the unique role of the Jews in
history without claiming th2t a single, perfect, and eter-
nally unchangeable revelation took place at Sinai, Moreover,
the claim that Jews have a peculiar osychological ability
to recelve revelation does not appear tc the ycung scholar
to be mere apolegetics or ethnocentrism, Voelkerpsychologie
claims to base itself not on theology, not on the authority
of ancient texts, but, to the contrary, on the most modern
theories of sociology, psychology, and anthropology. It is
a science! Suddenly the young Kohler realizes that he can
be both scientist and believer, indeed that the scientifie
investigation of histery is a crucial undertaking if the true
essence of Judaism is to be isolated, preached, and practiced!l
His spiritual crisis is resolved., His concept of "progressive
revelation" begins to take shape. Science and faith, history
and theology, come together.

Quite obviously, the forezoing is hypothesis, A full
study of Lazarus' and Steinthal's Ethnic Psychology would
be necessary to further demonstrate the validity of the
hypothesis., Even if it were to be found that Ethnic Psych-
chology was not the crucial influence of the young Kohler,
that it was at least g significant influence (and probably
more than that) should be evident from the follocwing para-
graph of Kohler's essay entitled "Professor Moritz Lazarus":

In his book, "Treu und Frei," Lazarus points out

as a great and singular deficiency of the Jewish mind
its lack of historical perception, which causes things
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and persons, forms and sayings of widely different

ages to be put and kept together, without diserimina-
tion and without regard to their different origin and
meaning, A fallacious conservatism is the consequence
of this neglect. This striking remark has a profounder
significance than is at first apparent., 1 venture to
ask: Is Graetz a historian? 1If of the Jewish people,
certainly not of Judeism. , . . What are most of our
learned rabbis in Europe today but antiquarians, with
scarcely a life-pulse in their writing or preaching?

Ask Heformer or Hadical whether the Jew represents a
race or a relicion, and both admit alike their perplex-
ity and confusion. That Judaism, whether Mosaic or
Rabbinical, product of Divine revelation, is organically
related to the Jewish geniusj; in other words, that
national psycholozy offers the key to unlock the mystery
of both the history and the mission of the Jew, hardly
dawned upon Jewish theologians, except, perhaps, upon
Geiger and Joel. The science of ethnical psychology
furnishes the solution of the Jewish question--the direc-
tive and norm of Jewish reform, The soul of the prophets
and martyrs, the sages znd philanthropists, the soul

of El1jah and Akibz, of Philo and Mendelsohn, of
Montefiore and Lassalle, the soul of rightecusness, of
truth and of humanity, is in the Jew, /sic./ Not until
you study the Jews psychulorgically will you understand
the Bible, the religion, the historical mission of
Israel,27

S0 much for placing Wise end Kohler in context. Both
men worked out theolaogical systems, preached their ideas
from important pulpits, tausht them to future rabbis, debated
them with colleagues, and wrote them down for any who might
wish to read them, The next two chapters will present,
gnzalyze, and criticize Wise's and Kohler's respective the-
clogies, Each will be dealt with on its own terms, The
purnose is neither to destroy nor to recommend these systems,

but only te understand them,



Chapter II:
THE THEOLOGY OF ISAAC MAYER WISE



Isaac Mayer Wise had 2 lifelong preocccupation with
theology. He believed that Judeism, while firmly grounded
in revelation, was eminently rational. For the benefit both
of the failthful and the doubtful, time sand again he expounded
Jewish theology as he understocd it, developlng it as a
system and defending it against any current of thought which
threatened its sure truth, In sermons and lectures, articles
and catechisms, as well as in masjor volumes, a clear outline

of Wise's system emerged.

In a monograph on The Theology of Isaac Maver Wise,

Andrew F, Key argues that "both Wise and the Judaism of

his dey were manifestly 'nontheological,' particularly if
cne lays a great deal of stress on the word 'systematic."1
"Wise himself was rather suspicious of theology,'z we are
told., Such statements clearly contradict an earlier writer,
Maximillian Heller, who says of Wise that "he never shared
the scorn for theology which was the fachion during a good
part of his working years."J The contention here will be
that Wise fancied himself a theoclozian, and a systematic
one. This is particularly evident in his works, The Cosmic

God,“ An Introduction to the Theclegy of Judalgm.s and in
his two catechisms, The Essence of Jgda;sgs and Judajsm:

Its Doctrines and Duties.? Maximillian Eeller notes that

Wise repeatedly urged the Central Conference of American
Babbis to prepare "a systematic theoloxy of Judaism, . . .

an suthoritative statement of Jewish doctrine.'8 Signifi-

cantly, when we turn to Eeller's primery sources we find



that Wise thought his own work, An Introduction to the The=-
ology of Judaism, would serve as a good starting point for

the Confererce's effort.9 Wise was concerned with theology,
wrote about theolozy, and taught "Philosophy of Judaism"
and “"Systematic Theology" at the Hebrew Union College,
It should be noted at the outset, however, that while
Wise may have been an influential theologian, no one would
claim that he was s great theologiasn, Instead of beginning
with nremlseqﬁnd proceeding to build a system--the method
of a philosopher--Wise started with a system and procecded
to show why the system was logically compelling, defending
it where he considered defence necessary, Wise's was the
method of a man of faith, the method of a man dedicated to
a tredition, albeit a tradition as he understood it, We
might, in a technlcal sense, call Wise's system building
anoloretics, He was convinced, a fortiori, of the truth,
logical consistency, and absolute certninty of a system.
In the lisght of retrospective criticism we may consider that
system to he Wise's own, Yet it is crucial to recognize
that Wise considereé it to be the Eiblical system, the single
authentic Jewish system, totally reconcilable with reason,
but relying for its certsinty not on reason but on revelation.
Though Wise's philosophizine in The Cosmic God occasion=-
ally becomes abstruse, his basic system is simple, His
catechism, The Essence of Judalsm, is only elghty peges long,
It was not written solely for children, The sub-title says

that it is "for Teachers and Pupils, snd for Sel:l!'-Instruct.ion."10



Wise claims for these few pages that "the reader will find
in them a complete abstract of Judaism.“11 When he revised
the book, titling the revision Judaism: Its Doctrines and
Duties, Wise also invited Gentiles to read it. Such a short
abstract of Judaism would show:
1. There is a religion without mysteries or mira=-
cles, rational asnd self-evident.
2. This rational religion is taught in the Bible,
called, in the Gentile phraseology, the old Testament,
3. This scriptural and rational religion is Judaism.
4, Judaism, in its doctrines and duties, 1s emi-
nently humsane, universal, liberal, and progressive;
in perfect harmony with modern science, criticism, and
philosophy, and in full sympathy with universal liberty,
equality, Justice, and charity.
5. Therefore Judaism is the religion of the future
generations, as it was the teacher of the past ones,12
Two relatively recent works have dealt with Wise's
theology. The monograph by Andrew F, Key, mentioned above,
hes several good insights which shall be utilized and pro-
perly credited here, but also contains several bits of anal-
ysis which, in this writex::s opinion, are faulty (e.z. Key
asserts that Wise has little to say about GodlJ and that
Wise's optimism for thne immediate future should have pre=-
cluded his extreme concern about assimllatlonlu). The third
section of James G, Heller's monumental blography, lsaac
Mayer Wise, His Life, Work and Thought,!5 1s better; it, too,

will be cited in the cominzg pages. But Heller's work, as

g blography, is quite »roperly less concerned with analyzing
Wise's thought than with simply vresenting it. The following
pages, therefore, will attempt to provide more of an analysis

and critique of Wise's theologlical views than has previously
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been available,

The discussion will begin with Wise's idea of revelation.
Though it might at first seem more logical to discuss God
before discussing revelstion, we will find that revelation
is the touchstone of Wise's entire system, a necessary datum
in assessing Wise's view of the God Who revealed and the

religion which flows from the revelatlion.

Hevelation

For Wise, the revelation of God to Moses at Sinal was
an indisputable fact, Because a perfect God revealed His
will at Sinai, by following the principles God has graciously
provided man has g sure relizion, Judaism, Man can know
what he and society must do to reach perfection. The detalls
of what was revealed will be examined later; for the moment
what must be determined is what Wise meant by revelation.

For Wise, "Judaism is inviolable as a revelationj il 1s
Mosaic and Sinaitic, or it is nothing.*!® 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 & specific message by God to man, For philosorhers and
theologians--such as I. M. Wise--who consider God infinite
and incorvoreal, the question of how such a revelation is
possible has always been a difficult one, The simplest
"solution™ is to say that revelation is a miracle, in the
common sense of "ern event or action that spparently contra-

dints known scientific laws and 1s hence thought to be due
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to supernatural causes, especially to an act of God.'17
Such a "solution" does not really explain how revelation
takes place, Hather, it amounts to saying that though man's
intellect cannot explain revelation, for God nothing is
impossible,

Isaac layer Wise, avowed rationalist, insisted again
and again that he did mot believe in miracles and that nothing
whatscever in Judaism depended upon the miraculous. The
so-called miracles in the Bibtle could be explained rationally,
or could be rejected altogether, for "nothing which reason
rejects 1s to be accepted,*18

For Wise, what meny considered revelations to prophets
other than Moses were not, in the strictest sense, revelations
at mll. The provhets were geniuses who developed their
naturael abllities to the fullest, What they called receliving
"a message from on high,® we, "in nur modern phraseology,”
would call conceiving of "original ideas," Wise does add
thet God must will this natural process; but it is, indeed,
a natural process.l?

Can we say, then, that for Wise the human intellect
is the instrument of revelation? He does say that God is
self-conscious and becomes self-conscious again in man's
consclousness.?? But this is not what Wise refers to when
he sveaks of the Sinsitic revelation. He specifically states
that he disacrees with the idea that "revelation is the
intensified potency of the humsn mind."?! "Divine inspira-

tion,” in that sense, will account for the prophets, but it



will not account for the revelation to Moses at Sinsl,

The prophecy of Moses was entirely different from all
other pronhecy. Wise wrote that no one is considered by
Jews an "organ of revelation,™ not even the great prophets.
"There was only one revelation, which was that from Mount
Sinai." /italics mine--RM/ All the rest of the Bible merely
exnounds Sinai,?2

The conclusion is inescapable, then, that in spite of
Wise's protestations to the contrary, he did believe in one
miracle, God did speak to Moses, but we have no way of
exnleining, within the framework of Wise's thought, how
that could have happened, Wise writes:

Why does the world ascribe so much importance to that

collection of books called the Eible? Because one

portion thereof is a direct revelation from on high,

it is maintasined . . , and another portion was written

down by men, divinely inspired.23
The provhets conceived original ideas and called them "a
message from on high," But Moses actually did receive "a
direct revelation from on high,”

*The idea of revelation 1s identicsl with that of author=
1ty.'2“ Thus, for Wise, based on the revelation at Sinai
Judaism is authoritative, true, and sure. And that revelation,
since it cannot be accounted for in any other way, we must
call a miracle, Significantly, though time and again Wise
argues agalnst the necessity of believing in any miracles

at all, in one public lecture Wise does sveak of the Sinaitic

revelation as = miracle. As part of a series of apolegetical



lectures published under the title Judaism and Christianity,

Their Agreements and Disagreements, Wise spoke on "The Jewish
and the Christian Evidences of HRevelation Compared."® The
Christian revelation requires the belief in many miracles
to establish the central miracle of a new revelation. No
reasoning man can be exvected to believe in so many miracles,

but:

We can more easily believe one than a dozen miracles,
especially if any one suffices to prove the dcminion
of mind over matter, and the one, as 1s the case with
the Sinailc revelation, conveys all the instruction to
the human mind which it needs, to understand the rela-
tion between God and man, and affords him a valid
standard of truth and righteousness,
At one point, then, even Wise himself admitted that
the Sinaitic revelation was a miracle. A problem remains,
of course, How do we know that the miracle actually occured?
In the same lecture we have just heen examining Wise gives
us three reasons for believing in the histerical vaelldity
of the Sinaitic revelatinn, First, "a whole nation saw and
heard the Sinaic revelation, This is one of the main points,
for this never occured azaln, neither bhefore nor after that
memorable event," JSecond, the whole of Jewish tradition
is based on it, All the subsequent Jewish literature and the
subsequent 1life of the Jewish people attests to it. "“Three
thousand yesrs of a nation's life and history are perhaps
the most conclusive evidence to establish a fact." Third,

Christianity and Islam also ackowledge the Sinaitic revel-

ation; and to doubt what all men believe is to consider



people "fools and knaves,"26

While there is no reason to doubt that Wise was con=-
vinced of the adeguacy of these arguments, and particularly
the third one,27 they are not logically compelling., Ironi-
cally, shortly betore offering them Wise himself had said
that "miracles must be believed, they can never appeal to
reason."2® If we begin by asking why we should believe what
the torah tells us, the first argument begs the question,
I'nhe second argument, if it is anything more than a more
limited variation of the third, amounts to saying "we be-
lieve becsuse we have always believed," not taking into
account the possibility that we have always been wrong.
The third argument, which Wise labels an argumentum & con-
sensu gentium /sic,/, amounts to asserting that one men's
reasoning can never adequately refute what all other men
simply believe, By such "logic" we would still believe that
the earth is flat and that the sun revolves around 1it,
Farentheticelly, we should note that this is a very old
theological argument, but one rarely used by Jews because,
if one cen estsblish truth by taking s vote, then Lhristiens
or Budhists can establish the truth of doctrines which Jews

deny.

God
Isaac Mayer Wise devoted one entire volume and numerous

less extended discussions to the question of the nature of

deity. The vast majority, but not the entirety, of his

writings essumed or developed what we shall czll a philo=-



sophical or non-personal God concept, Before this section
concludes, therefore, it will be necessary tec try to assess
and, to the degree possible, account for the tension in his
thinking between the non-personal and the versonal God=-
concentions, In either case, there is never the slightest
doubt that Wise was a Theist, By "personal God" will here
be meant a deity Who is conceived of as beingz conscious of,
and in some way listening to or caring for, individuals,

By non-personal God shall be meant a God Who is conceived
of as constantly maintaining the universe and the people

in the world via unchanging laws, and iz thus unchanging,
unerfected by the problems o” individuals, The distinction
is not quite as clear-cut as it may appear since the person
who believes God cares for the entire world via unchanging
laws may feel as if he is being cared for individually,

I all men are governed beneficently, then each man is
governed beneficently; and each man may therefore feel
(subjectively) a personal sense of relation not Jjust to
divine laws, but to God Himself. The distinction, however,
is still a real one, The believer irn a "personal God," as
we have been using the term, might feel that God could
respond to his private need--showing him a special mercy
not granted to others, for example., The believer in a "“non-
personal God" might or might not believe that God was aware
of his private need, but would consider that his need could
be met, if at sll, only within the genersl order of things.

If the desired end were achieved divine law was responsible,



and the 1ndividusl might feel as if God had done it specif=-
ically for him, The ™as if" is crucial, though, since the
exact same thing would hapren to anyone in an identical
situstion, God's beneficence helps individuals, but only
becesuse they are part of a heneficent order far larger than
themselves,

Wise, in traditional Jewish fashicn, thought that man
could know quite a bit about God from His works (the world),
from history, and from revelation, but could never hope to
know God's essence.2? His ma jor work on God, The Cosmic
God, attempts to uce philosophy and science to prove the
existence of, and describe the nature of, God.

Wise did not claim to be a philosopher in The Ccsmic
God, but he clearly throught himself an astute student of
philosophy. He begins with epistemology, offering a corres-
vondence theory of truth, Truth is reached by achieving har-
mony Within our thoughts snd between our thoughts and the
external world.J0 The sensesand the intellect correct one
snother until hasrmony, truth, is reached, Therefore truth
must be relative tc our knowledze, while only the Omniscient
Deity has absolute truth.31

Wise then claims to demonstrate that:

Every natural object presents itself to human cognition

by the ideas, inherent in the object represented, So

there is ideality, or spirituality, if you please, in

every natursl object, or else man could not possibly
concelve it,32

Having thus esteblished, to his own satisfaction, intellect-=



mind-~both in man and in the physical world, he asserts
that mere mechanical laws of matter could not explain every-
thing in the world, Such phenomena as langusges, literature,
and the developments of histery are only understandable
as prcducts of mind, 33

To mind as operating in the universe, he adds force
in his discussion of ontology.3u And then from an examination
cf blology he reaches 1ife.35 As for matter, it may or may
net exist (it probably dnes),3° but its existence or non-
existence makes no difference, for it only becomes and can
remain what 1t is becsuse mind exerts force on it. Without
force, matter has none of its attributes, none of its sctivi=-
ties. Matter is not a substance, "There is but one substance,
and this one is psychicsl. This one psychical substance
with the knowable attributes of life, will, intellect and
extension is spirit, the Cosmic God.*37

Hence God, Mind, exerts force to mske and maintain
the meterial world, and extends His life and intellect to
give life to plants and animals, and self-consciousness
to man, In a moment Wise's reasoning to establish the ex-
istence of God will be scrutinized, but it would take us too
far afield in an analysis of Wise's theology to give a detsiled
enalysis of the foregoing vhilosophy. Suffice 1t to say
the philoscphy is not terribly sophisticated in its working
out of its detasils (it is particularly vague on the rela~
tionship between mind, force, and matter), but is at the

core a reasonable philosorhic position: mind is the substance
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of the universe which constantly exerts force to meke the
universe what it is, Since mind is the basis of everything
end man's mind is a part of God's (as mentioned above, God
becomes self-consclous "again® in man3®), mind is also
purpesetully at work in history.39

The main purpose of The Cosmic God is to prove the
existence of God. Let us exsmine, in some detail, Wise's
proot's, Thouzh elsewhere Wise uses the argumentum de con-

sensu gentlug.“o here he uses a form of the cosmological

argument, a proof of his own, and a teleological argument,
His cosmological 2rgument teskes the following form.

We have fcund that forces exist., Either each of the forces

acts indenendently or they are all manifestations of, or

caused by, one force. Modern chemistry and physics have

found that "all physicel forces are a unity." Thus there

is one force which causes all the phenomena we call forces.

"This first impulse could not have been the result of chance

or casuslity,” for that viclates all our experience; the

human mind is incanable of thinkine of a causeless effect,

41 Wise's recourse to

Fence there 1s a first cause: God.
the scientific understandineg of his day makes this a rather
unusual version of the cosmological proof, but it is certainly
a form of the old argument that everything in the world must

"an

have 2 cause, zand, as Wise puts it later in the book,
endless regression of causes is itself absurd, as Aristotle
already discovered.," Numerous philosophers=--before Wise's

time-~had already refuted this proof.uz All that needs to



be pointed out here is that, even if Wiaé#scientific under=

standing was correct for his day (or ours), he was in error

in thinking that Aristotle had "discovered" the impossibility
of an infinite regression. That was Aristotle's (and Mai-
monides' and Agquinas') sssumption.

Wise's next proof is more original, This is the argu-
ment /The numbering of premises and conclusions is mine--RM/:
Premise 1: We know in cogito ergo sum tashion of the existence

of intellect.

Prenise 2t We know cause and effect by "experience and
experiment.® It i1s "synthetic truth a priori"
that all phenomena are effects of causes--else
no philosopher or scientist can operate, "Intel=-
lect and the law of causality are inseparable.”
We know from Kant that causality is an a priori
category of understandine.

Premise 31 That causelity is universal outside our own
minds we know from all that science has been
able to discover.

Conclusion 1t Thus we have a universal cutside which is

(and Premise 4)

also within it: causation,

Premise 51 As causation is inseparable from intellect inside
the mind, so 1t must be outside the mind,

Conclusion 23 There is an intellect in nature,43

The first two premises of this argument are philosophi=-
cally respectable, Wise's understanding of Kant, however,

must have been superficial, From the standpoint of Premise 2,
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Premise 3 is unacceptable, If the mind must see cause and
effect in nature, then we do not know that cause and effect

is really inherent in nature. That the scilentist discovers
cause and effect is irrelevant for establishing 1ts existence
outside the mind. Without Premise 3, Conclusion 1 does not
follow., If we grant, for sake of argument, that Premise 3

is acceptable, then Conclusion 1 is acceptable. Fremise 5,
however, is a mere assumption, not logicelly compelling.

How can we know the divine intellect operstes the same way

the human intellect operates? (We saw above that Wise thought
the human intellect was part of the divine intellect, which
may account for his assertion in Premise 5. But it would
obviously beg the question to say that we know the nature

of the divine intellect we are trying to establish the
existence of because we know the nature of the human intellect
which is part of it.,) Przmise 5 being spurious, Conclusion

2 cannot be established from Premises 4 and 5,

If, again, we sssume tor sake of argument that causslity
is a universal in nature (Premise 3 abcve), then we can follow
one more proof which Wise offers:

The law of causality being admitted, we all agree
that nothing in this universe stands above or beyond

the law, But es the forces and elements are hetero-

zenous, and esch follows its own law or laws, still the

universe, as far 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

and harmony, or one superior force must control all

of them, or else there must be continual conflicts

in nature among eleEEnts and forces, which we know
not to be the case,
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Wise's third possibility he logically rejects. His second
possibility would (granting the premise of universal harmony)
be a proof of God's existence were it not for the fact that
his first possibility i1s equally logical. Nevertheless,
Wise goes on to assert, by analogy with people and machines,
that if there is harmony among the parts of a whole, then
some "superior force" must cause the harmony. "“Here then
is teleology," he tells us 3 Here, to be sure, is a form
of the traditional teleological proof. As in the case of
the cosmological argument, philosophers such as Hume and
Kent refuted this argument long before Wise used it 46:

It is not surprising that a God discovered at the end
of a chain of syllogisms is a non-personal one. This God
is a conscious force which operates continually and with
constancy, His operations have a direct and beneficial
influence on the world and on man. Hls operations are the
laws of nature and of history. Men come under, and are
profoundly influenced by, those laws, But no individual
could consider that God would suspend or alter a law for
his personal benefit, for that would, from the philosopher's
point of view, require change in the deity. When Wise
finally enumerates what his philosophizing yields, he can
quite appropriately call God a "substance®:

He, the substance, who had imparted this first
impulse to the parallels of matter, of this and any
other planet or solar system, the impulse from which
all forces of nature have ensued, and by evolution and

differentiation, constructed this great cosmos, triumphs
over gll matter in the self-conscious intelligence
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of man, remains in him and over him, preserving and
governing all, shaping all destinies, guiding all and
constantly from lower to higher conditions; He who

is the Genius of nature snd the Logos of history,
fills all space and is the force of all forces; He is
the Cosmic God, for He 1s the cause of all causes, the
first principle of all things, the only substance
whose attributes are life, will, and intellect., . . »
He is almighty, for He is the force of all forces,

the cause of all causes, . . « He is omnipresent,

for He fills all space and penetrates all atomic matter.
He is ell=wise and omniscient, for He is tR? intellect
of all intellect, its cause and substance,

And if any doubt could still remain with the reader as to
whether such a deity could have a speocial relationship with
an individual, Wise goes on a few sentences later:
He appears to none, because he continually and simul-
taneously appears to all and through all. He spoke to
none, because He speaks eternally and simultaneously
to 211 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 yoquod and Lord, whom you
seek, and whom to find is the highest wisdom, He is
the God found by induction and felt by spontaneity.
Pnilosophers, here is your God, whom to exvound is the
highest glory of the human mind-~Kant, and other thinkers,
have argued against the anthropomorphous God of theology&
the cosmic God is philosophy's first and last substance,*d
Wise's other statements on God do not differ from this
substantially., BHis description of Mosalc monotheism*? or
his enumeration of divine attributes as indicated by the
Biblical names for God5o confirm that Wise the theologian
did not argue for a personal God=concept, Even when he
speaks of God's love,51 it must be understood as love which
leads God to order the universe in the way that He does,
A child might read in Wise's catechism that God “forgives

sin, iniquity and transgression if the sinner corrected



himself, from no other motive than voluntary love.'sz and
think that God was affected by the repentance and moved to
loving forgiveness, But the child's teacher could explain
that love in terms of the way God has programmed man's mind
to work:s
Does repentance work atonement? or, in other words,
does God forgive sins because the sinner repents? . . .
Repentance wipes out every gullt, itburns out every
sin. . . . They /the ancient Jewish sages/ prescribed
various means to assist the efficacy of repentance,
like confession, humiliation before God and man (no
auricular confession), prayer, fasting [5tq;7 L
but they are the means only to express and actualize
the change of mind and to strengthen the will of the
sinmnmer. . . . &in is subjective; God is not offended;
man is lowered and disgraced by it. Repentance is
self=punishment and self-elevation., . . . The penitent
punishes and corrects himself, It he succeeds therein
every other punishment or correction would be unjust
and unnecessary, and must not be expected of the All=-
just God,53
Yet if it be admitted that the above statement from
Wise's catechism gould be interpreted as referring to a
personal God, then we are on the horns of a dilemma, Does
Wise contradict himseif? The problem is much deeper. We
examined Wise's idea of revelation before his idea of God in
order to have it as a datum in assessing his idea of God.
We found that while most "revelations"™ were explained in
terms of natural causation, at Sinal God revealed Himself
personally--miraculously, supernaturslly--tc Moses. Such a
revelation, so crucial for Wise's entire view of Judaism,
is 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 considerable effort. Implicit in the traditional

Jewish liturey is the idea of a God Who hears the prayer

of the individusl and might conceivably respond to it.

Though Wise did, in the various editions of Minhag America, change
some traditional prayers which offended him theologically

(as when he =liminates references to the resurrection of the
dead)su his prayerbooks rarely make extensive changes in

the wording of traditionsl prayers. The changes are more

formal than substantial; he omits pilyutim and repetitions,

It might be arzued that Wise interpreted the traditional
prayers in keeping with his idea of a non-cersonal God,
Difficult though that might be, certainly others had done
s0 before Wise and many have done so since Wise., But such
argumentation felters when we look at passages which Wise
himself comvosed., In a "silent devotion" we find:

if the innermost voice of my soul is true , , ,=-=then--

my heert, my soul, my faith, my confidence, Thy words

can not deceive me=-then Thou hearest my humble suppli=-
cationsy . . . Thou hearest the child's humble prayer,
my soul spesks with firm confidence,

Similerly, in the btook of readings and hymns which Wise

compiled to supplement Minhae America many of his own compo-

sitions indicate his belief in =z personal God. Consider:

Thou, 0 Ged, knowest my hopes and my wishes, my
fears and my apprehensions. As Thou alone srt my
Protector, my Rock and my Refuge in the hours of trial,
danger or sorrow; so the reslization of my hopes and
the fulfillment of my wishes are in Thy paternal hends, %

Or either of the following two poems:
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God redeems, the Lord protects,

God whose pgrace each fault corrects,
Hears the sinner‘'s pious word,

Showers joy on contrite hearts,

Loves, consoles, benignly guards, :
A1l who trust in Eim, the Lord,”7

The Lord thy God enthroned on high,
Beholds each tear and hears each sigh,
The tear one weeps in silent night.
O bless the Lord, my soul, and pray
To Him whose hands the scepter swayy
O'er nature's reslm with sovereign might.
Behold He lives-=-
The Father gives
To contrite hearts the richest store;
Confide, my soul, for evermore
_Amen! Amen!35
Such passages cannot be read without thinking that
their suthor believed in a personel God., And yet they are
by the same man who, as Lawrence A, Block reports it, was
severely attacked by many of his colleagues (including Kauf=
mann Kohler) when he said that he did not believe in a per=
sonal God, Wise, thus attacked. did not back down, 59
How might this discrepency in Wise's works be accounted
for? A passage in Judaism asnd Christianity might suggest
a hypothesis that would account for the problem in part.
Wise, as we shall see later in its proper context, believed
that one day all men would come to accept the basic prin-
ciples of Judaism ss he understocd them, At one point in
Judaism and Christignity he numbers and specifically states
exactly what those principles are. They fit perfectly with
his concevticn of a non-personal Ged. But immediately after

the list he adds:



I do not mesn to say that you should believe this
and no more, or that I do, for man is in many respects
the product of history. No man can successfully deny
his parents agnd their teachings, although he is in
nowise exactly like them,60
The hypothesis which that statement suggests 1s thisi

Wise may have thought that all reason establishes is the
philosophical God=concept, No man need believe more than
that, In fact, when all men come to the pure Judaism which
thev will accept in the perfect soclety of the future, that
is all that they will believe, But some men today, Wise
himself included, as products of theilr backgrounds, cannot
help believing more than ressocn establishes, believing, that
is, in g personal God, Thus in Wise's theologicel writings
he did not argue for more than he thought reason established,
But when he prayed he still belleved in a God Who heard his
individual prayer,

That hypothesis can sccount for Wise's prayers to a
personal God, even though in his theoretical writings he
denisd believing 1in a personal God. We might say that though
Wise's mind could trenscend his traditional background, his
heart could not., But the guestion of how the "Cosmic God"
could have spoken to Moses remains, for even the soclety
of the future, Wise believed, would accept that fundamental
fact, We must conclude that Wise was unaware of, or at least
could not resolve, that dilemma, He sincerely thought he
did not believe in a personal God, But he firmly believed

that & non-personal God, once and once only in history, spoke

to a person,
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Judaism

The specifiec revelation which the none-personal God
'personally” gave to Mcses was the decalogre, God revealed
to Moses the principles by which He governs the world, or,
more mccurately, all that man needs to know of those prin-
ciples to achieve perfection and happiness, As we have
seen, the direct source of the revelation was fod, not just
the "inspired" mind of the mortal Moses, God being perfect,
the revelation is perfect, Thus nothing may be taken away
from the revelation and, while the general principles must
be applied to specific situastions, nothinez new need be or
should be added, The decalogue, then, is the infallible
and authoritative basis ot Wise's system, His own words
make this clear:

The decalogue is the Torah, in letter and spirit,
the eternal law and doctrine, the exclusive and adeguate
source of theology and ethics, the only intelligible
categoric imperative, Therefore, it is called in the
Pentateuch Had-dabar, the word or the substance, the
only true logos by which the moral world was called

into existence, and which, as the Talmud states, existed
before the creation of this earth; or also, Had-debarim
ha'eleh, "these words;" or Assereth Had-debarim, "the

ten words," 2nd not Asereth Ham-mitzvoth, "the ten
commandments," which is a misnomer; for its laws are
catergories, its docrines are fundamentzl principles;

in its logical order it 1s a unit, and in its totality

it comprises the entire substence of theology and ethics;

nc new category of law can be added to it and none can

be taken away without destroying its unity and perfection.61

Note that the decslogue is not said to consist of com=~
mandments which are superior or prior to other Biblical

commandments, As its source is substantively different

from the sources of the rest of the Bible, so its statements



are substantively different from mere "commandments." Some
confusion might arise from Wise's statement that the deca-
logue's "laws 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,"62

The body of Mosaic law in the Pentateuch, wrote Wise,
“reduces to practice the fundamental concept of the leca-
logue, provides the means to enforce it, and expounds and
expands its doctrines.® There are three types of laws,
mitzvot, chukkim, and mishpatim, Mitzvot are commandments
with a direct object. Chukkim are ritual ordinances. And
mishpatim are judicial statutes, Chukkim and mishpatim
have an indirect object.63

The distinction between mitzvot, on the one hand, and
chukkim and mishpatim on the other hand, is not immediately
clear, What it boils down to is that the decalogue and
specific injunctions to behavior which flow from it are
uncnangeable, while other commendments are changeable,
"The laws of Sacred Scripture which have a direct object
in view are the moral law for all mankind."®* /italics
Wise's--RM/ Such laws are unchangeable mitzvot. Ritual
and Jjudicial laws did come from Moses, and from a divinely
inspired Moses, but they only applied in the Palestine of
Biblical times.®5 They did reflect the spirit of the deca-
logue, but later ages could change them in keeping with

that spirit, They led to, and thelr modern counterparts



lead to, proper behavicer, In that sense they are "indirect,”
The crucial point for an understanding of Wise's conception
of Judaism is that the chukkim snd mishpatim are changeable,

Wise's view of the theoretical foundations of Judaism
should now be clear, Everything rests on the authority of
the Sinaitic revelation--even the changeable chukkim and
mishpatim, which were, and must still in their modern forms
be, distillations of the principles set forth in the deca-
logue, The "laws of Moses™ (as opposed toc the decalogue)
amount to a commentary on the decalogue, "eternal in spirit
and subject to change in letter,"66

When Wise said that "the God-cognition always preceeds
the religious idea,"07 or that "Judaism is the complex of
Israel's religious sentiments ratiocinated to conceptions
in harmony with its Jehovistic God-cognition,”®8 he was not
teing inconsistent in so far =2s his God-cognition included
the attribute of “revealinz."™ But we have seen that revela-
tion did not fit comfortably with his recurrently steted
philosophical God-concept, Hence revelation was the true
basis of Wise's system, the fact upon which Judsism is founded,
and in the light of which his God~-concept must be viewed.

Likewise, when Wise said that "a sermon without a text
is an argument without a proof,"°9 ¥ve must understand that
the entire Bible was authoritative for him, but it was not
all egually authoritative, It all reflected the svirit,of,
the princioples inherent in, the decalogue, But Wise's ult=-

imate authority is not the entire Bible, but only a few verses
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in Exodus and Deuteronomy.

If the laws of Moses amount to commentary on the dec~
alogue, and the rest of the Bible amounts to commentary on
the decalogue, then future Jewish literature, and in partic-
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
law. We may modify Talmudic law. When Wise called the
Cleveland Conference of 1855, he astounded Isaac Leeser and
other traditionalists by proposing these two polnts as a
basis for a theological platform:

1. That all Israelites agree upon the divinity of

the Bible, and

2, That the Talmud is acknowledged by all as the legal

and obligatory commentary of the Bible,
These points were accented and incorporated in a platform.
But no doubt Wise understood them differently than his more
traditional co-religionists (and no doubt Wise was well aware
of that fact!)., The Bible wad divine because its core was
a divine revelation--but many of its laws could be changed.
The Talmud is an "obligatory commentary.”™ For Wise the key
word there was "commentary." As commentary most talmudic
laws were changeable, The word "obligatory won over the
Orthocdox at the conferencej but within the framework of
Wise's thought an "obligatory commentary" obligates one to
nothing excent the "spirit" of the text upon which it

comments, In slightly less equivocal mood, Wise wrote the

followings



The Talmud is advisory; it possesses historical im-

portance and authority, and remains forever subject

to Israel's reason and conscience. It is groundless

tfolly to say we rejedt the Talmud ., . . . It is not

true that we are or ought to be governed by the

Talmud, 71

By differentiating between letter and spirit Wise did
not need to re ject any of the Bitle or any of the time=hon-
ored volumes of rabbinic literature, Wise's Judaism, he
was convinced, was the only Judaism, the true Judaism, iden-
tical with Biblicel, Talmudic, and Spanish philosophic
Judaism=-=-or any other genuine form of Judaism.?z Reform
Judaism was not in any way a departure from traditional
"Orthodox" Judaism.

But if Beform Judaism was nothing new, if, indeed, the
ad jective "Reform™ was superfluous from a theological stand-
point, what was distinctive about what Wise called Reform
Judaism? The answer to that is two-fold. First, Wise knew
that there had always been change in Judeism with regard
to form, though the essence concretized in the various
observances, he insisted, had never c¢hanged. Forms had been,
could be, and should be modified in different ages, BRe-forming,
Wise thought, was necessary. Yet those who called themselves
Orthodox refused to change anything. Their Judaism had
become stasgnated. Wise's Reform Judaism, he thought, changed
nothing theologically, but did continue the age-old progress
of forms:

the development of Judaism signifies the liberation

of its universal spirit from all the antiquated, mean-
ingless, tribal, merely national and merely local



paraphernalia ., , ., and (intends) to provide forms
and institutions for the manifestations of the spirit,
which are at least approximately universal,’3
‘The second distinctive feature of Reform Judaism as
Wise understood it wasﬁts rational, scientific approach
to religion. BReform Jews go to philosophy and science,
not just tc hermeneutics, when they interpret scripture.
Thus Reform Judaism began in the tenth century with Saadia!VQ
Reform Judaism, then, is nothing new., It is Judaism,
nothing more or less, for there is only one Judaism, Wise
knew that the name "Reform Judaism" could be misleading.
"Progressive Judaism,” he wrote, would be a better name.’”5
Whatever it was to be called, Wise maw Judaism as need-
ing to tollow ®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 Wlise is vague,
He writes that "The principle of Heform is: 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,"
Wise goes on, "may safely be and should be abolished."
But if the world were to find it ridiculous that Jews do not
eat pork, Wise still would not eat it., "Whatever tends to
the elevation of the divine service, to inspire the heart
of the worshiper and to attract him, should be done without
any unnecessary delay." But who is to say whether the intro-

duction of organ music exalts or degrades the worship service?



"Whenever religicus 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?"?7

For Wise, of coursez, the "spirit" of Jewish literature,
the princinles of the decalogue, are the ultimate authority:
“Reform, therefore, has its limits, strictly marked by the
Bible itself, beyond which the Jewish reformer can not and
dare not go."”’® In theory that sounds good. But in 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 change is 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 conferences
and synods as, in part, an attempt to 1imit the potentially
anarchiq&otential for change, Wise wrote that "changes in
the synagogue should be unifeorm and sanctioned by a confer=-
ence or synod, But even without the possibility of these,
each man must do his duty to the best of his knowledge,"79
In other words, Wise thought that changes could be made
without a synod. And we would add that such conferences,
even when they met and agreed, had no power to enforece their
platforms,

It 1s to be doubted whether Wise thought that the lack
of any authoritative interpretation of scripture could, in

the long run, lead to chaos. He had great falth in his
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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 rather that faith in that revelation might be destroyed
by modern Biblical ecriticism,

Wise used a lot of ink attacking what we today call
"Higher Criticism™ of the Bible, Andrew Key, very insight-
fully, points out that Wise stresses the Mosaic authorship
of the entire Pentateuch "out of all proportion to its impor-
tance for his theology.‘so Since the ultimate source of
authority is the decalogue, he could easily have granted
the theoretical possibility that Wellhausen and his school
were correct 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 Hoses.81 But he
means by that only that such passages as the description
of Moses' death must be the product of snother author. He
devotes an entire book, Pronacs to Holy Writ, to defending
the BEible against higher criticism. When he summarizes his
conclusions, we find that he is willirg to admit that portions
of the torah were edited after the death of Moses. But they
are still composed of Hdsalc fragments. Genesis and Deut-
eronomy, except for & couple of additions in Deuteroncomy,
are "the original works of Moses, "82

Why, when critics today feel that Wise could have argued



that "the whole Thorah is 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,'83 did Wise consider that latter asser-
tion logically necessary for his theological system? The
answer is to be found in Pronaos to Ho Writ's Preface.
What bothered him is that the Bible claimed here Mosaic
authorship, there Didvidic or Solomonic authorship. If those
claims are fraudulent, thought Wise, then we cast doubt
on the veracity of the whole Bible, He wrote that:
All so=-called gems of truth buried under the gquicksand
of fiction and deception are problematic at best, if
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 Criticism, which maintains,
on the strength of unscientific methods, that the Pent-
ateuch is not composed of original Mosaic material, no
Psalms are Davidien, no Proverbs Solomonic . . . must
also maintain that the Bible is a compendium of pilous
or even impious frauds, willful deceptions, unscrupulous
misrepresen&gtions; whence comes the Bible truth of which
they svpeak?
What bothered Wise, then, 1s 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 him a similar question., If all of the torah was not
directly revealed by God, but depends for its authority
on ten statements whichn allegedly were, how can we know that
those ten stztements were really products of revelation since
they are not "supported by authoritative corroborants"?

The point here is that--giver faith in the decalogue--higher
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criticism is 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 revelation, 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 ocut 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 hence we shall deal with it as
briefly as possible, Wise's views on God, the universe, and
Judeism require--or presuppose--a certain view of man., For
the most part Wise assumes the correctness of that view,
Rarely does he work to develop that view, When he defends
it against what he considers threats to it, his method is
pclemical: he attempts to show the superiority of his own
view primarily by debunkinz opposing views,

In our discussion of Wise's understanding of God and
the universe we saw that mind or spirit is "substance," and
that matter, though it 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, 1s the superior of the two, Thus we find,

simply stated in a catechismt



4=

Man consists of body and soul. The body is an
animal organism; the soul is the principle that thinks
and wills, vivifies end governs the body.

The soul of man is called in the Bible, the imagg
of God, because it is gifted with Godlike capacities, 5
In our discussion of Wise's view of Judaism we found

that ethical mitzvot are incumbent upon men, We have also
found throughout that man, by the exercise of his intellect,
may reach both metaphysical truth and--in part by correct
interpretation of scripture--an understanding of how he
ought to behave. Thus we would expect to find that man has
inteilect and free will., That is exactly what Wise means

in the catechism by "Godlike capacities.”™ It continues:

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

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

The meral 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 pointg of view, to choose the good and shun
wickedness, 6
Man may gain happiness by obeying the mitzvot, or fall

into misery by disobedience.87 Worship is an innate urge

in man by which he transcends his corporeal body to be a

spiritual being as he "seeks an ideal perfection above himaelf.'ae
Religion also leads to man's well-being in that, 2s we have

seen, chukkim and mishpatim lead to proper behavior (thus



Wise calls them "indirect,” more important for what they
lead to than for what they are),

When man sins he may repent (this we discussed in passing
while dealing with Wise's God-concent). HRegardless of his
behavior, man is 1ﬁhorta1. This follows naturally from
the fact that man has a soul, a spiritual entity not subject,
like material things, to dissolution, Since immortality was
and is often a disputed doctrine, Wise offers proof. First,
we know immortality de consensu gentium.89 Second, we know
of immortality from the Sinaitic revelation, The fact that
the eternal God revealed Himself to man proves man's immor-
tality by proving he has a soul:

Imperishable wisdom can not be addressed to perishable

nature., , . . The spirit only can understand the spirit,

and the spirit can not perish, since it 1s of God; and
not of matter; it is sisgle and not organic, hence not
subject to dissolution,

Man, possessed of an intellect and moral nature, is
basically good, Wise the avologeticist, therefore, attacked
Christianity for its doctrine of original sin.91 Also, he

devotes three entire chaoters of The Cosmic God to a refuta=-

tion of Darwin's theories on the descent of man, He calls

the Darwinian hypothesis "Homo-brutalism," charging thati

In a moral point of view the Darwinian hypothesis
on the descent of man is the most pernicious that could
be possibly advanced, not only because it robs man of
his dignity and the consciousness of his pre-eminence,
which is the coffin to all virtue, but chiefly bgeause
it presents all nature as a battle ground , , .7

Wise even goes so far as to state, in reductio ad absurdum
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fashion, that "it is much more scientific to maintain that
those apes are deteriorated Ethlopiens than to sdvance that
the Australian aborigine is an improved ape.'93 Again,
Wise's view of man is an assumption which he defends by
gttackinz the opposition, He felt no need to logicslly
develop his own view, presumably because he considered it
implicit in scripture,.

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
view of history end the messianic future, 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
that 1s evil, He calls this law (or this attribute of God)

the “"Logos of History." 1In The Cosmic God Wis2 argues that

Wwe See progress in history "from lower to higher ccnditions.®
St11l, since human nature is a constant, man is no more

intellirent than he ever was. Therefore:

the orinciple of progress must be extra-human, and the
first general principle of the Logos of History must
be: It preserves, utilizes and promulgates all that
'is good, true, znd useful, and neutraslizes Ell that

is wicked, false, and useless or nugatcry.9

History also works so that evil nations are punished.95
This accounts for the suffering of the righteous. They are,
in effect, caught up in the collective guilt of their natlons.

Sueh a notion clashes with Wise's notion of the freedom and
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nobility of the individual, It hardly solves the problem
of theodicy; but 1t is as close as Wise comes to a sclution,

Putting that problem in Wise's thought aside, the crucial
point is that Wise bellieved progress in history to be inevi-
table, Furthermore, he believed that progress had come a
long way toward the ultimate perfection of man and soclety--
the messianic era, Progress could be seen in the fact that
with the spread of Islam and Christianity "all civilized
nations believed in the living God of Israel,"?°

Wise was convinced that the messlanic age was just
around the corner. Civilization and education had come a
long way. It was just a matter of time before all men world
come to live by the principles of the decalogue, He wrote
that:

it is a great mistake to believe, that mankind can

retrograde again very consliderably, when the very

atmosphere is pregnant with progressive ideas , . . .

The republic of letters and the dominatlon of intel=-

e TaxpEn ath ete sapiiny Eran thep St duh A

Wise certainly knew of the existence of backward nations,
But the United States, he thought, was on the verze of per-
fecting itself, From here the perfection would spread
elsewhere, From our polint of view, that of an analysis
of his theology, it is less important that Wise thought the
messianic age was sbout to dawn than that he thought it
would inevitably come because of the way God worked in

history. It is worthy of note, however, that though hils

unbridled optimism for Americe appears naive to our hindsight,



the reason he gave for thinking America was going to be

the first country to reach perfection was a reason entirely

in keeping with his theological system, Moses had ordained

a perfect system of government, though its laws only applied

to i1ts own time, The United States, thought Wise, had

duplicated that system in a form approopriate for a new age.

As Dena Wilansky puts it:
he /Wise/ 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, in its constitution and insti-
tutions, in its laws and the administration thereof,
is Jewish., . . . We have here the very government which
was dalineateg by Moses on the basis of the Sinailc
revelation."?

But, we ask, was the government of Moses the same as our

Republican form of government?! Wise thought it was:
Theocracy is identical with democracy, and democracy
means equality before the law and the soverelgnty
thereof, The law is divine, it is from God,who alone
is King, 1.e. it must emanate from unadulterated reason
and the principle of absolute justice. Therefore it
must exclude none and embrace and protect all who livs
among you and seek prosperity and happiness with you. 9
Given his view of America and the final leap of progress

that was about to occur, we can hardly be surprised to find

that Wise was rarely sympathetic to Zionism, and usually

was bitterly opposed to 1t, Soon world Jewry would not

need Zion, for the Jews of each nation could be at home in

a near-perfect society like America's. Certainly Jews in

America not only would not need Zion, but did not need it

in Wise's time, As he put it at one point:
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We American Jews have nothing to do with Zionism, or

that nationality swindle, simply because we are Jews

by religion only snd exclusiveli, untouched by nation-

ality humbug or race sophistry,i00

Rather smusingly, Wise's prayerbook seems to carry his
patriotism even farther. At lesst in terms of political

redemption (or even farther?) American Jews were already

redeemed, The 1857 edition ot Minhag America retains the

traditional wordine of the goayl blessing in the morning
amidah, "look on our affliction and plead cur cause,"101
But the 1872 edition changes the wording to read, "look on
the oporession of our brothers and redeem them,"102 Likewise,
in the chatimah "Redeemer of Israel™ is changzed to "Redeemer
of the oporessed.,"

Wise was concerned about the assimilation of American
Jewry, as 1s most evident from the fact that he wrote Judaism

and Christisnity end A Defense of Judeism versus Proselytizing

Christianitz.luJ Key considers Wise's concern over assimilation

an example of the tension in his thought between Universalism
and Particularism, arguing that Wise should not have been
worried about assimilation if the messianic age was just

around the corner.lU“ 1 pelieve Key is in error here, however,
since for Wise progress was inevitable only in the long runj
reople and societies could still fall to progress significantly
in the short run, If Wise was to see his vision of a messi-
anic age quickly achleved, then he could not watch passively
as people fell away from the ideal religion he thought would

soon triumph, AlI men would inevitably come to Judaism,
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but that herdly means that Wise should not have been con=-
cerned that some were going away from it. Assimiletion,
logically, would slow the progress,

The question of universalism and particularism will
be further pursued in the final chapter of this study.
For now it should be a fitting conclusion to this discussion
of Wise's theological system to note that Wise was certainly
a universalist in the sense that he believed Judalsm, as
he understood it, was the only true and perfect religion,

the religion which all men would ultimately practice,



Chapter III:
THE THEOLOGY OF KAUFMANN XOHLER
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Kohler the Theologian

A biogravher of Ksufmann Kohler might conceivsbly trace
two careers, that of Kohler the historical scholar and that
of Kohler the rabbi, But in the finest traditions of the
rabbinste, Kohler brought these two roles together in his
oneoing efforts te apply his knowledge of the past to the
needs of the present, Thus Kohler's first two roles coslesced
into a third, that of Kohler the theologian, It is as a
theologian that Kohler made his most significant contributions
to the development of Reform Judaism. He believed that
though Judaism constantly chenged its forms, the ideas behind
the forms were constantly present throughout history. He
set himself the task of finding those ideas and presenting
them to his contemporaries.

Kohler did not belleve that the system of 1deas he
presented as Jewish theology was his own system, BRather,
it was the system which had been developing throughout Jewish
history. Without meaning to imply that all of it was ori-
ginal to Kohler, the modern student of theology must still
speak of the system Kohler presented as "Kohler's system."
Others, both before and after Kohler, have presented different
and conflicting systems as the Jewish theclogy (we have seen
that in the case of I. M. Wise). What each thinker, in fact,
does, is to present his own eclectic synthesis, Kochler's,
because of the influence he had on the development of Eeform
Jewish thought, is particularly worthy of study.

Kohler presented his theology 1in numerous articles,
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sermons, aend addresses, Three volumes of these have been

collected, Hebrew Union College and Other Addresses .1
Studies, Addresses and Personsl Page;s.z and A Living Faltn.j

Fortunately, he also prepared a more systemstic exposition

of his views., Though originally written and published in
Germnn,u the work was revised and enlarged when translated
inte English gnd published under the title Jewish Theology,
Systematically and Historically Conslgered.5 That work,
Kohler's magnum opus, shall be the major source for our
analysis of his thousht, although references to his other
works will be made where they may be helnful.6

In his Jewish Theology, Kohler's stated goal "“is to
single out the essential forces of the faith"™ snd show their
continuing vitality.7 To this end, the results of the latest
scientific methods of study, including Biblicsl criticism
and natural science, must be utilized, "however much any
of these may conflict with the Biblical view of the cosmos."8
Kohler maintains that Judaism "denies the existence of any
irreconcilable opposition between faith and reason."9 The
key word here is "irreconcilable,” and the point is crucial,
For Kohler was well aware of the doubts modern science and
philosophy had raised in the minds of many of his contempo=-
raries, In attempting to deal with Kohler on his own terms,
we shall have to determine whether or not his theology fulfills
his own dictum: reason and faith must never convlict,

In his introduction to a recent edition of Jewish The-

ology, Joseph Blau correctly summarizes Kohler's methed as

follows:



No matter what topic comes under the author's
scerutiny, the course of his argument is similar, His
treatment of each topic begins with s résumé of bib-
lical passages dealing with it, moves on to the rabbinic
views, and then canvasses the ideas of the medieval
philosophers and jurists, . . . He also establishes
his wide familiarity with the secondary literasture,
of both Jewish and non-Jewish authors, and at least
his acquaintence with other religious systems. We
are left almost stupified by the erudition manifested
in his text and his footnotes. As we come to the end
of his discussion of each theme, the historical interest
gives way to the svstemstic interest. Introduced by
such s phrase as "According to the religious conscious=-
ness of modern Israel , . ," (p. 260), he Bresents the
position of Reform Judasism as he sees 1t.1

We must remember that as Kohler sketched the evolution
of ideas, his goal was to show that, in one form or another,
certain basic ideas have always been present in Jewish
theology. Thus the modern version of the idea is based
on=-=and in fact is the essence of--the traditional idea,

Here again Blau's analysis is cogent and helpful., Blau
maintains that Kohler's idesz of modernity comes from his

view of the "modern" approach to history. Modern man can
distinguish between objective truths about the past and
subjective truths affirmed in the pest. In contrast to this,
people in the past did not recognize that there was a sub-
jective element in their belief's, Historical theology scrts
out the subjective snd objective truths, Systemstic theology
is the system of objective truths which remains,

Kohler's problem is, then, one set by hls own inter-

pretation of modernity; he seeks to develop a [Eytem-

atlg? theology (by nature absolute) while acknowledging
the universality of historical relativity. As theclogian
he must desl with sbsolute, eternal truths. As histor-

ian, he must see these same statements as historiecally
conditioned, and therefore relative., He must simulta-
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neously both assert and deny the finslity of the truths
of Jewish faith,
Kohler attempted to resolve the dilemma by extracting an
"essence" of Judaism (as Baeck did at about the same time,
end as Harnsck had done for Christianity). By studying
the development of doctrines,; Kochler believed he could
1solate the enduring principles upon which they were based.l1
Blau is essentially correct, but a qualification should
be added. Kohler is not so immodest as to cleim absolute
certainty for the system which he sets forth, He states
that Judaism does not claim to have the ultimate truth,
but rather it ”polntg the way leading toc the highest obtain=-
able truth." Absolute truth will only be known at the end
of hlstory.lz More succinctly, "Judsism lays claim, not
to perfection, but to verfectability,"13
In any case, Kohler did telieve that modern Jewish
theology, as he understood it, came as close as man had
yet come to truth, That theology was s systematic theclogy.
Kohler was a system-builder. The purpose of this study is
to isolate Kohler's system, to divorce it, that is, from
his historical analysis, and subject it to a critique.
Kohler's historical views may or may not nave been correct==-
that problem is left to historians. Kohler's goal as theo=-
logian was to articulate z logically consistent and believable
systematic theology. The system he constructed was an
influential cne. It 1s guite reasonable, then, for the

modern student of theology to examine the ideoclogical blocks



and logicsl cement with which Kohler built.

Kohler divided his magnum opus into three main sections,
dealing respectively with God, man, and Israel (a fact which
in itself is significant, as it represents a consciocus yaria-
tion of the traditionsl Jewish trilogy of God, Torah, and
Isreel). Though a good deal of overlap is evident in the
book and will be inevitable in this analysis, for the sake
of slightly greater clarity we shall add a category, examining
Kohler's views on God, man, the relationship between God and
man, and Isrsel, Finally, a few comments on the system as

2 whole will be in order,

God
Kaufmann Kohler asserted that “"there can be no disputing
the fact that the centrasl idea of Judaism and its life purpose
is the doctrine of the One Only and Holy God, whose kingdom
of truth, justice, =and peace i1s to be established at the
end of time.'lu He did not base his belief on philosophical
vroofs; for he knew that "metaphysical proofs for God's
existence have been outlawed since Kant,"15 Man is episto=-
mologicslly limited, Since, with regard to physicel objects,
man cannot know "the thingz in itself,"” still less can he
know the essence of deitv, "whom we know through our minds
alone and not at all throush our flve senses.“16
Kant, says Kohler, has shown us:
that we can know God's existence only through ethics,

as e postulete of our moral nature, The inner com-

sciousness of our moral obligation, or duty, implies
a morel order of life, or moral law; and this, in turn,



postulates the existence of God, the Ruler of 1life,

who asslgns to each of us his task and his destiny.17
Elsewhere Kohler offers similar arguments without referring
to Kent,18

For Kohler, as will become increasingly evident, God
is & Sunreme Being Who can be "felt as & living power.'19
Kohler's seeming inconsistency here is not difficult to
explain, Kohler himself never evidences the slightest doubt
of God's existence. But both because he is writing s system=-
atic theolory and bec=z=use he is concelvably writing for
people who doubt the reascnableness of religion, he feels
juty-bound to give a rationale for belief in God. For Kohler
himself God is more than a reasonable possibility or even
probability. God's existence is a truth. Kohler's purpose
in speaking of God as "a postulate of our moral naturé®is
to show that it is reasonable to believe in God. Kohler's
dictum that reason and falth must not conflict does not
oreclude feith carrying the believer beyond reason's limita-
tions, Because faith must never conflict with reason Kohler
shows his readers that it is reasonable to believe, Given
that it is reascnable to believe, and that faith may carry
us farther than reason, Kohler does believe, That Kohler
thinks faith carries us beyond mere logic is evident when
he says that econsciousness of God can strengthen and become
belief, and that belilef in God grows into love and trust
of God,20

What, then, does Kohler think we can know sbout God?



As has already been shown, he does not think we can know
God's essence, 8Still, "our souls remain unsatisfied unilees
we can know what God is to us."2l As we examine Kohler's
beliefs about God, we will note that he consistently offers
reasons for believing, Yet there sre no pretensions about
these beliefs being the result of iron-clad logic., Given
two attritutes, another may be derived by pure logic; but
those first two may not have been so clearly derived from
premises, In other words, what we shall find is a constel=-
lation of ideas which 2re logically connected though not
lozically inevitable. From this we may infer that the God=-
concept preceeds the arguments for the God~-concept. The
arguments, then, in a technical sense, are apolegetics,
Kohler's purpose is not to show that reason alone can es-
tablish a satisfying God-concept. Rather, he wants to show
that his God-conceot is reasonable,

"Through man's spiritusl nature," XKohler tells us,
"God is recognized as = snlrit."zz Perhaps what he means
here 1s that man cennot account for the spiritual (as opposed
to physical) side of his own being without positing a God
Who i1s the source of spiritual reality. This is a possible
inference when Kohler states that God "is the living fountain
of 211 that knowledge and spirituzlity for which men 1ong.“23
Being spiritual, God is non-corporesl, He transcends the
physical world,

Another line of thought reaches the same conclusions

more clearly, Man, who is confined by space and time, sees
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God as infinite and eternal.zu Eternity, Kohler explains,
means nothing if God, Who exerts his powers continually
“"from everlasting to everlasting," 1s not immutable. That
which 1s physical is subject to time; it is changeable and
perishable, The real meaning of "eternal," thus, is "tran-
scendence above all existence in time . , . supermundeneity."?>
The logic here is not as compelling as the conclusion is
clear: God is spiritusl, eternal, and transcendent. Kohler
means to include all three of those attributes i the attri-
bute of supernmundaneity.

As man is confined by space and time and thus sees God
as supermundane, so man is weak and helpless and thus sees
God as omnipotent.26 God is also "supreme self-consciousness,”
In the whole universe no other being except man, who is in
God's image, is self-cﬁnscious.z7 Such a reascning is more
homiletical than philosophical., FEut, again, the conclusions
are clear. God is self-conscious mind and self-conscious
will, His mind and will are unlimited. In other words,

God is omniscient and omnipotent,

God's omniscience and omnipotence are qualified in
practice--though not in theory--by the fact that He exer-
cises self-restraint. His will is immutable., He would not
make the untrue true. He would not alter the laws of nature,
He may have the power to do so, but He exercises self-re-
straint.28 We can say, then, speaking in human terms, that
God has wisdom,.29

Supermundsneity, omniscience, and omnipotence are all
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important aspects of Kohler's God concept. But the next
attribute is the most important for our uvnderstanding of
Kohler's entire system of theoclogy. The doubtful, as we
have seen, snould believe in God as "z postulate of our
moral nsture.® We can hardly be surorised, then, that the
rreeminent aspect of God for Kchler is His moral nature.
In this regard, sometimes Kohler spesks of God as moral
and sometimes as holyj; but note that for Kohler the terms
are almost synonymous. Kohler explains that vsrious things
have been mweant by "holiness.," Only Judaism fully recogniged
the moral nature of God. Jews gave the term "holiness"
the meaning of "moral perfection," Holiness is "purity
unsullied by any breath of evil,*30

How dc we derive God's holiness from our own sense
of morality? We saw above that:

The inner consciousness of our moral obligation, or

duty, implies a moral order of life, or moral law;

end this, in turn, postulates the existence of God 17
Another--similar--argument derives from the observation that
on whatever plane of culture man is he has plans and aspir=-
ations. We have an ideal of perfection which we may never
attain but which nevertheless is the standard for our actions,
"Such an ideal can emanate only from the moral power rullng
1ife, which we designate as the divine Holiness."3l
Since God is the standard, the exemplar, of moral per-

fection, He is a unity. His unity "brings harmony into the

intellectusl and moral world."32 Likewise, His unity brings



=62 =

harmony into nature and history, which are united under
one all-encompassing moral plan.33 (We shall have more
to say of this later.)
The attribute of holiness has the most awesome of
implications for man, This holiness, this morality, has
two "mesnings" or "aspects.® First, holiness means:
spiritual loftiness transcending everything sensual,
which works as a purging power of indignation at
evil, rebuking injustice, impurity and falsehood, and
punishking tragﬁgression until it is removed from the
sight of God,
Kohler, more succinctly, labels this "the overwhelming wrath
of His justice."35 In a moment of hyperbole which demon-
strates the preeminent position which Kohler gives to morality
among God's attributes, he declares that justice is the
"essence of God,"36
The second meaning of holiness is:
the condescending merey of God, which, having purged
the soul of wrong, wins it for the right, and which
endows man with the power of perfecting himeelf, and
thus leads him to the gradual bui%dlng up of the kingdom
of goodness and purity on earth.
Corresnonding to "the overwhelming wrath of His justice,”
thus, is the "uplifting grsce of His 1ong-suffering.“38
In traditional Jewish stvle, Kohler declares that life is
only possible because God's justice is balanced by God's
mercy. Since man works toward perfection without attaining

it, without mercy "only condemnation and perdition would

remain,"39



Several problems must be discussed at this point,
As we shall see, Kohler himself was aware of most of them,
First of all, if God unifies the world under His absolutely
moral movernment, and if He is omniscient and omnipotent,
riow can we account for evil? Kohler's initial answer to
this traditional question of theodicy is that evil dces
not exist. With detachment, man can see that what he calls
evil actually works toward the good. Suffering purifies
the soul and brings out the best in us. In this sense "evil
exists only to be overcome by the good.“ho In a metaphysical
sense, what man calls evil is actually a part of God's plan
and must therefore really be good. "Outside of man Judaism
seesno real contrast between good and evil, since both have
emanated {rom God, the Spirit of Goodness,"41

This does not actually solve Konler's problem, however,
As we have seen, he insists that God's justice is needed
to purge evil. How can God's justice be necessary to purge
the non-existent?! ®We could attempt to deny the contradiction
by saying that, yes, the evll is gcodj; but it is good because
the 2xnerience of evil has pedacoglic velue for the human
victim of evil, and the punishment of evil has pedazogic
value for the human perpetrator of evil., That solves the
protlem practicslly. PRut it does not solve the nroblem
metaphysically. Evil must have at least a gualified exlistence
or God would be unjust for punishing it. In Kohler's system
evil ultimately oromotes the good, While some of what man

cells evil is actually good in disgulse, the fact remains
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that some of what man czlls evil really is evil., Man per-
petrates it and must be punished for it. Evil exists--and
we must teske Kohler's statement that "outside of man Judaism
sees no real contrast between good and evil" as an overiliy
21lib attempt to solve the problem of theodicy,

Another difficulty also relates to the theodicy problem,
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 jJjustice, history has moral
significance, But Kohler immediately adds that sometimes
exverience shows the contrary. We sometimes see evil go
unpunished, But we cling to the idea of divine justice
anyway, because:

the idea of divine justice is revealed, not in the

Tdasl Gusmon Whioh 1ives| 1n Tne ARIEIGANE T Tt T
First we are told uneguivocally that God punishes all evil,
Then we are told that “n the world as it is" perhaps God
does not punish all evil, Elsewhere in Jewish Theolozy we
read on one pare that retributive justice is necessery from
God if the world is to be run morally and justly. Then we
are told on the next page that reward and punishment is a
primitive notion, and that superior minds can operate on
a higher ethical plasne where good 1s its own remard.“3 The
contradiction 1s evident, Kohler claims that Jjustice is a
divine attribute, that God sees and punishes all evil,

Then he admits that some evil goes unpunished. There is



no escaning the conclusion that Kohler equivocates on the
guestion of divine justice,
Kohler himself points out a problem with the divine
attribute of mercy. We have seen that Kohler believes God
to be transcendent, But mercy is a special act of God
directed at an individual. Moreover, as we shall examine
in more detall later, the idea of mercy is connected with
prayer and repentance, Judalsm, Kohler maintains, while
believing in divine transcendence, has never lost sight of
the fact that there 1s a close relationship between God and
man, God cares "for the greatest and the smallest beings
of creation."®™ Hence, "He is both immanent and transcendent.'uu
What Kohler means by immanence 1s perhaps better expressed
in his term "condescension." Kohler finds the idea of God
condescending to notice individuals contrary to reasont
The philosopher must reject as futile every attempt
to bring the incomprehensible essence of the Deity
within the compass of humsnunderstanding. The reli-
zious consclousness, however, demands that we accentuate
precisely those attributes of God which bring Him
nearest to us, If reason alone would have the decisive
volice in this problem, every menifeststion of God to
man and every reaching out of the soul to Him in prayer
would be idle fancy and self-deceit. . . . Judaism
does not accept the cold and distant attitude of the
philosopher; it teaches that God as a spiritual power
does condescend to man.u
God even draws man to Him, We perceive Hls nearness "in the
very depths of our intellectual and emotional Mt‘e."t"6
Kohler slso speaks of omnipresence as a divine attribute,

And he 1s anxious thst the reader understand that this does

not merely mean immanence as the gll-pervasiveness of God's
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wWlll and intellect, God is personally near to every indi-
vidual, Here again Kohler finds that this defies reason:

Zﬁod 137 a self-conscious Personality, ever nearer to

man, ever scanning his acts, his thoughts, his motives.

Here philosophy and religion part company. The former

must abstein from the sssumption of a divine personalityj

the latter cannot do without it, The God of religion
must partake of the knowledge and the feelings of His
worshiper, . . . God's anipresence is in this sense

a postulste of religion.

What does it mean for an idea to be a "postulate of
religion?™ The question 1s evern more important than it may
apoear at this point., For God's mercy/immanence/condescen=-
sion/omnipresence alsoc makes possible God's revelation, &
divine action which we shall deal with in detsil later.

By "postulate of religion" Kohler does not mean that an

idea so labeled is only possibly true, only an assumption
which could be proven wrong. Kohler believes it with all
his hveart, It is absolutely crucial to his religious system.

What we must ask, then, is this: do we have here another
case of falth golng beyond reason without contradicting
reason, or do we have a major violation of Kohler's self=-
imposed rule that felth and reason may never conflict?

That God as a spiritual and moral force (remember that merecy
is an aspect of holiness) could constantly influence the
spiritual element in man involves no contradiction, God

can transcend corporeal being yet influence non-corporeal
being. The problem is not with God as a continuous and

unchanging force, The philosophical problem of which Kohler

i1s so painfully aware involves God's awareness of the changing



(7=

ldeas and actions of individuals, for that implies chkange

in Deity, which Kohler cannot accept, Kohler's above-quoted
statements that philosophy must reject divine condescension
leave him self-accused of a violation of his own rules,
Strangely, we can still resolve the difficulty! Kohler's
Kantian understanding oftime solves the ;:u"c.ﬂnle.xtl.“'8 God does
not exist in time, which is a category of human understanding.
Man's changes of consciousness are serial in time, But God
transcends time, knowing everything timelessly, God, then,
may be aware of and respond to man's changes without Himself
changinz, (Unfortunstely, all this wins for us is a respite
from accusing Kohler of violating his method. This same
understanding of deity will pose insurmountable problems when
we get to the subject of human freedom., )

Kohler could not compromise on the issue of God's un-
chanzability. Not only is that idea basic to earlier phil=-
osophy (which maintained that if God changed He could not
be considered 2 unity and hence was less than perfect),
but also Kohler built his idea of God's faithfulness and
truth on His unchanmability. The chapter in Jewis heolo

nli8 is logically

devoted to "God's Truth and Faithfulness
diffuse, If we divorce the ccntemporery belief from the
historical material what he seems to be saying--at least
by implication ("The vrimitive aze knew nothing of the laws
of nature with which we have become familiar through modern
science.'u9)--is that the unchanging laws of nature demon=-

strate the unchangingness of the omnipotent ruler of the



abB=

world, Thus Kohler asserts that another divine attribute
is falthfulness, by which he means God is constant and
reliable, trustworthy.

That Kohler connects the idea of truth with the idea
of constancy and trustworthiness is clear, though exactly
how the connection is made 1s unclesr. The reader is told
that “"He is the trustworthy God, whose essence is truth,"50
Shortly after we learn that the essence of truth is God.51
As with the csse of God's essence being justice, we ¢an con-
sider this hyperbole, In any case, we must infer the logical
connection between the two ideas, since all Kohler offers
is a Hebrew linguistic connection.52 Kohler's idea of truth
is evidently that we consider true that which is constantly
found to be the same. (We should remember, though, that
faith also reaches truth and revelation reaches truth, But
these may only supplement what the human intellect finds true;
they may not contradiet sclence or logic,) Hence Af God is
the source of constancy He is the source of truth,

Hevelation as an action of God has been mentioned and
Wwill be discussed fully later, One more divine action should
be discussed pefore we leave the subject of Kohler's God=-
concept. Kohler obviously felt that a Jewish theology must
sveak of God as the creator. Yet he prided himself on his
accevtance of modern science, which taught the eternality
of matter and the evolution of the world. There 1s no reason
to suspect that Kohler was exagerating when he said of the

reconciling of evolution end creation that "this is the problem
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which modern theolomy has set itself, perhaps the greatest
which it must solve, "33

Kohler's solution is that religion does not deny science,
but it may supplement it. From our verspective, that is
another case of faith going beyond reason without denying
or contradicting reason. Science is correct that the world
evolved over millions of yesrs. The crucisl point both for
sclence and religion is that the universe operates according
to unchanging laws, Science looks for the laws. But science
is not competent to judere whether or not those lsws have a
cause behind them. At one point Kohler offers the constancy
of these l1laws as proof that there must be a God.5u We can
dismiss this cosmological proof for the existence of God
as over-zealousness on Xohler's part, since we have seen
that Kohler knew that proof was not convincing after Kant,
At anotheﬁpoint he argues that we know through revelation
that God is the source of nature's laws, the designer and
active power in the universe, lending existence to all that
5,79 Konhler, in other words, freely admits that God did
not create the universe st one point in time, Rather, God
was and is the ongoing source of all existence Who has always
been present in the eternally evolving universe, That is
what Kohler means when he says God is the creator of the
world. Whst is most important here 1s that God 1s the on-
zoing source of existence as opposed to being the initial
source, "For our religious consciousness the docrine of

divine maintenance and government of the world is far more



important than that of creation,"5®

To sum up, Kohler's idea of God is clear even though
the logic supporting it is not alwavs clesr, Kohler himself
knew that he was going beyond legic into the realm of faith.
But he was anxious to show that his God-concept wes not
contradicted by logic or science. Though not entirely based
on reason, he thought his God-concent was entirely reasonable,
Though man cannot know God's essence, he can know many thinss
about God: |
1) God is supermundane (spiritual, eternal, transcendent),
2) God is self-consciously omnipotent and omniscient,
3) God is holy (morally perfect), and therefore a unity,

Just and merciful, Thus he is immanent.
L) God is faithful (constant, unchanging, reliable, trustworthy).
5) God is the source of truth,

6) God is the source of all being.

when Kohler states that "the mediator between God and

the world is man, the son of God.'57 the obvious implication
is that there are two essential types of being, oSurely phsyi-
cal (the world, e,g. a rock) and purely spiritual (Ged),

On an imeginary line between these two extremes are animals
end man. Animals are at a fixed point closer to the purely
physical., Man, even in his most primitive state, is slightly
farther along the line toward spirituality, and is capable

of moving closer and closer, though the fact of his physical

being prevents him from becoming purely spiritual, The
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spiritusl element that enters into physical being te form

enimals and men is termed "soul" The human soul is stroncer,

it has a "richer endowment™ of "manifold faculties"™ which
account for the fact that man may move forward while the
animels remain fixed on the physical=-spiritual continuum.58

All spirit is divine and hence eternal. Physical being
is perishable. Man, Kohler srgues, has a dual nature,

Thourht puts him into the sniritual and eternal realm; tody

puts him into the earthly perishable realm.59 But the dualism,

as we might suspect from the sbove discussion of God, is

not total. God, we discovered, 1s the source of =sll being,

not just of spiritual teing. All of man's self is permeated

by God, the body as well as the soul.60 It is the soul that

"strives to unfold the divine in man until he attains the

divine 1mage."61 But the body, too, evidently uncer the

guiding influence of the soul, can be 1lifted into the realn

of holiness (moral perfectlon).62 In this regard Kohler

says that man's body has a noble appesrance gnd is his tool

for reaching "a zodlike mastery over the material world.“63
Thus far the gualification of human dualism is not very

significant, for the soul is clearl?breeminent and superior.

Body and soul remain separately identifiable entities,

But Kohler's challenge to the dualistic notién goes deeper:
In the light of modern science the whole theory separ-
sting body and soul falls to the ground, and the one
connecting man more closely with the animal world is
revived. . . . Physiology and psychclogy reveal the
interaction and interdependence of body and soul in
the lowest forms of animsl 1life as well as in the higher

forms, including man. The beginnings of the human mind
must be sought once for all in the animal,
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At thls point, Kohler's thinking about the soul ceases
to be so clear, for he wishes body and soul to be in tengion
but not entirely distinct, Soul is not simply the divine
element in man, not a part of God as opposed to a part of
the physical world. BHather, the soul itself has a dual
nature! It "mirrors both the spiritual and material worlds
and holds them in mutual relation through its own power.'65
In this sense, soul may also be called "Ego." Ego's inde=-
pendent existence 1ifts man into the realm of "“free action
under higher motives, transcending nature's law of necessity.‘66
When Kohler spesks of the conflict between body and soul
in man being a creative tension leading to man's greatnessﬁ?
he should not, in light of the =2bove, be taken literally.
What his ideas lead to--if we express it more precisely than
does Kohler-=-is that body and spirit are inextricably connected
and both reflected in man's soul (or Ego), the locus of
conflict,
More important then the location of the conflict is
the result of the conflict., The divine spirit reflected
in the soul 1s potentially stronger than the physical being
reflected in the soul. 3Since the soul's indepnendent existence
gives it free will, the individual--and by extension the
human race-=-may make progress towards grester godliness
(in the sense of spirituality and moral pertection).6a
This is the key to man's greatness, a greatness attributable

to the divine element within him:

The highest and deepest in man, his mental, moral,



and spiritual life, 1s the reflection of the divine
natuﬁe 1§pla?t§d w%t?in gém, affoite cgsable of even
greater develonment tows perfection,
Wny, then, does man progress towards greater perfection?
Because divine spiritualityv, and hence divine holiness, 1is
a part of him, The divine holiness is the source of all
morality and mives "purpose and value to the whole of 1ife,"70
As soon as man attains self-consciousness he becomes aware
of this divine element in himself.?l Kohler in this context
calls the divine element "conscience.®™ From our analysis
we can see that conscience is a2 synonymn for the divine
spirit which i1s part of man and is one of the two elements
reflected in the soul, Conscience, as Kohler puts it, is
"the volce of God calling to his /man's/ soul.*72
Conscience influences man to do the good, to move toward
greater godliness, But man has a body and can never become
fully spiritual or fully holy. Only God is fully holy;
man emulates God.73 Man's destiny, his part in the plan
of the one God Who's unity unifies the world under one moral
plan, is to move ever closer to perfection., Man must move
forward toc fully corresnond to his own nature. Corresponding
tc one's nature is Kohler's definition of being "good,"
For an animal 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.'?u Because of his nsture, man strives to be good.
Good, thus, is done for its own sake, not for the sake of
reward. Since no individual fully succeeds, and since we are

aware that we fell short, only a child or a primitive, only,



that 1s, those in whom conscience has yet to be awakened,
could be free of some sense of guilt.?5
Before we consider man's lack of success and his gullt,
let us consider what, in more specific terms, it means to
be good, and just how successful man can be, To do the good,
to be ethical, reguires of the individual 1l)self-preservation
and self—improvement;76 2) that he do his duty to others,
recognizing the mutual dependence of all;?? 3) that he live
1ife to the fullest.78 This latter vprinciple means that
man should enjoy himself as long as he does not violate the
first two principles, Doing one's duty to others (2) includes
being just. And justice also means the giving of charity.79
No single individual, in society with its division of
labor and interdevendence, can develop all his potential,
Hence the ideal man is a composite idea, There has never
been a perfect man,B0 Granted thst it is the individual
who 1s the object of direct divine attention, since all men
ere part of mankind and owe thelr condition to the society
of which they are a nart, only in concord is major prozress
made through hi:ai:cr.r-z,f.a‘-1 "The modlikeness of man develops
more through the evolution of the human race.'az Because
we each get the berefits of other men's labor, we have an
obligation to centrirute nur share.83 All groups, races,
societies, nations, ete,, can achieve greater perfection
only through group action., On the broadest possible scope,
no individual will find his true value in relation to man-

kind until all men can regard themselves as members of a



common humsnity. "Then only will the unity and harmory of
the entire cosmic life" be reflected in human society.au
The age of perfection to which progress leads Kohler
calls the Messianic Age, We will discuss 1t further when
we come to the role of Israel, Meanwhile, we must attempt
to determine whether or not Kohler believed progress was
merely possible or whether he belleved 1t was inevitable.

First of all, the entire plan of Jewish Theology presupposes

not only that there has been development in history in generel
and Jewish history in particulsr, but that the trend of that
development has been from worse to better, Notwithstanding
temporary setbacks, progress, Kohler believed, has been
steady all through human history. Since for Kohler the
drive for improvement is the result of man's very nature,
we would expect that Kohler shared the belief of many in
the nineteenth century, namely that progress 1s inevitable.
Statements such as the following in Jewish Theology seem to
confirm that expectationt

All the social, political, and intellectual movements

of our restless, heaven=-storming age, notwlthstanding

temporary lepses into barbarism and hatred, point un-

erringly to the final goal, the unity of all human

and cosmég life under the supreme leadership of God

on high,

Some of Kohler's sermons express moments of doubt about
progress in the immediate future., In "Forward and Upward!
1s the New Year's Call® the reader is told that progress

must be built on knowledge of the past, and trhat men are

currently in danger of losing sight of the past.a6 Such
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worries, however, can reasonably be interpreted as worries
about temporary setbacks which history must eventually over-
come, In the same sermon we find the followinez eloguent

expression of falth:

There are in midocean those tiny creatures, the coral
that build up in the course of myriads of years amidst
the ever tossing waves those gigantic reefs that form
the wonders of earth and sea, So do the toiling gener-
ations of man successfully rear upon the fluctuating
tides of mortal 1life a realm of goocdness and holiness
which ggwers above creetion as heaven does above the
earth, '

If Kohler had dnubts, they were fleeting doubts. Indeed,
in some of his sermons the Messianic Age seems to be just
around the corner, In "The Missicn of Israel™ he reports
that I. M, Wise may well have been right when he said that
the teachings of Judaism mizht be “the common property of
the American people" before fifty years have passed.BB
Kohler is even more ebulient in "Isrsel's Perennial Spring,"”
where the Messianic Age, not just in Americe but in all the

world, is heralded by the current state of civilization:

Reform Judaism takes a wider and larger view of the
working of God in history. It sees the Messianic age
approaching in every forward stride of human knowledge
and skill, in every triumpoh of right over wrong, of
truth over falsehood, of love over hstred, of peace
over strife, of humanity over inhumanity, What is this
great age of ours in which truth is searched for in
all the religions and literatures of the world, past
and present, in which the welfare and happiness, the
honor and dignity, the right and claim of every man,
woman and ehild is made the object and care and soli~-
citude of legislative and deliberative bodies of men
throughout civilization, and all classes and races,
nations and creeds, kinedoms and continents are being
tied toeether by ever closer bonds of sympathy, of
mutual interest, material, morel and spiritual? What
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is this but the aporoach of the Messianic time? Whatever
hatred there still prevails, whatever wrong there still
be perpetrated, the wintry frost 1s receding and the
mild sun of spring is extending its reign over the earth,
I= this not the knockineg at the door of the_friend
and Redeemer for whom we have been waitlng?86
We can safely conclude that even when Kohler had doubts for
the immediate future he had no doubt of the ultimate triumph
of civilization, The Messianic Age was zn inevitability.
Having seen that an individual may only reach perfection
if his society does, a condition which willl inevitably be
reached but has yet to be reached, we may return to the
matter of individual gullt. Groups of men, and ultimately
mankind as a whole, must make progress, But individuals,
not groups, have souls, 3Sin, Kohler informs us, is only
gn individual matter , not a group matter.9° Sin occurs
because the flesh is weak, leading us to err in Judgemem:.g1
When man gives in to his lower nature his higher nature,
his conscience, condemns him, Sin has two aspects, a formal
one and an essential one, Formally it is an offence against
God; for the laws of morality have been broken. More important,
sin is in essence "a sevemnce of the soul's inner relations
to God,"9%2 Sin, thus, leads to "a sense of self-condemnation,
the consciousness of the divine anger."?2 Note here that
the grammatical structure of the statemeni makes it clear
that divine anger and self-condemnation are equated. This
is logical in Kohler's thought becauge the divine is in man
in the form of his spiritusl being, hls consclence,
A minor problem should be noted here, one of which

Kohler was evidently unaware, And we are on the verge of

facing a major problem of which Kohler was very aware.
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Sin is "formally"™ an offence against God, Because of the
element of the divire within man--spirit, conscience--man
should know better, and presumably does?nOWPetter. than to
sin, Sin, in essence, is unfaithfulness "to our own god-
like nature."gu Kohler is anxious that the reader understand
that no one is sinful by nature, by inner compulsion. That
is why Kohler calls sin an error in judgement. But the
reason such error can occur is that man's flesh inclines
him to sin. At the same time Kohler tells us that no one
is sinful by nature he tells us that everyone slna.95 Body
is just as much a part of man's dusl nature as spirit., If
flesh is part of every person's nature, and flesh prompts
sin, and absolutely no one escaves sinning, then it is hard
to escape the conclusion that man does sin by nature, Kohler's
denials notwithstanding.
There is a way out of this problem, however, Progress
occurs because the svirit is stronger than the flesh. We
can hypothesize that Kohler would maintain that though all
sin now, in the Messianic Age, when prosress culminates in
a morally perfect society, no one will sin. When that happens
we will see that man is, indeed, capable of avoiding sin.
Though the problem can be avoided, the reason it seems
to have arisen is significant, and leads us to a more pro-
found problem, Kohler, just in passing, also mentions that
sin "signifies an abuse of the freedom granted man as his
most precious bonn.'96 Kohler must insist that no one sins

by nature if he is going to maintain that man has free will.
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Otherwise man would be responsible neither for the sins
he commits nor for the good he does and the progress he
makes, "The dignity =nd greatness of man depends largely
upon his freedom, his power of self-determination,"97
More serious than the internal threat tc man's free
will (which we have just found resolvable) is an external
threat., We have seen that God 1s omniscient and omnipotent
and has a plan under which the momentary strivings of man and
men are subsumed, Divine providence is a theoretical threat
to humean free will., Divine providence, Kohler says, implies
two things, First, providence implies divine orovision,
There is no blind fate; God provides in advance for the world's
operations., Second, providence implies divine predestination.93
Judaism “knows of no event which is not foreordained by God."??
To be sure, this is benevolent preordination., Kohler consid=-
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 surrcunding us with
paternal love,"100
We have here what seems to be a blunt contradiction,
Kohler maintains absolute human freedom of will when he
says that man:
acts from free cnoice and conscious design, and is
dense OF ven theaugh WHAN.IOL o oy DewamAs
But Kohler slso maintains that “our every step" has been

praordained by a benevolent God. Logically, the two abso-



lutes cannot coexist,

Kohler is certainly not so naive as to be unaware of
the problem, Hence a2t one point he tries to mitigate the
absoluteness which he has previously ascribed to free will.
Man is not absolutely free because many things influence
his decisions, But the decisions are still his own, Man's
destiny is determined by providence, but his personality
is not.lo2 At another point he says that our idea of pre-
destination "makes as much allowance as possible for the
moral freedom of man."!93 This is a valiant effort on Kohler's
part, But it does not solve the dilemma, If man's destiny
is predestined, if, that is, the result of his actions,
which must certainly include his further actions, is pre=-
determined, then the freedom of his persconality is of no
consequence, "As much allowance as possible" for freedom
is no freedom at all,

Even if we were able to say that man's predetermined
destiny only refers to the ultimate progress of the race,
but does not preclude temporary regression on the part of
elither the individuzal or the race, the problem would not
be solved. Divine providence in that sense could leave some
room for humasn freedom, albeit not sbsolute human freedom,
But divine omniscience is an even more profound threat to
human freedom. Thet Kohler was well=-sware of this philo-
sophical dilemma, but tried to evade it without actually

golving it, should be evident from the following naragraph:
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The doctrine of man's free will presents asnother
difficulty from the side of divine omniscience, For if

God knows in advance what is going to happen, then man's

acts are determined by this very foreknowledge; he is

no loneger free, and his moral responsibility becomes

an idle dream, In order to escape this dilemma, the

Mohammedan theologians were compelled to limit either

the divine omniscience or human freedom, and most of them

resorted to the latter method., It is charscteristic

of Judaism that its grest thinkers, from Samdia to

Maimonides and Gersonides, dared not alter the doctrine

of man's free will and moral responsibility, but even

preferred to 1limit the divine omniscience. Hisdai

Crescas is the only one to restricf Duman freedom in

favor of the foreknowledge of God, 0
Basically, what Kohler says here is that 1l)divine omniscience
logically precludes human free will, and 2) therefore most
Jewish philoscphers have limited divine omniscience because
the doctrine of free will is so important to Judaism. That
would solve the problem if Kohler were willing to do the same
thing, But he is not! We have seen that Kohler is willing
to give a bit on the doctrine of free will., But he is em=-
phatically not willing to go as far as Crescas, who gave up
the concept altozether.1°5 And logic will not allow half
measures for coping with this philosophical dilemma.

Kohler does not delude himself. He knows he has not
solved the philosophical problem. Easicelly, he has chosen
to live with the paradox. He says that reason cannot estsb-
lish preordination, but belief in preordination is nonetheless
"ingrained in the human scul.'106 He says thest he opvoses
determinism, but not on lozicel grounds, but rather because
of "one incontestable fact, our inner sense of freedom which
tells us at every moment that we have acted, and at every

decision that we have decided.*l107 (italics for "sense"



mine; for "we" Kohler's--EM) Early in his grapplings with
the problem he admits that "“the relationkf man's free will
and divine foresight cannot be solved by any process of
reasoning."lo8 And at the end of the discussion he states
again:

The fact 1s that this is only another of the problems

insoluble to human reasoning; the freedom of the will

SUb1136s, i tharefiora of LRIAGIOR LD T TORRONS
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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 that he was trying to show his position was rea-
sonable even though reason alone cannot establish it., If we
do not give nim the benefit of the doubt we can say that
he did not wish the casual reader to realize he was accenting
a contradiction, but wished him to think instead that this
was another case of faith carryine the religionist beyond
reason, In any case, the condlusion is inescapable that
this issue constitutes a major violation of Kochler's dictum
that reason and faith must never conflict. Kohler unequivo-
cally accépts 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 to affirm
free will, else man's actions would have noc significance,

no moral value, Granting free will, and granting the indi=-



vidual's potential to.do zood and reach higher and higher
levels of holiness, even the best of individuals in pre-
messianic times will not actually reach perfection, Kohler
uses this to support his concent of immortality. God is
zood and desires human perfection. Man desires perfecticn
also, but never reaches it in 1ife. Does God deceive us
by leading us to strive for the unatainable? That is un-
thinkable, Hence God must allow the soul to reach perfection
after death, when it is no longer influenced by the flesh,
Kohler knows that this belilef requires faith, It does not
follow of necessity from his logic. But neither does logic
in any way contradict it. This is another belief which
Kohler wishes to show is reasonable, though not established
by reason alone.110

Another argument also leads to the belief in immortality.
Man, like God, has self-consciousness, ego. "It appears
certain that this ego cannot cease to be with the cessation
of the bodily functions." We might reply that just because
man has self-consciousness like God, that does not necessarily
mean that his self-consciousness is deathless, like God.
Anticipating this objection, Kohler immediately adds: "“there
is in us something divine, immortal, and the only gquestion
is wherein it may be found."111 Analyzing this, we find
that Kohler is equlvocating., He has argued that the soiri-
tual element in man (who is body and spirit) is immortal.
But the reason men is self-conscious is thst he has an ego=--

which we have found to be a synonymn of soul, Soul and spirit
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are not the same. Soul 1s an independent entity which re-
flects both body and spirit, Kohler has no problem arguing
that man has an immortsl pert (snirit)., His problem is that
he wishes to make epo, man's self-conscious part, immortal.
That is why he equivocates in this context on the location
of the divine 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 is
still immaterial and may therefore be conceived of sas non-
perishable, Kohler does not establish by this argument that
ego must be immortal; he does establish that it may be immortsl.
Once again falth carries us beyond reason,

What do we know about man's immortality? Kohler firmly
believes that man has it. But all anyone could do is to
speculste on its nature.“2 Kohler's speculation is that
in some way the soul progresses to perfection. Note, then,
that in Kohler's thought reward and punishment does not take
place after death.

This brings us to our final point. We have seen that
God exercises justice anrnd mercy. Since man has free will
it is just thet God should do so. How, then, does man ex-
perience reward and punishment? How so, indeed, particularly
since we have been told that doing the good is its own reward?
There is no contradiction here, Svirit is s divine slement
in man which, reflected in the soul, influences him to do
goocd and mskes him feel gullty when he does not, Hence

reward and punishment may be divine and yet be entirely
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internal ophenomena, "Modern man knows he bears heaven and
hell within his own bosom," Kohler says. Rewsrd simply
means "happiness throuch harmony with God,"* Punishment
simply means "the soul's distress at its inner discord with
the primal Source and the divine Ideal of all morality,"113
To sum up Kohler's view of man as we heve seen it so
far, men is a mixture of perishable body and immortal spirit,
both of which are reflected in an immortal, self-conscious
soul, Man's dual nature produces = creative tension in
the soul, which may also be called the Ego, leading the
individual to progress toward greater godlikeness or holi-
ness. Man has free will, which gives this striving moral
significance, While individuals may regress, mankind as
a whole, due to divine preordination, must eventually reach
moral perfecticn-~the lessianic Age. The bodily part of
man's dual nature, as well as his position in interdependent
society, sometimes lead him to err in judegement and not
progress, or even to retrogress, This is sin, and leads

to 2 feeling of suilt,

Between God and Man

We have not been able to discuss Kohler's view of God
without learnine much sbout man at the same time, And we
have not been able to discuss Kohler's view of man without
learning still more about God. The subjects to be discussed
under the toplc "Between God and Man™ could therefore have
been discussed under either of the previous two headings,

8s Kchler does in Jewish Theology. Hovefully, greater clarity
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can be fostered by the present division, however artificial.
Kohler's concepts of revelation, prayer, and repentance
each intimately involve both God and man, and can best be
understoocd in light of our previcus understanding of his
concepts of God and man,

In our discussion of Kohler's views on God, we found
that God is the source of all truth, Throughout our dis=-
cussion we have found that man knows by faith more than
logic or science establish., Moreover, Kohler finds that
philosophy and science have come to be able to demonstrate
things which previous generations had accepted on faith
alone. Clearly men have kncwn and do know truths which

they have not been able to reach by themselves., As God

is the source of truth, He must be the source of these truths,
Hence a cruciel part of Kohler's theological system is the
concept of revelation, of communication of God to man,
Divine revelation, says Kohler, has meant belief that
God reveals Himself and His will to man. Kohler does not
believe that God revesls Eimself to man, though earlier,
more "child-like" genérations believed that He did. Rather,
God reveals and always has revealed His will to man, This
view of revelation is "more acceptable to those of more
advanced religious views.'llu
If God revegls His will but not Himself, then the
instrument of revelation is not God as self-conscious per=-

scnality (Himself), but "the spirit of Gr.;nr.’n."115 In our

discussion of Kohler's view of man we found that men's spirit



is a divine element within him, Revelation requires "a
special act of God;“116 but God works through man's spirit
(which includes all the non-physical aspects of man except
man's soul, and hence includes intellect and imagination).
Revelation, thus, takes place within man, Man does not,
therefore, see or hear “supernatural” revelations. It can
as well be called-~-and we may add by way of analysis that
it can better be calibd--inspiration.ll?

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 toc be true; and it is the
source of what man kunows by faith to be true. Yet certainly
men hsve often believed things which are untrue, How can
man correct his knowledge? He tries to determine what 1is
actually true by the exercise of his reason:

Reason must serve as a corrective for the contents of

revelation, scrutinizing and purifying, deepening end

spiritualizing ever anew the truths received through
tgﬁg;?}gg. but it can never be the final source of
This is the genesis of Kohler's dictum that reason and faith
must not conflict, Implicitly, this puts reason above revel-
ation, for things once believed to be revealed truth must
be rejected iAf they prove unreasonable, But revelation
is still absolutely crucial, since man's reason is limited.
As we have seen, many of the most important truths we pro-
claim cannot be estehblished by reason.

There sre three very important conseguences of this
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view of revelation. First of all, since revelation is not
a single or even a series of supernatural events (e.g. Sinal),
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 paternal love of God is truly felt and
understood it must include all the classes and all
igg%grgg :gnczgfiiater into the relationship of
Still, revelation does require "a special act of God."
So God might give more revelation, or more of a certain
type of revelation, to one individual or one group of in-
dividuaels, Kohler believes that many non-Jews have received
revelation., But in this respect the Jewish people remains
a special group, Jews have received a great deal of moral
revelation, 120
The second important consequence of Kohler's view of
revelation 1s related to the first, If all men may recelive
revelation, then revelation can occur in any generation.
It may even ocour in every generation. As revelation con-
tinues through history, man learns more end more, We have
seen that Kohler believed in human progress. Not surpris-
ingly,; therefore, he does not merely assert that revelation
is ongoing, He asserts that revelation is progressive,
"Progressive Hevelation," a term which Kohier made famous,
means that revelation is ongoing and that therefore succes=-
sive generations of men come closer and closer to perfection

of knowledge. More sophisticated gensrastions cen understand



more sophisticated revelations:

The divine revelation in Isrsel was by no means a
single ect, but a process of development, and its
various stageslggrresnond to the degrees of culture

of the people.

The 1dea of progressive revelation leads to the third
ma jor consequence of Kohler's view of revelation. No book
of revealed knowledme can be perfect and absolutely author-
itative. This 1s the case first because all revelation is
mediated by imperfect human intellect, and second because
later generations will know more than the authors of earlier
books, This has far-reaching implications when applied to
Jewish literature. So-called "higher criticism" of the
Bible and of rabbinic literature posed no threat to Kohler's
concept of revelation, Indeed, it is quite conceivable that
Kohler worked out his concept of revelation because he him-
self was both a follower of Wissenschaft des Jutentums and
a sincere Jew who was bothered by higher criticism's claim
that neither the TPentateuch nor the "oral law" was revealed
at Sinal, but that both had evolved over centuries, Kohler's
theory of revelation "saves" the Torah, The Torsh was not
revealed at Sinail. It is not the product of a single revel-
ation, But it may still be regarded as the product of many
inspired men. The Torah represents but one step in man's
groping towards God.l22 As such it has had and continues
to have great value, As law it contributed to Jewish sur-
vival (thcugh it also led to "casuistry and caused the

petrification of religion in the codified Halakah"). As
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doctrine it made the Jewlsh people a nation of thinkers
devoted to a righteous way of 11!‘e.123 For the people of
Israel the Torah was and is a "storehouse of divine truth,
from which it constantly derives new life and new youth.'lzn
For Kohler, then, the Torah is extremely important,
It should be read and venerated. In this sense he has
"saved" it from the threat of higher criticism, But the
Torah has ceased to be an infallible revelation. The divine
moral 1deas which inspired the Torah'c authors are perfecti.
But the Torah is not. Using "Torah” in the sense of author-
itative revelation, Kohler writes that the modern view of
Torah is not that of Orthodox Judaism, but that of the
prophets:
To them and to us the real Torah 1s the unwritten moral
law which underlies the preceptslgg both the written
law and 1ts oral interpretation.
Kohler's view of the Torah extends toc include all of the
Bibtle and, though his enthusiasm is less, all of rabbinic
literature, Jewish Theology constantly quotes both Biblical
and rabbinic literature. Such literature is genuinely the
product of revelation. But ideas and commandments in such
literature may be rejected or added to; for both men and
revelation have progressed since that 1literature was written,
So much for the communication of God to man, Just as
God can communicate with all men, so all men may attempt
to communicate with Ged. Kohler believed that all men yearned

for God and could come tc an appreciation of God., The result
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is that men pray. There is a “kernel of true plety" even
in pagan uorship.126 "Prayer is the exoression of man's
longing and yearmning for God , . . , an outflow of the emo=-
tions of the soul in its dependence on God."™ 1In this sense
prayer grows out of human weakness. But it culminates not
in longing but in adoration and trust.l127

In our discussion of Kohler's God-concept we found that
he believed God to be personally near to every individual
(even though he also believed that to defy reason). For
an omniscient God to knew the thoushts and prayers of an
individual 1s no problem if God may know them without Him-
self changing. But it would create a major rhilosophical
problem if prayer influenced God, if, that is, prayer could
lead God to do something which He would not otherwise have
done, For that would impute change to the deity. This is
necessary background for Kohler's idea of prayer, Because
of maen's nature he yearns for greater morel and spiritual
perfection; hence he prays, Because of God's nature He may
hear praver but may not be moved to change because of 1it,.
Paradoxicaelly, therefore, we will find that Xohler considers
praver very important for man but not very important for
God,

Kohler's discussion of prayer begins as follows, 1)
Prayer is 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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k) Prayer has noc influence on God, Who is "exalted above
space, omniscient, unchangeable in will and action.'lza
The fourth point here means that the third point is per=-
tially misleading, Prayer does nct actually inveke divine
mercy or justice at all, Man must change himself,

The logical guestion thus becomes: why pray at all?
The continuation of K-hler's discussion answers the guestion!
5) "Prayer can exert power only over the relastionship of
man to God, not over God Himself. This indicates the nature
and purpose of prayer.” 6) We are genuinely uplifted toward
God in prayer. It gives us strength and courage, 7) Prayer,
in sum, strengthens faith and insplires purer livlng.izg
What this 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,

Joseph Blau correctly notes that for Xohler “prayer
is a psychological need of man, not an effective agent in
the cosmos," adding that there was "too much of a genuinely
religious spirit" in Kohler to allow him tc go as far as
some of the rationaslists of his day did when they called
prayer self-decention.130 That is correct as far as it goes,
But we should note that Kohler and such rationallists essen=-
tially agreed on what prayer does. It is addressed to God
but only influences man, The difference between Kohler and
such rationalists is less one of philosophy than one of
temperament,

Kohler argues that community prayer is more effective



than private prayer, Again, this is more for psychological
reasons than for theological ones, Private prayer helps
the individual to some degree, but only in groups is "the
pure atmosvhere of heavenly freedom and bliss®™ fully attain-
able.131

When Kohler deals with atonement he goes beyond this
purely psychological view cof msn's communication with deity.
We found in our discussion of Kohler's idea of sin that it
is "a severance of the soul's inner relations to God," that
it is unfaithfulness "to our own god-like nature."™ Kohler
argues that man would be in & terrible predicament if he
could not escape his sense of guilt, He may do so by re-
nentance, The first step is psychological in the sense that
prayer is psychological. Repentance means inner transfor-
mation.ljz Man feels guiltyv and resdves tc do better.
But guilt is not so easily assusged, God's mercy must
supplement man's sincerity:

The chief stress is always laid on the feeling of

remorse and on the change of heart which contrition

and self-accusation bring., Yet even these would not

be sufficient to cast off the oppressive consclousness

of guillt, unless the contrite heart were reassured

by God that He forgives the venitent son of man with

paternal grace and love.

Are we to conclude that God does not respond to prayer
but that he does respond to reventancef That seems to be
Kohler's implicatien., S5Still, it remains theoreticelly

possible that, since mercy is part of God's nature which

supplements justice (justice alone would not always leave
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room for mercy), divine esrace operates independently. Grace,
then, need not be a direct response to repentance-=which,
as with prayer, would impute change to the deity. While
that idea of grace is theoretically possible, it appears
far more likely that Kohler is inconsistent here, that he
does indeed believe that God is not influenced by prayer

but that He is influenced by repentance.

Isrsel
The God Kaufmann Kohler speaks of is the God of all

men, The nature of man is universal. The Messianic Age
must be achieved by all. And the religion through which
men shall achleve it-=the system we have been dealing with--
should be, and will inevitably become, the religion of all
men. What then, in Kohler's thought, is the place of Israel,
the Jewish people?

The key to that guestion is to be sought in the fact
that Kohler believed the system he was setting forth to
be the most modern Jewish system, the essence of Jewish
teaching as it evolved throughout history. All men should
believe it, But not all men have and not all men do. Israel
hes learned truth, Israel's place i1s to teach that truth
to others so that it will be in practice the universal truth
that it is in theory. This is the "Mission of Isrsel."
We must examine how Kohler arrives at such a concept and
what its ramifications include,

As we have seen, God =ives revelation tc many people,

Kohler believes that God has glven certain varieties of



revelation to certain peonles, Certain peoples at various

times in history have a great deal to teach others sabout

one particular subject, If a group has such knowledge, it

should teach it. That is its "mission." Christiens, for

example, have had a special mission in art and music. Islam's

mission was the cultivation of philosophy and science.lju

The Jewish people has had (and continues to have ) a similar

mission. It must bring religious truth tc the world. Sig-

nificantly, Israel has been the only people which has been

self-conscious of the fact that 1t has a special mission.135
Israel, thus, is = distinct and distinctive people.

This does not necessarily mean that Jews are better than others.

But that is what it does mean in so far as they live "a

higzher and more God-like 11fe.“136 The Jewish people discov=-

ered that God is a unity, and that the world is therefore

unified under one moral government and plan, The Mission

of Israel, Kohler tells us, is so closely tied to the doctrine

of God's unity that the two dcctrines are 1nseparab1e.137
Israel, Kohler tells us, is a "chosen people." Since

God zives revelation to many peovles, but has singled out

Israel for one type of revelation, Kohler can logically

assert that God "has chosen Israel freely of His own accord.“138

What Israel has been chosen for is the mission to bring truth

to the world. This is the central point for understanding

Judaism. It "fcrms the basis and chief condition of revel-

ation.“139 That is, Jews have received the revelations out

of which Judaism has grown in order that they would carry
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out their mission., Conversely, they carry cut their mission
because they have received the revelations.

The point of Israel's existence is that it must bring
the truth to other nations., This amounts to having a "cove-
nant" with God. The Jewish people is "an instrument for
His plan of sslvation" for the whole uorld.luo The chosing,
or covenant, or election, was not & one-time event, but
rather, in keeping with the idea of progressive revelation,
was and is a continuous ;:oroces.ls.lh'1

Bringing "salvation” to the world by teaching it truth
means teaching ethics in order to bring the Messianic Age.
"I'he soul of the Jewish religion is its ethics. Its God
is the Fountalnhead and Ideal of morality.*luz By definition,
then, when the Messianic Age arrives the Mission will have
been accomplished.

Clearly this amounts to a major redefinition of the
traditional idea of the Messiah, HRather than waiting for
the Messiah, Kohler is waltine for the Messianic Age. If
we still look for a precursor of that age, it is not an

individual but the whole Jewish people.luj As Kohler put

it in a sermont

If ever there was a lamb of God brought to slaughter

by cruel executors, if there ever was a crucified Mes=-
siah suffering for the gins of men with no gullt of

his own, it was the Jew, The Jew is the Passover lamb
whose blood God Eﬁw and said: "By this blood the world
shall be saved,!

Kohler's idea of the Mission of Isrzel deoes not in

theory reguire that Israel be different from other peoples



except in the revelations it has received and, vperhaps,
in the dedication it has shown. But in point of fact Kohler
believed that Jews constitute a special race. He tells us
that the mission idea presupposes “a special capacity of
soul and tendency of intellect." The Jews are "the religlous
people par excellance."'*5 While 1ndividusl Jews have con-
tributed to many fields, the Jews as & people have a special
genius spvecifically and exclusively for r't=.-lig:loﬂ.1“6

In spite of the fact that Kohler is primarily inter-
ested as a theologian in Judaism, it follows from what we
have just sald that he belleved 2 person is a Jew not because
that person accents or refuses to accept the doctrines of
Judaism, but by birth. Only converts need to state specifically
that they accept doctrine, The Mission of Israel is obli-
gatory on all Jews by birth, 147

David Phllipson asks what, for Kohlex, was the source
of Jewish authority? How, that is, was Kohler so sure his
system was correct and other religious systems were wrong?
Traditional Judaism has an infallible revelation, the Torah,
Kohler thought it fallible and chasngeable. Philipson's
answer is that the Jewish people's speclial genius for religion
gives certainty, authority, to Judaism. Nothing in Jewish
Theology explicitly stztes or denles such a consequence of
the Jewish veople's racisi uniqueness, But Philipson'may
be correct., He guotes an article by Kohler in the July

9, 1866 issue of American Hebrew as stating:

I do not believe in the divine origin of the Mosaic
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law and tradition as our Orthodox brethren deo, but

iegglzflﬁgve in the divine mission of the Jewish

At any rate, Kohler certainly did believe that Jews
have "hereditary virtues,"l%9 Xohler was very much a uni-
versalist in that he thought Judalsm was a religion for
all men and that all men must reach salvation (the Messianio
Are, holiness--moral perfection) for any man to reach sal-
vation. But at the same time he was a particularist, a
racist, Different peoples have genius for different things.
And the Jew has the genius for discovering the way of life
which all men should adopt.

The Jewish genius has certainly had a tremendous in-
fluence on the world, Kohler thought, Israel has constantly
re juvenated itself by assimilating things from other cultures.15°
At the same time Israel's truths have been partislly assim-
ilated by others., Christianity and Islum, as daughter
religions, have consciously or unconsciously spread the
Jewish belief in one God, the Jewish messianic hope, and
Jewish morallty.lsl Christianity, in fact, as it grew into
a "world-conquering Church,” spread these truths farther than
the Jews alone could ever have done, The problem with Christ=-
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
religion which the Christian, like others, needs to adopt

so that all may reach the Messianic Age:



The Church in her efforts to conquer the heathen world
was to a large extent conquered herself by the heathen
view, Having started in the name of Israel's God,

she had, in order to win the nations for her faith,

to enter intec all kinds of compromisq whether in regard

to the unity and spirituality of God or in regard to

the unity of mankind and of the cosmos,.

In spite of all mankind's problems, progress had been
made; and certainly that meant that Jewlsh morality was
having its effect, As we have already seen, Kohler even
believed that the climax of progress was close at hand.

Other monotheistic peovles will eventually find union through
Israel.lsk The Messianic Age is an inevitability.

Israel has a universal message for the world, and it
is Israel's particular task, its Mission, to make that message
known, The Mission 48 Israeli's rasison d'€tre. Kohler be~-
lieved that merely being the vessel which contained universal
ideas was not sufficient to insure the continued particular
existence necessary for the propagaticn of those ideas,

Hence Judeism has developed "forms" and institutions, such
things as bar mitzvah, Passover, and the synagogue. Theo~
logically these things are secondary. Doctrines are primary.
But rrom a vractical standpoint forms and institutions are
absolutely crucial. All Jews are not equally capable of
understanding and propagating doctrine., But they may all
maintain thelr allegiance to Judaism by adhering to its

forms and institutions., In other words, doctrine is the
reason for continuing Jewish existence; but forms and in-

stitutions are the vehicle for continuing Jewish existence.155

Forms and institutions give stability to Judaism, as



~100=-

they do for all religions, While they certainly express

ideas, either directly or symbolically, their primary appezl

is to the emotions, "the ultimate source of religlon.'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 different Jewish communities and different

historical periods, Indeed, Judaism's "ever youthful mind

has constantly created new forms to express the ideas of

the time, or has invested old ones with new meaninsa.‘ls?
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 treditional forms they wish to

sccept. But they are not bound te do so. Kohler is able

to assert this because, as we have seen, traditional Jewish

literature (e.ez, Bible and Talmud) is not authoritative.

For Xohler, therefore, the Jewish law=-halachah=--which

relies on that litersture for authority i1s not authoritative

either, Kohler was well aware of the fact that the halachic

structure left some room for change. But it did not leave

enouzh room for change. Kohler's rejection of halachah as

binding 15 unequivocal: “Modern Judaism, quickened anew

with the spirit of the ancient seers of Israel, cannot remain

bound by a later and altogether too rigid Halakah,"158

Talmudic Judaism, Kohler thousht, had led to casulstry
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and over=-intellectualism, Jewish mysticism had led to over-
emotionalism, The forms of modern Judaism, he felt, must

speak to "the whole of man," balancing intellect and emotion.159
In falrness to Kohler, it should be noted here that while

he felt he must justify his deviation from Orthodoxy, which
he thought encouraged "adherence to the mere form,'16° his
idea of the function of religious forms implicitly gives a
great deal of credit to éibllcal and talmudic forms, Time
and again Kohler points out how various forms have contri=-
buted to Jewish survival and piety., The following passage
from one of Kohler's sermons exemplifies his view of Orthodox

Judaism:

I am the very last to deprecate Orthodoxy. It is
the soil out of which we have drawn sap and marrow.
Orthodox Judaism is the mother that has nursed us with
her life-blood, and even if she shows the wrinkles of
old age, we wWill never forfgf to pay her homage and
reverence in due humility.

Kohler's dissatisfaction with Orthodox Judalsm was
not due sclely to its rigidity or over-intellectualism,
He felt that many traditional forms were ill-suited to modern
Western soclety. "“I'he weakness of the synagogue was 1its

162 Kohler declared. Its forms have therefore

Orientalism,
lost thelr hold on the Occidental Jew. Tallis, tzitzis,
phyllacteries, and mezuzah, for example, are “"meaningless
forms.'163 Overcoming Orientalism has also meant making
women equalléa and introducing vernacular liturgy and sermons.165
We would probably not be too far from the truth if we

said, in light of these examples, that by "Orientalism"
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Kohler was referring to anything in Jewish practice which
appeared odd or eccentric to non=Jews. We would be wrong,
however, if we accused Kohler of urging the change of forms
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 Messianic Age, and that
the role of the Jew in the world was to spread the doctrines
necessary to bring that age. Logically, therefore, Kohler
thought 1t imperative that forms which served to keep Jews
from mixing freely with their neighbors were an obstacle to
vrozress, In this context Kohler's view of the dietary laws
is significant, The dietary laws disciplined the medieval
Jew and contributed to his survival, Like many laws, they
contributed to the Jew's "spirit 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 Isrsel. To give them up is prob-
lematical becsasuse they have been so effective in contributing
to Jewish survival, As Kohler puts it:
Reform Judaism . . . sees in the humanitarianism of the
gresent a mode of reslizing the Messianic hope of Israel,
herefore it cannot afford to encourage the separation
of the Jew from kis environment in any way except through
the maintenance of his religion, snd cannot encourage
the dietary lawes ss a means of separation., Its great
problem is to find other methods to incilicate the spirit
of holiness in the modern Jew, to render him conscious
of his priestly mission, while he lives }g6unison and
fellowship with =211 his fellow-citizens,

Kchler, clearly, was willing and sometimes anxious to

do away with old forms., And his theory leaves him free to
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innovate entirely new forms, Several passages indicate

that what he thought necessary was the revivifying of old
forms to meke them more appealing in the modern age., In

one sermon he says that "I for one feel that true progress
lies not in sbolishinz but in improving the ceremonies of
religion, and in making such innovations as tend to strengthen
the reverential plety of the people."167 In another sermon
he says that whilile in the Ghetto Succot waes a relief from

the monotony of daily l1ife, the modern Jew experiences a
monotony of prosperity. "Can the synagogue wake up to this
deficiency?" asks Kohler. "Yes," he answers, “if you succeed

in making the o0ld symbols echo forth new ldeas in harmony

with our age.'168

Lxactly what are Kohler's criteria for change? The
foregoing examples hint at criteria, but they are far from
explicit., Orientalism--that which hinders the Jew in ful=-
filling his mission--must be eliminated. But on what basis
should forms be retained? And how may innovations be eval-
uated? Kohler gives no direct answers to such questions,
but his criteria seem to be these: forms and institutions
must appeal to both the mind and the heart, thus inspiring
the Jew to work at his mission; they must encourage group
loyalty without going so far as to keep the Jew from mixing
with non=Jews, Forms and institutions, says Kohler, must
be "attractive and 1mpressive.“169

Such eriteria are highly subjective., Who is to judge

what is attractive? Who is to judge what goes too far?
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Kohler does not say. His silence allows us to conclude
that anyone with the power to persuade others of the value
of his judgements may judge. Certainly Kohler believed that
he himself had the right to judege, a fact which leads us
to suspect that Kohler would have given priority to the
cpinions of rabbis over laymen,
4 final example may help to clarify Kohler's approach
to change. Kohler believed that "the most important insti-
tution of the synagogue, and the one most froucht with
blessing for all mankind, is the Sabbath,"170 He thought
that, due to economic conditions, more Jews would be able
to attend weekly services if they were held on Sunday rather
than Saturday. His judesement was that it was more important
to inspire larger numbers of people than to staunchly defend
a mere institution. Hence Sunday services are not "treascn
to Judaism." His theory would have allowed himr to change
the day of shabbat (which is only an institution, secondary
to doctrine), But he wculd not go as far as his theory
would permit. He insisted that Sunday services may supple-
ment the real shabbat as a temporary expedient only. Ideally,
Saturday services would be re-introduced when the times
changed.l?1 On this issue, Samuel Cohon's observation is
an ant one: "Ag on other occasions in his career, his radi-
2alism was checked by his native piety.“l?2
Kohler's thought developed further on the subject of
Sunday services; here we may see specifically how he applies

criteria to judge the value of innovations, A sermon in
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1888 gives the above reasons for allowing Sunday services,173
But in 1891 another sermon proclaims that the innovation

has heen a fallure., By what criteria did it fail? In theory
Sunday services were justifieble. And they had "the charm
of novelty." But they did not "render Judaism stronger and
firmer 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
sudiences for our ancestral faith.,® To the contrary, Sunday
had a “colorless cosmopolitanism,®™ It created "forms of
devotion void of the positive Jewish character." Sunday
services had contributed to a rise in skepticism and agnos-
ticism, A form which does not deepen religious conviction
should be done away with. Hence Sunday services should

be eliminated, "for this alone is the test of their actual

merit.“17u

As the vpoint of Jewish existence 1s 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 improved., If they are
counter-productive they should be radically changed or dropped.
Not surprisingly, Kohler applies the same criterion to
Zionism that he applies to liturgy or shabbat. The Zionists
"would lock us off in a corner of the world," says Kohler.175
To be consistent with his universalistic theology, Kohler

had no choice but tc oppose the &ionists of his day, who,

he was convinced:
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regard the Jewish people as a2 nation like any other,

denying to it the specific character of a priest-people

« + « With a religious mission., . . . On this account

Zionism, whether politica} gr cultural, can have no

place in Jewish theology.l7

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 its internal structure should promote
that mission., To fulfill its mission, Israel must remain
a sevarate group, Particularism is an essential means to
an end, But the end is universalist, albeit universalist
in a somewhat limited sense--Judalism as Kohler understood
it must become the universal religion, The mission idea

led to a paradox in Kohler's thinking: Jews must remain

separate-=-but not too separate,

The System as a Whole

A mejor strength in Kohler's writine which, though it
is a strength, still prompts some ecritical reservations,
is his desire to ask people to take as little as possible
on falth a2lone, Bellefs, we have found, should be reason-
ablej though faith may carry us beyond the conclusions of
reason alone, Harmonizing contemporary thoucht and tradi-
tional piety has always been the strength, indeed the raison
d'etre, of theology. However, reading Jewish Theology
eritically, one is bound to note that some things are taken
on faith while others, which could 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 questlons strike
at the core of Kohler's essence-extracting method. In choosing
what 1s of the essence and what is not, what may not be
believed without evidence and what must be believed without
evidence, it 1s possible, even probable, that Kohler was
often subjective or arbltrary.

Looking at Kaufmann Kohler's theological system as =z
whole we can discern a pervading element, 2 single idea
which draws together his multifaceted thought. At the risk
of slightly oversimplifying, we can say that Kohler's watche-
word 1is morality, Morslity--albeilt a sparsely defined morality--
is his geoal, All of his concepts are intended to promote
that goal., God has many attributes; but His preeminent fea=-
ture is His morality. God's morality accounts for His actions,
Man has a very complex neturej; but what glves significance
to his life is his pctential for moral action. As for the
relationship betweerr God and man, it, teco, has various
asvects., But its major significance derives from i1ts fos=
tering of morality. While God reveals many things to man,
by far 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 is to strengthen
man to continue striving for perfection--moral perfection,
This morality-centered theology is the essence of the Jewish

religion, Kohler tells us, The reason for Isrsel's existence
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is that it has a Mission to teach Judaism to all mankind.

If connecting all of Kohler's system with one gener=
ating idea, the persuance of moral perfection, oversimpli-
fies, it does so only slightly. Significantly, Kohler him=
self made similar statements., In one of his addresses he
sald:

Judaism is the oﬁly religion which made humanity, the

Strustive of doclety; 16a Startins, potut and 1t end, 77

’ : .
In another address he claimed that Mathew Arnold's definition
of Geod, "The power, nct ocurselves, that maketh for righteous=-
ness," /sic,/ summed up the whole of the Jewish religion.1?8

There is a messianic thrust to Kohler's theology. Man
could--indeed, he inevitably would--reach moral perfection,
the Messianic Age., Man was already close to perfect truth
in knowing how he should live in order to reach perfection,

He should live according to the teachings of Judaism, And

the growing level of sophistication and humanitarianism
indicated that mankind might soon accept the leéessons of
Judaism in toto. Man's intellectual powers, his mind--which
was the vehicle of divine revelstion--gave him the capacity

to leave falsehood and evil behind, Reason cculd even correct
the doctrines of religion.

In its time the main strength of Kohler's system was
probably its appeal to reason and its concomitant optimism,

Kohler said that it was reasonable to believe that God wanted

the Messisnic Age, And it was reasonable to believe that
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man could reach it, And the way to do so was to follow
all the ways of an ancient religion, 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 in its own time was its weakness a couple of generations
later. Kohler, in his day, saw justification for unbridied:
optimism, As the twentieth century unfolded, man in general,
and Jews in particular, sew less and less justification for
optimism, Joseph Blau points out that under the influence
of Freud, and seeing the mixed blessings of scientific and
technological development, twentieth century thinkers dis-
carded the notion than man's mind could lead him to a perfect
society.l?9 They also discarded the notion that evolution
was synonymous wlith progress, Optimists, moreover, were
profoundly disillusioned by two world wars in the twentieth
century. Writing in 1948, shortly after the holocaust,

Emil Fackenheim argued that the "religion of reason," by
which he meant such systems as Kohler's:

can be satisfying only where it is believed that the

gap between the envisaged ideal and the 1lived reality

is not crucial; that it is a matter of degree only,

and that it will be progressively bridged. . . . But

what religiously sensitive persons of the 20th century

have come to realize is that moral progress in degree,
important though i1t be, does not span the gap. . . «»

As Kristol puts it: "The horror that breathes into

our faces is the realization that evil may come by
doing good=--not merely intending to do good, but doing
it." This the "religion of reason" cannot understsnd.
Nor is it equipped to face the fact that in the 20th
century, men--all of us--find themselves compelled

to commit or condone evil for t?sosaka of preventing
an evil believed toc be greater,
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As Fackenheim can account for Kohler's idea of progress
wfthout allowing that such progress is as significant as
Kohler believed it to be, so Kohler could account for Fack=-
enheim's moral dilemmas merely as situations caused by tem=-
porary setbacks in history. Such criticism, therefore, does
not amount to a logical 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 and Kohler have thus far been dealt with individually
and on their own terms. Since they represent successive
phases in the development of American Reform Judaism, some
comparison and retrospective criticism may help to bring
them into final focus.,

As fellow "Classical Reform™ theologians they quite
naturally had much in common., If we examine them from the
perspective of the traditional God, Torah, and Israel trilogy
in Jewish theology, we find that they each had essentially
the same view of Israel, The Jewish people has the truth
and hes 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 doubt 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
the subject of Torah--revelation--is the difference between
Wise and Kohler irreconcilable., Wise believed mankind te
be in possessicn of an infallible revelation, the decalogue,
For Kohler, on the other hand, revelation was an ongoing
process always mediated by finite humen minds,

Neither Wise nor Kchler saw Reform Judaism as anything
other than the true Judaism; so in that respect also the

two thinkers are similar, Each thought his own theology
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captured the essence of Judaism. Each believed himself

to be purifying far more than innovating, and innovating

only in matters of form, rarely in matters of fasic doctrine,
Both justified change by pointing out that Judaism had always
changed., We must note, however, that neither articulates

and consistently applies a theory of change 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 its history, we must at the same time note that Wise's

and Kohler's theologies do represent a significant departure
from traditional Judaism as it has bteen evolving since the
advent and triumph of Fhartisaism, By denying the Sinaitic
origin of the "Oral Law" both men-~Wise's hedging and Kohler's
"progressive revelation" notwithstanding--theoretically and
in their practice abrogated halachah snd the halachah's
internal provisions for change, Hence they did break with
Orthodox Jewish doctrine, Phar&saic Judaism itself could

be viewed as precedent for such a radical shift., But Wise's
and Kohler's denial that any radical shift had occured will

not withstand critical serutiny.

Wise and Kohler are also similar in that they both
emphasize morality as the most important aspect of religion,
Here, though, Kohler goes farther than Wise, virtuslly equating
Judaism and the pursuit of moral ends., Such a change in
emphasis signals that Kohler is a generation beyond Wise

in the 4evelopment of Reform Judaism, He was willing to
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leave more of Orthedoxy behind, Kohler's thought, particu=-
larly since he was the architect of the Pittsburg Platform,
might be considered the apex in the development of classical
Reform Judaism., In that sense, Wise's thought a generation
earlier cannot be criticized for being less sophisticated
than Kohler's, But their differences should not be minimized.

Kohler viewed people in antiquity and the books which
they wrote, even the divinely inspired books which they wrote,
as primitive by comparisor. with more modern people snd more
modern works, some of which were also divinely inspired.

Wise believed, on the other hand, that God had revealed to
Moses truths which have yet to be surpassed and never will

be, Men, thought Wise, have the same intellectual endowments
which they have always had. Progress did not occur because
man improves, but because God, the "Logos of History," sees

to it that man's best efforts survive while all else perishes.
The keystone of Wise's religion was the decalogue, No modern
thought could equal the decalcgue; and nc modern generation
surpass in scphistication the generations of Biblical writers,
S8till less could modern writers hope to equal in profundity
the writings of Moses, who received a direct revelation from
God.

The benefit which Wise's theology gains by having an
unguestionably perfect revelation as a basis is not to be
scoffed at, He could offer the believer ten statements of
unguestionable divinity and validity. His version of Judaism

was on as firm a8 foundation-=if not as broad a foundatione=-
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as Orthodoxy. To have such certainty, however, he believed
he had to oppose so-called "Higher Criticism," Also, he directed
some of hls strongest dilatribes at Darwinism, For Darwin's
theory of the descent of man threatened the Biblical creation
accounts and--as Wise viewed the situation--threatened the
Biblical idea that man was created in God's image. Horeover,
Darwin's theory, as interpreted by some, meant that man
continues to improve over the centuries, an idea which could
Justify considering modern man smarter than Biblical authors.
What all of this boils down to 1s that Wise maintained
the sure foundation of his theology by opposing some of the
mest significant scientific thinking of his day., Kohler
totally reversed this, He accepted the documentary hypothesis
and declared that, under God's guldance, man has made progress
and become more sophisticated than his forebears, Where
Wise was appalled by developmentalism, Kohler made it an
article of falth, He sacralized it, God has caused man to
steadily improve. God did not give one sure revelation,
but consistently insvired people throughout history, In-
fallible revelation might not stand up to science, but pro=-
gressive revelation could not be denied by science, Kohler
saved revelation from the threats of "Higher Criticism®™ and
evolutionism by affirming all three, But in 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 many respects.

But even that had its positive side:t ancient lliterature
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was still great; but modern thinking was even greater!

In ancther respect Kohler gave up sureness which Wise
claimed. Wise thought he could prove the existence of God.
Kohler argued that it was reasonable to believe, but knew that
philosophers had demolished the classical proofs for the
existence of God. Kohler can neither be pralsed nor blamed
here; Wise should have known better. And Kohler's faith
was just as firm as Wise's,

That there was a major shift in thinking between Wise's
theologizing and Kchler's should now be evident. A nega-
tively inclined critic might spesk of a decay in sureness.
Wise gave up all but the decalogue as infallible revelation.
Kohler gave up even that, Wise believed God's existence
provable, Kohler did not. A positively inclined critic
might see Wise and Kohler as successive steps toward greater
theological maturity. I would opt for the latter view,
Apodictic certainty was desirsble, But it became untenable,
Wise's effort to save it was a noble failure, Kohler's ability
to make strengths out of the weaknesses of earlier systems
was brilliant, Kohler,'ﬁith 2 better educaticon than Wise's,
and with a broader base of liberal thinking (including Wise's)
to build on, worked out a system in keeping with modern
scientific thinking, yet still based on traditional Jewish
literature,

For all their significant differences, the theologlies
of Wise and Kohler share a mood. Llke most theologies,

they are apologetical. They are responses to the challenge
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of an age, Judalsm needed to be harmonized with modern
thinking and modern life styles so that Jews would not rorsake
it. While most theologians who undertake such a task con=-
clude=-not surprisingly--that their religion remains wvital,
the justification process is often considered a holding
action, a necessary evil, Wise and Kohler take up the cudgels
with great gusto. They face the future with ebullience.

The tradition, to be sure, had to be defended, But portions
of it were, indeed, outmoded., Jews must persist as a dis-
tinct religious group. But for Wise and Kohler it was Judalism
as 1t ought to be practiced, the Judalsm perceived as the
essence of the tradition, not Judaism as it had been prac-
ticed or presently was being practiced, that Jews needed

teo affirm, Judaism thus purified was the religion which

not only modern Jews needed, but which all of mankind needed
and would inevitably accept.

Perhaps Wise's and Kohler's ebullience resulted pre-
cisely from the universal thrust of theilr thinking. Theilrs
was the religion, they belleved, which all the world needed.
And theirs was the noble task of creating a Jewish community
which could be the exemplar for all the world.

Wise and Kohler, then, address their thinking to the
situation of mankind, not just to the situation of Israel,

But they retain a unique position for Israel in the divine
scheme, The age-o0ld tension in Jewish thinking between
universalism and particularism is evident here, Both men

considered themselves universalists., All men should accept
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their faith. 1lsrael was the particular vehicle whose function
it was to convert the world to the one true religion. Without
meaning to be dercgatory, we must conclude in retrosrect
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 \it,
Neither Wise nor Kohler would have been willing to say that
other faiths or other ways of life were, by comparison with
Judaism, equally valid,

The basis of Kohler's particularism is open, if not
to refutation logically (it is never established logically),
at least to grave doubt. What evidence could be mustered to
show that Jews today are the religious people par excellence,
that they are racially gifted to receive revelations of
God's moral will? Gumbiner's critique is cogent on this

point:

Those who cannot accept the "racial® element in
connection with revelation 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 gquestion about converts to Judaism.
Do the converts, who come from a different ethnic
background, share in 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 characteristiec,
a product of Jewish historical experience, then the
gquestion about inheritance of acquired characteristics
will be asked,l

The step from Kohler's particularism, or from Wise's,
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to the mission--the universalist thrust of their thinking--
is not a difficult one, It is quite reasonable that a people
in possession of unique truth should feel obligated to spread
that truth, But particularly since Wise and Kohler do not
advocate active proselytizing, but desire primarily that

Jews be an example for others to emulate, thelr opposition
to Jewish nationalism of all varieties may have been a more
extreme position than their own universalist notions required.
The point here is not that their particularist thinking ought
to preclude their universalist thinking, but only that it
might have mitigated the extremes of theilr universalism.

An analogy may help to clarify the point. Achad Ha'am
(Asher Ginzberg, 1856-1927) believed that there is a Hebrew
spirit which i1s responsible for the Jews being the sort
of people they are, That spirit is religious and moral,
leading Jews to be concerned with God and the fulfilling
of God's will in human society, Prophets and prophecy are
the highest expressions of the Hebrew spirlt.z To the degree
that Jews fully realize, fully embody, the prophetic spirit,
they become an example to others, a force in the world making
for greater righteousness.3 Now there is nothing here at
which either Wise or Kohler could take offense, To the
contrary, Achad Ha'am's view here bears an uncanny resem-
blance to Kohler's view of Jewish racial attributes! But
where Kohler corncludes that Jews must assimilate to the
general soclety to spread their message, Achad Ha'am comes

up with "Cultural Zionism." The Hebrew spirit, he says,
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cannot be manifested in its purest and highest forms unless
Jews live apart, uncontaminated by the influence of other
cultures.a Kohler's and Achad Ha'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 Zionism? and Achad Ha'am attacked the Reform

6 We can reasonably

Jewish idea of the Mission cof Israel,
conclude that factors of temperzment and of background (German
vs. East European) have as much to do with these men's our-
locks vis a vis universalism and particularism as theological
factors do, Here Gumbiner's observations are again insightful:
"On the basis of in-born capacities of a people, there would
seem to be at 1eas£ as much support for cultural nationalism
as for ethical monotheism,"?

Anti-Zionlism is increasingly rare in modern American
Jewish cireles, 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 revezsled the decalogue, and only the decalogue, to Moses
at Sinal, and that khat event and those statements constitute
the eternal basis of Judaism, There are also many who sccept
as dcogma Kohler's idea of progressive revelation, his view
of prayer and repentance, and esvecially his view of the
Mission of Israel, The ideas of these two theologians clearly
met a need in their own times., And as authors, rabbis, and

teachers of rabbls these two men have hsed a substantial

influence on American Judaism extending far beyond their
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own times, The theologies of Wise and Kohler are not
without their difficulties. Neither are they adaptable

in toto to the needs and realities of Reform Jews today.

But their substantial strengths stand with their weaknesses
to inspire new generstions. Wise's and Kohler's theologies,
ma jor steps in the development of Reform Judaism in America,

remain as part of our inheritance as modern Jews,
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