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Digest 

In this modern age that has seen the widespread 

acceptance of pluralistic, non-Orthodox approaches to dogma 

and ritual, the naturalistic thought of both Spinoza and 

Kaplan has assumed increasing importance. Both Spinoza and 

Kaplan rejected the supernatural world view inherent in 

Orthodox Judaism (and Christianity and Islam) and argued 

instead for a naturalist world view. Both felt, however, that 

such a world view did not preclude a concept of God or a role 

£or religion. Thus both (each in their own fashion) 

constructed a naturalist theology, one in which their 

respective God-concepts were thoroughly coherent with a 

naturalist world view. They did not stop at their God-

concepts, however. Each went on to construi:t a complete 

system in which traditional areas of religious concern were 

reinterpreted in light of their respective naturalist God-

concepts. This thesis explores their respective theologies 

and some of the conclusions each drew regarding these areas of 

religious concern. This thesis begins by examining the 

respective epistemologies of Spinoza and Kaplan and then moves 

on to explore the God-concept each thinker espoused, showing 

the connection between their respective epistemologies and 

their God-concepts. It then goes on to look at how each 

thinker's respective God-concept influences the conclusions 

drawn by each thinker in six main areas : ethics, soteria 
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(defined as how humans are able to achieve ultimate meaningful 

existence) , the doctrine of the chosenness of the Jewish 

People, the role and status of scripture, the role and status 

of ritual, and the role and status cf religion. Throughout 

this thesis the ideas of each thinker are evaluated and 

compared, and it concludes with the i dea that both these 

thinkers can serve as possible models for the modern Jew who 

has problems with supernatura l ism s i milar to those that 

Spinoza and Kaplan had . 
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Chapter 1: Kaplan and Spinoza 

Ever since the Emancipation and the rise of the 

scientific world view, Judai$m (along with the other Orthodox 

western religions) 1 has faced a crisis. The tenets of the 

supernatural world view espoused by these religions has come 

under increas ing scrutiny, and more and more these tenets are 

being rejected by the vast majority of people. 1 The reason 

for this is simple - the supernatural world view finds itself 

in increasing conflict with the f1 .ndamental assumptions of the 

modern age. 

The modern age is dominated by the naturalist world view, 

a view that holds that all that takes place in the universe is 

the product of natural forces, forces that can be understood 

(at least i n principle) by the human mind. All events, 

objects, and ideas that exist, exist in accordance with 

fundamental natura l laws, laws that cannot be canceled, 

The primary focus in this thesis will be on Judaism, but 
what is said here is also true for the other western religions, 
Christianity and Islam. The problems created by the modern age for 
these three religions most likely also apply to any supernatural 
religion that exists in the world, but it is beyond the scope of 
this thesis to say with any certainty how non-western supernatural 
religions are affected by the modern age. 

1 While it is overly simplistic to speak of Judaism and the 
other western religions as being completely unified, monolithic 
bodies throughout their history, the focus of this thesis is the 
reaction of two thinkers to the supernatural world view espoused by 
these reliqions in their most well known forms. Thus the names of 
these religions will be used to refer to orthodox (Pharisaic) 
Judaism, Orthodox Islam, Catholicism and fundamental Protestantism. 

1 



changed, or suspended. } There exist no beings or entities 

outside the natural order, and certainly there is no outside 

will that c an interrupt or effect a change in the natural 

order merely by desiring it. The whole of the natural order 

is intelligible, whether through reason or exper iment , and 

knowledge of the natural order c an be used to make predictions 

and effect c hanges in it. 

All of this is radically different from the traditional 

supernatural view of the universe. This view holds that there 

exists a Deity who has created the universe and all that is in 

it. This leads to certain conclusions, as Reines explains 

1. There is a theistic God• who has created 
everything besides himself that exists, namely, the 
universe and all it contains . 

2. By the very act of having created them, t he 
theistic God owns all persons and things, and owning 
them , therefore, possesses absolute authority over them. 

J. The theistic God, consequently, possesses 
absolute authority over hnmankind. 

4. Exercising his absolute authority, the theistic 
God through a revelation has issued commandments that 
humankind i n general or some particular religious 
community must obey. 

J This should not be taken to imply that human understanding 
of these natural laws cannot change. Human beings may misrepresent 
or modify the models that they use to represent natural law , but 
underlying these models is the assumption that at some fundamental 
level there are in fact natural l aws that are unchangeable and that 
these laws can be used to predict events in the universe. 

• This God can be absolute (theistic absolutism) or finite 
(theistic finitism), but in both cases God has created the universe 
and exercises power over it. The main difference between the two 
is that in the former God has absolute (infinite) power, so that 
nothing happens in the universe against God's will, while in the 
latter God has His power limited (finite) in some way. In both 
cases though, God is a person (in the philosophical sense of 
possessing an independent will) who is the supernatural creator of 
all. As such, God is outside the norma l order of the universe. 

2 



5. The theistic God , also in this revelation, has 
delegated elements of his absolute authority to a 
religious leader, hierarchy, or community as a whole that 
gives them the right to compel humankind or the 
individual members of a religious community to obey the 
theistic God's commandments. 

6. Therefore, inasmuch as the religious leader, 
hierarchy , or community as a whole acts with the absolute 
authority delegated to them by the theistic God, 
humankind o r the individual members of the religious 
community must surrender all or certain portions of self­
authority to the leader, hierarchy, or community as a 
whole, and obey the commandments that issue from them . s 

All three western religions share this view in common, with 

the only disagreements being the nature of the Godhead, the 

source of the r evelation, the S?e~ific commandments involved 

and who has the authority. For Judaism, the source i s the 

Torah (plus, to a lesser extent, the rest of the Bible and the 

Talmud), for Christianity the Old and New Testaments , and for 

Islam the Quran. While they do not agree at all on matters of 

dogma and doctrine, the differences are trivial compared to 

their similarities when it comes to the purposes of th is 

thesis. All three agree on the supernatural world view, which 

Kaplan explains 

"Supernaturalism" is here used i n the specific sense 
of the suspension of natural law to make possible the 
occurrence of events which God himself brings about, to 
reward or punish, to help or hinder, human beings in 
their particular strivings, according as these are in 
keeping with, or contrary to, His will . 6 

And God's will, of course, is known through the revelation 

that He has provided through his messengers or His duly 

s Polydoxy, pq . 17 

6 Judaism Without Supernaturalism, pg.16 
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appointed representat ives. 

It should be obvious how radically different this view is 

from the naturalist view. The two are polar opposites and 

have nothing in common. Therefore it should not be surprising 

that in the modern age , an age dominated by the naturalist 

wor l d view (and its reliance on the scientific method), many 

people have great trouble believing the claims of supernatural 

religion. This problem is compounded by the fact that the 

reliability of the sources for the supernatural world view (of 

the three western rel igions ) has been thrown into doubt. 

Modern scholarship has demonstrated to the satisfaction of 

most people that both Bibles and the Quran are human 

documents, produced by human beings over varying periods of 

time in a variety of cultural settings. It is very difficult 

(if not impossible) to reconcile the fact of the human origin 

of these documents with the ddcuments' claim to being the 

infallible revelat ion of the theistic Deity. This has caused 

a variety of responses, ranging from throwing out the entire 

structure to the gamut of liberal religions . 1 It has also 

caused the rise of naturalist theologies and religions, in 

which the idea of God has been changed to conform with the 

basic principles of naturalism. 

The respective theologies of Benedict Spinoza and 

1 Including, but not limited to: Reform, Conservative and 
Reconstructionist Judaism, Liberal Protestantism, Liberal (largely 
American) Catholicism and Unitarianism. As far as I am aware, 
there does not yet exist an official, liberal form of Islam. 
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Mordecai Kaplan represent this latter tendency. Although 

Spinoza lived before the modern aqe, in many respects he was 

a man much ahead of his time , and he was responding, as was 

Kaplan, to the difficulty of reconciling the naturalist world 

view with the claims of supernatural religion. For both 

Spinoza and Kaplan , the naturalist world view was the correct 

one, and this automatically made the claims of supernatural 

relig ion false. At the same time , both were religious men5 , 

and refused to concede that the term God or the religious 

enterprise had no meaning whatsoever. Their task, therefore, 

was to present a naturalist theology, one in which the term 

God and some of the traditional areas of concern of religion 

still had meaning. 

Spinoza and Kaplan had more in common than merely 

naturalist theology. Despite the differences in time and 

place, their lives show some interesti ng parallels. Spinoza 

was born in Amsterdam on November 24, 1632. 9 He was well 

educated , receiving a thorough and traditional Jewish 

education. 10 In fact, his teachers were two of the greatest 

Rabbis of the time, Saul Morteria and Manasseh ben Israel. 11 

He was an excellent student , and at the behest of ben Israel 

i In the non-traditional sense, of course. However, both saw 
themselves as religious men (according to their own understanding 
of the term), a self-assessment that I agree with. 

Allison , pg.15 

10 Ibid, pg.18 

II Ibid, pg.18 
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began secular studies in 1652 wi th Francis Van Den Ende. 11 He 

was , according to all expectations, supposed to become a rabbi 

i n the Amsterdam commun ity, but at some point Spinoza began to 

fee l the conflict between the (to him) absurd claims of the 

Jewish trac!.ition and tNhat he had learned of the tNorld of 

science and philosophy. 13 Spinoza began to make his vie ws 

known , causing great consternation in the Amsterdam Jewish 

community. ?he exact details of what happened, the hows and 

whys, are still a subject of controversy14
, but the upshot is 

that Spinoza was formally f' xcommunicated from the Jewish 

people o n July 27, 1656. 1 ~ Spinoza went on to become a !.ens-

maker , living a simple life and beginning to discuss with 

others the aspects of his philosophy. 16 His fame grew and he 

began to attract a circle of followers and e ngage in 

correspondance with the most famous minds of the time, sharing 

both philosophic and scientific ideas. 17 He moved around a 

bit, and began work on his various philosophic treatises . 

With the exception of Pr inciples of the Ph ilosophy of Rene 

Descartes (published in 1663) and The Theological Political-

12 

13 

•• 

Ibid, pg.18 

Ibid , pg.19 

Ibid, pg.20 

is !bid, pg. 21. The ban on Spinoza is still in effect today, 
as i t has never been rescinded . 

10 Ibid , pg.22 

Ibid, pg.22 
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Tractate (published anonymously i n 1670) all of his works , 

including his masterpiece , ~ Ethics, were published 

posthumously. u Spinoza made quite a name for himse lf, and 

except for defending himself against the controvers ies h is 

ideas caused19
, lived a quiet life in which he kept much to 

himself. He died in 1677, in accordance with his principles, 

not belonging to any s ect or church . ~ 

Kaplan wa s born in a sma ll town in Lithuan ia in June, 

1881 . 21 He came to America in 1888 and, like Spin oza , Kaplan 

studied with the most famous Rabbis in his area (h i s father 

was a lso a Rabbi), rece iving rabbinical ordination from Rabbi 

Isaac Jacob Reines in 1908 . 11 As a teenager , he was exposed 

to the ideas of Biblical criticism by Arnold Erlich, a man who 

was considered at the time to be qu,i te a heretic. 23 In 

addition, Kaplan studied at the Jewish Theological Seminary in 

the morning and at the cit y College of New York in the 

18 Ibid , pp.30-36 

19 Especially after the publication of The Theological­
Political Tractate. Even though it was publi s hed without his name 
on it, it did not take long for people to figure out he was its 
author (a testimony to the fame (or infamy ) his philosophy c reated 
for him), and he constantly had to defend himself a gainst charges 
of atheism and heresy. 

Ml Ibid, pg. 36 

11 Scult in Qyn~m.ig Jydaism, pg. 3 

Z2 Ibid , pg.3 

n Ibid, pg . 4 
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afternoon. 24 In 1900 , he began work on an M. A. degree at 

Columbia University , focusing on the areas of philosophy and 

sociology. ll He served for a few years as a congregational 

"Rabbi"~, but was unhappy, and i n 1909 went to work for the 

Jewish Theologic al Seminary (where he taught until 1963) . n 

In the years 1914-1 9 1 6 he began to make his naturalist views 

known, and depending on who was listening was either 

considered a hero or a heretic .u Throughout the remaining 

years of his life he was engaged in forming and support i ng 

institutions de d icated to h i s Rec onstruct i onist vers i on o f 

Judaism , wr i t i ng many books a bout h i s thou9hts, and teaching 

his ideas at the Jewish Theologic al Seminary.~ In June , 194 5 

he was excommunicated by the Orthodox for h i s 

Reconstructionist Sabbath Prayer Book . 30 He continued to 

speak out i n s upport for his Reconstructionist view of 

Judaism , and d i e d i n 1983 at the age of 102 . 31 

So both Spinoza and Kaplan , Jews who had thorough 

Ibid, pg.4 

Ibid, pg.4 

26 Since he was not yet ordained , technically he was not a 
Rabbi, but he functioned as "minister" at one of the more prominent 
orthodox congregations in the city . 

v Scult in Qynamic Jydaism, pg . 6 

-zg Ibid, pg.7 

19 i bid, pp. 7-10 

30 Ibid, pg. 11 

31 Ibid , pg.12 
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traditional backgrounds, decided tha t traditiona l J udaism was 

i rreconcilable with the way they viewed the wo r ld. In 

reaction, both c reated natural istic theologies and i n response 

to the i deas they put forth, both were excommunicated f r om the 

Orthodox community. 

But there is more to their theologies than the fact tha t 

they got them both excommunicated. It is self-evident that 

the theology a particular thinker has will i nfluence all the 

theologic and ~eligious conclusions that the thinker reaches. 

For instance, if one believes that God created the universe 

and revea led commandments at Mt. Sinai, then one would 

conclude that such commandments must be obeyed (or if they are 

not, that one is guilty of sin). Simi~arly, if one denies the 

existence of any supernatural Deity, one is not likely t o 

cla i m that the Torah was dictated by that Deit y, for this 

wou ld involve a logica l impossibility. 11 Thus theology lies 

at the r oot of a whole hoGt of conclusions, especially when 

the thinker i n question sees his task as " setting religion 

str aight", as both Spinoza and Kaplan did. Both agreed that 

theistic theology was untenable , but as mentioned above, both 

thought they could replace it with a natural theology that 

would still leave religion intact, if different in form. 

As it would be impossible to focus on al l aspects and 

conclusions of both these systems, o nly the most important 

will be dealt with here. This thesis will begin by exploring 

11 Namely, how can a non-existent entity dic tate anything? 
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the respective epistemologies of Spinoza and Kaplan, in order 

to examine how each thinker justifies the conclusions that he 

reaches. It will then go on to examine the actual theologies 

of Spinoza and Kaplan, in order to see how they have arrived 

at a fully naturalist i c concept of God. Following that, it 

wi ll look at some conclusions that follow from the God-concept 

of each thinker in areas of great religious concern , namely: 

ethics, soteria" , the doctrine of chosenness of the Jewish 

people, the role aod status of Scripture, the role and status 

of ritual , and the role and status of religion . In some 

areas , the conclusions reached wil l seem radically different 

from what is taught by supernatural religion, and in others, 

hauntingly familiar, albeit with a different foundation. 

All of this is presented in the hope that the modern Jew , 

faced with the same predicament of modernity that Spinoza and 

Kaplan faced, can see in their respective systems models which 

can be used as exampies for the working out of his or her own 

personal theology. Neither system is perfect, but both are 

complete and well thought out . Both are respectable attempts 

at a very difficult task. Neither Spinoza nor Kaplan thought 

that the death of supernaturalism meant the death of religion , 

and neither should the modern Jew. 

" As coined by Reines, the term refers to ultimate meaningful 
existence . A more complete definition will be provided in Chapter 
6. 
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Chapter 2 : The Epistemology of Kaplan 

Epistemology is defined as the study of knowledge, and i n 

philosophic al usage the term is basically used to describe the 

study of such questions as "How do we (as humans ) know 

something?", "Can something be truly known? " , and "What is our 

bas is for saying s omething i s known o r not known? " 1 

Epistemology is the key to understanding any philosophic 

system, for a complet e understanding of someone's thought 

requires some u nderstanding of how a given thinker justifies 

the conclusions reached - in other words , some understanding 

of how the thinker knows what he or s he cla ~ms to be the case 

i s requ ired. Wh i le different philosophers place different 

emphases on the importance of epistemolog y, all have s ome type 

of epi stemology at t he basis of the ir thoughts. 1 

Naturally, Spinoza and Kaplan are no exceptions. Their 

epistemologic al systems underlie the ir t hought and are at the 

root of their respective understandi ngs of God, religion , and 

the soteri a l li fe . It is essential to know where t hey are 

coming from in order to understand the arguments they make . 

For thi s reason , any disc ussion of Kaplan's or Spinoza's God-

concepts must begin with their respective epistemologies. 

While this is no means an exhaustive l ist of the quest i ons 
asked by epistemology, it does serv e to give an idea of the kinds 
of questions epistemology is concerned with. 

2 The epistemology of a given thinker may be implicit or 
explicit in their thought, but nevertheles s it is there. 
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Philosophically, Mordeca i Kaplan is an pragmatist , who 

holds that the key t o knowledge lies i n experience, and in the 

interaction bet..,een the knower and the known . Pragmatism was 

the most influential philosophy in America i n the first 

quarter of the twentieth centur y3 ( the time at which Kaplan 

began his thinking) and is "to be viewed as a group of 

associa ted theoretical ideas and attitudes developed over a 

period of time and exhibi t ing - under the i n fluences of 

reirce, Jarnes and Dewey rather significant shift s in 

direction and in formulation".' While these shifts and 

currents of understanding are important for t he history of 

philosophy , from the point of view of Kapla n's world view they 

a re minor differences, for Kaplan was not strict in his 

technical ph ilosoph ic approach to the pr oblems he was 

addressing. Kaplan borrowed from the entire pragmatic school 

of thought in formulating his theology and view of Judaism; 

sometimes u t ilizing an idea of Pe irce's, sometimes an i dea of 

James' , and then sometimes an idea of Dewey's. Even though he 

was well versed in philosophy (among other sciences), Kaplan 

was no t a philosopher, and he did not consider it necessary to 

explain his theoretical foundatio ns except as they came up 

point by point in the arquments he was making . This creates 

a problem in methodology. If Kaplan did no t explicitly state 

his epistemological base, how can i t be 

Encyclopedia of Philosophy, "Pragmatism", pg . 43 0 

Encyclopedia of Philosophy, "Pragmatism", pg. 431 

ex p lored? 
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Fortunately, Kaplan's basic philosophic approach is one 

that is easy to determine . He drew heavily on the process 

philosophy of John Dewey, so much so that some of his 

arguments are practically verbatim to things that Dewey 

argued, with the only difference being that Kaplan talked 

about them within the specific context of Jewish revival and 

reconstruction. It seems then, that an explanation of Dewey's 

epitemological system is in order. The parallels between 

Dewey's system and Kaplan's thought wi ll be evident, and it 

w i 11 be easy to show that in ? 11 of its essentials, the 

epistemology of Dewey and Kaplan are one and the same. As 

Goldsmith says 

Mordecai Kaplan's interpretations of Judaism may be 
viewed as a Jewish synthesis of the empirical approach to 
religion, pragmatic philosophy, and pluralistic process 
theology found in the writings of such twentieth-century 
philosophers and theologians as William James, John 
Dewey , Alfred North Whitehead, Henry Nelson Wi eman , 
Douglas Clyde Macintosh , Charles Hartshorne, Schubert M. 
Ogden, and John B. Cobb Jr. This modernistic orientation 
to religion is characterized by openness and 
tentativeness. s 

Dewey's system lies at the root of Kaplan's thought . 6 Any 

examination of Kaplan's thought must begin there. 

Goldsmith, pg.20 

6 While James and Peirce were also influences by virtue of the 
fact that they helped to originate the pragmatic approach in 
philosophy, it is clear from reading Kaplan that it was Dewey's 
explanation of pragmatism that was the most influential. Where 
Kaplan agrees with James and Peirce is also where Dewey agrees with 
James and Peirce, and when it comes to the crux of the issue -
whose definition of truth is to be used - Kaplan uses Dewey's. One 
interest, however, Kaplan clearly got from James, and that is his 
interest in the import of metaphysical and theological world 
formulae in the life of the individual. 
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Dewey begins his epistemological ana lysis by argui ng that 

for centuries philosophy has been engaged wi th the wrong 

problem. The problem with pr ior epistemologies, he says, is 

that they seek to divorce experience from theory and c reate an 

artificial division between the knower and the known, a 

division that simply does not exist i n the real world. As 

Dewey says 

... the traditional account (of experience ) is derived 
from a concept i-0n once universally entertained regardi ng 
the subject o r bearer or center of experienc e. The 
description of experience has been forced into conformity 
with this prior conception; j t has been primarily a 
deduction from it, actual emp~rica l facts being pour ed 
into the moulds of the deductions ... The essential thing 
is that the bearer was conceived as outside the wor l d; so 
that experience consisted in the bearer's being affected 
through a type of operations not found anywhere in the 
world, wh ile knowl edge consists i n surveying the wor ld, 
looking at it, getting the view of a spectator. 7 

Because the bearer was conceived as outside the world , Dewey 

argues, the whole question of the "problem of knowledge" 

arose: how do we kno~ what we know, and when can we say we 

have certain knowledge? Note that Dewey only speaks about 

th is problem in relation to general knowledge - that is , the 

theory of knowledge, for he argues t hat no one, i ncluding 

philosophers, has ever had a problem with i nstances of 

specific knowledge. As he says , 

1 

Specific problems are about r i ght conclusions to be 
reached - which means, in effect, right ways about going 
about the business of inquiry . They imply a difference 
between knowledge and error consequent upon right and 
wrong methods of inquiry and testing; not a difference 
between experience and the world . The problem of 

Dewey, pp . 40-41 
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knowledge uberhaupt exists because it is assumed that 
there is a knower in general, who is outside of the world 
to be known, and who is defined in terms antithetical to 
the traits of the world. 8 

So, Dewey argues , the logical response to this is for 

ph ilosophers to look again at their basic assumptions and to 

real ize that the problem is not really a problem at all - it 

is merely an artifice c reated because the wrong question has 

been asked for so long a time. In Dewey ' s words 

Can one deny that if we were to take our clue from 
the present empirical situation, including the 
scientific notion of evolution (biological continuity) 
and the existing arts of control of nature, subject and 
object would be treated as occupying the same natural 
world as u nhesitatingly as we assume the natural 
conjunction of an animal and its food? Would it not 
follow that knowledge is one way in wh ich natural 
energies co-operate? Would there be any problem save 
discovery of the particular structure of this co­
operation, the conditions under which it occurs to best 
effect , and the consequences which issue from its 
occurrence? .. . Is it not time that philosophers turned 
from the attempt to determine the comparative merits of 
various replies to the questi9ns to a consideration of 
the claims of the questions? ... Why not recognize that 
the trouble is with the problem?9 

Thus , according to Dewey, it is time for a whole new 

understanding of what knowledge is, one that takes into 

ac9ount the dynamic between the knower and the known. 

This dynamic, Dewey acgues, lies in a subtle dist i nction 

between experience and knowledge. Experience does not equal 

knowledge, but rather knowledge is a quali ta ti ve understanding 

and reflection upon experience. Dewey is equally unhappy with 

Dewey, pg.42 

Dewey, pp.42-44 
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a purely subjective understanding of knowledge. As he says, 

... dreams and hallucinations, errors, (etc ... ) do not 
occur save where t here are organic centers of experience. 
They cluster about a subject. But to treat them as 
things which inhere exclusively in the subject; or as 
posing the problem of a distortion of the real object by 
a knower set over against the world, or as presenting 
facts to be explained primarily as cases of contemplative 
knowledge, is to testify that one has still to learn the 
lesson of evolution in its application to the affairs in 
hand ... experience is not identical with brain action; it 
is the entire organic agent-patient in all its 
interaction with the environment, natural and 
social ... experiencing is just certain modes of 
interaction, of correlation l of natural objects among 
which the organism happens, so to say , to be one. It 
follows with equal force that experience means primarily 
not knowledge , but ways of dring and suffering. Knowing 
must be described by discov~ring what particular mode -
qualitatively un i que - of doing and su ffering it is. 10 

There is no such thing, for Dewey , as a subjective (as opposed 

to an objective) experience. Experiences simply are, and the 

real quest i on is what consequences for future events the 

experiences have. Dewey uses the example of a hallucination 

to illustrate his point. A given person has a hallucination -

that hallucination is real and natural, as real and as natural 

as a thunderstorm. Subjectivity and objectivity are 

irrelevant - what needs to be dealt with is the fact of the 

hallucinat ion. For Dewey , the real question is the future 

consequences, good or bad, for which that fact is used. If 

the person uses the hallucination as an indicator of some type 

of organic lesion in the brain, and then consults a doctor to 

see if it can be healed, then there is the beneficial or 

"good" result of the hallucination allowing a person to see 

10 Dewey , pp.44-45 
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that they are in some way not healthy. If, however , t he 

person dec ides (in the case of paranoia) to respond to the 

hallucination with consequences that follow from a feeling of 

persecution, then the person has fallen into error and has a 

"badh result. The hallucination is still real - what isn't 

real are the predictions of the future consequences that 

resulted from that hallucination. Thus, Dewey argues , the 

"unreality" of the persecution is not a subjective matter - it 

is just a matter of the fact that "conditions do not exist for 

producing the future consequences wrich are now anticipated 

and reacted to . " ll Thus , there i s no room for subjectivity 

and objectivity (at least as they are traditionally 

understood) in discussions of knowledge. Experiences simply 

happen , an~ knowledge consists in reflecting on those 

experiences in terms of what their future consequences might 

or might not be. 

Dewey provides one more example to make clear how he 

wants to totally redefine the epistemological problem. He 

gives the example of the sphere that presents itself to one 

observer as a flat circle and to another as a distorted 

elliptical surface. This case, he points out, is often used 

to show the difference between reality and mere appearance. 

Since there is only one object, the only difference in the two 

cases is the presence of two subjects, and since the real 

object appears differently, this proves that the subject is 

II Dewey, pg.47 
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providing some sort of distorting act i on or a t least that 

there is a real problem of knowledge present. 

Dewey argues, however, that this is not the c ase. First 

he po i nts out that the laws concerning the refraction of light 

are such that WE would be surprised if two unlike appearances 

didn't appear. This is a purely natural result, and has 

nothing t o do with the observer , since a photograph (surely a 

record produced by an "objective" observer) would p roduce 

exactl y ~he same result. Yet some would still maintain that 

ther e is a problem in gaining +:r1· e knowledge of the sphere. 

This occurs, Dewey claims , because of a confusion that holds 

the problems in seeing the s phere have something to do with 

~nowing when i n fa c t they do not. As he says 

The relation i n question is not one between a sphere 
and a would-be knower of it, unfortunately condemned by 
the nature of the knowing appar atus to alter the thing he 
would know; i t is an affair c1f the dynamic interaction of 
two physical agents in producing a third thing, an 
effect ... To regard the eye primari ly as a knower, an 
observer , of things / i s as c rass as to assign that 
function to a c amera . But unless the eye be so regarded , 
there is abso lutely no problem of observation or of 
knowledge in the case of the occurrenc e of elliptical and 
circular surfaces . Knowledge doe·s no t enter i nto the 
affair at all till after these forms of refracted light 
have been produced . About them there is nothing unreal . 
Light is really , physically , existentially, refracted 
into these forms ... Why talk about the real object in 
relation to a knower when what is given is one real thing 
in dynamic connection with another rea l thing . 12 

Thus, Dewey says, there needs to be a whole new way to look at 

knowledge, one that takes into account the findings of science 

and throws out the old false dichotomy between the knower and 

12 Dewey, pg.50 
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the known, as if the knower was not part of the natural order. 

Now that Dewey has torn down a ll previous conceptions of 

what knowledge is, what does he replace it with ? Basically, 

for Dewey, knowledge is defined as "a matter of t h e use that 

is made of experienced natura 1 events." 11 For Dewey , a ll 

e vents are natura l, and they are a ll exper ienced in dynamic 

i nteraction - what ends up mattering is how one uses those 

experiences. His approach is o ne of pragmatism - experience 

will lead to a reflection upon events, that reflection will 

lead to new actions upon those events, and thos~ rew actions 

will then in turn lead to new events and the process begins 

again. When humans begin to forecast consequenc es , to see 

objects and events in relation to a greater who le - when they 

begin t o give objects or events meaning - t h en they become 

objects of knowledge, and this knowl edge produces real changes 

in the real world that then leads to new consequences and a 

new process. As Dewey explains 

13 

In the attitude of suspended response ( to a 
stimulus) i n which consequences are anticipated , the 
direct stimulus becomes a sign or index of something else 

and thus a matter of noting or apprehension or 
acquaintance, or whatever term may be employed. This 
differenc e (together , of course, with the consequences 
which go with it) is the difference whic h the natural 
event of knowledge makes to the natural event of direct 
organic stimulati on. It is no change of a reality into 
an unreality, of an object into something subjective; it 
is no secret, illicit, or episte111ological transformation; 
it is a genuine acquisition of new and distinctive 
features through e ntering into relations with things 
with which it was not formerly connected - namely, 
possi ble and future things ... consequences occur whether 

Dewey, pg.SJ 
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one is aware of them or not; they are integral facts in 
experience. But let one of these consequences be 
anticipated and let it, as anticipated, become an 
indispensable element ~n the stimulus , and then there is 
a known object. It is not that knowing produces a 
change, but that it is a change of the specific kind 
described ... Because of this change, an object possesses 
truth or error (which the physical occurrence as such 
never has); it is classifiable as fact or fantasy; it is 
a sort or kind, expresses an essence or nature, possesses 
implications , etc., etc ... Visible water is not a more or 
less erroneous presentation of H20, but H20 is a 
knowledge about the thing we see, drink, wash with, sail 
on, and use for power ... Treating knowledge as a 
presentative relation between the knower and object makes 
it necessary to regard the mechanism of presentation as 
constituting the act of knowing. 14 

Thus Dewey offers a whole new idea .> f knowledge. Reality 

simpl y is , and there i n no unders tanding it or moving within 

it wi thout taking the Whole c ontext of l ife , i ts every facet , 

i ntc account. 

One last point needs to be made, however. While Dewey 

acknowledges that a l l things that happen are equall y real, he 

does not agree that all happenings are of equal worth. He is 

a p ragmatist , and believes that any understanding of reality 

{whether physical , societal, ethical, etc ... ) must be put to 

the test of the consequences it produces. An understanding of 

nature that has less predictive power than another one is 

inferior - it is equally real, but pragmatically does not meet 

the test . This does not mean that whatever works, in a 

Machiavellian sense, is best. What it does mean i s that 

consequences vary, and an awareness of that fact will allow 

humanity to move throughout the world in an intelligent, 

Dewey, pp.54-56 
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purposive way rather than in a brute physical way. 1) Ideally, 

this gu ided movement will allow people to strive for desirable 

ends rather than undesirable ends, but in the end that ~as to 

be up to the people involved. Knowledge is not an ironclad 

entity located somewhere out there - rather it is a process 

created by people interacting with nature, and thus knowledge 

(in its philosophical sense) can actually change as people 

learn more and more about the world in which they live (the 

social and ethical worlds are included in this also) and as 

hopefully they mature. 

In order to see how indebted Kaplan is to Dewey's 

philosophy, it is necessary to examine one more aspect of 

Dewey's thought: the relation between thought and context. 

Dewey's position is that there is no thought (and consequently 

no knowledge) i ndependent of context. Even when grand 

generalizations are made, there is always an underlying 

cultural context that makes the generalization intelligible. 

Without such a background, ideas are meaningless, and no true 

knowledge can be achieved . As Dewey says 

( My example shows) ... the indispensability of context 
for thinking ... What is true of the meaning of words and 
sentences is true of all meaning ... For the meaning of 
symbols is not inherent but derived . This appears from 
the fact that they are symbols ... Cont inued and 
systematic discourse enables us to determine the meaning 
of special symbols within the discourse only because it 
enables us to build up a nonverbal and nonsymbolic 
context to which the whole refers ... thought lives, 
moves, and has its being in and through symbols, and, 
therefore , depends for meaning upon context as do the 

Dewey, pg.62 
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symbols. We think about things, but not by things ... every 
occurrence is a concurrence. An event is not a self­
enclosed, self -executing affair - or it is not save by 
arbitrary definition ... The temporal background of 
thinking in any case is intellectual as well as 
existential. .. There is no thinking which does not present 
itself on a background of tradition, and tradition has an 
intellectual quality that differentiates it from blind 
custom. Traditions are ways of interpretation and of 
observation, of valuation, of everything explicitly 
thought of. They are the circumambient atmosphere which 
thought must breathe; no one ever had an idea except as 
he inhaled some of this atmosphere ... This contextual 
setting is vague, but it is no mere fringe. It has a 
solidity and stability not found in the focal material of 
thinking. The latter denotes the part of the road upon 
which the spotlight is thrown. The spatial context is 
the ground through which the ~oad runs and for the sake 
of whic h the road exists. It i s this setting which gives 
import to the road and to its consecutive illuminations. 
The path must be lighted if one is not to lose his wa~; 
the remoter territory may be safely left in the dark. 6 

Though this concept is relatively simple, its implications are 

profound, for it places limits on what and how much can be 

known at any given time. In effect, the relationship between 

thought and context provides a selection criterion for the 

things that can be i nqui red about and put through the 

knowledge process as Dewey describes it . As Martland explains 

The question is in effect: is there not a criterion 
for selection that transcends the personal schemes in 
order to obtain personal ends? Dewey's answer is yes . 
The dominant problems and conceptions of the culture, of 
the times as well as its own nature restrict the organism 
in achieving its personal ends. These restrictions 
express the fact that the process of inquiry ( Dewey's 
term for how knowledge is achieved) is social as well as 
personal. It reflects and embodies the experiential 
continuum which both biological and cultural conditions 
establish . •. There is no such thing as an instantaneous 
inquiry and there is no such thing as a judgement ( the 
conclusion of inquiry} which stands apart from what goes 
before and comes after. Inquiry is a progressive and 

16 Dewey, pp. 90-101 
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cumulative re-organization of antecedent conditions and 
it must take into consideration the obvious facts of 
attention and interest on one side and the working of 
established and as~ured habits on the other. Selection 
is therefore restricted to only those possibilities which 
are actualizations of the natural fulfillments with which 
progress finds itself beginning and of those which are 
humanly relevant, fulfillments of human preferences. All 
thought processes commit themselves to satisfying these 
fundamental conditions . In effect, interests and 
conditions provide the direction as well as the 
restriction ... In this way habits (socia l or otherwise} 
play the dual role of structure and process . They are 
the instruments by which we are to experience anew and 
eventually know, yet at the same t ime they are a product 
of past experience. They effect a reorganization of the 
past experience and at the same time act in their 
particular way because of that past experience. By means 
of habit, the creative vision that modifies the old past 
experience becomes the organ that perceives the new 
experience, yet it is always a...,are of the customs, 
cultural conditions and social groups of the. old. 17 

Thus it is clear that: l ] context is critical to any full 

understanding of what constitutes knowledge, 2) witnout 

knowledge no process or progr ess is possible, and 3] that it 

is the past that provides th€ context within which thought, 

knowledge and progress take place. 

Of course , Dewey's approach is opeP to a major criticism. 

Dewey is unable to define in any objective manner what he 

means by 'desirable ends' as opposed to \undesirable ends'. 

In the final analysis, the pragmatic test is Machiavellian , 

for if I get useful results from an (apparently) morally 

horrid idea, then my idea is still true and valid knowledgeu. 

17 Hartland, pg . 123-124 

11 For i nstance , Dewey's system ~ould be hard pressed to 
justify labeling Hitler 's Final Solution evil, or to claim that 
Hitler did not possess true k nowledge . Dewey's system does not 
really provide an ethical or moral control on knowledge, even 
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Dewey tries to hedge his way around this problem by 

affirming the positive, as if assuming that the direction and 

flow of h istory is Lowards the more ethical, and t hat any case 

o f an immoral reg i me is just a t e mporary aberrat ion. All he 's 

really d oing though, i s being an o ptimist, and as much as one 

mi ght like h im to be right, Dewey can offer no obj ective 

proof . 

This does not make Dewey's system a tota l wash ( r.owever. 

For a strict empiricist , Dewey's system may be inadequate, but 

there is no denying that Dewey has made a few good poi nts. 

There is sorn~thing to be said f or the way he v iews experience . 

After all, what 's important i n our world, and c ertainly in the 

scientific endeavor, is what use we make of the knowledge we 

have gained , the context in wh ich we have understood it . For 

most scientific and engineering purposes, it matters little if 

the sphere i s truly there , or merely refracted, or whatever , 

and for most everyday purposes, i t certa i nly doesn ' t matter. 

Also, the wide variety of d i fferent perceptions that can be 

found among several witnesses to the same event testifies to 

how greatly the mind and experience of the observer can 

influence the formation of knowledge . Dewey was also right on 

when he stressed the importance of context in shaping thought. 

This is one of the basic principles of the social sciences , 

and while one might not agree with it , Dewey is certainly on 

really p rovide an ethical or moral control on knowledge , even 
though Dewey claimed that it did. 

2 4 



strengths and weaknesses, Kaplan's system wi l l have its 

strengths and weaknesses. Like Dewey , Kaplan is an optimist , 

and Kaplan's God-concept and ethical theory will reflect this. 

No matter how much one would want it othervise, no matter how 

good it sounds, what Kaplan says might j ust be wrong . On the 

other hand, just as there is in Dewey , there is much to learn 

in Kaplan, as Kaplan's system benefits from the strength of 

Dewey's as well. 

Now that the discussion of the epistemology of Dewey is 

complete, the only thing that remains is to show how Kaplan 

has adopted this epis~err.ology as his own. This is a fairly 

simp le task, as a brief examination of selected citations from 

the writings of Kaplan will show without doubt that Dewey's 

system is in fact the source upon which Kaplan built his ideas 

for the reconstruction of Judaism. The reader should keep in 

mind that what follows is simply a representative selection, 

sufficient to prove the point at hand, for the possible 

examples that could be taken from Kaplan's writings are 

legion. In fact, Dewey's approach to knowledge and the way 

human beings function in society is implicit in almost 

everything that Kaplan writes, and to provide an exhaustive 

list of parallels is beyond the scope of this chapter. 

The first concept to be examined will be Kaplan's 

understanding of process and how it relates to the Jewish 
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religion. 19 In The Mean i ng of God in Modern Jewish Religion , 

Kaplan has this to say 

The transition from traditional Judaism to the 
Judaism of the future can be effected only in the glaring 
light of complete awareness of t h e change involved . .. Such 
conviction is compatible only with the certainty that 
whatever ancient meanings or values we c hoose to 
conserve and develop are read out of, and not into, 
the traditional teachings or practices .. . Revaluation 
consists in disengaging from the traditional content 
those elements in it which answer permanent postulates 
of human nature, and in integrating them into our own 
ideology. When we revaluate, we analyze or break up 
the traditional values into their implications, and 
s ing le out for acceptance those implications which can 
help us meet our own moral and spiritual needs ; the 
rest may be relegated to archeology . .. One advantage we 
surely have over those who ~ived in the remote 
past ... r is that ) we are the heirs of all the 
experiences of che generations between them and 
ourselves ... To revaluate a religious idea or institution 
of a past age, one must, fi rst of all, understand it in 
the light of the total situation of which it was a part. 
One must enter imaginat i vely into the thought-world of 
its authors, and try to grasp what it meant to them i n 
light of their experience and world- outlook. Then one 
should take into account the changes which have since 
taken place , and how they affec t the validity of the idea 
or value of the institution under consideration . It may 
be that these changes have made the original idea or 
i nstitution obsolete. But it is more likely that 
some modification of the original idea will suggest 
itself that might be related to the new situation and 
world-outlook i n a way similar to that in which the 
original thought related itself to what was then the 
situation and world-outlook . As in mathematics any 
change in one term of an equation implies a corresponding 
change in the other, if the equation is to remain valid, 
so in interpreting any affirmation of relationship 
between two concepts any c hange in one implies a change 

19 While I accept the thesis (as does Kaplan) that it is 
inaccurate to speak of one Jewish religion, for simplicity's sake 
I will refer to the Jewish religion in the singular. For the 
purposes of this thesis, using such a reference should cause no 
great misunderstandings to arise . 
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other . 20 

Simi lar statements appear in the anthology volume, Dynamic 

Judaism 

As the consciousness of a group, the main function 
of religion has ever been to enable the group so to 
adjust itself to its environment as to make the most of 
its life . In the course of this adjustment there 
developed spiritual values, ideas, and beliefs by means 
of which it \llas able to overcome all dangers and t o 
utilize to the best advantage whatever opportunities of 
gro-wth the environment offered it. 21 

A civilization is not a deliberate creation. It is 
as spontaneous a growth as any living organism. Once it 
exists it can be guided and directed, but its existence 
must be determined by the imperative of a national 
tradition and the \Ifill to liv: as a nat ion . Civilization 
arises not out of planned cooperation but out of 
centuries of inevitable living, working , and striving 
together. 21 

When we speak of the continuity of a religion, we do 
not mean that its teachings and prescribed modes of 
conduct have remained unchanged. This is the continuity 
of a stone, not of a living organism ... To comprehend the 
continuity of a religion, it is necessary to think of the 
religion not as an abstract entity existing by i tself , 
but as a function of a livin~ people and as an aspect of 

10 The Meaning of God in Modern Jewish Religion, pp. 6 - 7. 
Note also Kaplan's optimism here. He takes it for granted that the 
moral and spiritual needs of the modern generation will be positive 
ones . .. a worthy thought, and hopefully true, but not guaranteed by 
his epitemological position. In his defense, however, Kaplan would 
probably argue that over the generations "good" ideas have won out 
over "bad" ideas, so that in broad areas, what is "good" and "bad" 
is known to all. Thus murder , since it has been looked down upon 
for generations, can safely be said to be "bad", and a position 
that holds murder to be bad can be defended. Kaplan never says 
there won't be mistakes - but he seems to feel that over the ages, 
sanity and good (as he understands them) will win out . Skeptics 
won't like i t , but at least Kaplan has a refreshing ly optimistic 
view of J udaism and of humanity. 

21 Dynamic Judaism, pg.44 

22 Ibid, PCJ. 4 7 
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the civilization of that people. " 

... these customs, laws, standards, and conventions 
originated, at the time of their origin, in response to 
the needs of that society ... when the traditional culture 
pattern does not contribute to the welfare of the society 
and to its component individuals, the mind must be free 
to alter and reconstruct the traditional culture pattern, 
to seek the development of new and better social habits 
to meet the changed situation.~ 

I t is clear from the above that Kaplan has the same view of 

how process effects human knowledge as Dewey does. Human 

knowledge is not a never changi1g, static entity. Rather, it 

is a set of ideas and beliefs that arise out o f the 

relationship between the exper iencer and th1t experienced. 

Human c ulture contains contexts, and these contexts shape what 

is experienced and believed by the person . When contexts of 

understandings change, tl1en " k nowledge" must change also, so 

that for Kaplan the feedback loop described by Dewey above 

clearly takes place. It is also clear that many of these 

examples could be used to i llustrate other aspects of Dewey's 

thought {context, or how knowledge comes from a unified whole ) 

as well . The inescapable conclusion is that Kaplan relied on 

Dewey for many of his ideas . 

Perhaps if that were all that could be shown, one might 

argue that there is indeed a similarity but by no means is any 

k i nd of reliance proven. All one has to do , however, is to 

Ibid, pg.136 

~ Ibid, pg.178. This is, incidentally, almost word for word 
from one of Dewey's essays . Again , note Kaplan's (and Dewey's) 
optimism here. 
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look at what Kaplan thinks on the issue of context and its 

importance t o any understanding of the rel igious enterprise 

and to a reconstruction of Judaism. Once again, Kaplah's 

thoughts are almost verbatim from Dewey. In The Meaning of 

God i n Modern Jewish Religion Kaplan states that 

The very attempt to abstract Jewish religion from 
all the other aspects of Jewish life shows a woeful 
misunderstanding of the vital and organic relationship 
between religion and the other elements of a 
civilization. The civilization of the Jewish people, 
with its long history and idealized future, has hitherto 
been the matrix of the ideas and practices by means of 
which the Jew expressed his relationship to God. 
All the components of that civilization , namely language, 
literature, social norms, folkways and the arts, have 
always entered int o every texture of the Jewish religion. 
We can no more think of that religion apart from any of 
them than we can think of the soul or personality of any 
human being without reference to his appearance, voice, 
acts, and words.u 

Similar ly, in Dynamic Judaism he states that 

... the experience about the world and ourselv es is 
determined b~ the society and civilization into which we 
are born . .. 

To possess inner freedom, the human mind must be 
able to rouse itself ... to challenge or question the 
i nherent value of any purpose, ideal, belief, or standard 
which we are asked to accept merely because it has back 
of it the prestige of a long tradition or the weight of 
numbers. This does not mean that man can make himself 
independent of tradition , or need not reckon with the 
opinion of his fellows . Man is a social being. His 
progress depends on his being able to utilize the 
accumulated culture t o which innumerable individuals in 
all the past generations have contributea and to avail 
himself of the exper ience of his contemporaries, 
particularly of those whose opinions may be more valid 
than his o\lf?l, because of better access to the facts on 

The Meaning of God in Modern Jewish Religion , pg.17 

Dynamic Judaism, pq .73 
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Which they are based. n 

From the psychological point of view, organized 
religions are integral to particular civilizations and 
cannot be understood apart from them. They always 
express the collective personality of a particular 
society. They are as nontransferable and incommunicable 
as is i ndividua l personality. What they mean to t he ir 
own members and what they me a n to others can never be the 
same . . . 28 

All the arts, all the cultural media by which men 
communicate ideas and emotions , depend on symbols.~ 

Again, the connection between these statements and the ideas 

of John Dewey are self-evident. Context shapes thought, and 

nothing can be understood outside of the cultural context it 

is embedded in - i n fact , without a cultural context , its hard 

to even begin to make sense, whether you a r e talking about 

Judaism , science or art. Its fairly obvious t hat once again 

Kaplan owes a strong debt to Dewey's philosophy and here 

Kaplan draws on one of Dewey's great strengths. It certainly 

makes good sense~ that c ulture i s important to thought, so 

when l<aplan says that it makes litt le sense to talk about 

Jewish survival if there isn't some form of Jewish life to go 

27 

2E 

Ibid, pg.177 

Ibid, pg.196 - 197 

Ibid, pg.218 

~ To me at least. I have a B.A. in anthropology , and the one 
thing that is evident from any social science training whatever is 
that culture and context have a great deal to do with thought. For 
people to live a certain way o f life, that way of life has to be 
coherent with their view of the world and capable of meet i ng their 
needs. If the way of life is unable to do this, it collapses, 
often leaving confused people i n i ts wake. In addition to modern 
Jews, just look at almost any native culture that has been exposed 
to modern culture - most , if not all , have collapsed . 
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around it, he is right on . Kaplan thus has a good basis for 

arguing why his reconstruct~onist approar.h is critical for the 

survival of Judaism. 31 

The one last area that \Ii 11 make undeniable the 

conne ction between Kapl an and Dewey has to do wi th Kaplan's 

approach to the form Judaism will take in the future and the 

c r iteria that will be used to determine whether o r not his 

Reconstructionist approach works . Agai n , the influence of 

Dewey's process pragmatic philosophy cannot be missed. In 

Judaism as a Civilization Kaplan writ~s 

The individuality of the Jewish religion cannot be 
described in advance. Only after a Jewish life or 
civilizat ion is attained will there emerge a type of 
religion as unique as tha t which emerged from the Jewish 
civilization of the past. n 

He then goes on to quote Dewey himselr o n the subject of how 

individuality grows out of and forms itself by and through the 

very process of creation! Finally, in Judaism Without 

Supernatura lism, Kaplan provides the criteria for determining 

t he success or failure of Reconstructionism. He says 

The Reconstructionist movement i s a method rather 
than a program . As a method, its validity should not be 
tested by its organizational success. Its function is 
not to f o rm an additional sect or denomination. What 
wil l prove whether Reconstruct i onism is valid is the 
extent to which it wil l succeed in prevent i ng the 
existing sects or denominations from do ing the harm they 

31 Of course , one must already agree with Kaplan's a ssumption 
(to him, a self-evident truth), that Judaism has a r ight and a 
reason to survive. For Kaplan, the existence of Judaism i s itself 
justification for its existence . civilizations have a r ight to 
exist , simply because they are. 

J2 Judaism as a Civilization, pg.385 
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do at present to Jewish life, and in eliciting and 
reenforcing the good they are capable of doing. 33 

Clearly this is Dewey's empirical test, where the only way to 

know whether or not something works is to look at its results; 

to use Dewey's terminology, the consequences that flow from 

it.>' 

It is clear from the above that the epistemology of 

Kaplan has to be that of John Dewey. Kaplan possesses the 

same view of reality that Dewey does, he uses the same 

terminology, and approaches problems in exactly the same way. 

Such a similarity can only exist if K&pldn does indeed share 

bas ic philosophical concepts in common with Dewey, and what 

concept can be more basic than the foundation one uses for 

one's knowledge? Kaplan's epistemology can thus be summed up 

as follows: Kaplan, like Dewey, is a pragmatic empiricist, 

one who believes that knowledge only arises out of reflection 

upon the consequences of the dynamic interactions between the 

many things that make up this world. Everything is a part of 

reality, but understandings can vary, and i n the case of 

Kaplan, the understandings that he wants to create are those 

that will allow Judaism to survive and thrive as a meaningful 

religious culture in the modern age, a religious culture that 

31 Judaism Without Supernaturalism, pg.209. Again , note 
Kaplan's optimism. 

~ This, of course, falls into the same Machiavellian pitfall 
described earlier for Dewey. Kaplan offers no guarantees., but 
seems to take it as an article of .faith that Reconstructionislft will 
develop in a positive way (positive in the sense of the usual 
understanding of the word). 
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is based on modern thought and modern conceptual 

understandings. Any conception of Judaism not based on modern 

thought and concepts is doomed to failure, as it c annot speak 

to people who li ve in the modern age, and it c annot meet the 

pragmatic test of being "useful " or "true" to any modern Jew. 

The only way to save Judaism, as far as Kaplan is concerned, 

is to modernize it15 , and the first step in modernizing it is 

to get rid of any supernatural elements that adhere in it. 

35 That is, bring it in line with modern thought and with 
modern conceptions. 
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Chapter 3: Kaplan 's Concept of God 

In keeping with his epistemology , Kaplan begins the 

exposition of his concept o r God by stating that the 

traditiona l concept of God 1 is no longer tenable to the modern 

mind and that a new concept of God must take into account the 

evolutionary c hanges that have occurred in the world view of 

humanity. As he says "The segment of ~he Jewish people which 

still subscr i bes to the supernaturalist version of its history 

is rapidly diminishing"1 and that ' At the present time , the 

creeds, ritual and c eremoni es of the various historic 

religions are not vitally significa nt even to the majority who 

observe them. n J This fact should surprise no one, he says , 

for the modern mind is very different from the ancient and 

medieval mind. He points out three tendenci es that make t his 

so , tendencies that demand a new understanding of God. In 

order, they are: 

1) The tendency to adopt the scientific approach as 
the most rel iable method of ascertaining the truth 

Kaplan is aware that Judaism has changed through time and 
that there is more than one Judaism with more than one God concept. 
However, he uses the term traditional concept of God to refer to 
the concept of God as a supernatural person outside the universe; 
who created that universe , and all that there is; who exercises 
providence over that universe; who has revealed His will and 
demands fealty and obedience in return for long life, blessing, 
protection , and (in later Judaisms) an afterlife in paradise. (see 
Judaism as a Civilization, pg.39) . 

If Not Now. Wben?, pg.31 

Judaism as a Civilization, pg.200 
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concerning all matters of human interest. 2) The 
tendency to set up human welfare in a socialized sense as 
the criterion of the good. 3) The tendency to regard 
esthetic experience and creativity as essential to the 
life of the spirit (i . e . freedom and self expression are 
valued, as opposed to authoritarian rule).• 

These tendencies simply make it impossible for the vast 

majority of modern people g enerally , and the Jews 

specifically, to accept the traditional understanding of God . 

As he says 

Wi th all the revoJution~ry changes in man's outer 
and i nner life, the traditional cosmic orientation could 
not but grow obsolete, despite the fact that it took a 
long time for the Copernican revolution to penetrate the 
mind of the average person . .. once started 0:1 its way , 
this concept ion was bound to to destroy the tradi tiona l 
world outlook which was based on the b i blical account of 
the creation of the world and of man. 5 

The c h i ef opposition to the traditional conception 
of God in that sense arises not from the scientific 
approac h to the study of nature in general, or even man 
in genera l . It arises from the objective study of 
history. The natural sciences like physics and chemistry 
cannot disprove the possibility of miracles , though they 
may assert their improbability. But the objective study 
of history has established the fact t.hat the records of 
miracles ~re unreliable, and that the stories about them 
are merely the product of the popular imagination. The 
traditional concept of God is challenged by history, 
anthropology and psychology; these prove that beliefs 
similar to those found in the Bible about God arise among 
all peoples at a certain stage of mental and social 
development, and pass through a process of evolution 
which is entirely conditioned by the development of the 
other elements in their civilization. 6 

and 

4 J::\.U:.iAilim Al A ~iYilillAtiQD, pp.3 6-37 

j 
12:'.i'.DAmi~ ii~a1igm, pq.35 

6 J'.Y!1Ai.illl Al A ~i~ilillAtiQD, pq.39 
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Modern science has again reconstructed our picture 
of the universe and destroyed the dichotomy of body and 
soul, matter and spirit, physical and metaphysical, which 
characterized the Middle ages. We cannot conceive of God 
any more as a sort of invisible superman , displaying the 
same psyc hological traits as man , but on a greater scale . 
We cannot think of him as loving, pitying , rewarding , 
punishing, etc. Many have therefore abandoned al together 
the conception of a personal God, and prefer to think of 
ultimate real ity in terms of force, energy and s imilar 
concepts. ' 

Thus, he argues , because of these fundamental changes in 

the way people think about the world , the only way to save 

re l igion (and, by extension, the concept of God) is to bring 

i t in line wi th modern understandings so that a religious 

outlook on life no longer requires a basic contradiction with 

how the wor l d is viewed . Since the modern world view is based 

on nat uralism, naturalism is also t he only possible basis for 

religion and for a concept of God . As he says 

For a religion to function healthily and creatively, 
all of its three dimensions have to be an integral part 
of the prevailing climate of ideas. It has to be in the 
same universe of discourse a.s the general culture by 
which people live . That was the c ase until modern times . 
In the past, supernaturalism dominated all human culture. 
The conc omitant of supernaturalism in culture was 
authoritarian discipline with its other-worldly outlook 
on life. The emphasis in all supernaturalist t hinking 
about the condition of man was on the limitations of his 
life . Nowadays, h owever , human culture is dominated by 
natural i sm. The concomitant of naturalism i n culture is 
freedom, with its humane and this-worldly spirit . The 
emphasis in all naturalist thinking about the condi tion 
of man is o n the possibilities rather tha n the 
limitations of his life .' 

By naturalism, Kaplan has a specific concept in mind, a 

7 The Meaning of God i n Modern Jewish Religion , pg.88 

J uda i sm Without Supernaturalism, pg.5 
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concept that holds that all that happens in the universe 

happens because of specific natural laws, and not because of 

the will of any given being. As he says 

The "natural" is moi.-e than a synonym for the regular 
and the usual. Natural has a specific meaning which is 
intended ~o correct one of the basic assumptions of the 
unphilosophic mind. It denotes the fact that the a ction 
of each thing is conditioned by the law of its own being . 
That law cannot be altered by any wil 1 acting from 
without. 9 

However, Kaplan is quick to point out that a pure 

mechanistic naturalism is neither desirable nor usabl e as a 

basis for religion. All too o~ten, he argues, " For most 

people who are . . . influenced by the spirit of modernism there 

seE:!ms to be no alternative but an unqualified secularism. 1110 

Not only is this too bad, but it is also wrong. For there is, 

according to Kaplan, a type of naturalism in which religion 

and God c an still play a significant role. According t o him 

9 

10 

There is a naturalistic philosophy of 1 ife with 
which religion or spirituality of any kind is 
incompatible . That is the philosophy which reduces all 
manifestations of life, including thought, to mere 
operations of matter and physic-chemical causes. In such 
a philosophy, there is no room for belief in spiritual 
values as having any inherent reality. But there is a 
type of naturalism which recognizes qualitative 
distinctions between lower and higher orders of being. 
That type of naturalism allows for creative or emergent 
evolution, and for the autonomous functioning of mind and 
spirit. For that kind of philosophy , the data of 
rational and spiritual experience are not merely by­
products of sense experience. Truth, justice, love are 
conceived as operating in their own riqht and helping to 
bring order out of chaos. Hence there is no reason for 
d ismissing the experience of selfhood or personality as 

Judaism as a civilization, pg.314 

Judaism without Supernaturalism, pg.24 
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illusion. By the same token, we must accept as genuine 
the experience of Godhood, which is to the environment 
or cosmos what selfhood or personality is to the body. 
To these two spiritnal qualities we must add "society" . 
which occupies a position intermediate between them and 
shares something of the nature of each. Though all these 
three are data of natural experience, they transcend the 
brief life of the individual human being, and redeem it 
of its merely temporary character < in that they enable 
him to l ay up resources and create potentialities that 
outlast him. 1 

Religion has a v i tal role to play , even in a naturalistic 

un iverse , f o r 

The modern-minded person must be made to realize 
that the purel y naturalistic approach to reality is true 
as far as it goes, but does not go far enough . From the 
standpoint of salvation, or making the most of human 
life , the strictly scientific account of reality can 
help us only in providing the conditions necessary to our 
achieving that goal. But the very notion of salvation , 
in any sense whatever , is entirely beyond its scope. It 
cannot even justi fy our striving f or that goal, much less 
assure that it is attainable. All values or ideal s , 
though they do not deny natural law as understood by 
scient i sts, do point to a phase of reality , of which 
natura l law does not take a c count . 12 

Thus, for Kap l an, the concerns of science and the 

concerns of rel i gion are entirely separate , and there should 

be no confl i ct between them. Re l igion deals with " ... the 

problems conc erning human needs. " 13 Thus 

The so-called conflict between religion and science 
is actually a conflict only between religion , conceived 
as theurgy, and science, conceived as a method based upon 
experience and experiment. There can be no quarrel 
between religion as a source of values and meanings, and 

11 Dynamic Judaism, pg. 69. Note also the similarity to 
Dewey's understanding of the reality of experience. 

12 Judaism Without Supernaturalism, pg.111 

ll If Not Now. When? , pg.38 
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science, as a description of objective reality . ~ 

Because Kaplan feels that there is more to the universe and to 

experience than just natural law, he calls his position 

transnatural isrn rather than naturalism. As he defines it 

Transnaturalism is that extension of naturalism 
which takes into account much that mechanistic or 
materialistic or positivist science is incapable of 
dealing with . Transnaturalism reaches out into the domain 
where mind, personality, purpose, ideals, values and 
meanings dwell. It treats of the good and the true . 
Whether or not it has a distinct logic of its own is 
problematic. But it certainly has a language of its own, 
the language of simile, metaphor and poetry. That is 
the language of symbol, myth and drama. In that universe 
of discourse, belief in God spells t7ust in life and in 
man, as capable of transcending the potentialities for 
evil that inhere in his animal heredity, in his social 
heritage, and in the conditions of his environment. 
Transnaturalist religion beholds God in the fulfillment 
of human nature and not in the suspension of the natural 
order. Its function is not to help man overcome the 
hazards of nature, but to enable him to bring under 
control his inhumanity to his fello.._. - man . 15 

Thus, although we live in a natural universe and the findings 

of science must be accepted , science does not deal with all 

that there is, especially on the human l eve l, and religion 

must exist to fill in the gaps. 

Having established the transnaturalist position , Kaplan 

then goes on to specify his concep~ of God, a concept that 

flows naturally from the position he takes. As he puts it "My 

concept of God is entirely derived from social psycho logy. " 16 

•• 

16 

Judaism Without Supernaturalism, pp.48-49 

Judaism Without Supernaturalism, p9.10 

If Not Now. Wben?, pg.113 
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Building on the work of Durkheim17
, Kaplan argues that 

... religion is fundamentally the functioning of the 
collective consciousness, and that the development of the 
individual mind has its roots in the functioning of the 
collective consciousness. The collective consciousness 
as such is the result of s~me rallying totem, any object 
on the earth beneath or in the heavens above which 
renders human beings aware of their being in need of one 
another. In the course of that collective procedure 
which we identify as religion, there e merge certain 
ideas, principles, concerning reality their own 
reality , the realities of human nature, and the realities 
of their own environment.'' 

Since the nature of religion is functional , the only possible 

understand i ng o f God that wil l be i ntelligible to the modern 

mind is also a f u nc t i onal one . :,aplan argues that the God 

i dea in Juda i sm has always been functional and historical19 , 

but that at s ome poi nt in the past the ~od idea became an end 

in i tself ra~her than a means to an end. As he says 

The analogical reasoning, the mystical 
i nterpretation o f i ts social experiences in terms of God, 
represent the healthy working of the group mind. But 
when analogical reasoning was transferred to the field of 
purely logical concepts and formulated into a theological 
system, religion developed an "incidental excess of 
function" which in time was mistaken as the chief purpose 
of religion. Thus arose the fatal aberration that 
religion was a sort of schoolmistress to instruct 
humanity in all things in the heaven above and on the 
earth beneath. Her curriculum included metaphysics, 
physics, history, politics, economics, and kindred 
subjects . Anyone who ventured to explore reality on his 

17 Emile Durkheim was an soc i ologist who devoted his life to 
studying religion in its psychosocial context. His most famous 
work, The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life, is e nt irely 
devoted to religious sociology. 

18 If Not Now. When?, pg.57. Note again the emphasis taken 
from Dewey on context as structuring thought . 

19 see pynamic Judaism, pg . 73 and The Meaning of God in Modern 
Jewish Religion, pp.17-19 

40 



own initiative compromised the dignity of religion. And 
if he went so far as to assert any fact that contradicted 
tradition he was adjudged a heretic who deserved 
chastisement. All this has changed. The scientific 
spirit has invaded the entire domain of human 
thinking. Even theology is giving way to the science of 
religion to which it bears th~ same relation as a lchemy 
to chemistry. Religion will be restored to its rights. 
It will once again react naturally to the supernatural 
(here with the meaning of transnatural) and will find 
truer and more apt analo~ies to answer to the deepening 
of the sense of mystery. 

So , in o rder to restore religion and God to their proper 

places in human l ife, ~he concept of God must be reformulated 

so that it focuses on the functional aspects of the God idea 

rather than on speculations about a supernatural being . 

Kaplan is c lear on this when he writes that 

... the term "God" is not a substantive noun and 
therefore does not necessarily refer to a being but to a 
function, the function which manifests itself i n the 
fulfillment of man's spiritual potential 21 •• • It is the 
business of religion not to give a metaphysical 
conception of God, but to make clear what we mean by the 
belief in God, from the standpoint= of the difference that 
belief makes in human conduct and striving . n 

Kaplan is quick to reinforce this point and to c aution against 

anyone assuming that he has a specific being i n mind when he 

uses the term God. As he says 

21 

In our thinking about God we must avoid all those 
mental habits which issue in logical fallacies. The most 
common of these is hypostasis, or assuming the separate 
identifiable existence of anything for which lanquage has 
a name . There is considerable difference, for example, 
between the way a scientist thinks of gravity and the 'Way 
most laymen think about it. A scientist regards it as a 

Dynamic Judaism,pg.44 

If Not Now. Wben?, pg.59 

Judaism Without Supernaturalism, pq.26 
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property or quality of matter ... The average 
layman ... thinks of it as ... an invisible something that 
acts upon masses of matter pulling them together . 
According tu both conceptions, gravity is real ... but the 
layman finds it difficult to regard gravity as real 
without at the same time thin.king of it as a thing, an 
object, a self-existent being or entity .u 

Based on the above , Kaplan then goes on to offer his 

definition of God. God is 

... objectively speaking, "process". The process is 
that which in human nature is experi enced as 
transcendence . Transcendence is the part of nature known 
as organicity. Organicity is the fact that any entity ~s 
more than the sum of its parts with each part sharing in 
that incremental plus. The traditional term for 
transcendence is "holiness" . .. The process of organicity, 
functioning self-consciously in human organic societies, 
is God, as the power that makes for salvation. That 
power is none other than holiness, or transcendence , 
which is not merely an idea. It is a process . 
Gravitation , to draw an analogy from nature , is a process 
that makes for power , whereas holiness is a process that 
makes for spirit ... God as process belongs neither to 
supernaturalism nor to naturalism, but to 
transnaturalism .u 

Kaplan amplifies on this theme when he says 

23 

When we say that God is Process, we select , out of 
the infinite processes in the universe , that complex of 
forces and relationships which makes for the highest 
fulfillment of man as a human being and identify it by 
the term "God". In exactly the same way, we select, 
among all the forces and relationships that enter into 
the life of the individual, those which make for his 
highest fulfillment and identify them by the term 
"person" . God and person are thus correlative terms, the 
meaning of each being relative to and dependent on that 
of the other, like parent and child, teacher and pupil, 
citizen and state. God is the process by which the 
universe produces persons, and persons are the processes 
by which God is manifest in the individual. Neither term 
has meaning without the other. So to conceive of God is 
to regard Him as personal , in the sense that He manifests 

The Meaning of God in Modern Jewish Religion, pg.21 

If Not Now. Wben? , pp . 37-38 
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himself in our personality, in every effort of ours to 
live up to our responsibilities as human beings. At the 
same time, he is not a person, since He cannot be 
compared wjth a numan person, any more than the human 
person can be compared with one of h is momentary acts. u 

Severa 1 conclusions are evident from Kaplan's formulation 

of the God idea. In the first place, in absolutely no way is 

God to be understood as a being who possesses individual 

existence. God is a process of forces in the universe, 

especially as they are revealed in the interactions of hwnan 

beings in society. Although Kaplan does not explicitly state 

it, the implication is clear thi>c if there were no human 

beings it would make little or no sense to talk about God . 

God only exists as a complex of ideals in human society, 

ideals that represent humanity's highest aspirations and 

goals. For Kaplan, this is not legerdemain, as he believes 

(based on Dewey) that ideas are real entities t hat can have 

real power . Thus, if humans have a complex of ideals that 

they term God, God really does exist, insofar as it represents 

a goal to strive for and an ideal to achieve. Humans may 

never achieve the ideal, but to Kaplan's way of thinking 

(again drawing on Dewey), without the ideal there is 

absolutely no hope of progress. Secondly, without God there 

is no hope for human salvation, salvation being used here to 

refer to soteria, or ultimate meaningful existence , The whole 

purpose of the God idea is to make life meaningful, to allow 

people to experience the sense of transcendence that comes 

Dynamic Judaism, pg .216 
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from being an integrated part of the group (provided that the 

group allows the individual to achieve self-realization~ - in 

fact , that sense of transcendence is exactly what we mean by 

the term God) . Thirdly, God is identifiable with but not 

limited to the natur al processes in the universe. Since God 

is the process by which the universe produces persons, those 

natural forces that allow humans (along with stars, planets , 

animals etc ... ) to e)(ist are part of God 1 but are not His 

totality. That is why Kaplan refers to his position as 

transnatural ism. Nature is part of God, but so are human 

ideals such as goodness, truth, honesty, empathy, loyalty, 

justice, freedom, love, and transcendence - ideals that cannot 

be explained by science alone. And finally, God could not 

have ..,.orked miracles or commanded any specific rites and 

dogmas, topics that ~ill be taken up in later chapters. 

As should be obvious , this is a far cry from any 

traditional concept of God and calls for nothing less than a 

radical redefinition of religion. God, in the traditional 

Jewish conception, is a person; a person who has created the 

universe and therefore can command obedience from the 

creatures in it; a person who has made a special , eternal 

covenant with the Jewish people; a person who represents all 

that is ethical, yes, but who is also a protector, a provider , 

and a redeemer. By removing the supernatural element from 

26 Self-realization is used here in the modern psychological 
sense and will be taken up in great detail in the chapter on 
soteria. 
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Judais111., Kaplan has radically transformed the Jewish religion. 

His claim that his brand of Judaism is the natural outgrowth 

of Orthodoxy is only true in the widest evo lutionary sense; in 

the sense that a man is the natural outgrowth of an amoeba . 

Technica lly, it i~ true, but in any ordinary sense it 

certainly is not. What Kaplan has done is to radically 

redefine God and religion for the modern era (remember, his 

whole thesis is that supernatural conceptions are no longer 

convincing in the modern world). Some have accused Kaplan of 

trying to hide this - but it seems fr~m his statements on God 

that this not the case. Kaplan knew wha t he was doing, and 

probably , given his pragmatic perspective, truly believed that 

his brand of Judaism was the log i cal outgrowth of Orthodoxy , 

but there is no denying the fact that what Kaplan presents .i.2 

radically different from any Or thodoxy. 

Some have also accused Kaplan of "cheating" on his God­

concept - after all, when he discusses the function of the 

God-idea in history he focuses on the morals and ethics 

associated with and from God, and entirely ignores God's role 

as protector and insurer of order in the universe and thus he 

leaves out key parts of God's traditional function. By 

misrepresenting God, they say , Kaplan can make his concept 

appear Jewish. 

This criticism is true as far as it goes , but I think 

Kaplan would respond that the evolutionary perspective demands 

that in a new age a new concept is needed. From such a 
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perspective , the old, traditional God-concept has been 

outgrown , and the idea of God as protector or insurer of order 

in the universe is simply not credible to the modern mind. 

The only remaining viable function of the God-idea is the 

moral/ethical one, so that aspect of the God-idea is the one 

that has to be adapted. Thus we have God a s the power that 

makes for human fulfillment, as the power that i nsures moral 

behavior. 

Those who think Kaplan is " cheating" on his 

representation the God-idea also point to the fact that 

Kaplan's understanding of the role of the God-idea is 

radic al ly different from the way traditional Jewish thought 

and texts understand the role of the God-idea. In the 

tradit iona l world-view, the role of God has little to do with 

spirit, values, or human transcendence. God is i nstead the 

creator, protector and commander, and what concerns God 

A concerns God, and what concerns man concerns man. 

traditional view of God, these critics argue, serves a 

completely different role than the one Kaplan says i t does. 

From the above perspective, Kaplan ~ certainly 

misrepresented the God- idea . But its important to remember 

that this is not Kaplan's perspective. Kaplan's perspective 

is one that includes the findings of the social sciences. 

These sciences hypothesize that concepts of god(s) possessed 

by given cultures can be understood as representing the hopes, 

fears and dreams of those cultures, in symbolic fonn. From 
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this perspective, it makes sense for Kaplan to speak of the 

God-idea in Judaism as functioning in the way he describes. 

Kaplan's claim would simply be that throughout Jewish history 

the God-idea did in fact serve in the way he has described, 

but that the Jews themselves were not consciously aware of it 

and therefore did not talk about God in this fashion. 

Initially, the God-idea might also have included hopes about 

protection and order, but as these aspects of the God-idea are 

not relevant to a modern understanding of God, they can be 

safely forgotten. The relevant part of the God-idea for 

today, the idea of God as the sum total of all that we hold 

sacred about humanity , is what matters, and therefore, Kaplan 

would say , that is the part I shall emphasize in my conception 

of God. This psychosocial perspective: on the God-idea is 

solidly grounded in thP. work of Durkheim and many other social 

scientists, and Kaplan can justify taking it. After all , if 

there is no supernatural God (a sure fact, as far as Kaplan is 

concerned) then all those people throughout the ages must have 

been doing something with their various versions of the God­

idea, and the insights of social science can explain what . 

Given this approach, Kaplan is justified in presenting such a 

different view of the function of the God-idea than a 

traditional Jew or Jewish text would , because Kaplan can view 

it as simply uncovering what was a previously hidden truth. 

One can, of course, reject the findings of Durkheim and other 
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social scientistsn, but given their influence, it can be seen 

that Kaplan can argue convincingly that his God- concept is 

based on solid ground. 

In his other writings, Kaplan ampl i fies on his definition 

o f God. Here is a brief list of some of those ampl i fications 

To believe in God is to reckon with life's creative 
forces, tendencies and potentialiti es as forming an 
organic unity, and as giving meaning to life by virtue of 
that unity ... our intuition of God is the absolute 
negation and antithesis of all evaluations of human life 
which assume that consciousness is a disease, 
civilization a transient sickness , and all our efforts to 
lift ourselves above the brute only a vain pretense . 28 

... God can only mean one tnL1g: namely, the totality 
of all those forces in life that render human life 
worthwhile . The term worthwhile, in modern parlance, is 
the equivalent of the more traditional term, holy. ~ 

The upshot of all that men have tried to express 
when they affirmed the existence of God, is that the 
world has meaning, for God is what the world means to the 
man who believes in the possibility of maximum life and 
stri ves for it.JO 

It is sufficient that God should mean to us the sum 
of the animating, organizing forces and relationships 
which are forever making a cosmos out of chaos. This is 
what we understand by God as the creative life of the 
universe. 31 

The purpose of speaking of God as "the Power that 
makes for salvation" is to identify the particular human 
experiences which enable us to feel the impact of that 

Tl This is really a topic for another thesis entirely . 
Obviously though, if one rejects Durkheim one will certainly reject 
Kaplan. 

28 

,, 

The Meaning of God in Modern Jewish Religion , pp.26-27 

Ibid I pg. 133 

Ibid, pg . 328 

Ibid, pg.76 
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33 

process in the environment and in ourselves which impels 
us to grow and improve physically, mentally, morally, and 
spiritually. That process is Godhood. It reveals itself 
in those particular experiences. That is the meaning 
which the tradi t ional statement that God reveals Himself 
should convey to us . For the sake of that cultural 
continuity which is itself a manifestation of Godhood, we 
should continue to speak of God as "revealing Himself" . 32 

God, not merely as a metaphysical being, but as the 
object of worship a.nd prayer, is the power that makes for 
salvation of man through the community which organizes 
its entire social order around the purpose of man's 
salvation. In the symbolic significance of a ritual 
practice, God should be conc eived as the source of all 
moral and spiritual values. That makes an important 
difference in the way those values are regarded. 
Detached from their source in God, and from their 
function as means to salvati on of man , all moral and 
spiritual values are apt to be, i n the final analysis, 
the expression of the will of the ruling classes and 
their servitors. Related, however, to God as the Power 
that makes for man's salvation , they constitute groping 
attempts of human nature to approximate those ways of 
human living whic h are certain to perpetuate the human 
race and to help it fulfill its highest 
potentialities. n 

This God, 
which renders 
past present, 
virtues, sins, 

YHWH, is that aspect of the Jewish people 
i t more th~n the sum of its individuals, 
and future , and gives meaning to all 
successes, and failures.~ 

Judaism Without Supernaturalism, pq.110 

Ibid, pq.52 

If Not Now.Wben?, pq.68 
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This is the process by which men have achieved 
whatever desired ends they have set up for themselves. 
All ideals ~est on the assumption that there exists in 
realit.y that which, if we can discover it, assures their 
realization. In some instances, our assumption may prove 
incorrect . If so, our ideal must be abandoned as 
illusory and invalid. But we can never abandon all 
ideals, since it is part of our nature to have purposes 
in life . The formulation of ideals is an 
indispensable part of the process by which our long-range 
purposes are realized. Therefore, on the ethical level 
of idealistic evaluation, no less than on the impulsive 
and the authorita~ive level, we feel the need of 
reckoning with what has always been the implication of 
the God idea, that whatever ought to be c an be , and 
ultimatelv will be, realized ... The events of life create 
new problems, new wants, new ideals in an eterna l 
process. The goal of the ideal is ever a flying goal, 
but the process of expectation and achievement goes on, 
and God is the name we give to the reality that underlies 
this process. Our God is the Eternal; belief in Him is 
a nec essary concomitant of all idealistjc endeavor . 35 

God is, therefore , the name we give to those impulses within 

us that cause us to strive for the common good , that cause us 

to believe that existence has meaning and that cause us to 

believe that the common good c a n be achieved . 

In order to fully understand Kaplan ' s idea of God, 

it is important to remember that he does not approach the 

question of God's existence in the same ~ay that philosophers 

genP.rally approach the question . Kaplan's orientation is 

psychosocial, not philosoph i cal , so he is not attempting to 

assess the evidence and then arrive at a coherent definition 

of God. It is not at all important to him to establish God as 

the ground of being. Rather, he begins with the empirical 

ls The Meaning of God in Modern Jewish Religion, pq.325. Note 
also, once again, the similarity to Dewey's process philosophy. 
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fact that all societies have some concept of God or gods and 

seeks to explain what fu nction that concept had for the 

societies i n question . God is real, he argues, because all 

people at all times have had t he experienc e of transcendence 

and idealism to which he refers. The awareness of God, a s 

Kaplan defines Him, is common to all humanity, and is in no 

way contradictory to a scientific, modern world view. As he 

says 

There has, unfortunately, arisen a science of 
religion wh ich has proved to be a snare and a delusion. 
It is the kind of approach wh ich, by trespassing upon 
fields of inquiry beyond its scope , pres umes to explain 
away the reality of God. That however should not 
prejudice us against the science of religion, which, b y 
keeping strictly within its limitations, confines itself 
~o the task of explaining h ow the God-idea has 
functioned in history . Such science is as indispensable 
t o a proper understand ing of religion as mathematics is 
to astronomy. The rel igion which it enables us to 
understand is not that of the metaphys ician whose problem 
is the reality of God, but of the group, and of the 
individual in the group whose concern is with what God 
means to man and expects of him . The problem of the 
metaphysician is prior to science; the concern of the 
religious group or individual c an best be understood in 
the l ight of science.~ 

Kaplan is aware , of course, that he i s vulnerable to the 

accusation that he is advocating belief in a fiction merely 

because it has useful consequences . Needless to say , Kaplan 

d oes not f e el this is s o. To begi n with , he argues , the God-

idea i s real, not an illusion, no matter what some 

psychologists might think .n And, because he shares Dewey ' s 

Judaism as a Civilization, pg.J08 
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conviction that an idea is real and that it can have pragmatic 

consequences, he feels that it is absurd to say that God is 

merely a fiction because He is identified with the sum total 

of human ideals. As he says 

This should not be interpreted as implying that the 
belief in God is purely subjective, a figment of the 
imagination rather than an interpretation of reality . 
One might as well say that , since the awareness of color 
is a subjective experience, it is entirely a creation of 
the eye, and that no objective reality is responsible for 
the eye experiencing color , as to say that, since our 
idea of God is determined wholly by our own limited 
experience of life's values, there is no objective 
reality wh i ch is responsible for the values which we 
experience . The word "God" has thus come to be 
symbolically expressive o f t t e highest ideals for which 
men strive and, at the same t i me, points to the objective 
fact that the world is so consti tuted as to make for the 
realization o f those ideals. n 

Furthermore , he argues , the fact that God is not a being in no 

way detracts from God's reality . He writes 

The divine is no less real , no less dependable for 
our personal salvation or self-realization, if we think 
of it as a quality than if we think of it as an entity or 
a being . Human personality may serve as an illustration. 
It is no Jess real , if we think of it in psychological 
terms, as a system of behavior patterns in which the 
human organism reacts to the world, than if we think of 
it as a sort of invisible spiritual man that inhabits the 
visi ble physical man and determines his behavior. 39 

And finally 

39 

Some people imagine that the religious experience of 
God is invalidated by the fact that it is demonstrably a 
psychological effect of the presence of the multitude. 
This is like saying that our emotional response to the 
music produced by a violin is not a real experience of 
music, because it is after all but the effect of the 
scraping of horse-hair on catqut. The implication of 

The Meaning of God in MQdern Jewish Religion , pq.306 
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such disparagement is that our awareness of God in 
worship is really only an awareness of the worshipping 
crowd. But this is a falsehood analogous to our 
identifying our awareness of the music with our awareness 
of the i nstruroent, whereas we know that it is poss i ble 
for us to enjoy music while quite unmindful of the 
instrument that produces it.~ 

While these examples may not stand up to intense 

philosophical scrutiny, they are perfectly consistent ...,i th 

Kaplan's approach to reality. The experiences are real, no 

matter what causes them, and the important issue to figure out 

is not whether o- not they are based on objective reality, but 

rather what they mean to the people who experience them. 

Since they are understood as experiences of God, and since 

pragmatic consequences flow from that understanding, the 

divine is in fact real and can be experienced. 

One might also object that Kaplan provides no explanation 

of the ground of being. This is true - Kaplan doesn't . In 

Kaplan's view, though, this is not a weakness. Kaplan i s not 

at all interested in the nature of physical reality. Physical 

reality simply "is", and science is tht means by which humans 

understand and explain it . In the scientific world- view a 

metaphysical ground of being simply isn't necessary (as far as 

Kaplan is concerned). What is necessary, however, is a way to 

understand and experience what science cannot understand , the 

transnatural. Understanding and creating the transnatural 

experience is the one true purpose of religion. In order for 

religion to succeed at that purpose , it requi res a 

Ibid, pp.249-250 
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psychosocial, functional concept of God. A ground of being is 

i rrelevant, a ground of the transnatura l is not. So it is 

true that Kaplan does not p covide for a ground of being in his 

philosophy, but tnis is l argely because he cons i ders the issue 

to be an irrelevant one . 

Thus concludes the discussion of Kaplan's concept of God . 

It is a naturalis tic concept (or, more accurately, a 

transnatura l one) in which God is not a being and therefore 

has nothing to do with runni ng the universe. God is a power, 

a set of ideals, a complex of r e lationships, that is made 

manifest in the relations between people living in social 

groups. God i s no less real for His merely being a quality, 

and God can have real power in making a a:tference in people's 

lives. As Kaplan concludes 

•• 

When men break through their narrow and prejudiced 
conception of religion and begin t o real ize that i t is 
inevitable for the concept of God to re flect one's mental 
and eth ical development, they will l earn to identify as 
divine that Power in the wor l d whic h impels them to make 
it what it should be. The name of God will then stand 
for a truth about reality , not i n terms of a division 
between natura l and supernatural, but i n terms of no rmal 
human experience. That truth is that life has meaning 
and as such deserves that we give t o it, whether despite 
o r because of the evil that mars i t, the best that is in 
us. Men's hearts will then be filled with that 
exuberance and gratitude which the Psalmist felt when he 
called upon his soul to greet and praise the 
Lord .. . They will determine, with the Psalmist , to make 
the i r lives a hymn to God •.. Theirs will be the faith 
whic h even death cannot extinguish , for despi te death 
they will triumphantly proclaim: "Magnified and 
sanctified be His great name in the world which He hath 
created according t o His will . " 4 1 

The Meaning of God in Modern Jewish Religion, pg .329 

54 



Chapter 4: The Epistemology of Spinoza 

Spinoza's epistemological system, on the other hand, is 

greatly different from Kaplan's. Like Kaplan , Spinoza is a 

naturalist, and holds that all phenomena have a natural 

explanation. Unlike Kaplan, Spinoza is a strict rationalist , 

and holds that all that needs to be known can be discovered 

and deduced in and by the human niina. This rationalist 

approach characterizes Spinoza's approach to all the areas of 

his system , for Spinoza is amazingly consistent. Every area 

of his system interlocks with every other area like well 

meshing gears. From his few epistemological principles , 

Spinoza is able to deduce his views on God, religion, and the 

soterial life. 

Spinoza , although he disagr~ed with many of Descartes' 

conclusions, was greatly impressed by his method, and used it 

as the basis of his philosophica 1 system . Spinoza greatly 

desired certainty, and believed, along with Descartes, that 

ma:thematical demonstration held the key to an objective, 

certain understanding of the nature of reality. 1 Spinoza held 

that the human mind, beginning with a series of self-evident 

propositions and axioms whose truth could not be denied, could 

unravel all the secrets that reality had to offer purely by 

working th~ough a logical process of deduction . He believed, 

Jones , pg.193 
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as Meyer says, 

... that all these things, and even many things more 
subtle and sublime, could not only be clearly and 
d istinctly conceived by us, but even readily explained if 
only the human mind were led in the way wh ich Descartes 
opened up and made possible for i nves tiga ting truth and 
acquiring knowledge. 1 

Thus, Allison says , 

Spinoza affirms an abso lute rationalism. Given the 
proper method , reality as a whole is intelligible to the 
human mi nd , and Spinoza claims in his Ethics to have done 
nothing less than to demonstrate this truth. 3 

The method Spinoza uses to demonstrate these truths 

is really a very simple o ne in concept , al though difficult i n 

application - the method of geometrica~ Jemonstration. This 

was the method that Descartes pioneered, and what Spinoza did 

was simply to draw out Desc artes ' system to its logical 

conclusions, something that he felt Descartes fa i led to do.• 

The ~ethod itself is a simple one. As Jones explains, 

1 

- ... 

If geometry is the model scienc e, reality must 
consist in ent i t i es connected by the kind of re l ation 
cognized in geometry. This is the relation of 
implication - for instance , being a triangle involves 
having three sides. It follows that reality must consist 
in a set of entities every one of which is implicatorily 
related to various other entities . As a consequence, the 
mind moves from some entity A to some other entity B, 
which is implied by A. When the mind is in the presence 
of these two entit i es, A and B, it infallibly sees that 
A implies B. It then moves on to C, implied by B, and so 
on. The whole problem is to arrange our thinking about 
these entities in such a way that our minds traverse 
these relations in due order , that is , that we move from 

Allison , pq . 4 5 
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A to C, via B. 5 

Jones, however, has not done full just i ce to the problem. 

The whole problem is not merely to arrange our thinking in 

such and such a way. While his explanation of the thinking 

behind the geometric method is correct, he fails to point out 

that the whole structure only functions if one has begun with 

the correct entities - beg in with false premises , and of 

course the structure will lead to false conclusions. 6 

Spino za, of course, was well aware of this problem, and sought 

a way t o show that, i n point of fact, his premises were valid, 

and therefore s o were his conclusions . He did this in two 

ways: by demonstrating that there is a knowable difference 

between iffiagination and sure knowledge, and by establishing 

God as the ground of being , as the first premise from which 

all other premises f low. As Allison says, 

. . . [ Spinoza's ] rationalism involves t he belief in 
the total intelligibility of the real. Given Spinoza's 
mathematically oriented conception of knowledge , this in 
turn means that all reality can be expl ained within a 
single deductive system. This is not, of course, to 
claim that particular facts can be deduced by the human 
mind, but rather that, given these facts, which are 
provided by experience, they can all be understood in 
terms of this universal system of explanation. The 
concept of God serves as the first pri nciple of this 
system, from which all else follows with logical 
necessity. Thus, it is only with reference to the 

Jones, pg.194 

6 This is, in fact , the criticism most often l eveled at 
Spinoza's system. While all acknowledge that his system is 
brilliant, many see it as a large tautology , where Spinoza's 
conclusions naturally follow from his premises, since he defined 
his premises in such a way that only his conclusions could follow. 
This criticism will be addressed later on. 
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concept of God that we can have adequate knowledge of 
anything in nature, i ncluding our emotions and their 
causes. Any knowledge that does not have its source in 
rationally grounded principles, and ultimately in God, is 
attributed by Spinoza to the imagination , which in turn 
is viewed as the source of man's bondage to the passion s 
and hence of human misery. We can t:herefore see that two 
of the major tasks incumbent upon Spinoza are to show how 
genuine knowledge differs from the products of the 
imagination, and how a knowl edge of God is possible tor 
man. These are the central themes of his 
epistemology(italics mine). 7 

Spinoza begins his epistemological task by demonstrating 

how he knew that his premises were true ones rather than 

arbitrary definitions. According to Wolfson, Spinoza uses two 

criteria of truthfulness , one external and one intPcnal. ' The 

external criterion is the correspondence criterion - i.e., 

that the idea corresponds to its object in reality in such a 

''1ay that the idea matches reality i n a sensible way. The 

internal criterion is self-consistency and self-evidence, 

i.e., that the idea is true because it is evident by itself 

and consistent with itself. 9 Both kinds of criteria could 

lead to true ideas. As Wolfson explains 

1 

9 

' a definition either explains a thing as i t 
exists outside the understanding ... or else a definition 
explains a thing as it is conceived or can be conceived 
by us.' Of the former, he [Spinoza) says previously, it 
'ought to be true,' whereas 'the latter need not be, ' 
that is to say, it need not be true in the sense of 
corresponding to something outside the understanding, for 
while the truth of the former is to be tested by its 
correspondence to an external object , the truth of the 

Allison, pp.46-47 
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latter cons ists in its i nternal consistency. 10 

Thus Sp inoza distinguishes between t wo types of 

definitions: the one that merely says what a word means and 

t he one that "explains a thing as it exists outs ide o f the 

u nderstand ing " 11 i.e. the one that explains a t h i ng rather 

than a name. Spinoza feels that his d ef initions are of the 

l atter variety; in other words , they are true propositions 

that describe the essence of the things named . 11 

Spinoza justifies this position by applying the same 

criterion to his def i nitions that the mathematician a pp lies to 

hi s , i.e. when a definition is so stated that it allows the 

mathematician to construct a g i ven figure and deduce all of 

its properties from that definition , theri the true definition , 

t he one that defines that figure 's essence, has been arrived 

at. Spinoza uses the example of the ci rc l e. One definition, 

the common one, of t h e circle as "a figure, such that al l 

straight lines drawn from the center to the cir cumference are 

equal" is no good, as it simply defines what one means by the 

word c ircle. The proper definition, a l so termed the genetic 

definition, is "the figure described by any line whereof one 

end is fixed and the other free". This definition tells how 

to construct such a figure , and from this rule of construction 

10 

11 

12 
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all of the circle ' s properties can be derived. 13 What is true 

of ma t hematics , Spinoza argues, is also true about our 

knowledge o f reality. Thus, as Allison says , 

... we have a real definition, adequate, true or 
clear and distinct idea of a thing insofar as we know its 
"proximate cause" and can see how its properties 
necessari l y follow from this cause. "For, in reality," 
Spinoza writes, "the knowledge of an effect is nothing 
else than the acquisition of a more perfect knowledge of 
its cause." Moreover, in such instances there is no room 
for doubt of the kind envisioned by Descartes. When the 
mind has a true idea it immediately knows it to be true; 
as it grasps the logical necessity with which the 
properties of the object follow from the idea . The 
metaphy sician as wel l as the mathematician can therefore 
arrive at genet i c def i nitions of things, and it is 
through these def i nit i ons that he ac.;qi. ires rational l y 
grounded knowledge . u 

This proc ess , however . c a n lead t o c onfusion , for if a t h i ng 

can only be known truly by reference to its preceding causes , 

then there is the danger of running into an infinite 

regression that c auses the quest f o r knowledge co be hopeless. 

Thus Spinoza introduces his idea of God , a God who is self­

caused and is the single first pri nciple demanded by logic1 ~ . 

Thus God for Spinoza is a necessary thing , for God i s the 

ground of being, a concept that is demanded by necessity, and 

everything that is and everything God does likewise flows in 

l l 

14 

Allison, pg.53 

Allison, pp . 53-54 

is This chapter is not the place to go into further aspects of 
Spinoza's theoloqy as this chapter's primary focus is his 
epistemological system. Suffice it to say at this point that God 
is necessary for there to be order to the universe, and the 
question of how the human mind can be sure that there is such a 
ground of being will be taken up in the discussion on human 
knowledge belo.,,.,. 
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accord with the strict demands of necessity and logic -

demands that are inherent in the very nature of God and 

reality. As Spinoza says, 

[ We must come to see] that from God's supreme power , 
o r infinite nature, an infinite number of things - that 
is, all things have necessarily flowed forth in an 
infinite numbe r of ways, or always follow from the same 
necessity; in the same way as from the nature of the 
triangle it follows from eterni ty and for eternity, that 
its three interior angles are equal to two right 
angles. 16 

The universe, for Spinoza, is one vast mathematical system -

from its first cause to all of its variety. If one can simply 

arrive at the proper definitions , ax;_oms, and postulates, all 

e l se falls i nto place, for reality proceeds by strict rules of 

logic and necessity, rules that the human mind , if i t works 

hard enough , is capable of perceiving, deducing , and 

understanding . 

The idea of God is important to Spinoza i n another sense 

as well. Without God , as Spinoza defines the Deity, it i s 

i mpossible to speak of anyone possessing real knowledge in any 

meaningful sense of the term . In order to understand how this 

is so, it is necessary to delve briefly i nto Spinoza's view of 

su.bstance and h ow God exists. While this is not the place to 

go into an extensive review of Spinoza's proofs ( that will be 

saved for the next chapter), h is conclusions must be 

understood in order to see how it is that humans can achieve 

true knowledge. 

16 Spinoza , in Allison , pg.54 
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Basically , Spinoza argues that such a thing called 

substance exists. Substance is an old philosophical concept, 

but Spinoza gives it new meaning . Substance i s defined as 

"that which is i n itself, and is conceived through i tself: in 

other words, that of which a conception c an be formed 

independently of any other concepti on." ri Substance , 

therefore , is the sum total of a ll that exists i n the 

uni verse. Substance , however, does not exist unmodified . Two 

other concepts are central to understanding how substanc e and 

the uni verse interact; the concepts of ati-.ributes and modes. 18 

An attribute i.s "that which the intellect perceives as 

constituti ng the essence of substance1
•

19 while a mode is "the 

modific~tions of substance, or that which exists in, and is 

~onceived through something other than itself . "w Proceeding 

from these definitions, it is easy for Spinoza to establish 

that the only rea l substance in the universe is God, as God 

and substance are both the ground of being and are therefore 

one and the same. God i s , therefore, "a substance consisting 

of i nfinite attributes . 11 21 Since there is only one substance 

with infinite attributes that exists r this substance must be 

Spinoza , in Allison , pq.58 

u Substance and the reality of the universe will turn out to 
be one and the same, but I don't want to get ahead of myself here . 
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equivalent to nature, and thus there can be only one universal 

order in relation to which all things can be understood. n 

All other things in the universe therefore are merely modes of 

certain attributes of God . By virtue of this sharing in the 

substance of God, however, it becomes possible for the 

universe lo be i ntelligibly understood by a finite mind . Thus 

human beings, whose intellects can perceive only the 

attributes of thought and extension among God's infinite 

attributes , can nevertheless share in and perceive accurately 

the true essence of substance, since the attributes are merely 

a type of l i mi ted pe rspect i ve o n the one true substance. This 

expl a i ns, then , h ow it i s possi ble for humans to achieve true 

knowledge. 

But how exactly does this process work? For Spinoza, 

thought is one of the attributes of God, and it finds its 

expression in the infinite intellect. n Since this thought is 

infinite , «in God there iE necessarily the idea not only of 

his essence, but also of all things which necessarily follow 

from his essence.tt~ This implies , as Al l ison says, 

n 

2l 

... that the realm of thought constitutes a unified , 
closed deductive system, and this becomes explicit in the 
next proposition: "The actual being of ideas owns God as 
its cause, only in so far as God is considered as a 
thin.king thing, not in so far as he is unfolded in any 
other attribute; that is , the ideas both of the 
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attributes of God and of particular things do not own as 
their efficient cause their objects or the things 
perceived, but God himself in so far as he is a 
thinking thing" (Prop.V). God ... is really equivalent to 
thought, viewed as an attribute, so that Spinoza's point 
is simply that each idea must be .:aused by another 
modification of thought, that is, by a nother i dea, and 
this is what makes the realm of thought a self-contained 
system. is 

But remember that thought i s merely one attri bute of God, and 

that, on a larger scale a ll attributes are merely different 

expressions of the same t h i ng . Thus thought is merely one 

particular expression of the universal order, and thi s allows 

Spino za to cl aim that "The order a nd cc-:rnection of i deas is 

the same as the order ard connection of things . " M Thus, in 

a very rea l sense , ideas are t he same as real ity, a nd 

theref~~e clear and distinct ideas of things will in fact give 

one true knowledge of the nature of reality . As Spinoza puts 

it 

Substance thinking and substance extended are one 
and the same substance , r.omprehended now through one 
attribute, now through the other . So , also, a mode of 
extension and the i dea of that mode are one and the same 
thing, though expressed in two ways .n 

Spino za proceeds from this foundation to a discussion of 

the types of knowledge that the human mind can perceive and 

know. These types of knowledge fall into three categories: 

ideas according to the common order of nature , i deas based on 

the common notions and adequate ideas of things , and ideas 

lS Allison, pg.90 
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based on intuition. The last two types of ideas lead to •hat 

Spinoza calls true knowledge, while the first leads to 

incomplete knowledge or what Spinoza calls error. In order to 

completely understand how these three types of knowledge exist 

however, it first must be made clear that for Spinoza there is 

no such thing as a truly "wrong" idea. All ideas to some 

extent partake of the ideas of God, and, as such, can never be 

completely incorrect. Rather, an idea can be adequate or 

inadequate , depending on how much it partakes of the infinite 

essence of thought that character i ze3 God's thinking. As was 

stated ear:ier, an adequate idea for Spinoza is one from which 

all o f the properties of its object can be deduced. Thus, for 

an idea to be truly adequate , it must take into account all 

the causes leading up to the idea and all the conclusions that 

follow from it. For example, take the idea of a triang4e. 

The mathematician's idea of a triangle is adequate because he 

or she can derive all of its properties from it, while a 

layman's idea of a triangle is not, because while the layman 

may understand that a triangle has three sides he or she does 

not fully know what follows from this idea. Thus the 

mathematician possesses a true concept of the idea triangle, 

while the layman does not. Note that the layman's i dea of a 

triangle is not really false , but is rather incomplete, which 

for Spinoza is the equivalent of error. Because of this 

characterization of what constitutes a true idea, it is easy 

for Spinoza to push aside doubt or uncertainty once an 
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adequate idea is conceived. As Spinoza says ~He who has a 

true idea simultaneously knows that he has a true idea, and 

cannot doubt of the truth of the thing perceived."1@ This is 

so because to have a true idea is to know everything about the 

object of that i dea , so that nothing remains ambiguous , 

nothing is left unexplained, nothing i s undetermined and 

nothing is uncertain.~ There is no rational basis for doubt, 

and no need to appeal to any outside something in order for a 

person t o be sure they have a true idea. 

Knowledge, then, can either bF complete or incomplete, 

depending upon what i t is based. Knowledge of the first type, 

knowledge a~cording to the common order of nature, is 

knowledge that is based on sense perception, memory, or 

imagination. This is knowledge tbat is inherently faulty, for 

by its very nature it fails t o see the complete picture of 

causality. Spinoza begins by asserting that there is no way 

to perceive anything in the outside world without recourse to 

the human body - the human body is, very simply, the focal 

point from and through which the human mind perceives the 

outside world. 30 This perception by the body limits one by 

only allowing one to see things as they appear , rather than as 

they are. Spinoza gives the example of someone looking at the 

sun. To all appearances, the sun seems to be very small and 
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only 200 feet away. This is not a false idea, for this is 

indeed how the sun does appear. However, it is an inadequate 

idea, since the reality is that the sun is very large and very 

far away. For Spinoza, this exemplifies the trap of relying 

on sense perception for adequate knowledge, since the 

appearance of things is often not their reality. 31 A similar 

case can be made for memory. Spinoza asserts that people form 

memories on the basis of association, rather than on any type 

of rP-ality. He gives the example of a soldier and a farmer 

seeing the tracks of a horse in the ground. The soldier will 

tend to think of a horseman, and then of war, while the farmer 

will tend to think of a plough and a field. Neither of the 

two are incorrec t, for they are following what to each of them 

is a natural train of thought, but nei r.her are they bei ng 

logical and these memories can in no way serve as a basis for 

adequate knowledge. n Thus neither sense perception nor 

memory can serve as a base of adequate knowledge, and the 

first type of knowledge in no way leads to true knowledge. 

The second type of knowledge has already been discussed 

above. This is knowledge based on the deductive process, 

knowledge wherein ideas put together in a logical order 

infallibly lead to one another and lead to conclusions that 

cannot be refuted. There are two types of this knowledge: 

31 Spinoza, in Allison, pg.102 . Note the striking difference 
between this approach and Dewey's approach to the problem of the 
refracting sphere. 
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knowledge based on common notions - i deas that are common t o 

all bodies but do not require experience to be derived ( such 

as the laws of physicsJ or logic, or mathematics ), and 

knowledge based o n the common properties of things 

properti es that are shared by a given class of things such as 

the h uman body (suc h as human physiology or psychology). ' ' 

Since the mind c an possess these ideas , and derive from them 

other ideas , th is type of knowledge i s i n fact a source of 

adequate ~nowledge . ~ 

Spinoza then i ntroduces a third source of knowledge, that 

of intuition. Thi s typ e o f knowledge "proceeds from an 

adequate i dea o f the absolute essence of certain attributes of 

God to the adec:;uate knowledge of the essenc e of things. 11 35 

The difference between this third type of knowledge and the 

second t ype of knowledge is that wh ile they both reach the 

sa~e conclusions, the third type o f knowledge makes no use of 

the general princip l es of reason in order t o deduce what i t 

knows . Rather, in intuitive knowledge, the truth is simply 

apprehended in a flash, enabl ing the one doing the 

apprehending to leap from A to c , as it were , without going 

through B. For Spinoza , this is also an adequate type of 

knowledge, as it ends up perceivi ng the true essences of 

.n Spinoza , i n Allison , pg.110 

~ The idea of God and his necessary existence i s also 
something that falls into this category . 

Spinoza , in Allison, pg . 112 

68 



things, which is the a cid test for any type of adequate 

knowledge. 36 

Certain knowledge, therefore, is possible to human 

beings. By proper ly utili zing the second and third types of 

knowledge, a person can get at true knowledge of reality -

knowledge that is based i n no surer source than the mind of 

God i tself. As Wolfson explains 

In so far as the human mind is part of the infinite 
intellect of God, it gets its ideas from God; ... 'we must 
r emember, besides, that our mind, in so far as it truly 
perceives things, is a part of the infinite intellect of 
God, and therefo re it must be that the clear and distinct 
i deas of the mind are as true dS those of God.' But on 
the other hand, inasmuch as the God of Spinoza i s not an 
external cause from whom the human mind emanates o r by 
whom it is created, but is rather an immanent cause 
within which the human mi nd is contained or the whole of 
the human mind is a part, to say that the human mind gets 
its ideas from God means that the ideas are generated 
within it and do not come from any source which may be 
called external in any sense whatsoever.n 

This then completes the discussion of Spinoza's 

epistemology. Spinoza :s a true rationalist, one who holds 

that it is through i deas and their logical interconnections 

that one understands the essence of reality. This reality is 

grounded in the idea of God, without which there would be no 

logical order and no way to achieve certain knowledge . The 

nature of this God is such that a 11 things are as they 

necessarily must be, and that all that happens does so 

36 Nothing could be further from the pragmatic test for 
knowledge! 

37 Wolfson, pp.157-158 
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according to fully i ntelligible natural l aws , a subject that 

will be taken up in the following chapter . 
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Chapter 5: Spinoza's Concept of God 

As mentioned earlier, Spinoza, like Kaplan, is 3 

naturalist theologian, but unlike Kaplan, he is first and 

foremost a philosopher and consequently has a fully worked out 

concept of God. Borrowing the geometrical method of Descartes 

(as explained in the previous chapter), Spinoza begins his 

eA-posi t ion' with his basic assumptions and def i n i ~ions and 

then proceeds to deduce from them the o nly concept of God that 

is coherent with the truth as he sees it. Spinoza begins by 

defining substance , attributes and modes , and proceeds from 

these definitions to provG that God and substance are one, and 

that this substance or God must be identified with the natural 

laws that run the universe. As Wolfson says 

Spinoza seems to address his imaginary opponents as 
follows: All you mediaevals, to whatever school of 
thought you may belong, have builded your philosophies on 
the conception of a God epitomized by you in a formal 
definition which contains four characteristic 
expressions. You say that God is (1) ens in the highest 
sense of the term, by wh ich you mean that He is a being 
who exists necessarily. You also say that He is (2) 
"absolutely infinite," by which you mean that He is (3) 
"a substance consisting of infinite attributes," (4) 
"each of which expresses eternal and infinite essence". 
God so defined you call absolute substance ; you 
differentiate Him from the world which you call 
conditional substance, and then you declare that the 
relation between the absolute and the conditional 
substance is like that of creator to created. In 
opposition to you, I deny at the very outset the 
existence 0£ a God outside the world and of His relation 
to the world as creator. Still, unaccustomed as I am to 
dispute about mere names , I shall retain your own term 

Spinoza's great work, thE Ethics , contains his fully worked 
out system in its geometrical form, but his system is implicit in 
all of his works and underlies their conclusions. 
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substance as a philosophic surrogate to the pious name 
God, and in your own tenns I am going to unfold a new 
conception of the nature of God and of his relat ion to 
the world. 

To begin with, I shall abandon your distinction 
between absolute substance and conditional substance, but 
shall use the tenn substance in that restrictive sense in 
which you use the expression absolute substance. Then, 
what you call conditional s~bstance, or the world, I 
shall call mode. Furthermore, unlike you, I shall not 
describe the relation of substance to mode as that of 
creator to created, but rather as that of whole to part, 
or, to be more exact, as that of universal to particular. 
The reason for my disagreeing with you on the question of 
the causal relation between God and the world is that I 
find your doctrine of creation, however you may try to 
explain it, an untenable hypothesis. Barring this 
difference between us, a difference which, I must 
confess, is fundamental and far- reaching in jts effect, 
I am going to describe my substance in all those terms 
which you make use of in describing your God. Like your 
God, my substance is (1) the highest kind of ens, for 
existence apperta i ns to its nature. ( 2) It i s also 
absolutely infinite. (3) Furthermore, it consists of 
infinite attributes . (4) Finally, each of its 
attributes expresses eternal and infinite essence. I 
have thus described my substance in all those terms which 
you use in your formal definition of God. Consequently, 
as I am now to reproduce your proofs of the existence of 
God to prove the existence of my substance, I sha 11 
bracket together the terms God and substance ... 2 

Spinoza therefore defines God as a 

. . . Being consisting of infinite attributes of which 
each is infinite, or in the highest degree perfect of i t s 
kind. Here it should be noted that I understand by 
attribute all that which is conceived through itself, and 
in itself; so that its conception does not involve the 
conception of some other thing ... That this is, indeed, 
the true definition of God is clear from the fact that we 
understand by God a Being supremely perfect , and 
absolutely infinite. That such a Being exists, it is 
easy to prove from this definition ... 1 

But how does Spinoza arrive at the conclusions he does? 

Wolfson , pp.158-159 (vol.I) 

The Correspondence of Spinoza, pg.75 
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He begins with his notion that an adequate idea is immediately 

perceived by the mind to be true.• He then goes on to state 

that " . . . God's existence is not self-evident, it must be 

inferred from ideas so firmly and incontrovertibly true, that 

no power can be ?Ostulated or conceived sufficient to impugn 

them. " 5 Since an adequate idea qualifies as an idea that is 

firmly and incontrovertibly true, he can respond to his 

critics in perfect confidence 

To your question whether I have as clear an idea of 
God as I have of a triangle, I ·answer in the affirmative. 
But if you ask me whether I h~ve as clear a mental image 
of God as I have of a triangle, I shall answer No. For 
we cannot imagine God, but we can, indeed, conceive Him. 
Here also it should be noted that I do not say that I 
know God entirely, but only that I understand some of his 
attributes, though not all , nor even the greater part of 
them, and it is certain that our ignorance of the 
majority of them does not hinder our having a knowledge 
of some of them. When I learnt Euclid's elements I first 
understood that the three angles of a triangle are equal 
to two right angles, and ! clearly perceived this 
propertt of a tr i angle even though I was ignorant of many 
others. 

But what are the adequate ideas that lead up to 

Spinoza's conclusions about God? The most complete 

presentation of these ideas is found in The Ethics , wher e 

Spinoza offers the definitions and axioms that will serve as 

the basis for his propositions and lead to his deductions . 1 

Discussed in the chapter on Spinoza's epistemology . 

The Theological-Political Tractate, pg.84 

6 The Correspondence of Spinoza, pg . 289 

It is important to keep in mind that for Spinoza, these 
definitions and axioms (and the propositions that are proved from 
them) arise from clear and adequate ideas that a.re therefore true, 
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These definitions and axioms read as follows: 

DEFINITIONS 
1. By that which is self-caused I mean that whose essence 
involves existence; or that whose nature can be conceived 
only as existing. 
2. A thing is said to be finite in its own kind when it 
can be limited by another thing of the same nature ... body 
is not limited by thought, nor thought by body. 
3. By substance I mean that which is in itself and is 
conceived in itself; that is, that the conception of 
which does not require the conception of another thing 
from which it has to be formed. 
4. By attribute I mean that which the intellect perceives 
of substance as constituting its essence. 
5. By mode I mean the affections of substance; that is, 
that which is in something else and is conceived through 
something else. 
6. By God I mean an absolutely i nfinite being; that is, 
substance consisting of inf ir, ite attributes, each of 
which expresses eternal and infinite essence ... 

AXIOMS 
1. All. things that are, are ei~~ in themselves or in 
somecn1ng else. 
2. That which cannot be conceive through another thing 
must be conceived through itselr; 
3. From a given determinate cause there necessarily 
follows an effect; on the other hand, if there be no 
determinate cause it is impossible that an effect should 
follow . 
4. The knowledge of an effect depends on, and involves, 
the knowledge of the cause . 
5. Things which have nothing in common with each other 
cannot be understood through each other; that is, the 
conception of the one does not involve the conception of 
the other. 
6. A true idea must agree with that of which it is the 
idea. 
7. If a thing can be conceived as not existing, then its 
essence does not involve existence . • 

and are not simply the result of arbitrary definitions that lead to 
the conclusions Spinoza wants to reach. This is, of course, the 
most common criticism of Spinoza's system, but it will be addressed 
later in the chapter. I t is important to stress, however, that 
Spinoza h imself wou ld not accept this as a valid criticism of his 
work. 

The Ethics, pp . 31- 32 
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From these, Spinoza goes on to prove three key propos itions: 

that there is only one substance, that this substance consists 

of infinite attributes, and that this substance must be 

identical with God . 

Spinoza devores the first five propositions of The Ethics 

t o showing that there cannot be more than one substance 

possessing the same nature or attribute. 9 In s ummary form, the 

argument runs as follows: Since an attribute is not a property 

but an expression of the nature of substance , two substances 

with the same attribute would have t~e same nature; they would 

essentially be one and the same identical substance . 10 Thus, 

as Spinoza says i n proposition #5, "In the universe there 

cannot be two or more substances having the same nature or 

attr ibute . 11 11 There also cannot be several substances with 

distinct natures interacting with each other , because based on 

axiom #5, "two substances having different attributes have 

noth ing in com.mon" 12 , ''When things have nothing in common, one 

cannot be the cause of the other" 13
, and therefore ••one 

substance cannot be produced by another substance. " 14 Since 

one substance cannot produce another substance, and since 

9 

HI 

II 

11 

l ' 

Allison, pg.61 

Allison, pg.61 

The Ethics , pg.33 

The Ethics, pg . 32, proposition 12. 

Ibid, proposition #3. 

Ibid, pq.33, proposition #6 . 
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there cannot be two or more substances possessing the same 

attribute, it fol lows that there is most likely only one 

substance. 

At this point 1 there is only one remaining possibility 

that would allow for more than one substance to exist, and 

that is the possibility that "there are a distinct plurality 

of substances which do not stand i n causal relation to one 

another and do not i nteract in any way. 111s This is also not 

possible, as Spinoza proceeds to demonstrate. Proposition 7 

reads "Existence belongs to the na-:.ure of substance"'~. 

Spinoza's proof is simp l e. Since s ubstance cannot be produced 

by anything else17 it must therefore be self-caused, and by 

definition 11 (above), its essence must then necessarily 

i nvolve existence. 18 In addition, "Every substance is 

necessarily infinite . 0 10 Again, the proof is simple. 

Substance must be finite or infinite. To be finite however, 

it would have to be limited by another substance o f the same 

nature (according to definition #2 above). However, because 

there cannot be two substances of the same nature (proposition 

Allison, pg . 61 

16 The Ethics, pg.34 

17 This is a corollary to proposition #6 above - since 
substance cannot cause another substance, and in the universe there 
exists nothing but substances (as shown by Ax . land Defs.3 and 5), 
it follows that there is nothing that can cause substance to exist. 
[The Ethics, pg.33, corollary to proposition #6) 

19 

The Ethics, pg.34, proposition #7 . 

Ibid, proposition #8 
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15), viewing substance as finite is clearly absurd . 

Therefore, it must be infinite. w Since "the more reality or 

being a thing has, the more attributes it has"21
1 and since 

substance is infinite, it follows that substance possesses 

i nfinite attr ibutes.n This ~eans however that 

Since substance possesses infinite attributes or all 
reality, there is literally nothing which could 
conceivably exist apart from substance, so that the 
possibility of a plurality of substances with different 
natures, which do not stand in causal relations with one 
another, is no longer available. n 

Thus, there is one and only one substance, and it possesses 

infinite attributes. 

In order to prove that God must be equivalent to th i s one 

subst ance 1 Spinoza must show that God in fact e xists. To do 

this, Spinoza offers three versions of what is known as the 

ontological proof and, as an afterthought, one version of the 

cosmological proof .~ The ontological proof begins with the 

fact that God as an object i s immedi ately percei vable to human 

consciousness as an intuit i on, as a clear and distinct i dea 

and therefore a true one. ~ One could wonder, of course, why 

a proof is necessary if God can be perceived directly by human 

Ibid 

11 Ibid, pg.36 , proposition #9 . Spinoza argues that the proof 
of this is evident from definition #4. 

21 Allison, pg .64 

n I bid 

l4 Wolfson , pg.178 

25 Ibid, pg.165 
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intuition - after all , if God is perceived, what is there to 

prove? Wolfson answers this question in the following ~ay 

What is the significance of the syllogism in the 
ontological proof? The answer is that the syllogism adds 
nothing to the major premise. But still it is not 
altogether redundant. It may be said that the 
proposition function of the ontological proof is like 
that of the proposition of an analytical judgement, in 
which the predicate adds nothing to the subject, and 
still its use is not altogether unjustifiable ... Just as 
propositions are either analytic or synthetic, so are 
syllogisms also either analytic or synthetic, and the 
relation of the analytical syllogism to the major premise 
is like that of the analytical proposition to the 
subject .. . The ontological proof for the existence of God 
is an analytical syllogism just as the proposition "God 
is existent" is an analytical judgment , and the relation 
of the syllogism in the ontological proof to the major 
premise is like the relation of the proposition "God is 
existent" to the subject "God" . Neither of them adds 
anything to the contents of its respective subjec t or 
major premise with which i t starts, but both of them 
analyze the contents of their respective subject and 
major premise . . it translates a conviction int.a an 
argument . It elicits a truth which is only implicitly 
contained in the major premise . It puts an i mmediate 
fact of consciousness in the form of a syllogistic 
reasoning. It resolves an idea into i ts component parts. 
Thus when Spinoza proves the existence of God 
ontologically, he does not pretend to arrive at a newly 
discovered fact, but rather to restate in formal l anguage 
a fact already known. ~ 

Spino za begins his proof by stating the proposition (Ill) 

under consideration. It reads, "God, or substance consisting 

of infinite attributes , each of which expresses eternal and 

infinite essence, necessarily exists."n He then offers the 

26 Ibid , pp . 174-175 

n The Ethics, pg.37, proposition #11. It can be argued that 
here Spinoza is at his most circular, for proposition 11 is almost 
identical to definition #6, with the only new information being 
that God necessarily exists . Since he has already proved that 
substance must exist (prop.#7) and by definition #6 God is 
substance , it already follows that God must exist, merely from the 
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four proofs, which Wolfson summarizes in syllogistic form as 

follows 

Proof #1: If we have a clear and distinct idea of 
God as a being whose essence involves existence, then God 
is immediately perceived by us to exist. 

But we have a clear and d i stinct idea of God as a 
being whose e ssence i nvolves existence. 

Therefore, God is immediately perceived by us to 
exist. 28 

Proof #2: If we have a clear and distinct idea of 
God as a being whose existence is necessary by his own 
nature , then God is immediately perceived by us to exist . 

But we have a clear and distinct idea of God as a 
being whose ex i stence is necessary by His own nature. 

Therefore, God is immediately perceived by us to 
exist. 29 

Proof 13: We have the i .tea of the existence of 
ourselves as finite beings and we also have the idea of 
the existence of God as a n infinite being. 

There are three possibilities as to the truth of 
these ideas. 

First, they are both false , c.nd therefore "nothing 
exists." 

Second, only the idea of our own existence is true , 
and therefore, "there is nothing which necessarily exists 
excepting things finite. 

Third, both ideas are true , and therefore a "being 
absolutely infinite also exis~s . " 

The first of these possibilities is to be rejected, 
for "we ourselves exist." 

The second possibility is to be rejected , for "if , 

way Spinoza has defined his terms. In Spinoza's defense, however, 
it is important to remember what Wolfson has said, namely, that 
"[Spinoza ) does not pretend to arrive at a newly discovered fact, 
but rather to restate in formal language a fact already known." In 
a very real sense , this is the purpose of the entire Ethics - t o 
restate in the formal language of the geometric method ideas that 
are already adequately perceived and therefore true . As far as 
Spinoza is concerned, he has already perceived the truth, and he 
knows it to be the truth because of his epistemological posi tion 
that the mind can immediately recognize the truth of an adequate 
idea. The geometric method, therefore, serves merely to help 
clarify and explain his thinking, most likely for the benefit of 
others who wish to follow his train of thought. 

Wolfson , pg . 184, vol.I 

Ibid, pg . 199 
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therefore, there i s nothing which necessarily ex ists 
excepting things finite, it follows that th i ngs finite 
are more powerful than the absolutEly i nf inite being , and 
th is (as is self- evident) is absurd . " ~ 

Consequently, the third possibility must be true , 
and " therefore the being absolutely infinite, that is to 
say, God, necessarily exists. " 31 

Proof #4 : If we have a clear and distinct idea of 
God as a be i ng of the highest power , then God is 
immediate ly perceived by us to exi st. 

But we have a clear and distinct idea of God as a 
being of t he highest power. 

Therefore, God is immediately perceived by us to 
exist. n 

Havi ng proved to his satisfaction that God necessar ily 

exists, it is child's play for Spinoza to prove the 

equivalence of God to the one substance. Since by definition 

16 God expresses all the attributes of substance, and by 

proposition Ill God necessari ly exists, if there existed any 

other substance besides God, that substance would have to 

explicated through some attribute of God, wh ich wo uld lead to 

two d ifferent substances havi ng the same attribute, wh ich i s 

impossible according to proposit ion #5. Therefore , Spinoza 

offers proposition #14 , that "There can be , or be conceived, 

~ The absu rdi ty is as follows : If we exist and God does not 
exist, then we must exist in ourselves. Therefore , the idea we 
have of our own existence is more powerful than the idea we have of 
God 's existence. But we have started out with the assumption that 
we have an i dea of God as infinite and of ourselves a s finite. 
Hence , a contradiction. (Ibid, pg .206 ) 

31 Ibid, pp. 205 - 207. Wolfson a l so points out t hat this proof 
is really a proof from power , and i s therefore technically a form 
of the cosmological proof (proof from creation) rather than an 
o ntological proof . 

n Ibid , pg. 208. This fourth proof is, according to Wolfson , 
merely an ontolog ical version of the prev i ous cosmological proof. 
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no other substance but God" 33 and its corollary that " ... God 

is one: that is, in the whole uni verse there is only one 

substance, and this is abbolutely infinite ... "~ i.e. there is 

only one substance, it possesses infinite attributes , and that 

substance is God. 15 

If God is the only substance that exists, however, 

then logic demands that God be ident ified with the sum-total 

of the universe - all objects that are in it, all laws that 

run it, all things that happen in it. In short, God is 

equivalent to nature! As Spinoza says 

Nature herself is the pow~r of God under another 
name, and our ignorance of the power of God is co­
extensive with our ignorance of Nature. It is absolute 
folly, ~herefore, to ascribe an event to the power of God 
when we know not its natural cause , which is the power of 
God.>6 

This equivalence manifests itself in two distinct ways, for 

Spinoza draws a crucial distinction in his conception of 

nature - the distinction between natura naturans and natura 

naturata. Natura naturans is nature regarded as active, that 

which 

n 

... is in itself and is conceived through itself, or 
such attributes of substance as express eternal and 

The Ethics, pg.39 

Ibid, pg.40 

3s Again it can be argued that this whole system is circular, 
since the conclusions are evident in the premises Spinoza chooses, 
but it is certain that Spinoza did not think this was so , for he 
felt he was explaining in logical form what he perceived to be true 
(see note 27). 

36 The Theological-Political Tractate, pg .25 
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infinite essence, i.e. God, insofar as he is considered 
as a free cause ... n 

wh.ile natura naturata is nature regarded as passive, that 

which 

. .. follows from the necessity of God's nature, or 
from any of God's attributes, or all the modes of God's 
attributes, insofar as they are considered things which 
are in God, and which can neither be nor conceived 
without God. J• 

God, when identified with natura naturans, refers to the 

natural order of the universe, the fundamental l aws that make 

it work as it does, the laws that cause things to come into 

being and to decay. Simply put, Gcd : n this sense is the tenn 

we use to describe the natural forces in the universe. As 

Spinoza says 

By the Help of God, I mean the fixed and 
unchangeable order of nature or the chain of natural 
events: for I have said before and shown elsewhere that 
the universal laws of nature, according to which all 
things exist and are determined, are only another name 
for the eternal decrees of God, wh ich always involve 
eternal truth and necessity. 

So that to say that everything happens 
according to natural laws, and to say that everything is 
ordained by the decree and ordinance of God is the same 
thing. Now ... the power i n nature is identical with the 
power of God, by which alone all things happen and are 
determined ... 39 

While God, as natura naturata, is identified with and bound up 

i n the things that happen and are determined. 

Spinoza can do this because of the nature ot the modal 

3i Spinoza, in Curley, pg.37 

Ibid 

39 The Theological-Political Tractate , pp.44-45 
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system he has so painstakingly created. It is not enough to 

say that there exists one substance of infinite attributes . 

Additionally, it remains t o explain what that substance 

"does" , or how its nature is expressed. This express ion takes 

the form of modes that are expressed through attributes. As 

Spinoza made clear in his definitions ( see above), an 

attribute is the way the intellect perceives substance, while 

a mode is the way substance is manipulated into the forms of 

finite things. Allison explains the nature of an attribute as 

follows 

The view which we offer here is that attributes can 
best be regarded as aspects of substance or perspectives 
in terms of which it can be conceived .. . let us briefly 
consider an analogy between the way in which the 
intellect perceives substance and the way in which we 
ocdinarily perceive objects in sense perception. Every 
object, it c an be claimed , is necessarily perceived from 
a certain perspective or point of view. We never simply 
perceive the table, but always from the front, behind, 
above, etc . The "rea l table" would only be fully 
revealed through the sum of all possible perspectives. 
Nevertheless, each distinct perspective does not merely 
acquaint us with a property, or even a separable part of 
the table, but rather with the table as a table, i.e., as 
a distinct, unified entry, albeit perceived from a 
particular limited point of view. Much the same can be 
said for Spinoza's attributes. Each of them is 
substance, although substance as grasped from a 
particular point of view.~ 

Attributes are then modified, through the modes, to form the 

categories and concepts and objects and ideas that make up the 

every day world. As Spinoza says about modes 

Particular things are nothing but affections of the 
attributes of God; that is, modes wherein the attributes 
of God find expression in a definite and determinate 

Allison, pg.59 
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way. •1 

Spinoza then goes into a long discussion about different 

types of modes, but for the purposes of this thesis jt is 

enough to keep in mind that modes simply ar~ the way in which 

attributes-0 "become" the natural order. Thus, by way of 

example, take a meteor. It represents several modes of the 

attribute of extension . It is made up of matter, matter that 

was fonned by certain processes and laws . Those laws 

represent one t ype of mode , while the matter itself represents 

a different type o f mode . "1 The matter has certain 

character istics mo tion, color, hardness , all of which 

represent modes of substance in the attribute of extension. 

Some of thesP. modes derive directly from the nature of an 

attribute, while some derive from the nature of the modes 

themselves . But all eventually derive from attributes, and 

therefore all derive from substance, and therefore derive from 

God. Because of this, Spinoza can say with perfect confidence 

that God is one with the universe, and that God is one with 

the order and power of nature. This does not mean that 

somehow God is mystically one with everything, but that 

rather, in the final analysis, all is dependent on God. God 

The Ethics , pg.49 

42 Specifically, the attributes o f thought and extension. 
Even thouqn Spinoza held that there were infinite attributes, he 
also held that thought and extension were the only ones perceivable 
to the human senses and intellect. Allison, pg .59. 

•
1 Specifically, an immediate mode and a mediate mode 

respectively. 
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as natura naturans is one with the fundamental laws of the 

universe and .. allows".,. the universe to exist, while God as 

natura naturata provides the substance that makes up the 

universe . Properly speaking then, for Spinoza God is to be 

directly identif i ed with natura naturans and not natura 

naturata. Natura naturata is dependent on God, and made up of 

God's substance, but is not God per se. •s Spinoza ' s system is 

thus a pantheism, but a very sophisticated one - one in which 

God makes up all, but in two very distinct, very different 

forms. Curley explains this d j st .. nction in the fol lowing 

fashion 

... God, considered as free cause (= all of the 
attributes of substance), produces and acts on things 
other than God (=the modes, both finite and infinite) in 
virtue of the laws of his own nature (= the laws of the 
attributes which constitute his nature), and that those 
things other than God must be understood to follow from 
those laws. One of the attributes which constitute the 
nature of substance is extension. So we must think of 
extension as involving certain laws ... we must think of 
the attributes as havi ng laws "inscribed in them, as in 
their true codes" - and we must think of the infinite 
modes of extension , and of particular finite bodies, as 
following from those laws.~ 

All depends on God - active nature, for the laws that make it 

up (the laws that are identified with God), and passive 

nature, for the modifications of substance that give the laws 

~ The universe is necessary, as will be taken up later. God 
has no choice or free will when it comes to the universe, so 
"allows" should not be understood here to imply choice, thus the 
quotatior1 marks. 

45 Curley, pg.37 

cu.rley, pg.38 
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something to act on. God is thus the be all and the end a ll -

in a very real sense, all that there is, is God. 

What's more, God does not have any choice in any of the 

things that God does. God is self-caused, but not free-

willed. "Neither intellect nor will pertain to the nature of 

God."n Because the nature of the divine includes necessary 

existence and immediate understanding of that existence, as 

soon as God understands, God acts , so that there is no 

possibility of God doing anything differently than what God is 

already doing. It does not exist even as a possibility, for 

if it did, it would be, whic h would then involve a 

contradiction. God simply is, and reality is lor'hat it is 

necessarily , as it comes directly from the nature of God. As 

Sp~noza explains it 

Proposition 33: Things could not have been produced 
by God in any other way or in any other order than is the 
case. 

Proof: All things have necessarily followed from 
the nature of God and have been determined to exist and 
to act in a definite way from the necessity of God's 
nature. Therefore if things could have been of a 
different nature or been determined to act in a different 
way so that the order of Nature would have been 
different, then God's nature, too, could have been other 
than it now is, and therefore this different nature would 
have had to exist, and consequently there would have been 
two or more Gods, whic h is absurd. Therefore things 
could not have been produced by God in any other way or 
in any other order than is the case." 

Now, as nothing is necessarily true save only by 
Divine decree, it is plain that the universal laws of 
nature are decrees of God following from the necessity 

The Ethics , pq.44 
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and 

and perfection of the Divine nature. Hence, any event 
happening in nature which contravened nature's universal 
laws, would necessarily also contravene the Divine 
decree, nature, and understanding; or if anyone asserted 
that God acts in contravention to the laws of nature, he, 
ipso facto, would be compelled to assert that God acted 
against His own nature - an evident absurdity ... Nothihg, 
then, comes to pass in nature in contravention to her 
universal laws, nay , everything agrees with them and 
follows from t hem, for whatsoever comes to pass, comes to 
pass by the will and eternal decree of God; that is, as 
we have just pointed out, whatever comes to pass, comes 
to pass according to laws and rules which involve eternal 
necessity and truth; nature, therefore , always observes 
laws and rules which involve eternal necessity and truth , 
although they may not al l be known to us, and therefore 
she keeps a fixed and immutable order. •9 

... i n no way do I sub j ect God to fate , but I 
conceive that everything follows with inevitable 
nec essity from the nature of God, just as all conceive 
that it follows from the nature of God himself that He 
shou l d understand Himself. ~ 

Thus, all i s necessary, everything is as it must be, and there 

is no room for intellect, will or miracles on the part of God. 

Its very easy to see that this view of God i s a far cry 

from the traditional theistic concept of God . No wonder 

Spinoza's contemporaries accused him of atheism. No matter 

what one thinks of the validity or workabil i ty of his 

metaphys ical system, Spinoza is open to the attack that he has 

made a radical break with any usual concept of deity. As 

Copleston says 

49 

We can arque, if we like, that he (Spinoza ] sought 
a philosophically tenable concept of God . But the search 
ends in sheer naturalism. What Spinoza actually does i s 
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to present a certain view of the world or the universe. 
To call the world 'God' is an idiosyncracy on his part. 
It does not alter the plain fact that the world is the 
world and not at all what is commonly understood by the 
term God . . . Talk about God really confuses the issue. For 
it obscures the fact that Spinoza is thinking in purely 
naturalistic terms. In ordinary language 'God' signifies 
a supernatural being. In Spinoza's philosophy the 
supernatural is conspicuous by its absence. Whatever 
therefore he himself may have thought, with his religious 
upbringing and living, as he did, at a time when 
theological themes were still living issues, his system 
really demands that the word 'God' should be eliminated 
from it. The situation would then be clarified rather 
than obfuscated.st 

Two things mitigate against Copleston's conclusion however. 

In the first place, Spinoza himself certainly thought that 

references to God were necessary and was perfectly willing to 

admit that he had come up with a radically different (although 

in his opinion correct) view of God . Spinoza in no way 

considered himself an atheist and was convinced that God 

exiGted. As Copleston himself says 

51 

52 

... it i s perhaps worth drawing attention ... to ... 
(Spinoza's) endeavour to develop a view of God and of the 
relation between God and the world which would be, in his 
opinion, philosophically justified. The working out of 
this view is found indeed in the system. But behind the 
system lies Spinoza's rejection of the traditional 
beliefs instil l ed into him in childhood , coupled with his 
lasting conviction that the word 'God' is not devoid of 
reference. Whatever other people may have done, Spinoza 
certainly did not regard himself as an atheist ... there is 
no good reason for thinking that his talk about 'God' was 
insincere. He indigna ntly rejected the accusation that 
his aim was to "teach atheism by hidden and disguised 
arguments." He regarded himself as explaining the 'real' 
meaning (reference) of the word 'God'.n 

In the second place , Spinoza uses God as a term to refer 
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to the ground of being, a function that God serves i n many 

di f ferent philosophic systems. True, Spinoza's God is not a 

supernatural God, nor a personal God, but that does not mean 

that Spinoza's God is incapable of serving as t he ground of 

being. Spinoza's God cannot fill the role of a theistic God , 

but it does allow f or an u nderstanding of r eality a s a whole 

and offers a principle for the intelligibility of that 

reality , as well as a means to expl ain why it exists . Thus , 

even though Spinoza's system is a naturali s m, it is a 

naturalism with purpose. And, as cur ly says, 

... i t makes a great deal of sense to think of these 
fundamental l aws of nature as God. Once we give up the 
pseudo-explanation involved in explaining the most 
fundamental laws of natu re in terms of the will of an 
omnipotent person, those laws do provide the ultimate 
explana tion of events in the world, i n the sense that 
once we have led events back to those laws, there is no 
further that we can go. They are also ultimate in a 
deeper sense , in that there are logical reasons why we 
should not expect to be able to go further . .. Once you 
have led your explanation of physical - laws back to a 
principle dealing with all bodies, without qualification , 
there can be no more fundamental principle that will 
explain that principle ... If th i s is correct, then we can 
look on the fundamental laws of nature not only as 
principles which explain whatever happens in nature, but 
also as principles which themselves could not , by the ir 
very nature , be explained by anything else . I think 
Spinoza would have regarded that as sufficient ground for 
thinking that they must be self-explanatory . That 
everything which exists must have a reason or c ause why 
it exists is one of his deepest assumptions .. . If the 
fundamental laws of nature can't, precisely because they 
are so fundamental, be explained by anything else, then 
we must regard them as self-explanatory. There is, and 
could have been , nothing other than the fundamental laws 
themselves which caused them to be what they are . So 
there is, and could have been, nothing which, had it been 
different, would have led to their being different ... They 
could not have been otherwise . This gives a reasonable 
sense to the notion of God as a self-sufficient , 
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necessary being ... » 

Spinoza then, like Kaplan, i s a naturalist , in that he 

accepts the findings of science as describing the work i ng of 

the universe. Unlike Kaplan, however, Spinoza does not 

conceive of God as merely a functional idea , to be interpreted 

anew in every day and age. Spinoza's God is a 

being, albeit not a supernatural nor theistic one. 

very real 

God is the 

one substance that makes up the universe, and is the principle 

that insures that reality is intelligible and understandable. 

Two naturalistic theologians, but two t o tally different 

conceptions of GC'd, a difference that will lead to great 

parallels and great discontinuities in their respective 

approache~ to religious life. 
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Chapter 6: Spinoza on Ethics and Soteria 1 

As has been alluded to earlier, the particular concept of 

God that a t hinker has determines much about that thinker's 

position on other issues. A person committed to the idea of 

a theistic God who has inf~llibly revealed His or Her will 

naturally feels that such a revelation provides the last word 

on many issues, often including, but not limited to, ethics, 

soteria, and ritual . The ethical is what the theistic God 

says is ethical. Soteria is a chieve d by living in concert 

with the will of God (ritual and ethics) and th;reby receiving 

the awards of such living (in some systems, a blessed life , in 

others , an eternal after-life , in others a combination of 

both) . 2 I~ a naturalistic system, since there is no 

supernatural Deity who has revealed His or Her will , there can 

be no reference to a supernatural being as a source of either 

Soteria, a term borrowed from Reines , is defined as 
"ultimate, meaningful existence." rt is a state that can only be 
known through intuition and achieved by introspection. It is a 
state in which the human being finds living to be worthwhile and 
fulfilling. The state is such that living carries its own 
justification - life is so worthwhile that it is a self-evident 
proposition that one should keep on living and that living has 
value and meaning. It is a state such that when one is in it, one 
would rather be than not be. It is a state in which one does not 
ask, "why being - why not nothingness?" The state itself is the 
answer. Existence is its own purpose. It doesn't require pleasure 
or happiness (but often includes them both) , and is roughly 
equivalent to more traditional terms such as bliss, summun bonum, 
"the good life", etc. (more specifically, sote.ria is the result of 
living the "good life"). 

1 This list is in no way intended to provide a n exhaustive 
list of the possibilities. The point however, is valid - in a 
theistic system, the will of the deity will be the final arbiter of 
all. 
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ethical behavior or soteria. Thus, a naturalistic thinker 

must find some other way to ground the ethical and soterial 

system that he espou~es. Spinoza and Kaplan both face this 

problem, and this chapter and the next will explore the means 

that each thinker uses to justify their ethical and soterial 

systems, for both are willing to argue that there is such a 

thing as ethics and that soteria is indeed possible for the 

human being. The two subjects are treated together because in 

'both systems , the goal of soteria is what justifies ethics -

for both thinkers, the human ability (ho~ever limited it might 

be) to achieve soteria is inextricably bound up in the ethical 

life , as will be made clear. 

Spinoza makes i t c lear from the outset that he will be 

able to derive his ideas of ethics and soteria from the same 

metaphysical system that allowed him to derive his naturalist 

concept of God. After all, the name of his most famous work 

is The Ethics , and as Allison says 

The last three parts of the Ethics really form a 
unity, and together they contain what, broadly speaking, 
can be characterized as Spinoza's moral philosophy. This 
encompasses an analysis of the human emotions and how men 
are subject to them; an account of the nature of human 
virtue, or ethics in the narrow sense of the term, which 
includes both the presentation of rational rules for 
living and an analysis of the "good life"; and a theory 
of human blessedness, which provides a philosophical 
alternative to the traditional religious doctrine of 
salvation. 3 

Since Spinoza was committed to a naturalist interpretation of 

the world, and felt that there was but one substance expressed 

l A~lison, pg.118 
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through infinite attributes and modes 

The problem for Spinoza ... was to construct an 
alternative theory ... a theory that would recognize that 
man was a part of nature, as subject to laws as any other 
part of nature, a theory which would explain human 
affects without invoking occ~lt causes, a theory which 
would deal with the troublesome problem of the 
individual's relationship to the society of which he is 
a part, would explain why the i nd ividual must sometimes 
subordinate his prima facie interests as an individual to 
the interests of the whole, and explain what the limits 
on that subordination are, but also a theory which, while 
acknowledging the limits to control, would explain how 
men might control their affects. 4 

Spinoza begins his exposition with the idea that the 

human being possesses no free will - tjat freedom of the will 

is merely an illusion. As Wolfso n says 

Our virtues and vices , [ Spinoza ) is to argue , are 
not voluntary, our actions do not originate in ourselves, 
and hence we are not to be praised for our virtues nor 
blamed for our vices. 5 

Spinoza can make this claim because of the unique way he views 

the interaction between the body and the mind 

... mind and body - are one and the same individual 
thing, conceived now under the attribute of Thought and 
now under the attribute of Extension .. . 6 

Since mind and body are one and the same thing (just conceived 

through a different attribute) , it makes no sense to speak of 

a determined body combined with a free, undetermined will. 

Rather, both are determined, and in exactly the same way, f0r 

as the body is determined by natural law under the attribute 
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of extension, so too is the mind under the a ttribute of 

thought. As CUrley expl a i ns 

(Spino za ) deduces that the mind has no absolute or 
free will by appealing to the mind's status as a 
determinate mode of the attribute of thought, and the 
general proposition that a l l determinate modes of any 
attribute must be determined by prior determinate modes 
of that att ribute i n a c ausal sequenc e wh ich e xtends to 
infinity. 1 

Since the mind is determined by prior modes, it simply can't 

possess free will. 

At this point, some would argue that Spinoza is simply 

wrong , and that everyday experience provides ample examples of 

the exercise of free wil l. Not true , says Spinoza. In fact, 

everyday experience shows just the opposite . As Allis on 

explains 

1 

But what about our ordinary experience? Does t his 
not provide ample evide nce of the mind's ability to 
exercise control over the body? Again Spinoza's answer 
is a categorical no. "Experience , " he points out 
sarcastic ally , "abundantly shows that men can govern 
anything more easily than their tonques , and restrain 
anything more easily than their appetites." Moreover, 
people only tend to bel ieve that they are free in regard 
to their moderate appetites and desires which they are 
able to control, but not wi th regard to their stronger 
desires and more violent appetites , which often prove 
irresistible. Yet this distinction is illusory, and it 
stems from an ignorance of true causes. The truth of the 
matter . . . is that there simply is no such thing as a 
volition or mental decision distinct from a bodily 
appetite, through which an individual either resists or 
yields to that appetite. On the contrary , he asserts: "A 
mental decision and a bodily appetite, or determined 
state , are simultaneous , or rather are one and the same 
thing, which we call decision , when it is regarded under 
and explained through the attribute of thought, and a 
conditioned state, when it is regarded under the 
attribute of extension, and deduced from the laws of 

curley, pg. 79 

94 



motion and rest. " ' 

Clearly then , f or Spinoza there is nn free will . 

So far, all of Spinoza's conclusions follow logically 

.from h is view of the nature of reality. If all that is 

follows necessarily from the nature of God and if all that is 

i s exactly how it must and necessarily be, it makes perfect 

sense that human a ction also behaves in this way. At this 

point, however , Spinoza runs into a difficulty. How c an one 

r~alisticall y speak of ethics and soteria? If everything a 

human being does is determined, ~nd human bei ngs have no 

volition, how can one pass judgements on human behavior? It 

makes no sense whatsoever to speak of right and wrong and good 

and bad and of soterial living in a framework which does not 

a llow for choice. How can an action be called ethical or 

otherwise, if the being who engaged i n the action had no 

choice in the matter? It makes about as much sense as calling 

an earthqu ake .:>r a tornado immora l or unethical. Natural 

forces , as wel 1 as human actions, simply are - they are 

determined by antecedent conditions, and to label them good or 

bad is simply meaningless. 

says 

Spinoza, of course, i s aware of this d ifficulty. As he 

I confess that some profane men .. . may , from what I 
have said , assume a licence to sin , and without any 
reason, at the simple dictates of their lusts conclude 
that Scripture is everywhere faulty and falsified .. . but 
such men are beyond the reach of help, for nothing, as 
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the proverb has it, can be so rightly said that it cannot 
be twisted into wrong . Those who wish to give reign to 
their lusts are at no loss for an excuse ... Human 
nature ... has always been the same, and in every age 
virtue has been exceedingly rare. 9 

For the truth is that Spinoza feels that he has found a way 

around th is problem - that there is in fact a way to say that 

an action is good or bad and that it is indeed possible to 

create conditions for soterial living. He is able to do this 

because of two critical concepts in his philosophy - conatus 

and the distinction he rtraws between the two types of 

necessity. Conatus is defined as follows 

... conatus (is) the striving for self-preservation 
which Spinoza sees as animating a 11 of nature. 10 

The conatus of a thing is simply its effort to 
persist in its own being. This effort pertains to the 
nature of every finite mode, and in man, who is conscious 
of such an effort, it becomes the desire for self­
preservat ion ... Since noth ing internal or intrinsic to a 
thing can destroy it, and since it is naturally opposed 
to anything taking away its existence, it can perfectly 
well be said that "everything, in so far as it is in 
itself, endeavours to persist in its own being" 
{Prop.VI) ... [The) description of essence fits perfectly 
a thing's conatus, and thus Spinoza can conclude: "The 
endeavour, wherewith everything endeavours to persist in 
its own being, is nothing else but the actual essence of 
the thing in question" {Prop.VII). Moreover, precisely 
because it constitutes the essence of the thing, this 
endeavor does not last for a determinate period of time, 
but continues for as long as the thing endures 
(Prop. VIII ) . 11 

Simply put, conatus is the driving force of preservation , a 

force that Spinoza believes all things share , a force that is 

9 

10 

II 

The Theological-Political Tractate , pg.166 

Curley, pg.87 

Allison, pp.125-126 

96 



intrinsic to the very essence of an entity, and this concept, 

when connected with Spino?. a' s idea of the two types of 

necessity, will allow Spinoza to construct an ethical and 

soterial theory.n 

To see how Spinoza does this, it is first necessary to 

explain the distinction Spinoza draws between two ways of 

understanding necessity . There is necessary because of an 

external cause (the pool stick hits the cue ball causing it to 

hit the other ball etc ... ) and there is necessary because the 

nature of one's essence demands such and such (God exists 

necessari ly because the nature of God is to exist - God is 

therefore necessary for Spinoza, but not determined or caused 

by anything else). The first type of necessary is determined 

by something outside the entity, and therefore the entity is 

merely pass ive, responding to the demands of the environment. 

The second type of necessary , however, allows for a type of 

freedom, for the o~ly cause of the action is the essence of 

the entity itself. The entity is thus self-caused, and 

performs its action only because it is its nature to do so -

nothing else forces it to do so. The entity is still not free 

in the traditional sense, for its actions are still necessary, 

but the cause of its actions in the second case is its own 

essence rather than anything external to it, so in one sense 

the entity is free (free from the casual effects of other 

n some of the objections to the doctrine of conatus will be 
taken up at the end of the chapter. 
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entities - it is in exactly this sense that Spinoza refers to 

God as a "free" cause). By combining this idea wi t h the idea 

of cona tus , Spinoza is able t o argue for a theory of human 

freedom and to justify the ethical and soterial life. When 

the human being acts in harmony with h i s conatus, the human 

being is ''free", for his acts are self-caused, and they can be 

described as ethical, for they are in harmony with his essence 

(how this complex dynam ic works wil l be made clear later on) . 

As Parkin son explains 

Spinoza argues that it follows from what he has said 
that a man's actions , whether of mind or of body, 
are necessitated '. It is imp ortant to see exactly what 
this means. Spinoza says that a thing may be c alled 
'necessary' in either of t wo ways : ' either by virtue of 
its essence, or by virtue of its cause'. A thing which 
is necessary by virtue of its essence is one whose 
exibtence ' follows necessarily from i ts essence or 
definition'; it may also be defined as that whose nature 
is suc h that it would imply a contradiction for it not to 
exist. A thing whic h is nec essary by v i rtue of its cause 
is something which 'follows necessarily from a given 
efficient cause' - or rather . .. from a given external 
cause . A thing whic h is necessitated by an external 
cause, or 'determined by something else t o exist and 
operate in a certain and determinate way ' is called by 
Spinoza ' necessary , or rather compelled' . .. It now has to 
be seen how all this applies to human actions. It seems 
to be Spinoza's view that human actions are necessary in 
both of the ways described. He regards every human 
action as having an external cause; for the human being, 
like everything else which is 'finite and has a 
determinate existence' is deterlDined to existenc e and to 
action by another cause. This means, then , that each act 
of a human being is 'necessary, or rather compelled' . So 
much is c lear; but it may be wondered how a human act can 
be necessary in the other sense .. . Here the notion of 
conatus plays an important part ••• (there are ] two types 
of causality in Spinoza ; one of these is conatus, which 
is referred to when Spinoza says that the force by which 
each thing perseveres in existence follows from the 
eternal necessity of the nature of God. This force , 
then, does not come into existence because of some other 
finite thing; it exists because God exists and acts. 
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Nor, (insofar as it is in itself) is it determined to 
action by some other thing. In short, insofar as an 
action follows from conatus it is necessary, but it is 
not determined from nutside, i.e. it is not 
compelled .. . It seems then that a man's actions are 
necessitated in two ways - througo his own conatus, and 
through external causes. 13 

Spi noza then goes on to say how an act motivated by 

conatus can be understood to be free. In Parkinson's words 

11 

IA 

If 'x is free' is taken to mean 'x can act in some 
way other than that in which x actually does act', then 
it follows from what Spinoza has said that no man is 
free. However, Spinoza defines freedom in another way. 
He says: "That thing is called "free" which exists from 
the necessity of its nature alone, and is determined to 
action by itself alone" ... It is here, however, that the 
importance of the notion of co12at us appears. It has 
already been noted that, insofar as an action follows 
from conatus , it is not determined by an external cause. 
To this must be added the fact that, for Spinoza, a mode 
(such as a man) is not the source of its own 
activities ... Rather, the conatus with which each thing, 
insofar as it is itself, endeavours to persevere in its 
own being is really God's conatus. This is not something 
outside the mode, as another mode is; the mode is a mode 
of God , and its conatus is God's conatus. Hence, insofar 
as a man's acts follow from conatus, he can be properly 
called 'free' . . • what Spinoza is saying is related to the 
familiar point that it is one thing to assess a person's 
conduct in terms of the reasons for it, and another to 
assess it in terms of its causes. If the assessment is 
made in the latter way, then (according to Spinoza) there 
can be no question of an act's being free; every act is 
determined externally, and therefore it is compelled. 
But if a man's acts are assessed in the former way, then 
it may be correct to say that they are free: namely, if 
the reasons for the acts are good reasons, i.e . if the 
acts are genuinely rational. It will be noted that, for 
Spinoza, to be free is not something negative, in the 
sense that a free act is one which is not determined; 
rather, to be free is to be determined, but determined by 
the laws of one's essential humanity, which are the laws 
of reason . 1' 
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since in this sense a man can be free , and act in accordance 

with the dictates of reason (which follow from the conatus) 

Spinoza now possesses a framework in which to construct a 

theory of ethics and soteria. 

Spinoza begins his theory by describing the role played 

by reason in expressing the conatus of man. As Allison 

explains 

The key to Spinoza's reformulation of the basic 
moral concepts is che undeniable fact that while all men 
are determined by nature to seek their own preservation 
and happiness , not all men are equally adept at attaining 
these goals. In fact, -most men for Spinoza, as for 
Thoreau, "lead lives of quiet desperation." This is 
simply because they are slaves of their passions, and 
hence not in control of their lives (not free). We can 
therefore set before ourselves an ideal of life or 
standard of human perfection, and this will be that type 
uf character and mode of l iving through which man is most 
in control of his life and best able to preserve his 
being. Such a life will be that of the "free man. " 15 

This ideal of life, or standard of human perfection , can only 

be defined in terms of what one knows for sure to be good or 

bad - things that either hinder or help the conatus. Spinoza 

can thus say with perfect confidence 

By 'good' I understand here every kind of pleasure 
and furthermore whatever is conducive thereto, and 
especially whatever satisfies a longing of any sort. By 
'bad' I understand every kind of pain, and especially 
that which frustrates a longing. 16 

and that 

IS 

16 

It is clear from the above considerations that we do 
not endeavor, will , seek after or desire because we judge 
a thing to be good. On the contrary, we judge a thing to 
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be ~ood because we endeavor, will, seek after, and desire 
it. 7 

This means , therefore, ~hat "both good and evil are 

viewed ... exclusively in terms of the human conatus. " 18 

Wolfson phrases it this way 

Since sel f-preservation is the ultimate good at 
which all men aim, it is to be identified with what ... is 
spoken of by both the multitude and persons of refinement 
as happiness ... The ethical truism, then, that man should 
act in conformity with virtue really means that he should 
act in conformity with this conatus for self­
preservation. 19 

This type of living, then, requires a slightly different 

understanding of the term virtue tha1, i s usually understood. 

For Spinoza, virtue is acting according to one's own nature , 

not acting in accordance with some absolute moral ideal. For 

Spinoza, then 

The virtuous man ... is thus the man who has power 
over his own emotions, who is not merely a slave to his 
passions. Moreover, since virtuous behavior, so 
construed, involves, by definition , an increase in one's 
power of acting, such behavior is inherently and 
necessarily pleasurable. Virtue is therefore identical 
with happiness , and this enables Spinoza to affirm, in 
opposition to many religious ethics , that virtue is its 
own reward. 20 

It is possibie for a man to be virtuous, even though he iacks 

free will, because of a power Spinoza gives reason over 

desire. This is not the place to go into a long explanation 

17 Ibid, pg.110 
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of Spinoza's theory of the passions , but in a nutshell it 

holds that desires c an be modified and controlled by stronger 

desires or by adequately understanding the causes of a given 

desire. A stronger desire will obliterate a weaker one, while 

a proper understanding of the adequate causes of a desire (as 

opposed to the i nadequate ones - this goes back to Spinoza's 

distinction between an adequate and an inadequate idea) wi ll 

sometimes enable a person to form a new desire or to weaken 

the old one. A person cannot stop desiring, and nothing is 

sufficient to prevent the passions , but to a certain extent , 

they can be modified and controlled. Thus fo r Spinoza it is 

possible for a being lacking free will to live the virtuous 

li fe. As Allison explains 

The logic o f Sp inoza's position thus leads directly 
to the identification of virtue and knowledge . Only if 
he lives "under the dictates of reason," to use Spinoza 's 
frequent expression, can a man control his passions, 
realize his true being, and achieve human perfection. 
The real power in human existence is therefore the power 
of reason, not will. Reason, to be sure, can never, for 
Spinoza, replace desire as the motivating force in human 
behavior. Man is essentially desire, and hence cannot 
cease desiring. He can, however, through the possession 
of adequate ideas, i.e., the exercise of reason, come to 
understand his des ires and their causes, discern what is 
truly useful for his self-preservation, and live 
accordingly. He can, in short, desire rationally. The 
possession of adequate ideas i s therefore at one and the 
same time both the ultimate goal of a ll human endeavor , 
in the sense of being that state in which man most fully 
realizes his essence or acts, and the means through which 
he can alone arrive at this goal . 11 

Because it is possible to understand virtue in this way, 

and because it is possible to create a vision of human life 

21 Allison, pg. 133 
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based on real meanings of the terms good and evil (how they 

relate to the conatus), it is therefore possible to create an 

ethical theory. What is ethical is that which helps a man to 

achieve his essence, and what is unethica l is that which 

prevents him. At first glance, this system might justify an 

attitude of selfish hedonism - after all , if it feels good, 

and aids in self-preservation, then it should be done, 

regardless of i ts effect on others - but tnis is not at all 

what Spinoza espouses. For Spinoza holds that much of human 

behavior is based on inadequate ideas, and that what seems to 

be in concert with the conatus in the short run might very 

well be contrary to the conatus in the long run, \o/hich a 

person would understand if only they were to possess an 

adequate idea of the causes and effects of their behavior. 

Thus, there is no room for hedonism, for hedonism is the 

philosophy of those who possess inadequate ideas. For , if a 

person possessed a.dequate ideas, he would realize that the 

good of all is the good of one. As Curley says 

"If men lived according to the guidance of reason , " 
Spinoza writes, everyone would possess his natural rights 
"without injury to anyone else." Civil society is 
necessary as an arbiter between men because men are 
liable to affects which are capable of overpowering 
reason. 12 

As far as Spinoza is concerned 

"To man ... there is nothing more useful than man -
nothing." The point is that man needs the help of other 
men if he is to realize his full intellectual potential. 
On the basis of this principle , Spinoza's moral theory is 

CUrley, pg.124 
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transformed from an intellectualistic egoism into a 
philosophy which emphasizes the social nature of man, and 
which argues, on the basis of the principle of self­
preservation, for the nec essity of a genuine concern for 
the well being of others ... In applying these principles 
to man's social relationships, Spinoza's major concern is 
to demonstrate that insofar as men live in harmony with 
reason, they live in harmony with one another, and are 
therefore beneficial to one another ... however ... insofar 
as men are subject to the passions, they differ from, and 
are not in harmony with, one another. This is because 
men are then determined by external things and their 
passions differ according to the nature of the 
determining objects . They are therefore at least 
potentially in conflict . .. Under the guidance of reason, 
however, the situation is far different. In such 
circumstances men's actions follow from the laws of human 
nature alone, not those of external objects. They thus 
are not in conflict with one anoth~r. " 

The i deal scciety f or Spinoza, then, is one that is 

antic ornpetitive. N Even though each person pursues his own 

self- i nterest , men living under the guidance of reason cannot 

come into confl ict with one another. " Spinoza felt this was 

so because he considered the highest goal of human enterprise 

to be understanding, 26 and understanding is not a limited 

resource. All can gain it if they try hard enough (in 

principle). Thus, there is no reason for envy or competition 

among seekers of truth, and therefore no one who lives under 

the dictates of reason need be in conflict. n 

23 

26 

27 

In support of this idea, Spinoza offers three arguments . 

Allison, pg.139 

Allison, pg.140 

Ibid 

More on this later on in the discussion of soteria. 

Allison, pg.140 
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The first two are utilitarian, and both hold that it is in the 

best interests of one who lives under the guidance of reason 

to assist others in attaining that goal. The first argument 

runs as follows: a person living under the guidance of reason, 

seeking understanding, would not molest another such person 

and would not feel envy or jealousy towards him, for both 

would understand that they are not in competition and thus the 

more who feel that way the better. The second argues that 

having a like minded person around can be helpful, for "two 

minds are better than one", and it is possib '.. e that o ne 's 

personal quest for understanding could be assisted or enhanced 

by other people of similar bent. 28 The third argument is 

psychological , and is based on Spinoza's analysis of love . 

The details are not important, but essentially Spinoza holds 

that the more one sees others loving a given object, the more 

one is inclined to love that object oneself. Thus if one sees 

that many love and desire understanding, the more one (and 

everyone else) will love it also , and since understanding can 

be shared by all, this will serve to unify men and better 

society . ~ Spinoza holds that man by nature is a social 

animal, and thus he concludes 

28 

So let satirists deride as much as they like the 
doings of mankind, let theologians revile them, and let 
the misanthropists heap praise on the life of rude 
rusticity, despising men and admiring beasts. Men will 
still discover from experience that they can much more 

Ibid , pg.141 

Ibid 
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easily meet their needs by mutual help and can ward off 
ever-threatening perils only by joining forces, not to 
mention that it is a much more excellent thing and worthy 
of our knowledge to stucy the deeds of men than the deeds 
of beasts. 30 

Spinoza has thus laid out the groundwork for his ethical 

theory. All that remains is for him to specify what exactly 

it is (in detail ) that makes for the ethical life. He cannot 

do this however, without first specifying what he means by the 

soterial life, or what Spinoza refers to as blessedness. This 

is so because the blessed 1 i fe is bound up in the ethical 

life. The blessed life i s the goal of human existence, and 

only the e t hical ( i. e . virtuous) man can live it. Remember , 

for Spinoza , virtue is its own reward, and its reward is 

blessedness . Thus, the virtuous man is blessed, he is 

ethical, and because of his convictions he strives to treat 

others ethically and construct society in an ethical way (i.e. 

in a way that will maximize others' chances for blessedness). 

The fact that not all will be able to achieve such lofty 

heights and therefore might not see the need to act ethically 

does not contradict Spinoza's thesis, for remember that the 

point of society is to control men when they do not choose to 

act according to reason (i.e. ethically). It is enough for 

Spinoza that reason dictates a certain way of acting; since it 

does, Spinoza can set up an objective ethical theory , even if 

not all will be able to understand it - an ethical theory that 

has blessedness as its goal. 

The Ethics, pg.173 
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Spinoza then describes what he considers to be human 

blessedness (soteria). It is found in, qu i te sitnply , the 

"intellectual love of God".JI As Allison explains 

But what i s truly useful to man? What goal does the 
man motivated by self-inte rest seek to 
obtain? ... Spinoza's actual contention is that we 
desire ... to understand ... The ultimate positive thought , 
and therefore the ultimate remedy against the passions, 
is the love of God. Through this love, and this love 
alone, the mind is able to assume control of its emotive 
life and organize its bodily appetites. " 

This love, then, gives meaning and purpose to existence, for 

it enabl es a person to fu lly realize his nature and live in 

full accordance with hi s essence, or conatus. Spi.1oza is then 

ready to offer these reflections on blessedness 

and 

1 1 

J1 

" 

Every man 's true happiness and b lessedness consist 
solely in the en joyment of what is good , not in the pride 
that he alone is enjoying it , to the exclusion of others. 
He \t:ho thinks himself the more blessed because he is 
enjoyi ng benef i ts which others are not , or because he is 
more blessed or more fortunate than his fellows, is 
ignorant of true happiness and blessednes$ ... a man's true 
happiness consists only in wisdom, and the knowledge of 
the truth ... 33 

"Blessedness is not the reward of virtue, but virtue 
i tself; nor do we enjoy it because we restrain our lusts; 
on the contrary , because we enjoy it, we are able t o 
restrain them". Bles sedness is something we enjoy in 
this life, if we live our life according to the dictates 
of reason, not something we hope to attain in a life t o 
come by acting contrary to our nature in this life.JA 

Ibid, pg.147 

Ibid , pg.138 and 150 

The Theological-Political Tractate , pg . 4 3 

Curley, pg.128 
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and finally 

"It is part of a wise man ... to refresh and restore 
himself in moderation with pleasant food and drink , with 
scents, with the beauty of green plants, with decoration , 
music, sports, the theater and other things of this kind, 
which anyone can use without injury to another . For the 
human body is composed of many parts of different 
natures , which constantly require new and varied 
nourishment, so that the whole body may be equally 
capable of all things which can follow from its nature, 
and hence, so that the mind also may be equally capable 
of understanding many things. 35 

It is obvious then, that Spinoza believes i n 'l soterial 

principle, one that is bound up in and leads to his ethical 

concepts. As Curley sums up 

(Spinoza) ... believes there is a summum bonum, the 
knowledge and love of God, which leads to true peace of 
mind and which is such that it can in principle be shared 
by many without anyone's portion thereby being 
diminished. In fact, I think Spinoza would say that the 
special importance he attaches to friendship stems from 
the fact that as friends share their knowledge with one 
another, each finds that h is own knowledge is increased. 
To prevent misunderstanding, I should stress that when 
Spinoza speaks of the knowledg~ of God as the summum 
bonum, I take him to be understanding that phrase very 
broadly ... Any kind of scientific understandin3 of any 
subject matter will count as knowledge of God. 

Spinoza, then, is able to offer his full soterial and 

ethical recommendations. Based on sound metaphysical 

principles, the virtuous life is the soterial life, and it is 

also the ethical life. This life is very similar to the 

"golden mean" (nothing to excess) of classical philosophy, and 

it c an be said that Spinoza has merely given this old concept 

35 Ibid, pg.1 25 

Curley, pg . 125 
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a new grounding in a naturalistic system. P The free man , the 

ethical man, seeks understanding, he enjoys his pleasures in 

moderation , he treats others '# i th dign ity, fairness, and 

r espect. He respects the l aws of his society (working hard t o 

change the bad ones) and is pleasant and fair in his dealings 

with others. His virtue is its own reward - as he is acting 

in full concert with his conatus, the very act of 1 i ving 

brings him pleasure and satisfaction. 

This completes then . the discussion of Spinoza's ethical 

and soterial system. It is certainly a magnificent edifice, 

and actually seems to make good sense. It has been attacked, 

however, on four main grounds. The first is that Sp inoza 's 

arguments are simply the log ical working out of the particular 

nature of his own definitions . This argument has been 

discussed before, in the chapters on Spinoza's epistemology 

and God-concept. However true a modern thinker might find the 

criticism, Spinoza certainly d idn 't feel it was true, as he 

saw his work based on adequate ideas. The second crit ici sm is 

that Spinoza's concept of conatus is not falsifiable a nd 

therefore not valid. After all , one could argue that suicide 

37 Spinoza d oes specify "good" and "bad" emotions , and he i s 
more than willing t o say which ones the free man should strive to 
have , and the reasons why . These reasons range from s i mple 
utilitarianism (don't piss off the peasants , or they'll bug you ) to 
the mutual respec t that Spinoza believes is possible between two 
free men . Since Spi noza does not allow for free will , repentence, 
humility and chastity are not high on his l i st of "good" emotions . 
In the end though , Spinoza's recommendations boil down to the 
golden mean plus an awareness of the majesty and inevitability of 
i t all. 
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proves that individuals do not possess conatus, as suicide is 

obviously counter-survival. Spinoza's response is that 

suicide is caused by an outside factor, and that therefore 

suicide is not a free behavior , but is rather a compelled 

behavior. Since any counter-example to the theory of conatus 

is met by Spinoza with an appeal to a heretofore unknown 

outside causen, there are those who ~rgue that conatus is 

therefore an unfalsifiable and therefore invalid concept. 

This may technically be true, but it does not really detract 

from Spinoza's argument. In the first place, Spinoza would 

claim that , again , he is only expounding on an adequate idea 

that should be self-eviden~ . And, in everyday experience, it 

certainly does seem as if the vast majority of things go on 

existing and struggling to exist, so it seems that there are 

good grounds for postulating the existence of such a force.n 

The third criticism is that "Spinoza's accoYnt of the nature 

of efficient causation is notoriously inadequate."~ It seems 

that the work of Hume has shown some unsoundness ir. Spinoza's 

approach. Nevertheless, this is not a fatal criticism, for 

What Spinoza says about human freedom is not linked 

31 For example, if one were to say that a burning candle 
slowly melting out of existence represented an instance of the 
essence of a thing involving destruction, Spinoza would counter 
that an outside cause, the match that lit the wick, has caused the 
destruction, not the thing itself. 

39 After all, it li one of the basic principles of biology, at 
least on the species l e vel all things struggle to exist, 
reproduce, and thereby carry on the species. 

Parkinson, in Mandelbaum, pg.10 
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inseparably with his vie\ols about the logical character of 
the causal relation. It is sufficient for his arguments 
that cause and effect shall be linked by some kind of 
necessity . •1 

The fourth criticism is that it is i ndeed possible to think of 

a situation in which rational men would be in conflict. If 

two men, living under the dictates of reason, were stranded i n 

a desert with but one flask of water between them, enough for 

one and only one of the men to make it out alive, would not 

reason demand that they be in conflict? Perhaps so, but for 

Spinoza this would hardly invalidate the theory . Most likely , 

Spinoza would claim that this is a spcc ; al situation , and even 

if it were true that redson would lead to conflict (which he 

would not i mmediately concede, for perhaps reason may lead one 

man to sacrifice for the other), it is certain ly the case that 

in the ordinary world with its many threats, men fare far 

better when they work together . For Spinoza, even conflicts 

over basic, limited resources, which most people would see as 

"rational 11 conflicts 1 are merely examples of the conflicts 

created when men are slaves to their passions and possess 

inadequate ideas. Under the guidance of reason , Spinoza 

implies, some form of compromise or teamwork '#ould always 

suggest itself. Like the doctrine of conatus, this 

proposition is hard to test. Also like the doctrine of 

conatus, it cannot be proven, but it has a certain appeal. 

After all, except when in direct competition, two people can 

,, 
I bid, pg.10 
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often achieve something more easily than one. 

Thus all four criticisms, while valid, do not detract 

from the greatness or fluidity of Spinoza's work. In fact, 

what could be the greatest criticism of Spinoza's work is 

never mentioned by philosophers that this kind of 

blessedness is so hard to achieve . Spinoza has succeeded in 

grounding an ethical and soterial theory in a thoroughly 

natural universe, but at the cost of making it easy t 'J 

achieve . In a theistic system, all one has to do is fol:ow 

the will of Deity, but in this system one has to struggle and 

work and ponder, and even then success is not guaranteed. 

This objection, however, bothered Spinoza least o f all , for, 

as far as he was concerned, he had found the Lruth. As he 

concludes in The Ethics 

If the road I have pointed out as leading to this 
goal seems very difficult, yet it c~n be found. Indeed, 
what is so rarely discovered is bound tb be hard. For if 
salvation were ready to hand and could be discovered 
without great toil , how could it be that it is almost 
universally neglected? All things excellent are as 
difficult as they are rare.n 

The Ethics, pg.225 
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Chapter 7; Kaplan on Ethics and Soteria 

As a naturalist theologian, Kaplan faces the same problem 

that Spinoza does when it comes to justifying his theory of 

ethics and soter ia. Since no theistic God exists , it i s 

impossible for that God to have revealed an absolute moral 

code or to have provided humankind with a way of life that 

will guarantee soteria. Like Spinoza, however , Kaplan holds 

that soteria is possibl~ for a human being and that one can 

indeed speak meaningfu lly about right and wrong - that in fac~ 

there are grounds fer maki ng moral decisions and distinctions. 

And, as was the case for Spinoza wi th respect to his God 

concept , the reason Kaplan holds that both are possible comes 

directly from Kaplan's concept of God. 

In Kaplan 's c ase however , it is even more diff i cult to 

separate God, soteria, and ethics than it is in the case of 

Spinoza. For Kap l an , the very function of the God idea is to 

guarantee the soterial life and ethical behavior', and his 

system is constructed in such a way that both soteria and 

ethics are inextricably bound up with one another. Without 

ethics, soteria is impossible, and without a concept of 

soteria, ethics are meaningless . Thus, in Kaplan's system, 

God , eth ics, and soteria form three sides of a triangle , and 

just as a triangle without one oz its sides ceases to be a 

triangle, so that one can no longer speak meaningfully of that 

See chapter 3 . 
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triangle, to speak of God, ethics and soteria independently o f 

one another is to rob each concept of its full meaning, if 

indeed they retain any meaning at all . 

To see how this interdependence works, it i s necessary to 

review Kaplan's concept of religion and the God idea . 

According to Kaplan's functional analysis, 

Jewish religion i s that aspect of Judaism which 
enables the Jew to utilize every event , act, and 
experience of Jewish life as a means of coming to know 
and worship God as the power in the universe that impels 
and helps h i m to ach i eve salvation, or to make the most 
of life. 2 

Jewish religion -will hav£; '.o be based on what 
objective study has shown to be the function of a 
religion in the l ife of a people. That function is so to 
inspire and direct the energies of a people as to help 
its individual men and women to achieve their destiny as 
human beings , or to make the best use of their lives . 3 

The function of a religion is ... to enable its 
adherents individually to achieve salvation, or the full 
and the good life. ~ 

and finally 

... centrality should be accorded to the belief in, 
or the idea of , salvation or hu.man fulfillment. Only 
authentic self-understanding can give us authentic ideas 
of fulfillment. Since the individual human being cannot 
possibly achieve fulfillment apart from some organic 
society, the organic society acts as an intermediary 
between the cosmos or nature and the individual, for 
those forces or processes in the latter which impel and 
help him to make the most of his life, of his 
potentialities and opportunities. Thus, it is normal for 
an organic society which functions as such an 

2 Dynamic Judaism , pg.241. Kaplan also holds that this is 
true for other religions, but this topic will be addressed in 
chapter 9. 

3 Dynamic Judaism, pg.194 

Dynamic Judaism, pg . 42 
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intermediary t o evolve its own indigenous religion.l 

The whole purpose of religion, according to Kaplan, is to 

ensure the soterial l i fe. As was discussed in chapter 3, pure 

naturalism cannot even speak about soter ia or ethics, for 

religion is beyond the purely natural. Rather, religion 

belongs to the transnatural, and as such it is vital to 

enabling a human being to realize the full and good life. 

What is true for religion is also true for the God idea. 

The God idea guara~tees that the quest for soteria and the 

ethical life is a real and true one, and not merely a fiction 

to which one subscribes out of necessity or longing. As 

Kaplan explains 

5 

6 

7 

We must so conceive the God idea as to realize that 
we must be honest, that we must be responsible, that we 
must act j ustly , that we must be loyal . These are the 
four basic principles of ethics. 6 

That God is the God of Israel implies that a 
people .. . should provide the principle experiences on 
which to base our belief in, or awareness of, God as the 
power that makes for s a lvation. Those experiences 
constitute the substance which should yield the values 
that give meaning to human life ..• (this ) implies that the 
religion of a people has to find expression principally 
in the practice of righteousness in i ts political, 
economic, and social affalrs . 7 

This conception negates the notion that belief in 
God is purely subjective, that it does not affirm the 
existence of a cosmic process . The cosmic process of 
universal reciprocity outside the human mind comes to be 
God only when it is experienced as cosmic 
interdependence, and, in the human world , as moral 

Dynamic Judaism, pg.77 

If Not Now. Wben?, pq.86 

ovnaaic Judaism, pg.170 
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respons ibility . God's relevance to man consists in 
i mpelling him so to control and direct his strivings as 
to satisfy all his life needs without reversion to strife 
and war. 

The term "God " does not belong to the category of 
objective facts which are the subject matter of reason 
and intelligence. It belongs to the category of values 
which, as spiritual factors, are the subject matter of 
wisdom. 8 

Clear ly, for Kaplan , religion and the God idea are at the 

heart of the soterial and ethical quest, for it is the former 

that make possible the latter. 

But what exactly does Kaplan mean when he talks about 

salvation? Kaplan offers many definitions of salvation, and 

the best way to see what he means by the term is to see how he 

explains it in h is various works. What follows is a 

representative selection of what Kaplan says about salvation : 

The salvation that the modern man seeks in this 
world, like that which his fathers sought in the world to 
come, has both a personal and a social significance. In 
its personal aspect it represents the faith in the 
possibilities of achieving an integrated personality. 
All those natural impulses, appetites, and desires which 
so often are ln conflict. with one another must be 
harmonized . They must never be permitted to issue in a 
stalemate, in such mutual inhibition as leaves life empty 
and meaningless, without zest and savor. Nor must they 
be permitted to issue in distraction , in a condition in 
which our personality is so pulled apart by conflicting 
desires that the man we are in certai n moments or in 
certain relations looks with contempt and disgust at the 
man we a.re in others. When our mind functions i n such a 
way that we feel that all our powers are actively 
employed in the achievement of desirable ends, we have 
achieved personal salvation. 

This personal objective of human conduct cannot, 
however, be achieved without reference to a social 
objective as well. Selfish salvation is an 
impossibility, because no human being is psychologically 
self-suf.ficient . We are impelled by motives that relate 

Pvnamic Judaism, pp.82-83 
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9 

10 

II 

l l 

themselves to the life of the race with as imperative an 
urge as by any that relate themselves to the preservation 
of our individual organism ... Although to every individual 
the achievement of perconal salvation is his supreme 
quest and responsibility , it is unattainable without 
devotion to the task of social salvation. 

In its social aspect , salvation means the u l timate 
a chievement of a social order in which al l men shall 
collaborate in the pursuit o f common ends in a manner 
which shall afford to each the maximum opportunity for 
creative self-expression. There can be no personal 
salvation so long as injustice and strife exist in the 
social order; there can be no social salvation so long as 
the greed for gain and the lust for domination are 
permitted to inhibit the hunger for human fellowship and 
sympathy in the hearts of men . 9 

Salvation ... deJllands that human beings 
wor ld peace , ethical nationhood, and 
happiness. 10 

strive for 
individual 

The right to life must therefore mean the right to 
have one' s energies fully employed ... Society, therefore, 
owes it to the individual, in its own interest as well as 
i n his, to give him the opportunity for employi ng his 
powers and faculties to the full ... But something more 
than work and ethical social relationships are needed for 
the complete self-realization of human personality. Man 
is endowed with energy far in excess of what he needs to 
maintain his physical existence. The joy which is 
associated with the healthy functioning of any vital 
activity makes him seek to expend this excess energy in 
articulating personal and social ideals, for the sake of 
the enhancement of life's value which such self­
expression affords. This gives rise to the esthetic and 
religious activities of men; and the right to the pursuit 
of happiness implies the right to engage in these 
activities." 

(Salvation) ... calls for the integration of all of 
life's purposes into a ~onsistent pattern of thought and 
conduct. 12 

The Meaning of God in Modern Jewish Religion , pp.53-54 

If Not Now. When?, pg.SO 

'.rb~ tf~~ming Qf God in Mod~;c:n il~wi~b B~lig.i.20 , pp.216-217 

Ibid, pg . 172 
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When, through introspection and the application of 
our best knowledge of human nature, we succeed in 
bringing our impulses into harmony with one another and 
with the aspirations of our fellow-men to achieve similar 
integration of personality for themselves, we experience 
a sense of fulfillment, a renewal of the zest of life, a 
heightening of our appreciation of life's worth and 
holiness . . . if human character is to reflec t the divine, 
it must be integrated and self- consistent. This involves 
a working synthesis of individual self-expression and 
soci al cooperation. 13 

This [Sukkot's) emphasis on rejoicing calls 
attention to the place that the pursuit of happiness is 
meant to occupy in our spiritual life, and to the 
importance of treating its attainment as the norm of true 
civilization ... we m~y define happiness as the state of 
mind dominated by the feeling that life is worthwhile .•• 

From the psychologic al standpoint, happiness is 
experienced whenever the entire personality, i.e., the 
human being in all his relationships, participates in the 
fulfillment of some specific need or needs, and there is 
no i nner conflict of the type which might lead to the 
disintegration of personality. The gratification of a 
physical desire is attended with pleasure, but this does 
not mean that it results in happiness. If , for example , 
it takes place at the expense of the desire to be 
respected or held in esteem, it precludes happiness . .. to 
be grateful to God is to experience the sense of being i n 
rapport with all the forces and relationships of life 
that make for the realization of its worth ... It 
represents the highest aspiration of the human soul 
for experiencing the goodness or godliness of life.H 

Several things are evident from these passages. In the 

first place, for Kaplan salvation is indeed equivalent to 

soteria, for both refer to the state of ultimate meaningful 

existence. In the second place, for Kaplan salvation is 

nearly a direct equivalent to what is referred to i n modern 

13 

., Ibid, pp.182-183 

Ibid, pg.225 

Ibid, pp.226-227 
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psychology as "self-realization". Given Kaplan's psychosocial 

orientation, this is not surprising. In the third plac e, in 

keeping wi th Kaplan ' s epistemology, salvation is not something 

that can be achieved on one's own . Rather, since human 

personality is inseparabl e from the social context in wh ich i t 

i s formed, a social context that allows one to a chieve 

salvation is critical. If soc i ety is so constructed that 

soteria is impossible , then no one person, no matter how hard 

he tries , can possibly achieve it. In the fourth place, 

soteria is impossible without a religious context and a 

functional concept of God. Since religion (by definition) is 

a way of life that allows one to achieve salvation, i t i s 

absolutely essenti a l for soteria. The non-re l igious life, 

according to Kaplan , simply does not possess the components 

that would allow one to achieve salvation. Since it lacks the 

God idea, the non-religious life c an take care of physica l 

needs and create a functioning s0ciety on the basis of 

utilitarianism, but it cannot give meaning or cr~ate values 

for existence. In order for existence to have meaning and 

therefore allow for the full realization and fulfillment of 

human personality, the transnatural perspective must be taken, 

and the idea that life is good and can have meaning (in the 

form of the God idea) must exist. Kaplan is clear on this 

when he says 

[My] ... position is definitely based upon a 
sociological conception of human behavior that differs as 
much from that of classical philosophy, which rests upon 
the assumption of the ultimate value of reflection, as 
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from the behavioristic assumption of B. F. Skinner that no 
amount of reflection can make life worth living without 
the right kind of conditioning environment . Underlying 
both, in my mind, mistaken positions is their limited 
understanding of human behavior as consisting of feelings 
which have to be brought under the control of both reason 
and intelligence. The mistake which is common to 
both of these perspectives is that they are unaware of 
the law of transcendence, which is that all organic 
entities , whether individual or collective, are 111ore than 
the sum of their parts. Functions such as life, 
consciousness, mind, or spirit are more than the sum of 
the parts of the being or entity that functions and 
sustains them. 

The following categorization of human experience 
might help to clarify the authentic function of religion 
and of the idea of God as being not that of imparting 
truth, or the knowledge of truth, but rather the 
achievement of salvation, salvati'on being an answer to 
man's needs , needs not only of 3n intellectual character 
but of a biological, social, and spiritual character ... It 
is only in the light of that conception of the function 
of religion that I am attempting to reinterpret Jewish 
religion in terms of human nature from an organic point 
of view. That is, in terms of the transnatural ... 

The general terms in literature which correspond to 
these three types of experience ... ( needs, facts, and 
deeds) ... are, respectively, wisdom, reason, intelligence. 
It is as wisdom that the idea of God is described in the 
Bible, not as the expression or the consequence of faith. 

Reason, on the other hand, represents the relation 
to facts. When it comes to deeds, the problem is that of 
relating proper means to proper ends. That kind of 
experience is intelligence, intelligence being defined by 
John Dewey, correctly, as the proper relationship of 
means to ends. The concept in terms of which reason 
functions is nature. Facts constitute nature. Deeds 
imply techniques. God belongs to human needs. A god 
denotes any good or value that answers a need. The 
unique God denotes the fulfillment of all human needs. 16 

Without the concept of God, without the transnatural 

perspective, all human needs cannot be fulfilled, and 

therefore the human being cannot attain soteria. 

Kaplan does not limit his discussion of salvation only to 

16 If Not Now. Wben?, pp.78-79 
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the fulf i llment of human personality. Kaplan is wel l aware of 

what Reines has called the con flict of finitude. 17 In 

simplified fonn, the conflict of f i nitude is the conflict the 

human person f e els between his infi n ite desire and his finite 

limitations . Al thovgh Reines goes into many permutations of 

th is conflict, only o ne aspect is i mportant here - the desi r e 

for im.morta l i ty. All human beings, a ccording to Reines, 

experience a tension between the desire to live f orever and 

the fact that they a re mortal. In h is book , Reines goes i nto 

the possible solutions of this proble~, but for the purposes 

of this thesi s it is enough to say that Kaplan is also aware 

of this conflict. Since Kaplan is a naturalist, it is evident 

t ha t he will not accept i n any form any type of after life or 

possibility o f resucrection. For Kaplan , human beings a re 

i ndeed finite, and they will die. At the s ame t i me however , 

mo rtality is not a cause for despair, for in a very real sense 

a human being does live for ever - through the medium of the 

c u l ture and values t o which the i ndividua l belongs and chooses 

to pass o n . Kaplan explains this in the following way 

11 

The consciousness of history i s the c o ns ciousness of 
that larger self which one shares ~ith one's fellow men. 
The individual person is centuries, i f not millennia, 
older than his chronological age. But if he also has a 
historical consciousness, he actually feels that the life 
which he lives extends far beyond the actual life of his 
body. Conscious of the experi ences of the past, attached 
by a kind of umbilical cord to the history, the c ulture , 
the c ivilization of centuries , his being becomes 
coextensive with the being of h i s people. He enjoys, as 
it were , an earthly immortality. 

Polydoxy , pp.59-63 

121 



and 

The self-consciousness of the human being ... brings 
in its train a whole series of purposes, ideas, values , 
which constitute the entire character of spiritual and 
ethical life. Self-cons ciousness gives rise to the idea 
of moral responsibility, and to the distinction between 
right and wrong. In envisaging the future, it enables 
man to readjust himself to life in ways that would 
otherwise be impossible to him. Through his sense of 
history, man enlarges his field of operation far beyond 
the range of the three generations of time with wh ich his 
life is usually contemporaneous. By means of this sense, 
human life is lived on a larger scale. It gives to the 
human being a dignity and significance which he could not 
otherwise possess. •r. 

A sense of common consecration to ideals inherited 
from a distant pass and projectert into a remote future 
means that we have in a sense 1141de ourselves immortal. 
For death cannot rob our life of significance and value 
to us so long as we are i nterested in passing on to our 
posterity a heritage of culture and ideals . The past 
before we are born and the future after our death are a 
part of us , and every moment i s eterna l that embraces 
them. Through our worship as part of a religious 
community that outlives all its members , this sense of 
our life's triumph over death and all manner of 
frustration is brought home to us. We thus experience an 
expansion of our personal ity, an enlargement of the scope 
of its interests and its c apacities. 19 

Salvation ther efore consists of two aspects: full self-

realization, and the sense of immortal ity that comes from 

belonging to a culture that existed far i nto the past and will 

continue on i nto the future . 

Having explained his 1octrine of salvation , Kaplan i s 

then ready to move on to a discussion of h is ethical theory. 

Interestingly, despite his many fundamental differences with 

Spinoza, Kaplan arrives at much the same conclusions that 

The Meaning of God in Modern Jewish Relig ion, pq.189 

19 Ibid, pp.248-249 
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Spinoza does using essentially the sa~e overarching logic.~ 

Al though the assumptions and underpinnings of the positions of 

the two men are radically different, both thinkers end up 

relying on the principle (arrived at in two entirely different 

ways) that the universe , and especially humanity, are linked 

in an organic whole , and therefore ethics can be spoken of 

with meaning. For Spinoza, something is unethical if it 

violates the conatus of an individual, or hinders the conatus 

of another - for Kaplan, something is unethical i f it violates 

another person's right to salvation. 

Kaplan begins by dismissing the problem of free will. 

For Kaplan, the problem is not so much the question of whether 

free will exists or not, but that if free will does not exist 

it makes no sense to speak of ethics. 21 To Kaplan's way of 

thinking, illusion or not, people base their judgements on the 

notion that free will exists, and thus it is on that basis 

that ethics must be discussed. Kaplan can be accused of 

avoiding the issue here, but whatever one might think, Kaplan 

certainly did not feel that he was. tor , as he says 

This may sound like evasion of the complicated 
problem of the freedom of the will. But the fact is that 
whether or not we succeed in proving logically or 
metaphysically the reality of human freedom, practically, 

20 I mean by this that despite the fact that they do not agree 
on any details (theology, free will, necessity or the nature of the 
univ erse) both Spinoza and Kaplan hold the same meta-principle, 
namely that one can meaningfully speak of an organici ty and 
togetherness inherent in the universe, and from this organicity can 
be derived basic ethical principles. 

Here he disagrees strongly with Spinoza. 
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a just and peaceful social order is inconceivable, unless 
we hold the normal mature person responsible , to some 
extent at least, for his actions, and even for his 
thoughts . To accept behaviorism in its extreme form is 
to eliminate not only a l l moral values but to render the 
very factor of consciousness superfluous . So long as we 
deem conscious ness an efficient c ause and a factor in 
determining results , we i nevitably imply in the case of 
the human being an awareness of alternatives and the 
power to choose between them . This is tantamount to the 
recognition of moral freedom and responsibility . n 

Given his pragmatic approac h , evasion or not, Kaplan's 

approac h makes sense - pragmatically, o ne must allow some 

degree of freedom to human beings" or it makes no sense to 

talk of ethics and soc i al improvement. 

Havi ng addressed the problem of free wi 11, Kaplan is 

ready to provide the basis for his ethical theory. This basis 

has two ma j or components - the nature of man in society, and 

God a E the transnatural base for va lues. Kaplan begi ns with 

the assertion that human personality is s a cred and that by its 

very nature c ertain rights adhere in it. Kaplan expla ins this 

i n the f ol l owing way 

... the recognition of the sacredness of personality 
c arr i es with it the a c knowledgement of rights of 
personality .. . 

But is the recognition of human rights in ha rmony 
with the real ities of human nature? An affirmative 
answer to this question is the only correct one. Man is 
by nature a social animal. The life-urge within him 
expresses itself not only in forms of behavior designed 
to preserve the individual organism from death , but also 
and equally in forms of behavior looking to the 
preservation of the race . Cooperation wi th other 

The Meaning of God in Modern Jewish Religion , pp .173-174 

13 At the minimum, the freedom to change the factors that 
condition people to behave the wa y they do (if one were to take a 
Skinnerian position, which Kaplan does not do). 
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individuals is indispensable to him. Human life can be 
as little conceived without social cooperation as can the 
life of a colony of ants. on the other hand, man cannot 
trust to unerring instinct to guide him in his social 
behavior . He Il)Ust therefore depend on the conscious 
recognition of an organic social relationship in which 
all men are involved, and he must see in every man an 
organ of a common life . The health of the social 
organism depends on the healthy functioning of all its 
organic components , that is, of all individual men. If 
one man oppresses another and thus thwarts the growth and 
creativity of his personality, he is interfering with the 
healthy functioning of the organism as a whole, and in 
this impairment the welfare of the oppressor as well is 
involved, although he may not realize it . Such 
thoughts as these a~e but the rationalization - if one 
may use that term without any connotation of wishful 
thinking - of the social feelings of men which are part 
of their i nstinctive endowment and indispensable 
equipment for life . 

It is therefore absurd to assume that the only 
forces operative in society are those which emanate from 
differences in physical strength or animal c unning . To 
assume that there is no right but might overlooks the 
fact that right itself is a sort of might , an 
overpowering i mpulse to behavior in the interest of ends 
that transcend the life of the individual. The 
sacredness of personality is implicit in our recognition 
of the sacredness of life, whic h is but another way of 
viewing the instinct of self-preservation . . . 

The distinction between "natural man" and "social 
man" is itself unnatural. Even before our common 
ancestors had attained in the course of their evolution 
the characteristics which we recognize as belonging to 
the genus homo, they doubtless lived a gregarious and 
quasi-social life . 

. . . The sacredness of human rights is not to be based 
on the nature of man as a self-sufficient individual 
being, for such he certainly is not. It is to be based 
on the nature of man as a social being. Personality 
derives its being from the need of reacting to the 
natural and the social environment. It comes into 
existence in response to those tendencies a.nd 
relationships that augment the unity and value of life . 
It is therefore a part of the divine aspect of reality, 
an expression of the i1DJ11anence of God . This religious 
sanction determines the sacredness of personality and the 
rights that inhere in it. 

Those tendencies and relationships that augment the 
unity and value of lite, and thus point to the reality of 
God, are mediated for man chietly through the organized 
lite ot society. Society is the matrix in which the very 
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and 

substance of personality is formed and nurtured. Our 
ideals are never derived merely from our own individual 
experience. The very language in which we think our most 
intimate thoughts is a product of social life. Whatever 
rights inhere in personality are at the same time 
integral to the very function of society. It is not that 
we have rights as individuals, some of which we waive by 
an implied social contract. We have rights, because 
without them we cannot ma intain our responsible share of 
the life of human society. This gives to those rights 
their ethical sanction. 

Respect for the personalities of our fellow-men and 
the recognition of their rights are far better guides to 
ethical conduct than the appeal to the sense of duty or 
goodness in ourselves. It renders us more sensitive to 
moral wrong.u 

Social science is gradually accustoming us to regard 
human society not merely as an aggreqate of individuals 
but as a physical entity, as a mind not less but more 
real than the mind of any of the individuals that 
constitute it. The perennial source of error has been 
the fallacy of considering the individual human mind as 
an entity apart from the social environment. Whatever 
the significance the study of mind, as detached from its 
social environment, may have for metaphysical inquiry, it 
can throw no light upon the practical problems with which 
the mind has to deal - problems t~at arise solely from 
the interaction of the i ndividua l with his fellows. The 
individual human being is as much the product of his 
social environment as the ang l e is of the sides that 
bound it. 25 

Perfectly consistent with his psychosocial and pragmatic 

approach, then, Kaplan holds that human rights inhere in the 

very nature of the human being - since man is a social animal, 

cooperation is essential for man's survival and well being, 

and therefore the nature of that cooperation leads one to the 

inevitable conclusion that every human being must have 

The Meaning of God in Modern Jewish Religion, pp.212-215 

Dynamic Judaism, pq.43 
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certain, basic, unalienable rights. 

Having established the basis for his ethical theory, 

Kaplan then goes on to est~blish what those rights are and how 

those rights are validated and upheld in everyday experience. 

As should be obvious from the earlier discussion of Kaplan's 

God concept~, God is the essential factor in this next step. 

Without a functional concept of God, there is , for Kaplan , no 

way of validating the moral law. As he explains 

What is ordinarily called "experience" is unreliable 
as a means of validating the moral law. This becomes 
evident when we recall that in many instances men make 
use of "experience" to tear down the little that still 
survives of faith in th~ supremacy of ethical 
standards ... 

Fortunately, something other than mere reasoning 
based on "experience" governs human life . Men may 
disagree as to what is right and wrong, but they cannot 
help viewing life under categories of right and wrong. 
Even those who say they deny the validity of the 
distinction between right and wrong must assume it in 
their conduct. They resent a "wrong" done to them and 
clamor for their "rights": they experience a sense of 
mortification if caught in a lie, regardless of whether 
they suffer any practical penal ties in consequence or 
not . No one in his sense can ignore the difference 
between selfishness, greed and impurity, on the one hand, 
and justice, purity and good-will, on the other. 

But whence comes this distinction between moral good 
and moral evil?n 

For Kaplan, the answer is a simple one - the distinction 

arises out of the transnatural forces that exist in the 

universe. 

The argument Kaplan uses to make this point is identical 

to the one already mentioned in chapter 3 and in the above 

See chapter 3. 

Tbe Meaninq of God in Mod,ern Jewish Religion, pp.307-309 
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discussion on soteria. Because values belong to a unique 

c ategory that arises out of the social and communal nature of 

human beings, a category that Kaplan calls the transnatural, 

they cannot be talked about in the same way as ordinary 

everyday facts. Nevertheless , they are real , and they are 

represented by the God idea a religion has. By concreti zing 

these values in the God idea, a society gives these values a 

power that they would not possess in a merely utilitarian 

scheme. As Kaplan P\.\ts it "God is not merely a fact; God is 

a factor. God creates facts". 71 What he means by this is 

that the values a society holds , once they have become part of 

the God i dea, beco~e one of the forces that help to shape that 

society's members. Th e values embodied in the God idea become 

a part of the personality of the members of the society, and 

therefore shape the way that members of the society think and 

feel.~ This makes religion a critical force in a society, 

for only religion direc;tly addresses the transnatural domain. 

An evil religion creates an evil society and evil people, 

while a good religion achieves its opposite. This, for 

Kaplan, is the whole purpose of reconstructionism - to take 

(Jewish) religion and construct it so that it creates a good 

society and good people. As he says 

That religion is as inevitable a part of human 
civilization as is science or art derives from the fact 

If Not Now, Wben?, pg .20 

29 Not surprisingly, this approach is perfectly consistent 
with Kaplan's epistemological approach. 
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and 

that, wi th the progress of civilization , religion c eases 
to be utilitarian and becomes ethical . This change of 
function is Judaism's contribution to the spiritual life 
of mankind . Jewish relig i on has taught the world that 
the business of religion is not to help us secure the 
things we need for our well-being, but to get us to use 
those things righteously once we have sec ured them . It 
is undoubtedly much more difficult to know how t o 
utilize, than how to reta i n , our health. A far greater 
amount of effort is involved in the righteous use of 
power and influence than in winning them. ~ 

The validity and efficaciousness of the religio­
humanist approach to questions of faith is confirmed for 
me by the fact t hat fundamentally the only logical basis 
for ethical conduct is religion and its idea of God.H 

Kaplan then goes on to cite Durkne~~ and repeat the 

sociological argument that religion is a function of the 

collective consciousness in a society, and that as such it has 

real power and i nf luence over how the mi nds and personalities 

of the members of that societ y develop . 

All that remains is for Kaplan to P,rovide the criterion 

t hat will be used to determine what is good and what is bad. 

As f ar as Kaplan i s concerned, the criterion is already 

i nherent in his definition of s a lvat ion. Since the goal of 

human existence is to achieve salvat ion, whatever moral code 

helps a person t o a chieve salvat ion i s good, and whatever 

moral c ode hinders salvation is bad . This defin ition seems as 

if it is wide open, and that almost anything goes, but Kaplan 

places def i nite limits on what c an be considered moral. 

~ The Meani ng of God i n Modern Jewish Religion, pq.197 

JI If Not Now. Wben? , pq.56 
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In the first place , Kaplan begins with the emotional 

intuition that the above is indeed the case. As he says 

... this interpretation {the purely humanistic one} 
is inadequate, because it fails to express and to foster 
the feeling that man's ethical aspirations are part of a 
cosmic urge, by obeying which man makes himself at home 
in the universe. Without the emotional intuition of an 
i nner harmony between human nature and universal nature, 
without the conviction, born of the heart rather than the 
mind , that the world contains all that is necessary for 
human salvation, the assumptions necessary for ethical 
living remain cold hypotheses lacking all dynamic 
power. n 

Emotional intuition also gives rise to the other great 

principle Kaplan uses in his ethical theory, namely that 

"freedom is at the very r oot o f man's spiri tual life, and is 

the prime condition of his self - fulfillment, or salvation. " 33 

At the root of things, these principles form the basis of 

Kaplan's et.hies, but at the same time it is important to 

remember that for Kaplan these are not purely emotional 

intuitions, for they also come ou~ of his view of society . If 

society is indeed an organic who!e (which, for Kaplan , social 

science makes evident ) then it is indeed true tnat all members 

of a society are equa l and that there are no grounds 

whatsoever for sacrificing the salvation of one person for the 

salvation of another. Since all are equal, society and ethics 

must be constructed so that all have an equal chance to 

achieve salvation. This does not mean that all must be robots 

that do or say the same thing. As Kaplan puts it 

The Meaning of God in Modern Jewish Religion, pg.245 

J3 Ibid, pq.271 

130 



The doctrine or equality does not imply that all men 
must have identical opportunities for education, 
employment and esthetic and religious expression, but 
that all have an equal claim to the opportunity to pursue 
these activities to the limits of their own varying 
capacities and in accordance with their own individual 
interests.~ 

At the root of ethic s, then, is freedom, but the freedom of 

one person ends when the freedom of another person is 

infringed, or when the free act o f an individual violates 

another person's right to salvation , or self-realization. 

There is yet one more check tha t Kaplan places on his 

ethical theory - the check of tradition. Given Kaplan's 

evolutionary viewpoint , it is a g i ven that new ideas arise out 

of old ones - that tradition forms the mold in whic h new ideas 

are f ormed. Thus, in the realm of ethics, tradition forms a 

starting point from which ethical ideas evolve and develop. 

What was ethical in one age may no longer be ethical in 

another age when greater understanding and knowledge has been 

achieved. At the same time, traditi~n is indispensable, as it 

represents the collective effort of centuries and as such 

represents a reservoir of thought that no mere individual 

could hope to reproduce on his or her own. Kaplan explains 

his view in the following way 

Tradition is indispensable to the life of the social 
organism. Were it not for tradition each generation 
would have to repeat the experiences of the past, and 
would not be able to avail itself of the useful habits 
accumulated through the ages, or to transmit the benefits 
of its own experience to posterity . But when tradition 
becomes so clamorous as to re~use to recognize change or 

Ibid, pq.217 
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to admit the need of innovation to meet changed 
conditions, it can only stifle and frustrate the life of 
society . It then becomes sin ." 

and furthermore that 

.. . these customs, laws, standards, and conventions 
originated, at the time of their origin, in response to 
the needs of that society ... But when the traditional 
culture pattern does not contribute to the welfare of the 
society and its component individuals, the mind must be 
free to alter and reconstruct the traditional culture 
pattern, to seek the development of new and better social 
habits to meet the changed situation .~ 

So tradition is important , as it forms the basis for ethical 

consideration, but it is not automatically correct and does 

not need to be blindly followed. Reason , the current so~ial 

situation, and tradition all interact to form the ethical 

ideas of any given age. 

This process is not foolproof, however. It is entirely 

possible that mistakes can be made in determining what is 

right and what is wrong. As Kaplan puts it, "We learn the 

moral law as we learn natural law, by trial and error. " 31 

This may seem as if Kaplan is throwing open the whole field of 

ethics to chaos, but it is important to remember that for 

Kaplan there is an objective: standard by which to measure the 

morality of a given attitude. That standard is to be found by 

examining the spirit in which an ethical decision is made. If 

the decision is in accord with what Kaplan considers to be the 

35 The Meaning of God in M9dern Jewish Religion, pp.171-172 

~ Dynamic Judaism, pq.178 

31 The Meaning of God in Mode.rn Jewish Religion, pg.312 
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fundamental righ t of all humans to achieve s oter i a , then i t 

c an be considered a good decision, even if a later age wil l 

decide that it was immoral a nd needs to be further modified . 

Kaplan provides a fasci nating example of this view when he 

defends the institution of slavery in the a ncient world. His 

defense consists of basically two parts. In the first place, 

because of the level of technology in the ancient world, 

without s l a very, philosophy, s c ience, art, etc ... , could never 

have been developed. His reasoning is that these intellectua l 

disciplines require leisure time , and a society t ha t had to 

devote all i ts energies t o mere s urvival would not have had 

the time to develop i ntellec tua l disciplines. By utiliz ing 

slaves, societ i es freed up others to think, and this a llowed 

societies and cultures to develop to the poi nt of rea lizing 

that slavery was wrong. The second r eason is that in the 

context of the ancient world , a c onquer or bad o nly t wo options 

from which to choose when dealing ~ith a conquered people. He 

could exterm i nate the conquered people, or he could enslave 

them . From Kaplan's poi nt of v i ew , enslavement is c learly the 

lesser of two evils, and therefore, from this limi ted 

viewpoint, slavery is clearly more mo ra l than its alternative. 

Once soc i eti es had advanced beyond the subsistence leve l, 

however , slavery can be clearly viewed as wrong , for it 

violates each person's right to freedom and self-realization. 

Thus slavery, even though it i s wrong, was a nec essary 

evoluti onary step on the way to developing the moral law, and 
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as such it was a necessary evil that mitigates against its 

outright condemnation (in the ancient world ), subject of 

course t o a proper understanding of its place in the 

evolutionary view of the development of humankind. 38 Thus, 

ethics are relative, but they always have the same goal - to 

help humans realize their i nherent right to soteria. 

This position also allows Kaplan to condemn such 

institutions as Nazi Germany, always a problem for ethical 

relativists . If ethics are relative , how can one objectively 

state that genocide is evil? After all, from the Nazi point 

of view they vere engaged in a holy quest to purify the human 

species. To the Nazis , their actions were not genocide, any 

mo~e than a person would consider ingesting an antibiotic that 

kills millions of bacter i a to be genocide. From the Nazi 

point of view , they were merely removing a disease fro111 

humanity , an unpleasant task that somebody had to do. 

Kaplan, of course, has no patience with the Nazi point of 

v i ev , for to him, it contains tvo flaved assumptions that 

invalidate Naz i ideology. In the first place, no human has 

the right to consider another human inferior - such a position 

violates Kaplan's fundamental ethical assumption. In the 

second place , Nazi ideology did not contribute even to German 

salvation , as it involved a serious maladjustment to the 

world, and violated the organici ty of humanity. Kaplan 

See Tbe Meaning of God in Modern Jewish Religion, pp.276-
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expresses these ideas i n the following way 

and 

our purpose in reinterpreting traditional values 
should be to reta i n and emphasize those elements in them 
which are compatible with our own highest ethical 
standards. Among those ethical standards, to which any 
traditional value must necessarily conform if it is to 
continue functioning in our lives, is that conception of 
human worth and individual dignity which regards as 
immoral any classification of human beings into superior 
and inferior. 19 

The German people may be grateful to their Aryan god 
for the courage and valor to fight Germany's enemies with 
which his worship inspires them, but they cannot attain 
happiness through such worship, since it involves a 
maladjustment of Germany to the rest of the world.~ 

Clearly Kaplan feels that he has legitimate grounds for 

condemning the Na z is , and by extension, any genocide . 

All that rema i ns now is an evaluation of Kaplan's theory 

of soteria and ethics . Such an e.valuation is difficult, 

however, for, like all such systems , Kapla n relies on a few 

fundamental assu.mptions . For Kaplan, these are self-evident 

propositions, propos itions that any th i nking person would 

accept as self-evident ly true . If one agrees with Kaplan , and 

accepts h i s proposit ions , then Kaplan's theories make good 

sense, can be considered true, and provide excellent 

justification for the belief in the possibility of soteria and 

for the reality of ethics. If one disagrees with Kaplan's 

assumptions, one can simply say that Kaplan has constructed a 

nice theory, but that it is untrue and is merely a subjective 

39 Dynamic Judaism, pq . 192 

Tbe Meaning of God in Modern Jewish Religion, pg .226 
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system, where Kaplan's personal likes and dislikes determine 

what is possible and what is not, and what is good and what is 

bad. Despite this obvious criticism, which c annot really be 

subjected to reason {a self-evident propos ition can't be 

argued - that's why its self-evident) it does seem that Kaplan 

has made some telling points. There are no rational grounds 

for determining why some humans should have greater rights and 

privileges than others , so it does make sense to assume that 

all humans are equal. While this equality may not guarantee 

the right to freedom as Kaplan would have it, it does seem to 

guarantee the right to equa l treatment, so that postulating a 

right to freedom makes some amount of sense. After all , on 

the purely utilitarian level, might may indeed make right, but 

all this does is guarantee the equal right of every individual 

to constantly be at war . If one c an choose what right comes 

out of the doctrine of equa lity, it seems to be in everyone's 

best interest to choose freedom over war. After all , with 

freedom, each individual has a much better chance at a happy, 

long, fulfilling li fe. 

It also seems that there is some truth to Kaplan's 

assertion that overall, humans have become more ethical with 

time. Despite some huge setbacks in the twentieth century , 

there is still a focus on human rights in the modern ~orld 

that never existed before . The notion of human r i ghts is a 

factor in international and national decisions now, more so 

than it ever used to be. So Kaplan, even if not entirely 

136 



correct, is pointing to an evolutionary phenomenon in human 

development. ' 1 

And finally, it seems that there is much ~o be said for 

Kaplan's sociological analysis. There are those who find 

social science to be invalid, but as was mentioned in an 

earlier chapter, there are many scholars who find it valid . 

Humans do need to work together to survive , and it does seem 

as if a certain amount of cooperation is wi red into us on the 

instinctual level (much like a pack of wolves). Humans are 

social animals, so it seems that Kaplan is not without 

justification in assuming that certain rules of cooperdtive 

behavior are a necessary part of the human organism." These 

rules may not lead fully to the ethical conclusions Kaplan 

wants to reach, but at the same time, he has a valid point 

that is worthy of consideration. And as far as soteria goes , 

one cannot with certainty say that all humans have a right or 

the ability to achieve it, but considering the efforts 

throughout the ages to achieve meaningful exi stence (religion, 

philosophy , psychology) it seems again that Kaplan has hit on 

a fundamental need. 43 Also , while one l!lay disagree with 

Kaplan's emphasis on the role of God in the achievement of 

'
1 Again, this is a matter of opinion, but it seems to me that 

an organization such as the U. N. or Amnesty International could 
never have existed 300 years ago (or even 200). Kaplan may not be 
entirely correct, but it seems to me that he is on to something. 

'
2 Spinoza, although he conceived of it in a different manner, 

essentially felt the same way. 

A need that countless thinkers have agreed exists . 
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soteria, at a basic level it does make sense that one has to 

believe that soteria is possible in order to achieve it. 

Kaplan may choose to call this belief God while others choose 

to call it something else , but Kaplan is not wrong to stress 

the importance of this belief. 

So, even though Kaplan's system has its subjective 

aspects, it also possess aspects that seem well grounded in 

human nature and experience. One does not have to agree with 

all of it to see that Kaplan has made some significant points 

worthy of consideration, points that give meaning and value to 

life in a world wi th no theist i c God - the primary challenge 

of any naturalist theologian . 
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Chapter 8: Spinoza on the Bi b le . Chosenness . and Ritual 

As should be evident by now, a na~uralist theologian must 

also take quite a different tack from a theistic theolog ian 

when it comes to explaining the role of the Bible and the 

doctrines it teaches. Since for a naturalist there is no 

the istic God who has communicated with humankind, i t is self-

evident that the Bible cannot be taken at face value. If the 

Bible is to retain any significance whatsoever in a naturalist 

system, the naturalist theologian is faced with the c hallenge 

of explaining how this can be so without recourse to a 

supernatura l Deity. Both Spinoza and Kaplan were aware of 

this challenge, and both provide explanations of h ow the Bible 

and its doctrines should be viewed. Not surprisingly, as with 

thei r views on soteria and ethics, their conclusions come 

d irectly out of the epistemology and God co~cept that each 

thinker adheres to . 

Spinoza beg i ns h i s discussion of the Bible by e..cplaining 

the proper context in which t he Bible shou l d be viewed . In 

many ways, Spinoza can be considered the first true Biblical 

c ritic, a man very much ahe ad of his time , for Sp inoza begins 

with the conviction that the Bible must be studi ed on its own 

merits, in a s cientific manner, ~ ithout r esorting t o the use 

of superstition or doqma. As he explains 

Ambition and unscrupulousness have waxed so 
powerful, that religion is thought to consist , not so 
much in respecting the writings o f the Holy Ghost , as in 
defending human commentaries, so that religion i s no 
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longer identified with charity, but with spreading 
discord and propagating insensate hatred disguised under 
the name of zeal for the Lord, and eager ardour . 

To these evils we must add superstition, which 
teaches men to despise reason and nature, and only to 
admire and venerate that which is repugnant to both: 
whence it is not \ofonderful that for the sake of 
increasing the admiration and veneration felt for 
Scripture, men strive to explain it so as to make it 
appear to contradi ct, as far as possible, both one and 
the other: thus they dream that most profound mysteries 
lie hid in the Bible, and weary themselves out in the 
investigation of these absurdities, to the neglect of 
what is useful ... 

I may sum up the matter by saying that the method of 
interpreting Scripture does not widely differ from the 
method of interpreting nature - in fact, it is almost the 
same. For as the interpretation of nature consists in 
the examination of the history o f nature, and therefrom 
deducing definitions of natural p~.enomena on certain 
fixed axioms , so Scriptural interpretation proceeds by 
the examination of Scripture, and inferring the intention 
of its authors as a legitimate conclusion from its 
fundamental principles. By working in this manner 
everyone wi ll always advance without danger of error -
that is, if they admit no principles for interpreting 
Scripture, and discussing its contents save such as they 
find in Scripture itself - and will be able with equal 
security to discuss \ofhat surpasses our understanding, and 
what is kno\iTl by the natural light of reason. 1 

Sp inoza then goes on to enumerate the three principles that 

form the basis of his analysis of Scripture, principles that 

any modern day Biblical scholar also adheres to. They are as 

follows 

The history of a Scriptural statement comprises -
I. The nature and properties of the lanquage in 

which the books were written, and in which their authors 
were accustomed to speak. We shall thus be able to 
investigate every expression by comparison with common 
conversational usages ... therefore, a knowledge of the 
Hebrew lanquage is before all things necessary ... 

II. An analysis of each book and arrangement of i ts 
contents under heads; so that we may have at hand the 
various texts which treat of a given subject . Lastly, a 

The Theological-Political Tractate, pp .98-100 
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note of all the passages which are ambiguous or obscure, 
or which seem mutually contradictory ... 

III. Lastly, such a history should relate the 
environment of all the prophetic books extant; that is, 
the life, the conduct, and the studies of the author of 
each book, who he was, what was the occasion, and the 
epoch of his writing, whom did he write for, and in what 
language. Further, it should inquire into the fate of 
each book: How it was first received, into whose hands it 
fell, how many different versions there were of it, by 
whose advice was it received into the Bible, and, lastly, 
how all the books now universally accepted as sacred, 
were united into a single whole. 2 

Using this approach, Spinoza is able to conclude a great many 

things, foremost among them that "the history of the Bible is 

not so much imperfect as untrustworthy: the foundations are 

not only too scanty for building upon, but are also unsound" 1 

and that "the sacred books were not written by one man, nor 

for the people of a single period , but by many authors of 

djfferent temperaments , at times extending from first to last 

over nearly two thousand years , and perhaps much longer."' 

Clearly then, the Bible for Spinoza is not what it c laims to 

be at face value, but rather something else. 

That something else makes up the body of the Theological-

Political Tractate. Spinoza begins his discussion of the 

Bible by examining the nature of prophecy and prophets, and 

concludes that it is only in regard to their moral teachings 

that a prophet is authoritative. Spinoza's logic is simple . 

In the first place, a prophet does in fact present Divine 

2 Ibid, pp.101-103 

Ibid, pq.120 

Ibid, pq.182 
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revelation. Th is occurs because the pro phet, i nsofar as he 

has a human mind , takes part i n the attribute of thought of 

God . As he says 

Seeing then that our mind subjectively contains in 
i tself and partakes of the nature of God, and s olely from 
this cause i s enabled to form notions explaining natural 
phenomena and inculcating moral i ty, it follows that we 
may rightly assert the nature of the human mind (in so 
far as it is thus conceived ) to be a primary cause of 
Divine revelation . All that we clearly and distinctly 
understand is dictated to us, as I have just po i nted out, 
by the idea and nature of God; not indeed through words , 
but i n a way far more e xcellent and agreeing perfectly 
with the nature of the mind ... 5 

This revelation, however , is available to anyone who knows the 

true philosophy. Thus , insofar as the prophets said things in 

accordance with the true religion a nd the true concept of 

God6 , they represent true revelation. However , since in order 

t o make their revelations understandab l e t he prophets had to 

use their imaginations1
, muc h of what a prophet says can be 

ignored or d iscarded . ' Spinoza goes through a series of 

elaborate proof s to show why this must be so, citing various 

Bi bl ical passages, but the main point in his argument i s the 

wide dispar i ty among the a ccounts g iven by d ifferent prophets . 

As Spinoza explains it 

6 

7 

g 

It (prophecy) varied a ccording to disposition in 
this way: if a prophet was cheerful, victories, peace, 
and events which make men glad were revealed to him; in 

I bid , pg .14 

More on both of these later. 

The Theological-Political Tractate , pg .25 

Ibid, pq .27 
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that he was naturally more likely to imagine such things. 
If, on the contrary, he was melancholy, wars, massacres, 
and c alamities were revealed; and so, according as a 
prophet was merciful, gentle, quick to anger, or severe, 
he was more fitted for one kind of revelation than 
another. It varied according to the temper of 
imagination in this way: if a prophet was cultivated he 
perceived the mind of God in a cultivated way, if he was 
confused he perceived it confusedly. And so with 
revelations perceived t hrough visions. If a prophet was 
a countryman he saw visions of oxen, cows, and the like; 
if he was a soldier, he saw generals and armies; if a 
courtier, a royal throne, and so on .. . 

The style of prophecy also varied according to the 
eloquence of the individual prophet. The prophecies of 
Ezekiel a nd Amos are not written in a cultivated style 
like those of Isaiah and Nahum, but more rudely . . . 
A due consideration of these passages will clearly show 
us that God has no particular style in speaking , but, 
according to the learning and capacity of the prophet, is 
cultivated, compressed, severe, untutored, prolix , or 
obscure ... 

. . . Isaiah saw seraphim with six wings, Ezekiel 
beasts with four wings; Isaiah saw God clothed and 
sitting on a royal throne, Ezekiel saw Him in the 
likeness of a fire; each doubtless saw God under the form 
in whic h he usually imagined Him. 9 

Since the above is true, it is easy for Spinoza to conclude 
that 

... we are only bound to believe in the prophetic 
writings, the object and substance of the revelation; 
with regard to the details , every one may believe or not, 
as he likes. 10 

Having undermined the basis of prophecy, at least as far 

as its literal truth is concerned, Spinoza then goes on to 

give a similar treatment to the miracles recorded in 

scripture. Again, Spinoza concludes that the accounts of 

miracles in the Bible are not accurate, at least insofar as 

the causes the Bible ascribes to them. Given Spinoza's 

9 Ibid, pp.30-32 

10 Ibid, pp . 40-41 
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description of God, miracles are clearly impossible, since 

Spinoza's God cannot in any way work miracles. However, since 

the Theological-Political Tractate attempts to argue with 

theologians on their own ground, Spinoza argues that from the 

Bible itself it can be shoW'Tl that God does not work miracles. 

This is due to the fact that a miracle involves a logical 

contradiction , even on the Bible's OW'Tl terms. Thus, Spinoza 

concludes, the best way to understand a miracle is to assume 

that the event occured, but that the chronicler of said event 

possessed an inadequate understanding as to why, and therefore 

attributed the event to the work i ngs of a supernatural Deity. 

Spinoza makes this clear when he says 

Now, as nothing is necessarily true save only by 
divine decree, it is plain that the universal laws of 
nature are decrees of God following from the necessity 
and perfection of the Divine nature. Hence, any event 
happening in nature which contravened nature's universal 
laws , would necessarily also contravene the Divine 
decree, nature and understanding; or if anyone asserted 
that God acts in contravention to the laws of nature, he, 
ipso facto, would be compelled to assert that God acted 
against His own nature - an evident absurdity ... Nor is 
there any sound reason for limiting the power and 
efficacy of nature, and asserting that her laws are fit 
for certain purposes, but not for all; for as the 
efficacy and power of nature, are the very efficacy and 
power of God, and as the laws and rules of nature are the 
decrees of God, it is in every way to be believed that 
the power of nature is infinite, and that her laws are 
broad enough to em.brace everything conceived by the 
Divine intellect; the only alternative is to assert that 
God bas created nature so weak, and has ordained for her 
laws so barren, that he is repeatedly compelled to come 
afresh to her aid if He wishes that she should be 
preserved, and that things should happen as He desires: 
a conclusion, in my opinion, very far removed from 
reason •.. it most clearly follows that miracles are only 
intelliqible as in relation to human opinions, and merely 
mean events of which the natu.ral cause cannot be 
explained by a reference to any ordinary occurrence, 
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either by us, or at any rate, by the writer and narrator 
of the miracl e . 11 

Furthermore , contrary to the usual arguments o f 

theologians, for Spinoza, tne existence of miracles weakens 

the case for God's existence as opposed t o strengthening it. 

Since a mirac le is outside human understanding or experience , 

i f miracles were to real ly exist they would invalidate all 

foundations for human knowledge. If we cannot trust even what 

we think we know ( the laws of nature) how can we trust 

anything that our minds can come up with? Spinoza explains i~ 

this way 

Therefore miracles, in the sense of events contrary 
to the laws of nature, so far f rom demonstrating to us 
the existence of God, would, on the contrary, lead us to 
doubt it , where, otherwise , we might have been absolutely 
certain of it, as knowing that nature follows a fixed and 
immutable order .. . 

If therefore, anything should come to pass in nature 
which does not follow from her laws , it would also be in 
contravention to the order which God has established in 
nature for ever through universal l~ws: it would, 
therefore, be in contravention to God 's nature and laws , 
and, consequently, belief in i t would throw doubt upon 
everything, and lead to Atheism . 12 

Since miracles involve s o many contradictions, i t i s easy , as 

was the case for prophecy, for Spinoza to conclude that 

II Ibid, pp.83-84 

12 Ibid, pp.85-87. It should be noted that Spinoza is playing 
a little fast and loose here. For one who takes the Bibl e 
absolutely literally, the Bible is Truth, as it is the revelation 
from an infallible Deity. There is no problem of the foundation of 
knowledge for a believer - the foundation of knowledge is the 
revealed word of God. However, Spinoza does have a point that a 
logical inconsistency exists in the concept of miracles . If God is 
all powerful, all knowinq , and all qood , then why is a miracle~ 
necessary? A perfe ct God should not have to resort to miracle s -
if God is in perfect control, why resort to miracles? 
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... when Ser ipture describes an event as accomplished 
by God or God's will, we must understand merely that it 
was in accordance with the law and order of nature, not , 
as most people believe, that nature had for a season 
ceased to a c t, or that her order was temporarily 
interrupted . 13 

Now that he has dismissed the s pecia l nature of prophecy 

and miracles, Spinoza is ready to mo~e on to the question of 

the c hosenness of the J ews . As far as Spinoza is conc erned , 

this doctrine also involves a series of logical 

contradictions. I n the first place, the doctrine o f 

chosenness i mplies that only the Jews can achi eve b lessedness , 

s omething that was anathema t o Spinoza . 1• 

understands the scriptural doctrine of ~hosenness 

.. . it speaks only according to the understanding of 
its hearers , who ... knew not true blessedness . For in 
good sooth they would have been no less blessed if God 
had called all men equally to salvati on, nor would God 
have been less present t o them for being equally present 
to others; their laws would have been no less just if 
they had been ordained for all , and they themselves would 
have been no less wise. The miracles would have shown 
God's power no less b y being wrought for other nations 
also; lastly, the Hebrews would have been just as much 
bound to worship God if He had bestowed a ll these g i fts 
equal ly on all men. 15 

To believe o therwise, he arques , would be to " ... indulge the 

dream that nature formerly created men of d ifferent kinds." 16 

13 Ibid , pg. 89 

14 See chapter 6. 

15 Ibid, pp . 4 3-44 . Spinoza bases his conclusions here on h is 
concept of God , but i t also holds true for the theist i c God -
certainly an all powerful, omnipresent Deity would have enough 
power and salvation to go around . 

16 Ibid, pp.45-46 
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But Scripture does state t hat the J ews are chosen , and 

Spinoza, as was the case with prophecy and mi racles , i s not 

willing to dismiss Scripture ou t o f hand . How then is the 

doctrine of c hosenness presented therein t o be understood? 

Spinoza begins to explain this doctrine by pointing out 

that the thing that sets nations apart from one another i s 

the ir r espective social systems . for Spinoza, the goal o f a 

social system i s to guarantee the health a nd security o f its 

members , allowing those who are capab l e t o achieve t he state 

of blessedness . 11 Reason and experience t eac h that the most 

certa in way to a ch i eve th i s is to set up a society with "fixed 

laws , the occupation o f a strip of territory , and the 

concentration of all forc es . . . into o ne b ody ... the social 

body." 11 Since this is the case for Spinoza, he can say with 

perfect conf i dence tha t 

17 

II 

Nation s , then , are distinguished from one another i n 
respect to the social organ ization and the laws under 
which they are governed; the Hebrew nation was not c hosen 
by God in respect to its wisdom nor its tranquility of 
mind, but in respect to its social organization and the 
good fortune wi th which i t obtained supremacy and kept it 
so many years ... Even a cursory perusal [of Ser ipture ) 
will show us that the only respects in whic h the Hebrews 
surpassed other nations, are in their successful conduct 
of matters relating to government, and in their 
surmounting great perils solely by God's external aid; in 
other ways they were on a par with their fellows, and God 
was equally gracious to all. For in respect to i ntellect 
they held very ordinary i deas about God and nature, so 
that they cannot have been God's chosen in this respect ; 
nor were they so chosen i n respect of virtue and the true 
life, for here again they , with the exception of a very 

Ibid, pg.46 

Ibid, pg. 46 
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few elect, were on an equality with other nations: 
therefore their choice and vocation consisted only in the 
temporal happiness and advantages of independent rule. 
In fact, we do not see that God promised anything beyond 
this to the patriarchs or their successors; in the law no 
other reward is offered for obedience than the continual 
happiness of an independent commonwealth and other goods 
of this life; while, on the other hand, against contumacy 
and the breaking of the covenant is .. threatened the 
downfall of the commonwealth and great hardships ... Thus, 
the only reward which could be promised to the Hebrews 
for continued obedience to the law was security and its 
attendant advantages , while no surer punishment could be 
threatened for disobedience, than the ruin of the state 
and the evils which generally follow therefrom ... we 
conclude therefore (inasmuch as God is to all men equally 
gracious, and the Hebrews were only chosen by Him in 
respect to their social organization and government) , 
that the individual Jew, taken apart from his social 
organization and government, poss~ssed no gift of God 
above other men, and that there was no difference between 
J ew and Gentile . 19 

Thus the J ews were only chosen in regard to their particular 

social structure and its laws , which were super ior to the 

social systems around it. 

Spinoza then goes on to the question of whether the Jews' 

election was temporal o r eternal . Based on his own 

understanding of theology, Sp i no za obviously feels that the 

Jews' election was temporal , but he attempts to base his 

argument on Ser ipture. 20 He quotes several passages11 to show 

how the prophets warned that improper behavior would cause the 

destruction of the commonwealth and the end of the 

19 Ibid, pp.46-49 

w Ibid, pq.54. Remember, one of the goals of the Theological­
Political Iractate is to argue on theistic theoloqians own terms. 

ll Jeremiah 31:36, Ezekiel 20:32, Leviticus 18:27 , Zephaniah 
3:12-13 
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"specialness" of the Jews. 22 He therefore concludes that 

At the present time, therefore , there is absolutely 
nothing which the Jews can arrogate to themselves beyond 
other people.n 

The Jews, therefore, were chosen, but only in a very specific 

sense and only for a Epecif ic period of time - in terms of 

their social structure and particular laws while their 

commonwealth lasted. 

Given Spinoza's analysis of the election of the Jews, the 

tack that he ~ill take towards explaining the status of the 

ritual law should be fairly obvious. :n the first place, 

consistent with his theology, there is no way that God 

actually spoke to Moses and ordered him to institute the 

ceremonial law. Rather, Moses was a prophet, and as such 

Koses played two roles - to teach the Di vine law2' and to 

teach proper laws for right living. These latter laws, 

however , are temporal , and have nothing to do with God -

rather, they have to d o with i nsuring public security and well 

22 The Theological-Political Tractate, pp . 54-55 

n Ibid, pq.55. It should be noted that Spinoza is guilty 
here of the same thing he accuses theistic theologians of - of 
arguing over interpretation of the text. Many parts of the Bible 
{Genesis 17 and Deuteronomy 29 to name just two) seem to make it 
pretty clear that the covenant is an eternal one . The real reason 
Spinoza feels that the election of the Jews is temporal and bound 
only to their social system is that it is inconsistent with his 
theology for it to be otherwise, but since he's trying to use the 
other side's own ammunition, he is forced into his own version of 
personal interpretation. Its not so much that he is incorrect, but 
that there are other Biblical passages that mitigate against what 
he is saying, and he conveniently ignores those. 

This subject will be taken up below . 
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being. 

Spinoza begins his discourse by poi nt ing out that the 

Jews must have had spec1al laws, because it is exactly because 

of these special laws that the Jews c an be considered to be 

chosen by God.u The purpose of ceremon ies then, is not to 

teach the Divine l aw , but to provide for an orderly societ y. 

Moses, as lawgiver, realized the necessity of having laws, and 

therefore ordained them , but he put them in the guise of 

religious doctrine so that the masses would follow them, since 

the masses cannot be trusted to reason out the basis of ethics 

and right conduct like the true philosopher can. 26 As he did 

with prophecy , miracles and c hosenness, Spinoza attempts to 

prove his conclusions from Ser ipture, but once again his 

conclusions really come out of his own theology. Spinoza 

explains his logic in the following manner 

We may also learn from the Bi b le that ceremonies are 
no valid aid to blessedness, but only have reference to 
the temporal prosperity of the kingdom ; for the rewards 
promised for their obser vance are merely temporal 
advantages and delight s , blessedness being reserv ed for 
the universal Divine law. In all the f ive books commonly 
attributed to Moses nothi ng is promised, as I have said, 
beyond temporal benefits ... Though many moral precepts 
besides ceremonies are contained in these five books , 
they appear not as moral doctrines universa l to all men, 
but as commands especially adapted to the understanding 
and character of the Hebrew people, and as having 
reference only to the welfare of the kingdom. For 
instance , Moses does not teach the Jews as a prophet not 
to kill or steal, but gives these commandments solely as 
lawgi ver and judge; he does not reason out doctrine, but 
affixes for its non-observance a penalty which may 

The Theological-Political Tractate, pg . 47 

See chapter 6. 
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and very properly does vary in different nat ions. n 

If the above i s i ndeed true, why then does the ceremoni a l 

l aw contain so many rituals and holidays that do not seem to 

be i ntimately connected t o statecraft? Spinoza provides two 

a nswers to this question: to inculcate piety and to control 

the masses. Spinoza explains the first with regard to the 

patriarchs 

As to the fact that the patriarchs o ffered 
sacrifices, I thi nk they did so for the purpose of 
stimulating their piety, for their minds had been 
accustomed from childhood to the idea of sacrifice ... and 
thus they found in sacrifice their most powerful 
incentive. 

The patriarchs, then, did not sacrifice to God at 
the bidding of a Divi ne r i ght, or as taught by the basis 
of the Divine law, but simply in accordance with the 
custom of the time .. . 13 

In other words, rituals have a psychological value, and help 

to make concrete for people abstract i deas that they might 

have. And , in the c ase of those who are not capable of 

forming abstract ideas, ritual serves an even more critica l 

function. As Sp inoza begins his exposition 

T7 

The formation of society serves not o nly for 
defensive purposes, but is also very useful, and, indeed, 
absolutely necessary, as render i ng possible the division 
of labor. If men did not render mutual ass i stance to 
each other, no one would have either the skill or the 
time to provide for h i s own sustenance and preservation: 
for all men are not equal ly apt for al l work, and no one 
would be capable of preparing all that he individually 
stood in need of ... N 

The Theologic al-Political Tractate, pg .70 

Ibid , pp. 72-7 3 

~ Note the similarity to Kaplan's view of the i mportance of 
society. 
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Now if men were so constituted by nature that they 
desired nothing but what is designated by true reason, 
society would obviously have no need of laws: it would be 
sufficient to inculcate true moral doctrines; and men 
would freely, without hesitation, act in accordance with 
their true interests. But human nature is framed in a 
different fashion: every one, indeed, seeks his own 
interest, but does not do so in accordance with the 
dictates of sound reason, for most men's ideas of 
desirability and usefulness are guided by their fleshly 
instincts and emotions , which take no thought beyond the 
present and the immediate object . Therefore, no society 
can exist without government, and force, and laws to 
restrain and repress men's desires and immoderate 
impulses ... He (Moses) then, by the Divine virtue he 
possessed, made laws and orqained them for the people, 
taking the greatest care that they would be obeyed 
willingly and not through fear . . . Moses, therefore, by his 
virtue and the Divine command, introduced a religion, so 
that the people might d o their duty from dcvccion rather 
than fear. Further, he bound them over by b~nefits, and 
prophesied many advantages in the future; nor were bis 
laws very severe , as anyone may see for himself, 
especia lly i f he remarks the number of cir cumstances 
necessary in order to procure the conviction of an 
accused person ... Lastly ... he left nothing to the free 
choice of individuals; the people could do nothing but 
remember the law, and follow the ordinances laid down at 
the good pleasure of their ruler ... 

Thi s, then, was the object of the ceremonial law, 
that men should do nothing of their own free will, but 
should always act under external authority , and should 
continually confess by their actiona and thoughts that 
they were not their own masters, but were entirely under 
the control of others. ~ 

The reason Moses had to resort to religion is the following 

... the deduction of conclusions from general truths 
a priori, usually requires a long chain of arguments, 
and, moreover, very great caution, acuteness, and self­
restraint - qualities which are not often met with; 
therefore people prefer to be taught by experience rather 
than deduce their conclusion from a few axioms, and set 
them out in loqical order. Whence it follows , that if 
anyone wishes to teach a doctrine to a whole nation (not 
to speak of the whole hwnan race), and to be understood 
by all men in every particular, he will seek to support 
his teaching with experience, and will endeavour to suit 
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his reasonings and the definitions of his doctrines as 
far as possible to the understanding of the common 
people, who form the majority of mankind ... Otherwise he 
writes only for the learned - that is, he will be 
understood by only a small proportion of the human r~ce. 

All Scripture was written primarily for an entire 
people, and secondarily for the whole human race; 
therefore its contents must necessarily be adapted as far 
as possible to the understanding of the masses , and 
proved only by examples drawn from experience ... 

It is now, I think, suffici ently clear what persons 
are bound to believe in the scripture narratives, and in 
what degree they are so bound, for it evidently 
follows ... that the knowledge of and belief in them is 
particularly necessary to the masses whose intellect is 
not capable of perceiving things clearly and 
distinctly . 31 

Because of the above, Scripture is useful as far as it goes, 

but two c ritical points must be remembered . The first is that 

s i nce Scripture is directed toward the masses, and its primary 

purpose is obedience and not knowledge, it does not really 

matter whether one accepts the doctrine or not. What really 

matters is obedience to the Divine l aw (see below) , and it 

doesn 't really matter how one comes to that obedrence. For 

some it will be through reason, for others through Scripture, 

but the effect, not the cause, is what matters.n The second 

i s that since the ceremonial law's only purpose was to create 

and maintain the Jewish commonwealth, the destruction of the 

commonwealth has rendered the ceremonial law invalid. Spinoza 

is clear on this when he says 

)I 

... therefore they [the ceremonial laws) were only 

Ibid, pp.77-78 
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and 

valid whi le that kingdom lasted. 0 

... the Jews themselves were not bound to practise 
their ceremonial observances after the destruction of 
their kingdom ... ~ 

It is important to note that Spinoza has nothing against one 

practicing the ceremon ial law (after all , if it will still 

help the masses to obey the true Divine law then they should) 

but he simply can see no real reason for it. The point of it 

was to guarantee security and cooperation, and modern 

societies possess other means for ensuring these goals. It 

not so much that it is wrong to obey the ceremonial law , as it 

is superfluous. 3s 

Having removed from Scripture the authority of prophecy, 

miracles and the revealed law, it is fair to ask of Spinoza 

how he can maintain that Scripture is still to be considered 

Divine and sacred. For Spinoza , the answer is easy, for 

Scripture is Divine insofar as it t~aches the true religion 

and leads to proper conduct. In Spinoza's words 

Ibid, pg.69 

Ibid, pg.72 

" However, if one uses the "divinity" of the ceremonial law 
to harass people or to stifle free thought (as the Amsterdam Jewish 
community did to Spinoza), then the ceremonial law becomes 
dangerous and should be actively rejected and fought against . In 
other words, one bas the freedom to obey the ceremonial la"' on 
one's own if one wishes to, but one does not have the freedom to 
impose obedience on someone else who does not wish it, although 
Spinoza will waffle on this point a little when he comes to the 
discussion of the right of the state to impose a state religion 
{see below) . 
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I think I have shown now sufficiently in what 
respect Scripture should be accounted sacred and 
Divine ... in other words , (teaching) religion, universal 
and catholic to the whole human r5ce ... teaching that the 
true way of life consists, not in ceremonies, but in 
charity, and a true heart, and calling it indifferently 
God's Law and God's Word . .. 

There are , then three causes for the Bible 's being 
called the Word of God: because it teaches true religion , 
of which God is the eternal founder; because it narrates 
predictions of future events as though they were decrees 
of God (thereby recognizing the necessity of things - my 
addition); because its actual authors generally perceived 
things not by their ordinary natural faculties, but by a 
power peculiar to themselves, and introduced these things 
perceived , as told them Dy God (in the manner described 
for prophecy above - my addition) ... 

We can thus easily see how God can be said to be the 
author of the Bible: it is because of the true religion 
therein contai ned , and not because He wished to 
communicate to men a certain number of books . ~ 

Because Scripture serves these vital functions, it j& 

important , as Spinoza stresses again and again 

... I would expressly state (though I have said it 
before ) that I consider the utility and the need for Holy 
Scripture or Revelation to be very great. For as we 
cannot perceive by the natural light .of reason that 
simple obedience is the path of salvation, and are taught 
by revelation only that it is so by the special grace of 
God, which our reason cannot attain, it follows that the 
Bible has brought a very great consolation to man.kind. 
Al l are able to obey, whereas there are but very few, 
compared with the aggreqate of humanity, who can acquire 
the habit of virtue under the unaided guidance of reason . 
Thus if we had not the testimony of Scripture, we should 
doubt of the salv ation of nearly all men . 37 

Of course, by salvation Spinoza means his c oncept of 

blessedness , as discussed in chapter 6. 

Since Spinoza has mentioned the true religion over and 

over again , it is also fair to ask what the true religion is. 

37 
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For Spinoza, the answer is simple. The true religion i s 

obeying the Divine law. 38 The Divine law simply consists of 

t wo things - to love God, a nd to obey God, which simply means 

to love one's neighbor. ~ From the nature of th i s Divine law, 

Spinoza can draw several conclusions, most of which are 

evident from the above discussions. As he says 

l9 

As the love of God is man ' s highest happiness and 
blessedness, and the ultimate end and aim of all human 
actions, it follows that he alone lives by the Divine law 
who loves God not from ~ear of punishment, or from love 
of any other object ... but solely because he has knowledge 
of God, or is conv i nced that the knowledge and love of 
God is the highest good. The sum and chief precept, 
then, of the Divine law is to love ~o~ as the highest 
good .. . The idea of God lays down the rule that God is our 
highest good - in other words , that the knowledge and 
love of God is the ultimate aim to which all our action 
should be directed ... 

If we consider the nature of natural Divine law as 
we have just explained it, we shall see 

I. That it is universal or common to all men, for 
we have deduced it from universal human nature. 

II . That it does not depend on the truth of any 
historical narrative whatsoever ... Still, though the truth 
of histories cannot give us the knowledge and love of 
God , I do not deny that reading them is very useful with 
a view to life in the world, for the more we have 
observed and known of men's customs and circumstances, 
which are best revealed by their actions, the more warily 
we shall be able to order our lives among them, and so 
far as reason dictates to adapt our actions to their 
dispositions. 40 

III. We see that this natural Divine law does not 
demand the performance of ceremonies - that is, actions 
in themselves indifferent, which are called good from the 
fact of their institution, or actions symbolizing 
something profitable for salvation, or actions of which 
the meaning surpasses human understanding ... 

IV. Lastly, we see that the highest reward of the 

Ibid, pq.59 

Ibid, pq.176 

Note the uncanny similarity to Kaplan's position . 
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Divine law is the law itself, namely , to know God and to 
love Him of our free choice, and with an undivided and 
fruitful spirit; while its penalty is the abscence of 
these things, and being in bondage to the flesh - that 
is, having an inconstant and wavering spirit. 41 

Having explained the divine law, Spinoza can then state the 

precepts of the true religion as he sees it 

To the universal religion, then, belong only such 
dogmas as are absolutely required in order to attain 
obedience to God, and without which such obedience would 
be impossible; as for the rest, each man - seeing that he 
is the best judge of his own character - should adopt 
whatever he thinks best adapted to strengthen his love of 
justice ... ! have now no further fear in enumerating the 
dogmas of universal faith or the fundamental dogmas of 
the whole of Scripture ... 

I. That God or a Supreme Bejng exists, sovereignly 
just and merciful, the Exemplar of the true life; that 
whosoever is ignorant of or disbelieves in His existence 
cannot obey Him or know Him as a Judge. 

II. That He is One. Nobody will dispute that this 
doctrine is absolutely necessary for entire devotion, 
admiration, and love towards God. For devotion, 
admiration, and love spring from the superiority of one 
over all else. 

III. That He is omnipresent, or that all things are 
open to Hi m, for if anything could be supposed to be 
concealed from Him, or to be unnoticed by Him , we might 
doubt or be ignorant of the equity of His judgement as 
directing all things . 

IV. That He has supreme right and dominion over all 
things, and that He does nothing under compulsion, but by 
His absolute fiat and grace. All things are bound to 
obey Him, he is not bound to obey any. 

V. That the worship of God consists only in justice 
and charity, or love towards one's neighbour . 

VI. That all those, and those only, who obey God by 
their manner of life are saved; the rest of mankind, who 
live under the sway of their pleasures, are lost. If we 
did not believe this, there would be no reason for 
obeying God rather than pleasure. 

VII. Lastly, that God forgives the sins of those 
who repent. No one is free from sin, so that without 
this belief all would despair of salvation, and there 
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would be no reason for believing in the mercy of God ... '1 

It is important to point out that what Spinoza means by the 

above are the things already enumerated in the earlier 

chapters on Spinoza's concept of God and soteria; for example, 

by salvation, he means blessedness, and by God being 

omnipresent, he is talking about the one substance of the 

universe that exists ever}"#here. Thus, even though he appears 

to be using tradition~l theological terms and categories, he 

really means them in the specific way that he understands 

them, not the way that they are tradit i ordlly used. This, 

then, is the true religion, and i nsofar as Scripture teaches 

it , Scripture is Divine and sacred . 

Sine~ the true religion i s the only religion that 

matters, it is evident that Spinoza is not going to approve of 

any attempts to force doctrine onto anyone. His philosophical 

position demands freedom of re l igi on , and this is exactly what 

he advocates. He has this to say about faith and its relation 

to the true religion 

and 

4J 

... it is plain to everyone that the Bible was not 
written and disseminated only for the learned, but for 
men of every age and race; wherefore we may rest assured 
that we are not bound by ScripturaL command to believe 
anything beyond what is absolutely necessary for 
fulfilling its main precept.~ 

Furthermore, faith is not affected, whether we hold 

Ibid, pp.186-187 
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that God i s omnipresent essentially or potentially; that 
He directs all things by absolute fiat, or by the 
necessity of His nature; that He dictates laws like a 
prince, or that He sets them forth as eternal truths ; 
that man obeys Him by virtue of free will, or by virtue 
of the necessity of the Divine decree; lastly, that the 
reward of the good and the punishment of the wicked is 
natural or supernatural: these and such like questions 
hav e no bearing on faith, except in so far as they are 
used as means to give us license to sin more, or to obey 
God less. I will go further, and maintain that every man 
is bound to adapt these dogmas to his own way of 
thinking, and to interpret them according as he feels 
that he can give them his fullest and most unhesitating 
assent, so that he may the more easily obey God with his 
whole heart .... 

It is interesting to note that Spinoza even defends the right 

of someone to disagree with him . Spinoza is sure tha~ he is 

correct, but if someone else wants to believe in a 

supernatural Deity, that is f ine with h im (even though they 

are merely being superstitious) , as long as they meet the acid 

test for obeying the true religion - that of acting decently 

and charitably . Spinoza can do this because he sees a marked 

difference between philosophy and faith - philosophy seeks 

true knowledge, while faith merely inspires people to obey 

God . 45 Therefore, the private opinions a person holds are 

irrelevant , as long as a person's acts are in accord with the 

Divine law and the true religion. As Spinoza says 

4S 

... we ... must maintain that a man is pious or impious 
in his beliefs only in so far as he is thereby i ncited to 
obedience, or derives from them license to sin and rebel. 
If a man, by believing what is true, becomes rebellious, 
his creed is impious; if by believing what is false he 
becomes obedient, his creed is pious; for the true 
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knowledge of God comes not by commandment, but by Divine 
gift. God has required nothing from man but a knowledge 
of His Divine justice and charity, and that not as 
necessary to scientific acruracy, but to obedience . ~ 

And, since religion is a private matter that effects only an 

individua l's thoughts 

... as men's haoits of mind differ, so that some more 
readily embrace one form of faith, some another , for what 
moves one to pray may move another only to scoff, I 
conclude, in accordance with what has gone before, that 
everyone should be free to choose for himself the 
foundations of his creed, and that faith should be judged 
only by its fruits; each would then obey God freely with 
his whole heart , while nothing wou l d be publicly honored 
save justice and charity.n 

For someone who takes this positio~, however, Spinoza 

does an incredible (and illogical ) about face. Perhaps i t is 

because he just wanted to be left alone and to avoid 

persecution, but Spinoza actually defends the right of a state 

to have a state religion! After a long discussion of the 

dangers of a church that has political power« , Spinoza then 

says that the sovereign of a state has the right to impose a 

state religion. To his credit, however, Spinoza is very 

careful to insist that only the sovereign CD.Qt a particular 

church) has t.he righ t to impose this religion, and then only 

in outward form. In other words , for the sake of public peace 

and well-being, the sovereign may impose certain rites and 

outward demonstrations of piety, but even the sovereign may 

47 
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not impose dogma on the populace. Not only is such imposition 

philosophically immoral, it is also practically impossible.'9 

Spinoza explains this in the following way 

I wish, however, first tu point out that religion 
acquires its force solely from the decrees of the 
sovereign. God has no special kingdom among men except 
in so far as He reigns through temporal rulers. 
Moreover, the rites of religion and the outward 
observances of piety should be in accordance with the 
public peace and well-being, and should therefore be 
determined by the sovereign power a lone. I speak here 
only of the outward observances of piety and the external 
rites of rel iqion, not of piety itself, nor of the inward 
worship of God, nor the means by which the mind is 
i nwardly led to do homage to God in singleness of heart. 
Inward worship of God and piety in itself are within the 
sphere of everyone's private rights, and cannot be 
alienated . .so 

Thus the state may legitimately impose a state religion, 

concerned with behavior, but it may not in any way infringe 

upon the right of an individual to freedom of thought. 

This nearly completes the discussion of Spinoza's views 

on the Bible, chosenness, r i tual and religion. All that 

remains is to point out something that some scholars of 

Spinoza (especially Allison) seem to have missed. Because 

Spinoza ment ions Christ (as a teacher of the true religion, 

similar to Moses) a lot in his work, and spends most of his 

time discussing the Old Testament, some seem to think that 

Spinoza was . limiting his criticism of religion to .Judaism 

alone. This is far from the case, as just a few citations 

49 How can one legislate a person 's internal thoughts? This 
is one of Spinoza' a primary objections to dogma in the first place . 
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will show. Spinoza held any religion caught in the grip of 

superstition in contempt and he considered Judaism, 

Christianity and Islams1 equally guilty. Here is what he had 

to say concerning the other western rP.ligions 

As for Christian rites, such as baptism, the Lord's 
Supper, festivals, public prayers, and any other 
observances which are, and always have been, common to 
all Chr i stendom, if they were instituted by Christ or His 
Apostles (which is open to doubt ) , they were instituted 
as external signs of the universal church, and not a.s 
having anything to do with blessedness, or possessing any 
sanctity in themselves. Therefore, though such 
ceremonies were not ordained for the sake of upholding 
a government , they were ordained for the preservation of 
a soci ety , and acco rd i ngly he who l ives alone is not 
bound by them: nay, those who live i u a c ountry where the 
Christian r eligion i s forbidden , are bound to abstain 
from suc h rites 1 and c an none the less l ive in a state o f 
blessedness . Sl 

and , in a letter t o Burgh" 

... When you were sane, if I am nut mistaken, you 
used to worship an infinite God, by whose power all 
things absolutely come into being , and are preserved: but 
now you dream of a Prince, an enemy of God, who, against 
the will of God, misleads and deceives most men (for good 
men are rare ), whom God consequently delivers up to this 
master of vices to be t o rtured for al l eternity. Thus 
divine justice permi ts the Devil to deceive men with 
imputiny, but does not permit the men who have been 

si He probably felt this way about any other religions that he 
knew about who claimed to teach the truth in the form of religious 
dogmas, but the three western religions are the only ones he 
mentions by name. He felt the greatest sympathy for certain 
liberal Protestant religions, but only because they were closest to 
what he considered to be the true religion. The fact that he 
really didn't approve of any of them is evidenced by the fact that 
when he was offered a professorship at the University of Heidelberg 
in 1673 on the condition that he convert to ProtestantislD , he 
refused. 

Sl The Theological-Political TrACtate, pq.76 

53 Burgh was a correspondent of Spinoza who converted to Roman 
Catholicis• and then cballenqed Spinoza to follow suit. 

162 



miserably deceived and misled by this same Devil to go 
unpunished. 

These absurdities miqht still be tolerated if you 
worshipped a God infinite and eternal, and not one whom 
Chastillon in the town of Tienen, as it is called by the 
Dutch, gave with imputiny to the horses to eat. And do 
you, unhappy one, weep for me? ... o brainless youth, who 
has bewitched you, so that you believe that you swallow 
the biqhest and the eternal , and that you hold it in your 
intestines? .•• 

The order of the Roman Church, which you so qreatly 
praise, I confess, is politic and lucrative to many. I 
should think that there was none more suited to deceive 
the people and to constrain the minds of men, were there 
not the order of the Mahomedan Church which far surpasses 
it. For from the time that this superstition began there 
have arisen no schisms in their Church.~ 

Spinoza attacks the other western religions in other places, 

bttt the point is made - in so far as the Holy Writings of a 

religion (the New Testament and the Quran) teach the true 

religion, they are sacred, but in so far as they teach 

superstition, they can be ignored . ss 

This concludes the discussion of Spinoza's attitude 

towards re 1 ig ion and its attendant teach in gs . Cons is tent with 

his God concept and his naturalistic approach, Spinoza holds 

that Scripture teaches nothing of true knowledge, and 

mistakenly attributes to the supernatural what must be 

understood in a naturalistic way. Scripture is a human 

prbduct, and as such can be flawed. It can also be studied 

like any other product of the natural world. Its doctrines 

and rituals only exist for purposes of statecratt_, and as such 

its rites have lonq out<j.rown their significance. The only 

Tbe correspondence of Spinoza, pp.352-354 
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real value to Scripture is that it teaches the true religion 

and inculcates obedience, effects that can be realized either 

through philosophy or faith, ~ith neither one affecting the 

other. Since all religious dogmas besides those of the true 

religion are superstition, freedom of thought must be allowed 

to every individual , while the only accurate way to determine 

whether a person is pious or not is to look at their acts and 

see whether they are good or bad. All this follows logically 

from Spinoza's concept of God , but the most interesting thing 

is how Kaplan, starting from a completely different view of 

God, will arrive at very many of the same conclusions - a 

topic that will be taken up in the next chapter . 
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Chapter 9 : Kaplan on Bible . Chosenness and Ritual 

Kaplan, like Spinoza, faces the challenge of giving the 

Bible and its doctrines meaning in a naturalistic universe. 

Since there is no supernatura l Deity who cou ld have revealed 

His wi ll, Kap l an naturally holds the view that the Bible is a 

human document, and that it is therefore subj ect to study and 

criticism. In fact , Kaplan's entire justificat ion for the 

reconstructionist enterprise is that the old structure of 

belief i n a supernatural reality is simply untenable to the 

modern mind. ' Kaplan faces a greater challenge than Spinoza 

however , for where Spinoza is content to affirm the value of 

Scripture while throwing out the ent ire dogmatic and r i tual 

structure associated with it (thereby advocat i ng the true 

religion as the only necessary religion), Kaplan i s determined 

to save Judaism as a unique and viable religion . In order to 

do this , Kaplan must come up with ~ reason why the Bible and 

Jewish ritual are still important in a way that won't 

compromise his basic theological and epistemological approach. 

Kaplan feels he has done this , and essential to his 

formulation is his conception of Jewish peoplehood. 

That peoplehood will form the basis of Kaplan's approach 

should not be surprising. As should be clear by now, Kaplan's 

whole approach is psychosocial , and this approach requires 

that a social group be present. For Judaism, this social 

See chapter 3 . 
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group cons ists of J ews , and therefore the ide.a of J ewish 

peoplehood assumes paramount importance. Using th is concept , 

Kap lan will arrive at a fot-m of dynamic Judaism, in which the 

Jewish people's interaction with t heir tradition will fot111 a 

modern Juda ism f or the present day. The best way to see how 

Kaplan does this is to go t hrough his argument step by step , 

a fter which it will be evaluated. 

Kaplan begins h is argument by defining what it is he 

means by peoplehood. What follows is a selection of what he 

has to say on the subject 

The Jew's re l ig ion i s but one element in his life 
t hat is challenged by the present environment . .. Put more 
specifically, this [saving the otherness of Jewish life ] 
means that apart from the life which, as a c i tizen , the 
Jew shares with the non-Jews, h i s life should consist of 
certain social relationships to maintain, cultural 
i nterests to foster, activities to engage in , 
organizations to belong to, amenities to conform to , 
moral and social standards to live up to as a Jew . All 
this c onstitutes the element of otherness. Judaism as 
otherness is thus something far more comprehensive than 
Jewish rel igion. I t includes that nexus of a history, 
literature , language, social organization , folk 
sanctions, standards of conduct, social and spiritual 
ideals, and esthetic values which in their totality form 
a civilization . .. the term " civi l ization" is usually 
applied to the accumulation of knowledge, skills, tools , 
arts, literatures, laws , religions, and philosophies 
which stands between man and external nature and which 
serves as a bulwark against the hostility of forces that 
would otherwise destroy him ... A civilization i s not a 
deliberate creation . It is as spontaneous a growth as 
any living organism. Once it exists it can be guided and 
directed, but its existence must be determined by the 
imperative of a national tradi tion and the will to live 
as a nation . Civilization arises not out of planned 
cooperation but out of centuries of i nevitable living, 
working, and striving toqether ... The process cannot wait 
until the child reaches the age of choice. Civi lizations 
live by the inherent right to direct the child into their 
ways. It is only thus that the whole course of human 
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2 

3 

development has been made possible. 1 

Ethnic consciousness, or the sense of peoplehood, 
functions through the medium of a living civilization, 
which is an organic ensemble of the following cultural 
elements having their rootage in a specific territory: a 
common tradition, a common language and literature, 
history, laws, customs, and folkways, with religion as 
the i ntegrating and soul-giving factor of those elements. 
To this ensemble must be added an active leadership which 
is concerned with translating that tradition into a means 
of serving the essential needs of all who are identified 
with the people. The foremost amo~q those are : being 
wanted and having something to be proud of. 

An ethnic consciousness is thus coextensive with a 
unit of civilization. An ethnic consciousness is a group 
soul , the body of which is the particular civilization 
through which it functions. Both the consciousness and 
its body, or vehicle , are distinctively human c reations. 
They exist as two aspects of a manifold of specific 
living realities known as peoples . Neither ethnic 
consciousness nor civilization exists merely in the 
abstract . .. These considerations should help us to see 
each of the various elements of a civilization in a new 
light - as the highest manif estation of human 1 ife 
struggl i ng to live.l 

What the Jewish people should mean to the individual 
Jew may be i llustrated by the famous answer given by 
George Malory, one of the greatest mountain climbers, 
when asked why he wanted to climb Everest . He simply 
replied, "Because it is there . " Likewise when we are 
asked, "Why remain Jews?" the only reason we should feel 
called upon to give is: "Because the Jewish people is 
here and we are part of it." Unless we feel that to 
belong to the Jewish people is a high spiritual 
adventure which has intrinsic value regardless of 
consequences and practical ends, our Jewishness is 
tantamount to the interest of casual tourists in foreign 
countries. 

since the Jewish people is indispensable to the Jew 
as a huaan person, and since it has always given hi• the 
feeling of being in rapport with God, identification with 
the Jewish people provides Jewish religion with the 
indispenaable di•ension of the mystical . On the face of 
it, nothing should seem more obvious, yet it is the very 
obviousness that seems to have led many a Jewish thinker 
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and theologian to develop a blind spot for the mystic 
character of this self-identification with the Jewish 
people. They seem to see in it only the socio­
psychological significance which the non-Jewish social 
scientist, as an outsider, can see in it. But if they 
would stop to consider for one moment the entire regimen 
of Jewish religious practice and ritual and note the 
extraordinary fact that the individual Jew never takes 
part in them without associating himself with the whole 
house of Israel, they would begin to sense the extent to 
which this association with the Jewish people i s not 
merely a socio-psychological, but a definitely mystical , 
experience.• 

Peoplehood is that social structure of a society 
from the most primitive to the most advanced, including 
government, econdiny, culture, and religion, which 
provides through those organizations and institutions the 
necessary conditions for salvation, or the self­
fulfillment of the i ndividua l. l 

The Jewish People, which constitutes the common 
unifying objective, is not merely the body of men, women 
and children who are our contemporaries. It is the 
succession of generations that have known themselves as 
in a continuous line not merely of physical, but also of 
spiritual, descent . It has thus satisfied and can 
continue to satisfy the natural yearning, not so much for 
an identifiable physical ancestry as for an identifiable 
spiritual ancestry. These facts about Jewish people.hood 
bring to light the need for some new emphases. 6 

Several conclusions can be drawn from Kaplan's explanation. 

First off, a civilization is inherently valuable to its 

members. Consistent with his epistemological approach , Kaplan 

argues that a Jew can no more be separated from the Jewish 

civilization than up from down or right from left. Being born 

a Jew implies lDembership in the Jewish civilization, with said 

civilization helping to form the very personality o f the 

6 
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individual. In the second place, the Jewish civilization has 

an inherent right to exist, and the right to indoctrinate its 

members (especially the young) .:.n its ways. All 

civilizations, as long as they are organized around the 

principle of a chieving soteria for their members, possess 

these two fundamental rights, and the Jewish civilization is 

no exception. In the third place, civilizations are dynamic , 

and have the right to grow and evolve and change, as long as 

they do so by taking account of their past and by remaining 

focused on their objective. Kaplan does not specifically say 

so, but it is implied that if a civilization c eases tc be 

meaningful to its members , or ceases to provide soteria for 

them, then it has forfeited its right to exist. 1 And finally, 

Kaplan asserts that the Jewish civilization ~ important for 

J ews , that it gives them things no other civilization can, and 

that therefore only it can fully satisfy th~ Jews . 

Given this concept of peoplehood and his naturalistic 

bent, it i s obvious that for Kaplan the Bible and its 

doctrines (and, by extension, Rabbinic tradition) are going to 

be very important but not sacred . More exactly , the ideas and 

functions bebind the Bible and its doctrines are going to be 

sacred, but their literal truth is not . The Bible, along with 

other Jewish cultural expressions throughout the ages, should 

Thus, as mentioned in chapter 7 , Kaplan would most likely 
argue that Nazi civilization has forfeited its r i ght to exist, as 
it "involves a maladjustment of Germany to the rest of the world", 
and therefore cannot bring soteria to its members. 
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be considered the raw material from which the modern J ewish 

civilization, with the preservatio n of J ewish peoplehood as 

its goa l, is to be constructed. hccording to Kaplan, the 

Bible does not teach 1 i t eral , dogmatic truth ( as modern 

Biblical scholarship makes evident ), but rather represents the 

Jewish people 's i nit i a l struggle with creating a civilizat ion 

around the goal of salvation for its members. 

Unfortunately for the task of present i ng Kaplan's i deas 

i n a systematic manner , Kaplan is at his least systemat ic and 

at his most homiletical when it comes to his description of 

the importance of the Bible. His ideas are scattered 

throughout his works, and one, The Meaning of God in Modern 

Jewish Religion, is almost wholly dedica ted to page after page 

of reco nstruction of Bibl ical and Rabbinic tradition in line 

with Kaplan's concepts . A systematic presentation is nearly 

impossible , so what follows i s a sampling of the d ifferent 

aspects of Kaplan's conception of what Torah should mean in 

the modern day . In no particular order, these illus t rate al l 

the main i deas in his conception of Torah 

Undoubtedly the assertio n that the Ten Commandments 
were spoken by God at Sinai, taken literally, c onveys a 
fact which is in conflict with the modern man's outlook. 
But a knowledge of the workings of the ancient mind and 
of the way it was wont to report its profoundest 
experience has t aught us to pe.netrate beneath the surface 
of a tradition and to get the functional significance of 
that tradition, from the standpoint of the attitudes and 
behavior it was intended to call forth ... Suppose an 
ancient people, untutored i n philosophic speculation , bad 
the irresistible i ntuition that the ethical values 
stelllJDed from a source other than that o f individual 
expediency - by no means incredible - how could they put 
that intuition into words other than those recorded i n 
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the Jewish tradition? ... The sense of inner compul s ion 
which a highly important truth alway s carried with i t led 
the ancients to ascribe that truth to a source which 
belonged to a d ifferent dimension of being from that of 
normal experi ence . Such a source c ould only be divine 
revelation. a 

The f oremost problem in Jewish religion is h ow to 
get Jews to take the Bible seriously without taking it 
litera lly. 9 

Our first task is to identify the pragmatic 
impl ications of Torah, or the specific ways ~n which it 
has functioned hitherto in the Jewish consciousness. The 
next step i s t o ignore those i mplicat ions whic h have 
become obsolete and to elaborate and implement the rest. 
There are , in fact, on ly two implications whic h have 
become obsolete: {l) that the Pentateuch , or the Torah of 
Moses, is a supernaturally dictated text, and (2) that it 
alone is the final source of whatever is authoritative in 
Jewish life , whether in t erl!ls of law or of social 
control . On the other hand , there are far more relevant 
impl ications than obsolete ones. 10 

Torah has lifted education to the level of religion . 
It declares the transmission of the knowledge and 
experience necessary for t he achievement of salvation to 
be the most important duty wh ich God has placed upon both 
parents and nations. 11 

The very notion that any text written hundreds of 
years ago, at a time when the s ocia l situation was 
radically different from what it is today , can give us 
clear and valuable gu ida nce in deciding, ethically , 
issues that did not arise until recent t imes is utterly 
antagonist i c to the modern evolutionary outlook. No 
matter how we may reverenc e the authors of the biblical 
books as teachers of justice and righteousness, we cannot 
today determine what is right in the ethical problems 
that come before us by reference to a biblical text. 12 
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The existential reality of the Jewish people and 
certainly the religious significance of its peoplehood 
are inconceivable apart from the Bible. A Jew's relation 
to the Bible is not to be merely that of one interested 
in an ancient literature or in a collection of 
extraordinary writings . To begin with, an American Jew, 
for example, should as a Jew feel toward the Bible as he 
feels as an American toward the Declaration of 
Independence and the Federal Constitution. As these give 
being, name, and status to the American nation, so the 
Bible gives them to the Jewish people ... To take the Torah 
seriously requires, in the first place, to learn to view 
it dynamically, that is, as subject to change and 
development . The Bill of Rights, or the Amendments to 
the Federal Constitution, are what give the latter its 
dynamism . That fact has its analogy in the growth of 
Jewish law and interpretatlon since the canonization of 
the Pentateuchal Torah. Seen in this light, whatever new 
developments take place in J ewish life, in democratic 
response to new and unprecedented ch~llenges and 
emergencies, should be regarded as Torah ~nd as equally 
binding. Although Jews seem at present very far from 
adopting such an attitude toward the Torah, it represents 
an inevitable goal , if the Jewish people is to survive, 
and if Jews are to realize their peoplehood for their own 
spiritual enhancement and for that of the world. As for 
the rest of the Bible, the historic act of its 
cannonization in i tself marks that expansion of Torah 
which constitutes its dynamic character ... The edification 
which the modern Jew should derive from the Histories, 
the Books of the Prophets, the Psalms, and the books of 
Wisdom should consist not only in a heightened spiritual 
mood, but also in a deepened Jewish consciousness. 13 

Today we are in a position to perceive that the 
experience of our people was not unlike that of other 
peoples, and we are able to explain, with the aid of the 
human sciences, the origin of legal institutions and to 
trace most of the features, which are unique in any 
civilization, to specific conditioning circumstances . It 
becomes, therefore, too pretentious for us to assume that 
our Torah is the only way of life for all peoples. We 
may recognize its value as the organized effort of our 
people to realize its highest ideals, and this may make 
it truly a way of salvation for the Jewish people. No 
other doctrine and discipline can serve them as well 
because, as a matter of historic fact, no other doctrine 
and discipline developed out of the exigencies of their 
own collective life in response to their own special 

Judaism Without Supernaturalism, pp.35-36 

172 



needs and as an expression of their own collective 
purpose. 

Evaluated in this light, the Torah may still be 
considered as a divine revelation i n the sense that it 
testifies to the reality of God as the spirit that 
promotes righteousness in the world. To assert this is 
not, however, to affirm what our fathers meant when they 
spoke of Torah min hashamayim. It affirms that the Torah 
reveals God, not that God revealed the Torah. It assumes 
that the process by which the Torah actually came into 
being is divine, in the sense that it is a manifestation 
of the will to salvation or life abundant and that the 
doctrines and laws of other civilizations, being part of 
the same process, also are divine . To be sure, they are 
divine only to the extent that they actually do express 
principles which help men to l i ve well; a limitation that 
applies also to Jewish law . 

The modern Jew cannot, therefore, look to the Torah 
as a source of authority, in the sense that whatever it 
permits is right and whatever it forbids is «rong. He 
reverses the process and says: Whatever js right should 
be incorporated in our Torah, and whatever is wrong 
should be eliminated from our Torah. Inasmuch as no man 
can know , merely on the basis of personal experience, 
what is riqht and wrong i n every situation, the 
traditional standards of right and wrong cherished by our 
people, and the institutions sanctioned by the Torah as 
aids to spiritual discipline, can and should be regarded 
with reverence, and should be observed, wherever 
experience has not challenged their valic:H ty. But we 
must not cling to the standards of the past , if they work 
mischief in the present . " 

A Torah-less Judaism may hang on to life fer a 
generation or two, but its end is inevitable. Hence, our 
problem is what to do to reinstate the Torah in the life 
of the Jew. To be sure, we cannot any longer expect the 
Torah to be uti l ized by the Jew as the sole huma nizing 
and civilizing agency. We may, however, so interpret its 
scope and funct ion as to give it first place among the 
ethical and cultural influences that shape his life. Why 
limit Torah to t he study of texts, all-important as those 
texts are, when in reality Torah represents a living and 
continuing process rather than a final attainment? Torah 
should remind us of the truth that Judaism can function 
as a way of life o n ly so long as the Jew is engaged in a 
lifelong process of moral education. The duty of Torah 
should signify the duty of treating life as an art which 
it is our business to keep on perfecting. Like all arts, 
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the art of life c an be perfected only by taking thought. 
When our people will accept this larger significance of 
Torah, they will inevitably go back to the classic 
literature of the Jewish people ; for, you cannot touch 
upon any phase of the problem of life without reckoning 
with the wisdom and experience o f Israel as embodied in 
our sacred writ i ngs. 

This truth that lif eloog moral education is the 
paramount religious duty of the human being is far­
reaching enough to constitute a world mission, i f we are 
looking for one. 15 

Even if the standard we choose to live by deviates 
from the one prescribed i n the Torah, so long as that 
standard is in keeping with the fundamental purpose of 
the Torah, it is as much entitled to be considered Torah 
as the rabbinic and philosophic interpretations which 
read into the Torah a great deal that was not there. The 
only alternat ives to that procedure are either no Torah 
or some new Torah. The first alternat -:.ve is unthinkable 
because it would put an end to the J ewish people. The 
second alternative is unthinkable because it would 
destroy the spiritual continuity of the Jewish people . 
We must therefore resort to the evolutionary conception 
of the Torah as an ongoing process. 

That conception, however, is bound to appear labored 
and artifici al unless we take into account one of the 
fundamental principles of on which the Torah is based -
namely, that God is to be sought in the history of man's 
effort to learn the meaning of salvation and in the 
striving to attain it. In the light of that principle , 
the very distance we have traveled away from those 
beginnings which are recorded in the Torah should be 
treated as history of that k i nd. The slightest moral or 
spiritual advance which any law , institution, or event 
recorded in the Torah reflects should be noted as 
constituting the initial leap into a new dimension of 
human evolution. But the advance since the one recorded 
in the Torah should figure equally as Torah, for it marks 
the growth which the Jewish people has achieved in its 
efforts to apprehend the meaning of salvation and 
salvation ' s God. 16 

First, we wish to suggest that broadening the 
concept of Torah implies among other things realizing 
that we Jews have no monopoly on the wisdom of life. On 
the contrary , the wisdom which we should display as 
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synonymous with Torah should consist in our learning from 
the wisdom of all peoples , both ancient and modern, 
ac quired by them in the course of their striving for the 
fulfillment o f human destiny . .. 

Secondly, we wish to give Torah a connotation of 
directed growth and development. That is an idea or 
value wh ich is lacking in our tradition. The c apacity to 
be self-critical, t o recogni ze that Torah or education 
may have taken "a wrong direction," and that "th i s work 
of reformation is t h e business of every man while he 
lives," is essentia l not only as a means o f regenerating 
the tradition but also of perpetuati ng it . As a 
tradition succeeds in reforming or reconstructing itself 
to meet new needs of man , it acquires a new l ease on 
life. 11 

Several things should be evident in these passages. I n 

the first place , the Torah is a human document , written at 

definite times, in d e finite places and in defin ite cultura l 

contexts. Thus, it i s not infallibleu , though, accord i ng to 

Kaplan, its basic function is - the function of aff irm ing that 

the wor l d c ontains the necessary means f or salvat ion . Sipce 

it represents the earliest strivings of Israel to know God (as 

Kaplan understands God) and to achieve salvation, it i s an 

i mpo rtant document , one that should ma intain its importance to 

the modern Jew, for it gives the modern Jew valuabl e guidance 

and insight into how the quest f or salvation should be 

fulfilled. At the same time, the "text" of what is considered 

Torah needs to be expanded, to i nclude the wisdom o f other 

peoples and t o reflect new developments in Jewish thought 

throughout the ages. The Torah i s a l so an evolutionary 

11 Ibid, pq.102 

11 In fact, it is often wrong, especially when it refers to 
supernatural events and beings. 
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document, in that it serves the people rather tha n the people 

serving it. Kaplan maintains that this was always true, but 

that the change in recent times is that the Jewish people are 

now conscious of the changes they make. Since this is the 

case, Kaplan can mainta in that Torah can be added to and 

subtracted to by the Jewish people, so that they can c reate a 

Judaism they can live with. A concept of Torah is critical 

though, for Torah acts as the " constitution" of the Jewish 

people. I n Kt\plan' s opinion, a Jewish people without the 

Torah, or without a Torah that includes the Pentateuch , is 

j ust not the Jewish people. 19 So Torah is natural , but i t is 

a l so crucial . 

Having abolished the ( literal) Divine or i gin of the 

Torah and any claim to its conta ining actual truth, Kaplan 

must find a reason to justify following the ritual laws and 

practices of Judaism. Given his sociological approach , the 

answer Kaplan arrives at should not surprise anyone. Kaplan's 

argument is simply that the ritual practices of Judaism form 

the cul tural folkways that make up Jewish life. Much as an 

American celebrates Thanksgiving and watches the Super Bowl, 

or an Englishman drinks tea at 4: 00 and watches the Rugby 

World cup , the practices of Jewish life form the culture in 

which Jews move and live. Since this culture is, according to 

Kaplan, a positive one (after all, the culture is aimed at 

19 The logical problems inherent in this view of Torah will be 
taken up below. 
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helping the Jew to achi eve salvat i on and live a moral life) , 

t he folkways of the Jewish people are important and 

i nvaluable . At the same time , these folkways are not 

sacrosanct, and Jews are able to discard , modify, or keep them 

i n their entirety depend ing on their usefulness to the modern 

J ew . Kaplan e xp l a i n s h is view in the followi ng way 

10 

A pragmatic consequence of the fact that Jewish 
peoplehood is a dimension of the J ewi sh religion bears on 
the concept of mitzvot. It enables the Jew who can no 
longer accept his tradition in the form in which i t has 
come down to him so to reinter-pret that tradition as to 
render it viable. Literally unders tood, mitzvot means 
laws commanded by God. According to trad i tion,, a ll the 
613 mitzvot were a ctually dictated by God. TPat belief 
had the effect of rendering them im.mutab~e. When 
condit ions of life and thought made them obsolete, as was 
true of the entire sacrificial cult, t h e traditionalists 
had to persuade the.ms elves that those mi tzvot were merely 
s uspended for a time. When , as i n the c a.se of other 
mitzvot , the trad itional version became restrictive, 
legal fictions or sophistries were resorted to as a means 
of overcoming their restrictive charac ter . Neither 
solution could satisfy tho se for whom the mitzvot had the 
same kind of human history as the cult practices of all 
other rel igions. 

On the other hand, to resort to the secularist 
solution of abo lishing the mi tzvot al together is to 
perform a s urgical operation that mi ght kill the patient . 
A third a lternative i s to transfer them from the 
dimension of divinity to the dimension of peoplehood as 
an indispensable dimension of religion . The mitzvot 
would thus retain their imperative character , not merely 
because they are the product of collective Jewish life 
but because they point to the same cosmic or divine drive 
as that which impels man to transcend his animal 
heredity. So viewed, mitzvot have to be relevant to our 
spiritual needs. Some traditional mitzvot may become 
obsolete , some may have to be modif i ed , a nd s ome may have 
to be created anew. M 

It is of vital importance to have a significant term 
besides mitzvot for those customs which have been 
ref erred to AS "commandments pertaining to the relations 
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between man and God." A term is needed that would 
indicate a different approac h from that with which we 
come to positive law or jurisprudence. The term 
"folkways" meets that requirement ... If we were henceforth 
to designate all "commandments pertaining to the 
relations between man and God" as minhagim or "folkways," 
we would accomplish a twofold purpose. First, we would 
convey the thought that they should not be dealt with in 
a legalistic spirit, a spirit that often gives rise to 
quibbling and pettifogging. They should be dealt with as 
the very stuff of Jewish life, which should be 
experienced with spontaneity and joy, and which c an be 
modified as circumstances require. Secondly, we would 
convey the implication that not only should as many 
"commandments" or folkways as possible be retained and 
developed, but that Jewish life should be stimulated to 
evolve new and additional folkways . Folkways are the 
social practic es by wh ich a people externalizes the 
reality of its colle ctive being. The more alive the 
collective being, the more it abounds in affirmative 
folkway s ... 21 

Kaplan does not feel that such an appr oach to Jewish ritua l 

represents a radical break with tradi t ion.n As he says 

If the changes proposed for Jewish ritual are 
intended to give it vitality and freshness, there is no 
need to fear that such changes will ever lead to a 
radical break with tradit ion. Reconstructionism does no t 
wish to give a coup de grace to important rites which, in 
our day, tend to be neglec ted. On the contrary, it 
wi shes so to modify them that they would be likely to be 
revived . To reconstruct means to reaffirm, reachieve, 
reestablish. 13 

Kaplan provides a concrete example of what he is talking about 

when he discusses a possible way of looking at the dietary 

11 Judaism as a Civilization , pp . 431-433 

n Although he is wrong here - it is a radical break. There 
is all the difference in the world between viewing the law as 
commanded by God and seeing it as the cultural product of a people. 
For starters, the latter can be changed, while the former is 
immutable. 
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laws (kashrut). He says 

But if Jews are not to exaggerate the importance of 
the dietary practices, neither shoulrl they underestimate 
the effect those practices can have in making a home 
Jewish . If the dietary folkways are capable of striking 
a spiritual note in the home atmosphere, Jews cannot 
afford to disregard them. 

Once these practices lose their character as laws 
and become folkways, Jews wi l l be able to exercise better 
judgement as to the manner of their observance. There 
need not be the feeling of sin in case of occasional 
remissness, nor the self-complacency which results from 
scrupulous observance. Moreover, since the main purpose 
of these practices is to add Jewish atmosphere to the 
home, there is no reason for suffering the inconvenience 
and self-deprivation which result from a rigid adherence 
outside the home. From the standpoint urged here it 
would not be amiss for a Jew to eat freely in the house 
of a Gentile and to refra in from eating Lrr fa i n the 
house of a fellow Jew.~ 

Not surprisingly , Kaplan takes the same tack when he 

talks about public prayer, a subset of the ritual law. Prayer 

is also a folkway of the Jewish people / one of its most 

important, for it i s i n publi c worship that the Jew 

experiences the reality of God. As he expla ins 

There is a tendency nowadays to treat all religious 
ritual, and especially prayer, as the concern of the 
individual. This tendency should not be taken too 
seriously. Worship is too deeply rooted in the social 
nature of the human being to be easily discarded. So 
long as a people will have holidays and festivals to 
commemorate the events in its career, to recall its 
victories and to confirm its strivings, the institution 
of public worship will remain. Public worship is a means 
of giving a people that collective consciousness which 
unifies its life and integrates all of its individuals 
into an organized totality . Though its form may change, 
it is certain that before long it will be reinstated in 
all normally functioning civilizations ... 

Public worship is far from incompatible with the 
modern outlook on life. It has far more exalted uses 
than that of setting in motion forces that might fulfill 
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one's private desires. Those uses go together with a 
conception of God whi ch precludes the magica l 
consequences of offering praises addressed to Him . 
Likewise, the authoritarian aspect of ritualism is no 
longer tenable , for it can no longer be believed that, in 
order to be effective, worship must take on the form laid 
down by authority , and that the least departure from it 
is heresy and rebellion. A certai n element of uniformity 
is necessary, because it is the very purpose of worship 
to arouse a feeling o f common consciousness. But to make 
uniformit y an i ndispensabl e requisite of worship negates 
spontaneous self-express ion ... 

Public worship meets t wo e ssentia l needs of human 
nature: the need for selecting and retaining those 
aspec ts of reality that make life signific ant , and the 
need for i dentifying oneself "'1ith a community wh,ich 
aspires to make life significant . Public worship meets 
this twofold need , because it affirms this meaning of 
life and the primacy of its moral and spiritual values, 
and because it gives reality, pur pose, and self­
consciousness to the collective spirit of a people. The 
usual o b jection to the traditional liturgy is that it 
abounds in endless praises of the Deity. But even that 
ob jection c an b e easily overruled . Only a philistine 
literal ism can miss the poetic beauty and majesty of the 
traditional type of hymnologies. Primitive man, no 
doubt, resorted to prais i ng his deity as a means of 
elici ting favors from him . But in the higher 
civilizat ions, when the pious sang praises to God they 
gave utterance t o the i neffable deljght they derived from 
communion with Him. The modern equivalent of that 
experience is a g limpse into life's unity, c reativity , 
and worthwhileness. To articulate that experience in the 
midst of a worshipping throng is a spiritual 
necessity of the normal man. He needs it as a means of 
aff irming the meaning of life and of renewing h i s 
spirit.u 

u Judaism as a Civil ization , pp.346-347. Kaplan was as good 
as his word here. The Reconstructionist prayerbook contains 
virtually exactly the tradit i onal Sabbath service, except in two 
areas: (1) a few places where alternative , optional readings have 
been provided (usually another Biblical passage with the same theme 
but different lanquage), and (2) places where things directly 
contradictory to Reconstructionist ideology are mentioned . Thus 
there is no mention of the Messiah , of Jewish Chosenness, or of 
punishment for disobeying the law - otherwise, the prayerbook is 
identical to the Orthodox one (The blessing after the reading of 
the Torah, for instance, still mentions "who plants within us 
eternal life", albeit with a totally different understanding). 
Kaplan felt that he was doing noth i ng revolut ionary , but the 
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Thus folkways and ritual (including prayer) are vital to the 

happiness and survival of a people, and thus Jewish l aw, 

understood properly, becomes ~he medium from which the 

folkways of the Jewish people are drawn. 

It should be obvious from all that has been said about 

Kaplan's thought up to this point that there is no way he is 

going to accept the doctrine that the J ews are a chosen 

people . To Kaplan, the doctrine o f chosenness contradicts a ll 

that he believes about thL func t ion of religion and the idea 

of God . The doctrine o f chosenness comes out of a completely 

unreliable s ource and exists because of a God i dea that he 

simply does not s hare. Thus for Kaplan the d octrine of 

chosenness should just s i mply be discarded. As he explains it 

Despite the tendency in certain quarters to cons i der 
ideas as mere by-products of the interplay of blind 
soc ial and economic forces and to regard reason as a mere 
rationalization of instinctive passions and desires, we 
Jews must insist on clear and foi:thr ight thought as 
indispensable . We must strive to overcome the inertia 
which keeps us chained to a thought-world entirely alien 
to the modern spirit. There is as much difference 
between our universe of discourse and that in which our 
fathers lived before the Emancipation, as between the 
modern mind-picture of the physical universe and the one 
which prevailed until Copernicus proved that the earth 
moves around the sun. Just as, in ancient times, men 
thought that the earth was the center of the universe, 
and that their own homes, being equidistant on all sides 
from the horizon, were the center of the earth, so our 
fathers, in pre-modern times , regarded the drama of hWllan 
life as exhausting the whole meaning of creation , and the 
Jewish people as the hero in that drama, with all other 
nations merely the supporting cast. 

The idea of Israel as the chosen people, must, 
therefore , be understood as belonging to a thought-world 
which we no longer inhabit. rt fits in with a set of 

Orthodox certainly did - they excommunicated him for itt 
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ideas that were congruous and rational enough in their 
day. But it can no longer help us to understand 
relations, or to orient ourselves to conditions, as they 
exist today . The very notion that a people can for all 
time be the elect of God implies an epic or dramatic 
conception of history , a history predetermi ned in form 
and aim. Nowadays for any people to call itself "chosen" 
is to be quilty of self-infatuation. It is paradoxical 
for the J ewish people to be collectively quilty o f self­
infatuation, when individually s o many Jews are guilty of 
self-hate ... the doctrine of the chosen people, whatever 
validit~ it may have had in t he past, is today utterly 
unreal. 

The doctr i ne of chosenness simply has no p l a ce i n modern 

Judaism, and i t must be discarded. 

In its pl a ce , however , should be put two ideas . The 

first is the idea of Jewish peop lehood , expla i ned above. The 

second is the idea of voc ation. Vocation is different from 

chosenness, however, in tha t all civilizations c an share in 

it. Vocation is simply the already expressed i dea that the 

purpose of society is to help each o f its me mbers achieve 

fulf i llment and salvation . r All societ ies should do this, 

but each does i t in its own particular way , through its own 

particular folkwa ys. These differenc es have nothing to do 

with chosenness, but they do make eac h and every civilization 

unique . 

One last point remains t o be made about Kaplan ' s thought. 

Like Spinoza, Kaplan believes in freedom of religion. Since 

there are no grounds ( exc ept for whether or not a society is 

f ulf illing it's obligation to it's members ) f or attributing 

26 Dynamic Judaism, pp.189-194 
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superiority or i nfer iority to religions , a ll religions are 

equal and everyone should be allowed to practice the ir 

religion in peace. This applies wi thin religious groups as 

well as between them. Thus 

'2& 

The assumption that one 's religion is the only true 
religion is as obsolete as that one's country i s the 
c enter of the world ... No re ligion c an be absolutely more 
true or less true than another .. . The rel a ti on of one 
religion to another is like the relation of one mind to 
another. It is a relation of otherness . Each religion, 
a s the self-consciousness of a particular people or 
church, has its own non-tra nsfera ble i ndividuality. n 

Freedom of worship will have to be interpreted not 
only a s a right to cont inue o ne 's own form of wo rship, 
but also as a duty, to be enforced by law, to cefrain 
from i nterfe r ing with al l other forms of worship and to 
eliminate from educ ational tex~s a ll offensive · or 
insulting references to religions and people's other than 
one 's own. 29 

I n proposing the conception of Judaism as an 
e volving religious civilization , I do not wish to convey 
the impression that it is the only correct and authentic 
version of Judaism, thereby implying that other versions 
are i ncorrect and inauthentic.~ 

I nsofar as we American Jews are necessarily 
i nf l uenc ed by the c urrents of American life a nd thought, 
whatever Torah tradition we are t o foster is bound to 
reflect one or the other of these four types of religious 
consciousness with their corresponding conceptions of 
salvation. Although a bridge of mutual understanding can 
be built connecting these four types of religious 
consciousness, there is no reason why we should minimize 
their differences. There is need, however , t o emphasize 

Judaism Without Supernaturalism, pg.7 5 

Ibid, pg .86 

~ If Not Now. Wben?, pg.13. This i s not enti rely correct 
however, for from Kaplan's point of vie'# the other versions of 
J udaism are incorrect, in that they are either supernaturally based 
or fail to take into account the peoplehood of the Jews. However, 
Kaplan does defend the right of the other versions of Judaism to 
believe what they will. 
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their equal legitimacy. That is tantamount to saying 
that religious pluralism is as inevitable in Judaism, or 
Jewish civilization , a s it i s in our non-Jewish 
environment. 31 

The onl y time there will be a truly universal 
religion is when the United Nations will become a United 
States of the World and will evo lve a religion to 
validate its basic humanist aims. Until that t i me 
arr i ves , however, the normal function of each religion 
should be to enable the collective life of its people to 
develop that sense of responsibility and that ethical 
conscience to which we expect the individual human being 
to live up. Each people or church should be stimulated 
to foster these traits in its relations toward other 
peoples and churches and toward every one of its own 
members . 32 

Religious freedom is a must , for only in a n atmosphere of 

freedom c an an individual attain full salvation . 

All that remai ns , then, is an evaluation of wha t Kap l an 

has said . On one l e ve l, this is very difficult to do, as any 

ana lysis of Kaplan's thought comes down to a war between basic 

assumptions . More so than in any other aspec t o f h i s thought , 

Kaplan bases his just ification for continuing J ewish prac t ices 

o n a series of unprovable and by no means self-evident 

assertions . It is one thing to say that a ll societies 

throughout history have developed a religion (a fairly well 

documented empir ical fact) and quite another to say that all 

Jews should stay Jewish because they were born Jew i sh and 

therefore Judaism will help them to achieve salvation best . 

It is merely an assertion that only Judaism c an provide t he 

i ndivi dual Jew with the means for se lf-fulfillment . An 

JI pynamic Judaism, pq. 101 

ll Judaism Without Supernaturalism , pp.102-103 
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individual Jew could simply say to Kaplan that they find in 

Christianity or in another religion (or simply in life as an 

American, especially if American society were to be made even 

more free and equitable) adequate means to salva-cion , and that 

therefore they do not need Judaism at all. Kaplan might not 

approve, or even agree with said individual (thinking that 

Judaism would do an even better job than whatever religion the 

individual p icked), but in the end it would simply come down 

to a standoff between beliefs . For those who agree with 

Kaplan, and have a nostalgic attac hment to Judaism as he does , 

what Kaplan says ~ill make perfect sense. FolKways are good, 

and they do help bring about different states of consciousness 

in i nd ividuals. Publ ic worship is good , for much the same 

reason. To study the classic Jewish texts is good, because 

they give insight, guidance and examples for moderns involved 

in the quest to figure out how to live life . For those Jews 

who do not agree with Kaplan, however, everything he says i s 

simply homiletics. Kaplan may very well believe that Judaism 

can serve the function he describes, and it may very well do 

so for him, but for the Jew who does not feel as Kaplan feels 

and cannot relate to what he is talking about, Kaplan's 

explanations are so much hot air. 

is impossible, as it simply 

So on one l evel , evaluation 

comes down to an internal 

emotional experience that a given Jew either feels or doesn't 

feel . 

On another level, however, there are internal 
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contradictions i n what Kaplan says. If Jewish ritual and 

Torah are completely pliable, why is it that traditional ideas 

must retain an important place? Kaplan has stated that any 

ritua l or understanding that does not fit in with modern 

sensibilities should be thrown out and that the wisdom of 

other peoples is equally valid. Why c an 't the Jews simply 

create a new Torah? Kaplan's answer is that they would no 

longer be J ews , but it seems he wants to have it both ways -

on the one hand , he wants Jews to have absolute freedom t o 

reconstruct their religion, but on the other , he wants it t o 

remain very close to its tradi t iona 1 form. If Juda i sm is 

pliable, why can't it change radically and dramatically from 

its earlier forms? Kaplan cannot really provide an answer to 

this question , except tha t some how he feels it is wrong t o 

throw out the majority of tradition. 

A similar flaw c a n be found in t<aplan ' s approach to 

prayer. Kaplan seem£ to feel that the traditional l i turgy , 

even though it is untrue, can still be used to promote the we­

feeling o f the group. He asserts that anyone c an enjoy the 

liturgy simply because of its "poetic beauty", and that a 

person can easily ignore or re interpret the i nconsistencies 

between what the liturgy says and what that person believes . 

At the same time, however , when he presented his God-concept, 

one of his fundamental assumptions was that what people say 

they believe has to be coherent with what they in fact do 

believe. I ndeed, this principle forms the basis of his 
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cri tique of Orthodox and Conservative Judaism . Yet when it 

comes to liturgy , Kap l an seems to ignore this principle , 

arguing that seeing liturgy as poetic removes this problem. 

But even he~e he is not c onsistent , for i n h i s prayerbook he 

removed passages that he found inconsistent with his 

ideology. 33 Its as i f he's sayi ng that most passages i n the 

prayerbook c an be understood poeticall y bu t t hat some simply 

can't and have to be removed . Th i s may i n fact be the case, 

bu t its hard to see how any division between "poet ic" and 

"non-poet ic" passages can be anyth i ng bu t arbi t r ary . 

And what does he mean t o show wi t h h i s e xamp l e conc erning 

the d i etary l aws? What d oes " c apabl e of str iki ng a s p i r i tua l 

note in the home atmos phere" mean? If the dietary l aws are so 

arbitrary that one can break them ou t side o ne ' s home, h ow can 

they be that special ? Kaplan asserts that they are , and that 

they help contribute to positive Jew i sh l ife , bu t he offers no 

proof of his statement and there are many who would seem to 

disagree with him ( l e gions of Jews d o not observe the dietary 

laws ) . If its okay to break them outside the h ome , why not 

within the home? What makes the home more special than the 

neighbor's house? I f the dietary laws are meaningful, i t 

seems they should be meaningful everywhere . If they are not 

meaningful, then it seems they are meaningful nowhere, and 

that being inside or outside one's home should have little to 

do with it . In any case , its arbitrary , and while some Jews 

3l See 'lote #25 
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may agree, many others may not . 

There is also an inconsistency between his J ewish 

emphasis and his views on freedom of religion. Its pretty 

clear that Kaplan is a religious humani5t, and he makes it 

clear when he discusses universal religion in the future tha t 

that is what he really desires. If a universal religion is so 

desirable, why not structure Juda ism so that its goal becomes 

the bri nging about of this religion , rather than hindering it 

by having Juda ism cling to outmoded folkways?~ Kaplan seems 

to be a f raid here to follo~ his own thoughts t o their logical 

conclusions. Kapliln loves Judaism, so he wants to save it, 

but at the same time ~e is also a universalist . In addi t ion, 

if religious freedom is paramount , why must the J ew adhere to 

fol kways (even in a modified form) that are not compelling to 

h im or her? Aga in, Kaplan seems to want it both ways - al l 

Jews should agree on a "normative" Judaism for the time, one 

that has behaviors and rituals in common, that all should d o, 

but at the same time Kaplan wants to give each individual 

freedom. This may in fact be possible , but at first glance i t 

seems difficult. 

In the end though , the final question about Kaplan's 

views is whether or not they will be compelling to the aver~ge 

Jew. Kaplan gives no evidence to support his assertion that 

~ Kaplan would argue , of course, that universal religion is 
not possible until there is universal culture , and that therefore 
the J ews must stick with the civilization most likely to bri ng them 
salvation (Judaism) until that time arrives . 
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it wi ll - given the cultural background out of which Kaplan 

comes, it is self-evident to him that J ewish culture is 

impo r tant and that if the supernatura lism is removed from it 

Jews 'Nill find it pa latable and even meaningfu l. But wha t 

about the Je'N who has no Jewish backgr ound, and does not 

really desire one? Wil l Kaplan's reconstruction be 

compelling? It seems that there is no problem wi th regard to 

parts of Kaplan's thought, for most people should not have t oo 

much trouble with Kaplan' !J naturalistic approach and his 

socio-psychological analysis of religion . But, when Kaplan 

begins talking abou t Torah and r itual, it seems tha t there are 

many things one mi ght choose to disagree with. fortunat e ly , 

Kaplan has left himself an out as regards this question (which 

cannot be a ns wered here). By Kaplan 's own standards, the t est 

for whe ther or not Reconstructionism will work is whether or 

not it does work. If Reconstructionism does what Kaplan says 

it will do, then proof of its success \o/ill be found in a 

revita lized Judaism . If i t does not, then no such Judaism 

will arise. As things currently stand , it seems as if 

Reconstructionism has not worked (affiliat ion rates of J ews in 

the U.S. are a t an al l time low), but perhaps it c an be argued 

that Reconstructionism has not gotten a fair shake as yet. I n 

any c ase , o nly time will tell. 

This then completes the discussion of Kaplan's thought. 

Like Spinoza, Kaplan argues that the Bible and ritu3l can only 

be understood in a naturalistic way, within a functional 
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context. Again like Spinoza, Kaplan argues that the doctrine 

of chosenness has no basis and is morally repugnant and that 

freedom of thought and religion are necessary for human 

happiness and for meaningful religious expression. Unlike 

Spinoza, however, Kaplan is not willing to follow some of his 

ideas to their logical conclus ions , and argue for a universal 

religion for humankind. Rather , he puts that day far off into 

the future, and holds that Judaism and other religions are 

still special, insofar a:;; they help their members to live 

fulfilling , ethical lives and achieve soteria , in a special 

way that only they can provide for thei r respect ive members. 

Kaplan wants to maintain the importance and uniqueness of 

various religions , and relies on the social scie~ces to help 

him make his point. Whether he was completely successful, 

only time - ill tell. 
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Chapt er 10: Final Though~s on Spinoza and Kaplan 

Despite any flaws that one might find in t he thought of 

Spinoza or Kaplan, both th i nkers deserve to be com.mended for 

their efforts. Both tackled head-on issues that most people 

prefer t o i gnore . Ther e i;:; simply no denying that the 

revolution in the way most people now view t he world presents 

a significant cha llenge to religion. The naturalistic a nd 

scientif i c approach to the world is here to stay, no matter 

how much some people may rant and rave against it. The 

discoveries of Copernicus, Darwin and Freud1 h ave 

fundament a lly altered the way humanity views the universe, and 

there is no turning back . The scientific approach to the 

study of ancient texts has removed any basis for their claim 

of infallibility and has even raised the question of w.hether 

they are r e mote l y useful for the modern day. In fact, taking 

naturalism to its logical extreme, one c an ask why religion 

should exist at all in modern times. After all , religions 

(here used in the sense of theistic ones) teach certain 

doctrines based o n the claim that the supernatural De ity who 

has c r eated the universe has revea led His wi ll to humankind in 

This is j ust to name the three biggest revolutions i n human 
thought - obviously there have been many other very, very i mportant 
discover i es . I choose these three as representative because eac h 
represents a revolutionary change in the way humanity views i tself 
vis-a-vis the universe . Copernicus removed the earth from the 
center o f the universe, Darwin removed humanity from the center of 
creation, and Freud removed the human c ertai nty that we were in 
control of our own minds . Each one o f these revolutions marks a 
f\lrther step from the teachings of traditional theistic religion. 
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certain documents that have been dictated to Deity's 

messengers. If one questions the infallibility of those 

documents, then the whole structure is thrown into doubt, as 

it's basis suddenly seems very shaky indeed. 

The easy answer then , is to simply throw the whol e 

religious enterprise out - to simply decide that humanity has 

been the v ictim of a mass delusion fer centuries, and that 

finally it is maturing to the point that relig ion is no longer 

necessary. This is, in f~ct, exactly what Freud argues in The 

Future of an Illusion. But for those who maintain, even if 

only on a purely emotive basis , that the religious enterprise 

represents something fundamental and important to and for 

humanity , such a response is entirely unsatisfactory. 

Religion cannot be thrown out, any more than science, 

medicine, art, poetry or literature can be. What can be 

thrown out, however, i s religion's focus on theism, and 

religion can then be made to be coherent with the general 

world view held by humanity . 

It i s i n this light that the efforts of Spinoza and 

Kaplan are to be commended. Despite what other people thought 

of them, they each considered themselves to be deeply 

r elig ious men, an assessment that I agree with . Both were 

convinced tha t the word God had a definite meaning, and that 

ethics and the quest for soteria had real meaning that could 

be found in the proper concept of God. Religion was not so 

much wrong as misguided, and both saw their task as putting 
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religion back on its proper course and r estor i ng t o it it's 

proper function. 

This task was not a s i mple one , as the preceding chapters 

have made c lear . Both had to battle centuries of inertia and 

a world view that was fundamenta lly intertwined with the 

deepest l e vels of the hwnan psyche . 2 But both saw it as a 

necessary t ask, for both recognized the i ncoherence between 

the naturalist world view and religion as it was traditio na lly 

taught . Given the choice between discarding the entire 

religious enterpr ise or bringing it up to da t e, both chose to 

attempt the latter . To succeed in this enterprise , though , 

both had to establish within a naturalistic framework some of 

the most important claims theistic religion makes. After all , 

anyone c an be a naturalist, but to be a religious naturalist 

implies that at least some of the values of traditional 

religion (ethics , soteria, ritual , etc ... ) have to be 

preserved in some form . It's relative ly easy to say that 

there is no God, tha t ethics are meaningless, etc . . . but it's 

another thing entirely t o say t ha t the universe is natural but 

that some traditional religious concepts retain their meaning 

(even if in mod ified form). 

2 This is not the p l ace to go into a discussion of the reasons 
why people are so attached on a fundamental level to the theistic 
way of viewing the universe . Many theorists have advanced reasons, 
and while I personally lean towards Freud's explanation, I am not 
prepared in this thesis to present and evaluate the many theories 
that exist. For the purposes of this thesis , it is enough to say 
that many people , for whatever reason, are non-rationally attached 
at some primal level to a theistic world view, even if that world 
view i s not domi nant i n their day to day existence. 
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The most intriguing thing about both attempts, as far as 

I am concerned, is how much both have in common. Despite some 

fundamenta l differences, and a ve1y different method of 

argumentation, both largely arrived at the same conclusions. 

It's as if a naturalistic concept of God and religion 

automatically imply certain conclusions, despite any 

differences in methodology. 3 To see how this is so, one need 

only compare the broad conclusions reached by both Spinoza and 

Kaplan. 

In the first place , religion has only two basic 

functions. The first is to help people realize the importance 

and rightness of living an ethical life, and to ensure that 

they do so. The second is to help peo ple achieve soteria , by 

whatever name it is called. Both these things, Spinoza and 

Kaplan maintain, are possible with i n a naturalist world view . 

Spinoza proves these points philosophi c ally , relying on his 

geometric proofs, while Kaplan proves them sociologically , 

relying on the findings of socia l scienc~ . In bo~h cases 

though, what is important is the conclusion that this is what 

religion is for. 4 

While I am fairly certain that this is in fact the case, I 
hesitate to draw a universal conclusion as it is based only on a 
comparison of two thinkers. 

• The word prove is used here because both Spinoza and Kaplan 
saw themselves as providing proofs. From a strictly analytical 
viewpoint, of course~ each has only proved their conclusions if one 
accepts the basic assumptions each has used. Any argument is only 
as good as it's initial assumptions , and the possible flaws in each 
thinker's initial assumptions have already been discussed. 
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This affirmation that withi n a naturalistic system one 

can speak meaningfully about ethics and soteri a is by no means 

a trivial one . Such an affirmation is not by any means a 

given, for there does exist the possibil i ty that ethics and 

soteria a re simply delusions that we wish would be true, but 

aren't. There are in fact thinkers who have made this claim. s 

But both Spinoza and Kaplan, usi ng a purely naturalistic God 

concept , have provided a ground for both utilizing uses th i s 

concept . 

Secondly , as has already been mentioned , both affirm that 

t he term God is a term with meaning , even i n the context of a 

natura l universe . Trad itional theistic claims about the term 

God are incorrec t , but this does not mean that the term is 

merely a fantasy con jured up by humanity. The term h as a real 

referent, and therefore c an be used to refer to a real 

something. Spi noza and Kaplan disagree mar"k edly o n what that 

something is, but both maintain it is not merely a fantasy. 

Third ly, both ma i nta in that the something to which the 

term God refers has rea l consequences for human li fe . As 

mentioned above, those consequences are the religious li fe, as 

it i s understood by each thinker respectively. 6 Thus belief 

in God automatically leads (or shou ld lead) to certain 

behaviors . God has not "commanded" anything, but nevertheless 

5 Samuel Beckett, when it comes to t he poss i b ility of soteria , 
for o nt!. 

6 In other words, God leads to ver y real conclusions about the 
nature and moral implications of human life . 
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the concept God imp lies that humans should behave in a certa in 

fashion. 

Fourth ly, both mainta i n t hat religion, by its very 

nature , must be universal and that freedom of thought is a 

fundamental human right. These ideas come directly out of 

their naturalistic understanding of the God idea. Since there 

is no infallible revelation , there is no infallible doctrine, 

and therefore people must be free to believe what they want to 

believe, within the limitations discussed in the chapters on 

each thinker. No religion can claim a superior truth over 

another religion, and certainly no religion has the right to 

impose its doctrine on others through the use of terror or 

force. 

As a corollary to the above, both also maintain that the 

doctrine of the chosenness of the Jewish people has no meaning 

in the natural world. Such a doctrine is basetl on a fantasy, 

is immoral, and has caused nothing but trouble throughout. 

hwnan history. It is completely incompatible with any 

naturalist concept of God, and therefore must simply be done 

away with . 

Fifthly, both ma i nta in that Scr ipture has value. This 

value is not the value traditionally ascribed to it, but it 

retains value nevertheless. Whether it is Spinoza's 

conception that Scripture teaches the t rue religion mixed in 

with human imagining, or Kaplan's conception that Scripture 

represents the Israelites' first strugglings with the God 
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idea, both maintain that Scripture is special and valuable. 

Scripture is a natural document, to be sure, but it is also a 

special document. 

Sixthly, both maintain that ritual has value. Even 

though for Spinoza r itual is simply a means to inculcate 

obedience, as long as it serves this function it is 

permissible and even desirable. The danger is when ritual 

becomes an end in itself rather than a means to an end. 

Spinoza himself did not personally feel he needed ritual, but 

he was willing to allow others to engage in it as long as they 

didn't try to force everyone t o agree with them. For Kaplan, 

ritual has incredible value , as it forms the raw mater i al for 

peoplehood. For Kaplan , religion without ritual is like rain 

without water. 

The above listing of how much Spinoza and Kaplan have in 

com.1non is not intended to whitewash the differences between 

them. There is no question that on ma ny fundamental issues 

Spinoza and Kaplan strongly disagreed. In fact, Kaplan was 

critical of Spinoza, for he felt that Spinoza misunderstood 

the true function of the God idea. 7 Their respective 

epistemologies are completely different. Each uses a 

completely different criterion for the truth of an idea , and 

each uses an entirely different method of argument. Their God 

concepts have nothing in common except that they both fall 

into the broad c ategory of naturalism. They each have a 

7 If Not Now. Wben?, pg.86 
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completely different view of necessity (Spinoza is a rigid 

determinist, while Kaplan is the opposite) , and both use 

strikingly different methods to arrive at their conc~usions 

regarding ethics, soteria, and religion. Nevertheless, 

despite these different methods, their conclusions are 

remarkably similar , and this is what the listing above is 

intended to show. 

So why are Spinoza and Kaplan important? Because both 

provide models for the religious naturalist to study in 

forming his or her own personal theology. Both systems are 

complete, from an intelligible concept of God to how that 

concept forms the basis for an ethical, soterial and religious 

life. Neither system is perfect, but they don't have to be -

their strength lies in the fact that they are complete ~nd 

thorough attempts to achieve a very difficult task. For the 

modern Jew (or any religious person, for that matter) who has 

trouble believing the traditional theistic structure of 

Judaism, both these systems provide a starting point from 

which a naturalistic understanding of Judaism can be created. 

Each system can be adopted in it's entirety, or bits and 

pieces can be seized upon as each Jew struggles to construct 

a Judaism that he or she can believe in with a whole heart . 

Given the crisis facing religion today, and the challenge it 

faces from the naturalistic world view, this is no sma 11 

accomplishment, and despite the flaws in their systems , both 
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Spinoza and Kap l an deserve t o be admired for what they have 

created. 
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