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ABSTRACT

The writings of Martin Buber have had an impact in
many areas. Theology, philosophy, educational theory, psycho-
. therapy and biblical studies have each culled insights from
his wide-ranging works. While Buber's interests have been
diverse, however, a major part of his efforts has been
expended in explicating, exegeting, translating and philoso-
phizing about the Hebrew Bible.

This thesis describes and analyzes Buber as an inter-
preter of the Hebrew Bible. It is not a sustained critique
of his theology and philosophy and their effect on biblical
interpretation, but rather a discussion of his use of theo-
logical and philosophical concepts in interpretation and the
problems arising therein.

Buber has often been understood as being antinomian
in resvect to the biblical tradition and the concepts of
Judaism which grew out of that tradition. This thesis focuses
upon and calls attention to the traditional elements as they
appear within the methodology and content of Buber's inter-
pretations, especially in regard to provhecy, the election,
nationhood and land of Israel, and kingship and messianism.

In so doing, it evidences a perception of Buber as a tradi-
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tional Jewish thinker. Buber as biblical interpreter is set
against Maimonides and Nahmanides as a means of ascertaining
the traditional components. The antinomian aswmects and their
implications are also analvzed.

The thesis demonstrates the strong presence of tra-
ditional elements in Buber's biblical interpretations, ele-
ments, however, which are often distorted because of Buber's
rejection of the rabbinic tradition. The thesis concludes
that the antinomian aspects are not overcome by the tradi-

tional components, and so remain effective in Buber's writings.
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INTRODUCTION

This thesis demonstrates that antinomian aspects
remain operative in Buber's thinking on the Bible be-
cause they are not surmounted by the traditional compon-
ents. The scholarly literature on Martin Buber is
replete with assertions that Buber is antinomian in
respect to biblical tradition and the concepts of Judaism
which grew out of that tradition.l While scholars ack-
nowledge that he is genuinely inspired by traditional
elements, they argue that Buber stands outside the
tradition itself. This thesis focuses upon and describes
both the traditional and antinomian aspects of Buber's
thinking as they appear in the context of his formula-

tions in respect to prophecy, election, kingship and

lsee, for instance, G. Scholem, "Martin Buber's
Conception of Judaism," On Jews & Judaism in Crisis (New
York: Schocken Books, 1976); Eliezer Berkovits, Major
Themes in Modern Philosophies of Judaism (New York: Ktav
Pub.), p. 104f., p. 114f.; Paul Mendes-Flohr, "Buber and
Post~Traditional Judaism: Reflections on the Occasion of
the Centenary of Buber's Birth," European Judaism, XII
(1978), 2; Shemaryahu Talmon, "Martin Buber's Ways of Inter-
preting the Bible," Journal of Jewish Studies, XXVII (1976),
2; Nahum N. Glatzer, "Buber as an Interpreter of the Bible,"
The Philosophy of Martin Buber, ed. Paul A. Schlipp and
Maurice Friedman (London: Cambridge University Press,
1967); Emil L. Fackeheim, Encounters Between Judaism and
Modern Philosophy (New York: Basic Books, 1973), p. 96.




messianism.

Buber unequivocally rejects rabbinic authority.
He is definitely at odds with Jewish tradition. Yet he
presents a hermeneutic for reading the Bible that is
often a valuable tool and yields good insight. This
hermeneutic is the I-Thou. Despite his best efforts,
however, it seems to lead to an aberrant Judaism. In
examining in what ways Buber is traditional or anti-
nomian in respect to the biblical tradition, what is at
stake is the I-Thou relation: does a definite religious
tradition with definite content and communal structure
come out of that which the I-Thou entails?

The concept of tradition in Judaism is a wide one,
delimited, nonetheless, by specific parameters. The tra-
dition stresses God's leadership of His people, His dia-
logue with them, and His demand for decision and action
as response. Jacob Katz begins his study of Jewish 1life
at the end of the Middle Ages by stating:

The concept 'traditional society' is

employed in this book to denote a type

of society which regards its existence

as based upon a common body of knowledge

and values handed down from the past.?2

Tradition, according to this broad definition, consists

of values and a common literature which are transmitted

2Jacob Katz, Tradition and Crisis (New York: The
Free Press of Glencoe, 1976), p. 3.
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from generation to generation. The original source of
the literature is revelation, which acts both as a basis
and a link in the chain of tradition. The act of revela-
tion remains the transcendent foundation, while the content
of revelation becomes part of the continuity of the tradi-
tion itself. Tradition is the funnel through which the
Absolute Presence becomes known to a people. It is the
reflection uéon and interpretation of the Absolute Word.
The very concept of tradition implies historical conscious-
ness, and the content of revelation becomes part of the
content of the traditional consciousness as it moves through
history.3 The act of revelation, in establishing a Divine-
human relation, necessarily entails a "speaking" and a
"hearing," a dialogue in which God is Commanding Presence.

A Divine-human relation unstructured by

commandment would alternate between times

of inexpressible meaning and times of

sheer waiting for such meaning.

In Judaism, the "inexpressible confirmation of meaning,"

which is the Presence of God, > does assume expression.

3See Nathan Rotenstreich, Tradition and Reality
(New York: Random House, 1972), p. 13. Also Gershom
Scholem, "Revelation and Tradition as Religious Categories
in Judaism," The Messianic Idea in. Judaism (New York:
Schocken, 1971), p. 284.

4Emil L. Fackenheim, "Judaism and the Meaning of
Life," Quest for Past and Future (Bloomington: Indiana
University Press), p. 248f.

SMartin Buber, I and Thou,; trans. W. Kaufmann (New
York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1970), p. 158.




The Divine-human encounter has both structure and content.
God's confirmation and acceptance of man is manifested

in His commanding finite man and calling for the response
of appropriation and obedience. God thus makes man respon-
sible; in his freedom, the human creature is responsible
before God. Thus the mystical or ecstatic exwerience is
rejected in the tradition. Although there is no rigid con-
sensus on what constitutes the tradition, the following are

sine qua non: revelation assumes structure and content;

structure and content are transmitted from generation to
generation, through individual appropriation; all human
actions make reference to Jewish law. Tradition demands
a concept of revelation in which consciousness and content
pervade one another. Mystical views of tradition tend to
submerge consciousness in God rather than place it facing
the word of God. Rabbinic Judaism maintains the necessity
of mediation in man's relationship to God; the tradition
itself is the mediator.®

Antinomianism, in its strict sense, is a term gen-
erally used to denote the opposition of certain Christian
sects to the Law, that is the revelation of the Hebrew

Bible. Such sects held that faith alone was necessary for

salvation. The wider meaning of antinomianism is opposi-

6Gershom Scholem, op. cit., p. 292.



tion to law in general, "especially a religiously inspired
rejection and abolition of moral, ritual and other tradi-
tionally accepted rules and standards."7 Although origi-
nating in early Christianity, Christian theological anti-
nomianism found its strongest advocate during the Reformation
in the person of Johannes Agricola, an adjutant to Luther.
Luther characterized Agricola's writings as antinomian,
identifying them with the political anarchism of the Ana-
baptists. In the Jewish theological tradition, latent
antinomianism is to be found in the mystical writings of

the Kabbalah.8 These writings aimed at strengthening

Jewish religious tradition by focusing upon the symbolic
value of the precepts. Actual antinomianism manifested
itself only in the radical groups of the Shabbatean movement,
especially the Frankists. As it took form in these fringe
groups in Judaism, antinomianism was associated with those
who sought to break the tradition. The rejection of the
ceremonial law by the modern Reform movement in Judaism

9

can be regarded as a form of antinomianism. In respect

7Gershom Scholen, "Antinomianism,"5Encyclopaedia
Judaica (Jerusalem: Keter Publishing, 1972), Vol. 1, p. 67.

81bid., p. 70.

%1bid.



to Jewish law, antinomianism is non- (if not anti-) tradi-
tional. There can, however, be a strongly developed,
philosophically supported concept of autonomous law, such
as in Kant or Hermann Cohen. This would indicate that the
non-traditional is not necessarily antinomian. In the
writings of Martin Buber, a propensity towards antinomi-
anisml0 has caused rejection of the rabbinic tradition.
Buber is antinomian in the sense of rejecting the legal
theory of the authority of God and the recorded rabbinic
tradition. Antinomian here has the connotation of anti-
authoritarian (even anti-heteronomous), i.e., someone else
having authority over the individual. The I-Thou enables
Buber to see some rich aspects of the Bible, but at the
same time blinds him to others. This becomes a problem
for Buber, because a careful analysis of the I-Thou demon-
strates that, in the end, for Buber, law is generated from
oneself. Still, Buber is able to penetrate and see clearly
certain traditional concepts as presented in the Bible.

He revitalizes aspects of the Jewish tradition. His pene-
tration and insights, however, while illuminating in some
areas, twist other elements of the tradition out of their

proper relation. The same antinomian bias which caused

10syuch proclivity is also in evidence in his writ-
ings in areas other than biblical studies and Judaism. See,
for instance, "Education," in Between Man and Man (Boston:
Beacon Press, 1959), pp. 83-104.




Buber to reject the rabbinic tradition leads to a distor-
tion of traditional concepts. The sense of public meaning
which is the essence of community continuity is undermined.
To Buber, God can never be a lawgiver. Buber's concept of
God and of the Divine-human meeting are at the center of
the problem of his relation to the Jewish tradition.

In speaking of antinomianism as the opposition to
law in general, law is conceived of insofar as law is Torah,
i.e. the communication of God to the Jewish people. This
includes, but is not restricted to, the promulgation of set
ethical and ritual practices. It is also characterized by
the setting forth of a mission and a promise, as in the
concepts of the land of Israel and the ultimate redemption.

The argument of this thesis is developed in the

following way. Chapter I describes the I-Thou, I-It dynamic,

which is the essential analytic tool Buber uses in approach-
ing the biblical text and some of the concepts derived from
the text. Three areas in which problems arise in regard

to the working out of the I-Thou are then discussed. These
are: does Buber succeed in overcoming the subjective-
objective dichotomy; is the concept of community, espe-
cially a faith community, a legitimate child of the parents,
I-Thou; and did Buber really reject and put aside the mysti-
cal ideas of his early years, as he claimed. This chapter

indicates some of the difficulties implicit in the I-Thou



hermeneutic in order to make clearer the problems that

will be shown to exist when Buber's I-Thou becomes a method
of exegesis in his biblical studies. Prophecy, the elec-
tion, nationhood and land of Israel, and kingship and
messianism are the seminal aspects of the Bible and its
derivative concepts Buber chooses to probe.

Chapter II begins by stating Buber's concept of
prophecy. The description proceeds chronologically, be-
ginning with the early essay, "Jewish Religiosity," first
published in 1916. It examines "Biblical Leadership"

(1928), "Abraham the Seer" (1939), The Prophetic Faith

(1942), Moses (1945), and "Prophecy, Apocalyptic and
Historical Hour” (1954). In this detailed overview of
Buber's writings on prophecy, the traditional and anti-
authoritarian elements begin to make themselves apparent.
The traditional components are God's accompanying
leadership, the people's loving devotion, and the zealous
demand for decision. God is He who addresses man in the
immediacy of dialogue, calling forth a response and a re-
solve to actualize His Presence through human action.
Buber opens himself to the charge of antinomianism because
he does not believe authentic inwardness can exist within
the boundaries of heteronomous law. This change may or

may not be true depending upon whether revelation, as



Buber conceives it, has any content. The strong propen-
sity for human decisions and divine commandment to inter-
sectll is one way Buber attempts to resolve this diffi-
culty. The attempt at resolution is not successful, how-
ever; it is rather a circumvention. The dialogue between
man and God, Buber insists, remains free from "dogmatic

nl2

encystment. The prophetic encounter, then, as the

example par excellence of dialogue and as an essential

form of revelation, is completely non-prescriptive. For
Buber, the results of a prophetic man-God encounter are a
sense of presence and direction. In the traditional view-
point, however, instruction and prescriptive content are
equally essential elements. The antinomian aspects of
Buber's conception of prophecy derive from an underlying
notion of revelation which must accord with an understand-
ing of law as autonomous. The concept of revelation, as
delineated by Buber, is then submitted to rigorous analysis.
In distinguishing the traditional from the antino-
mian in Buber's formulations, it is important to be cognizant

of the very wide latitude entailed by "the traditional"”

llThis is implicit in Martin Buber, Moses (New York:
Harper Torchbooks, 1958), p. 170.

12puber, "Prophecy, Apocalyptic, and the Historical
Hour," On the Bible: Eighteen Studies, ed. Nahum N. Glatzer
(New York: Schocken Books, 1968), p. 177.
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within Judaism, and to view Buber within its parameters.
For that reason, Chapter II continues with a discussion of
and comparison with Maimonides' conception of prophecyv, and
an exposition of prophecy as formulated by Rabbi Joseph B.
Soloveitchik. Both are considered to fall within the cate-
gory of traditional thinkers, as "traditional" was defined
earlier in this thesis. Given their treatment of prophecy
within the tradition, Buber is seen to have retained some
traditional elements, while remaining antinomian in regard
to others.

Chapter III sets forth Buber's concepts of the
election, nationhood and land of Israel. It examines the

I-Eternal Thou encounter relevant to the faith community.

An examination of Buber's writings on Zionism and of various
related essays show him to adhere to the traditional concep-
tions. Such adherence is surprising, considering the strong
individualism built into his philosophical premises. The
particularism of his Zionist stance does not fit well with
the theoretical structures of dialogue. Structure, particu-
larity, and specific goals seem antithetical to open-ended-
ness and spontaneity as authenticity. One might have
expected Buber to concur with Hermann Cohen's view of the
need for Jews to be spread throughout the world to make
universal the ethics of the Bible. In fact, however, Buber

argued strongly against this proposal.
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After stating Buber's understanding of the election,
nationhood and land of Israel, these concepts as set forth
by Rabbi Moses ben Nahman (known by the acronym, Nahmanides)
noted medieval philosépher and exegete, are described. Like
Maimonides and Soloveitchik, Nahmanides is a thinker fully
within the tradition. Seen side by side, the traditionalism
of Buber's notions becomes clear. At the same time, however,
the differences between Buber and Nahmanides disclose an
undercurrent of antinomianism in Buber that is retained.
This undercurrent is most obvious in the meaning of terms
such as "covenant," "normative," and "command of God." The
difficulties stem, as in Chapter I, from Buber's understand-
ing of revelation.

Chapter III concludes with an analysis of the two-

'

fold problem posed by Buber's dispute with Hermann Cohen.
First, why does Buber reject an individualistic interpreta-
tion of Judaism, stressing, instead, nationhood and land?
Second, does this Jewish nationalism signify an inconsis-
tency in his philosophical premises? The discussion begins
by setting forth Cohen's position, and Buber's objections
to it. The grounds of Buber's argument are then examined
by analyzing the premises upon which Buber's concept of

the individual is based. The discussion of the individual
includes and encompasses the problems of revelation and

of moral autonomy/anarchy and heteronomous moral law. Then
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the notion of community is explored, and finally, that of
a specific land for a specific people.

It is demonstrated that the traditionalism of
Buber's concepts of the election, nationhood and land of
Israel can only be jﬁstified if the antinomianism of his
philosophical premises is limited by a reading of the Bible
that assumes the transmission of a specific content. Car-
ried to its logical conclusion, Buber's anti-authoritarianism
does become an extreme individualism. Yet Buber remains
traditional in regard to these concepts. This tradition-
alism, however, is weakened by an antinomianism that,
despite significant, if unsystematic, modifications, re-
mains functional.

The traditional and antinomian aspects of Buber's
understanding of kingship and messianism are the focus of
discussion in Chapter IV. The chapter argues that Buber
stays within the parameters of the tradition except for
the issue of law, which is seen to relate back to the
concept of revelation. It is in this area that Buber's
anti-authoritarianism continues to make itself apparent.
The outlines of the talmudic notion of messianism are set
forth, as are the views of Maimonides and Nahmanides, and
those of Gershom Scholem. Then Buber's discussions of

messianism in Kingship of God (1932), The Prophetic Faith
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(1942), the later essays, and Two Types of Faith (1951)

are analyzed. It is seen that Buber's notion accords with
that of Maimonides in terms of its strong anti-apocalypti-
cism. A significant difference emerges, however, in regard
to the understanding and function of law. Both tradition-
alism and antinomianism, therefofe, remain functional in
Buber's thinking.

In the significant biblical concepts as they appear
in his writings, Martin Buber manifests a traditionalism
that has led him to be called "The greatest Jewish thinker

of our generation."l3

He has a profound grasp of the Bible
as spoken word, discerning nuance and accent with subtlety.
But it is this very emphasis on the Bible as a document of
dialogue that brings about the antinomianism which is pal-
pably present in all his discussions. One might dispute
the strongly-put statement of Gershom Scholem, that ". . .

Buber 1is a religious anarchist and his teaching is religious

anarchism."14 It is clear, however, that the traditional

137ames Mulenberg, "Buber as Interpreter of the
Bible," The Philosophy of Martin Buber, ed. Schilpp and
Friedman (LaSalle, Illinois: Open Court, 1967), p. 382.

liGershom Scholem, "Martin Buber's Interpretation
of Hasidism," The Messianic Idea in Judaism (New York:
Schocken Books, 1971), p. 245.
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elements of his biblical interpretations are weakened by

an antinomianism that remains constant and strong. Tracing
the traditional and antinomian aspects of his thinking in
regard to three areas of biblical concepts is the task at

hand.



Chapter I

THE PHILOSOPHY OF DIALOGUE

Martin Buber's distinctive teaching lies in the
concept of the I-Thou relation. The I-Thou is the ful-
crum which supports all oth§r aspects of Buber's thinking.
Before discussing the use of Buber's theological and phil-
osophical concepts in his biblical interpretation, it is
important to state and describe the teaching in I-Thou and
to explore some of its implications.

The book I and Thou, published in 1923, testifies

to the preceding stages of Buber's development, especially
Christian mysticism and Hasidism, and furnishes insights
that were developed in his later works. At a time when
religious faith was in disrepute, philosophical idealism
was dead, and the only certainty seemed to be that of
science. Buber pursued in the book an original vision
that he hoped would overcome the disastrous and unfruit-
ful dichotomy of the categories of subjective and objec-
tive. Edmund Husserl, for instance, had also attempted
to deal with the problem. In contrast to Husserl and
others, however, Buber brought to this impasse in the
history of philosophy the perspective of religious faith.
Buber's attempt to transcend the oppositions of subjec-

15
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tive~-objective, immediate-mediated, direct-inferential
has as its goal the demonstration of the legitimacy of
the religious experience. By positing a realm of Being
that is neither subject nor object, the sphere of "the
Between," Buber initiated a second Copernican revolution.
He endeavored to go beyond the Kantian categories which
had deeply influenced his thinking.l

Buber teaches that there are two types of relation
one may establish with another, namely, an I-it and an I-
Thou. Indeed, "The world is twofold for man in accord-
ance with his twofold attitude."? This opening sentence
of Buber's slim volume indicates immediately that the
starting point is neither theology nor metaphysics, but
philosophical anthropology. The world is considered
as it appears to the human being. An I-It relation
occurs when I use the other or know the other in an
attitude of objective detachment. Even if the other
is a person, I am not open to him as a person, but treat
him as an object. When using the other in this way, I
remain unengaged. In the I-it relation, abstraction

prevails. Use of an object entails not its unique

lsee Robert E. Wood, Martin Buber's Ontology:
An Analysis of I and Thou (Evanston: Northwestern
University Press, 1969), pp. xii, 35f., 92.

2Martin Buber, I and Thou, translated by Walter .
Kaufmann (New York: Chrles Scribner's Sons, 1970), p. 53.
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aspect but merely its kind. The unigque individuality

of the object or of the I that relates to it is not part
of the I-It category. "The world as experience," Buber
states, "belongs to the basic word I-It."3 Buber's term

for "experience," Erfahrung, is a play on fahren, mean-
ing "to travel." To travel is to experience the surface
of life. This is in contrast to Buber's term for the
I-Thou, which also means "experience:" Erlebnis, from
leben, "to live," which connotes genuine living.4

The I-Thou relation stands in stark contrast to
the I-It. It is characterized, above all, by mutuality.
The other is for me, but I am also for the other. This
being-for-the-other occurs within the relation of dia-~-
logue, which is a relation of address and response-to-
address. The other addresses me and responds to my
address. According to Buber, the other, while usually
a person, can be an inanimate object or even the Absolute
Person, the Eternal Thou, God. Indeed, the Eternal Thou
is glimpsed in every I-Thou relation.

In every sphere, through everything that

becomes present to us, we gaze toward the

train of the eternal You; in each we per-
ceive a breath of it; in every You we

3Ibid., p. 56.

4See Robert E. Wood, op. cit., p. 40.
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address the eternal You, in every
sphere according to its manner.5

Abstraction, which necessarily characterizes the I-It
relation, is not part of the I-Thou relation. The part-
ners must be in the communication. In addition, the
immediacy of the encounter engages the entire person.
And since the relation of dialogue is mutual, both per-
sons involved must be in a state of cémplete openness.
The I and the Thou of every genuine dialogue are unique.
This genuine dialogue can occur only because the
I is not a self-sufficient substance. That which the I
becomes is always dependent upon the relationship into
which it enters. In the I-Thou, one becomes an I by
virtue of the relationship to a Thou. Since it is not
possible to constantly remain in the I-Thou state, one
naturally falls back into the I-It, in which observation
and manipulation prevail. Both the I and the Thou, how-
ever, are constituted and attain self-sufficiency within
the total, immediate, mutual engagement that is authentic
dialogue. At the same time, it is that which exists in
relation, the "Between," that is the essential component

in the I-Thou relation. Buber attempts to describe the

SBuber, I and Thou, op. cit., p. 57. Kaufmann
translates "Thou" as "You." See his "Prologue" to I and
Thou, pp. 14-15.
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"Between” in the following:

The relation to the You is unmediated.

Nothing conceptual intervenes between

I and You, no prior knowledge and no

imagination; and memory itself is

changed as it plunges from particular-

ity into wholeness. No purpose inter-

venes between I and You, no greed and

no anticipation . . . Every means is an

obstacle. Only where all means have

disintegrated encounters occur.®
The "Between" is the arena of presentness. It is a
dimension which has increasingly diminished in the life
of Western man. While Buber recognizes the important
role objectification plays, its categories have become
so overextended that the ability to move from the realm
of It to that of Thou has been calcified. Buber's pre-
scription for man is to recover this capacity for wonder,
presence and real living. With such an enlarged capacity,
true religious faith becomes possible.

Three questions arise from confronting this basic
outline of Buber's most essential concept. These specific
inquiries are necessitated by the topic under investiga-
tion: Buber as interpreter of the Bible and the biblical
tradition. First, did Buber succeed in overcoming the

subjective-objective, immediate-mediated, classifications

of human experience in philosophical thinking and vali-

6Buber, I and Thou, op. cit., p. 62f.
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dating the existence of a significant third realm, the
"Between"? Second, can Buber's I-Thou serve as a firm
foundation for the concept of community he puts forth?
This question is of particular significance since com-
munity (as contrasted with collectivity in Buber's writ-
ings) is a fundamental component in the development of
religion. Third, did Buber repudiate the tendency toward
mysticism he manifested in early adulthood, or does it
still remain a subterranean but powerful force in his
philosophical formulations. He was drawn to the writings
of the German mystics, especially those of Meister Eckhart
and Jacob Boehme, and his doctoral dissertation for the

University of Vienna (1904) was entitled The History of

the Problem of Individuation: Nicholas of Cusa and Jacob

Boehme. He immersed himself for five years, between 1903-
1908, in an intense study of the writings of Hasidism. The
theoretical underpinnings of the Hasidic movement are to

be found in the Kabalah, Jewish mystical texts. His
mystical proclivity culminated in the publication of

Daniel in 1913. Influenced also by the Eastern religions,
particularly Taoism, Buddhism and the Hindu Vedanta, each
of Daniel's five "Dialogues on Realization" deals with

a particular philosophical problem: direction, reality,

meaning, polarity and unity. Much in Daniel may be
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viewed as an immature formation of the I-Thou,
which was to be clarified by Buber in 1923. On its
own, however, Daniel conveys a subjective, mystical

emotional tone. In I and Thou and later essays, Buber

specifically rejected the mysticism he had earlier
embraced. That God's immanence is fulfilled, His glory
realized, when man responds to His address; that the
I-Thou relation cannot be articulated but merely pointed
to, leaving man to find within himself the act that fits
the Presence he encountered: these have philosophical
implications that cannot be ignored.7

While each of these three gquestions stands inde-
pendently, there is nonetheless a close correlation among
them. The ramifications of each will be explored. First,
I-Thou relation is not subject to time-space coordinates,
which dominate the world of It. This means that it
is exclusive: "No thing is a component of experience

or reveals itself except through the reciprocal

7Por some critical discussion see Robert E. Wood,
op. cit., pp. 92, 105; Eliezer Berkovits, Major Themes in
Modern Philosophies of Judaism (New York: Ktav, 1974),
pp. 86-100; Maurice Friedman, "Introduction" to Martin
Buber, Daniel (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston,
1964), pp. 3-44.
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force of confrontation."® All else is colored by the
actuality of the relation. The I-Thou relation cannot
be explained, articulated or described by invoking "the

world of ideas,"9

or rational discourse. Similarly, it
is not reducible to feelings: "The essential act that
here establishes directness is usually understood as a
feeling, and thus misunderstood. " 10 Rather, within the
encounter both partners retain their own subjectivity,
which is illuminated and clarified by the spontaneity,
openness and mutuality of the relation. The "Between"
encompasses both subject and object. Thus Buber uses
I-It language to describe both what the I-Thou is and
what it is not. Buber here posits a new dimension of
reality.

Whether or not the theoretical outlines of
this dimension can be validated, however, is subject to
dispute. Based on Buber's own premises, communication
between the I and Thou occurs in utter presentness:
"It is not in the law that is afterward derived from

the appearance, but in the appearance itself that the

8Buber, I and Thou, op. cit., p. 77.

9Ibid., p. 65.

101pig., p. 66.
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being communicates itself."ll But does the presentness

of the "Between" overcome the dichotomy of subject-

object? True encounter has no "law" and no "contents. " 12

It reveals a Presence that assures meaning. The meaning,

however, 1is not directly conveyed; that would be "con-

tents." Rather, it is decided by man when he responds

to the address of dialogue in the freedom of his choice.

Meaning emerges from man's chosen course of action as

the concrete outcome of genuine dialogue. In an I- Thou

encounter with the Eternal God, verification of meaning

is realized by confronting the Absolute Presence. But

in the freedom, autonomy and mutuality characteristic of

the encounter, it is man himself who chooses that to which

he commits himself in response to the guarantee of meaning.
Second, the knowledge gained through the I-Eternal

Thou encounter, or revelation, is dialectical. It demands a

place for the reality of the Absolute Thou, yet insists

that this encounter provides the agency through which man
turns back on himself. The significance of the self-

discovery that occurs is guaranteed by the I-Thou rela-

llrpid., p. 90.

121pid., pp. 63, 90.
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tion itself. Self-discovery is the foundation of the
anthropological character of the I-Thou relation, and
is the source of the problem regarding subjectivity. If

the I-Absolute Thou relation is taken as paradigmatic of

the epistemological model Buber is putting forth, it is
seen that God is the guarantor of human authenticity,
but once this authenticity is established, the issue
remains completely within the anthropological dimension.

As Buber says in Eclipse of God, "We are revealed to our-

selves, and cannot express it otherwise than as something
revealed."13 Knowledge of self and cognizance of God
coalesce, so that man's freely chosen actions become the
discovery of a Divine truth.

The act one chooses, in full freedom and respon-
sibility thus poses certain difficulties. For how does
one ascertain that one's response, or responsible action,
is valid; that the meaning one has received and acted
upon is authentic? Man's intuition (reason being part
of the I-It) becomes the source of his own approbation.
Put another way, Buber posits a connection between fate

and freedom.

13Martin Buber, Eclipse of God: Studies in the
Relation Between Religion and Rhilosophy (New York:
Harper and Brothers, 1952), p.99 .




25

Fate is encountered only by him that

actualizes freedom. That I discovered

the deed that intends me, that, this

movement of my freedom, reveals the

mystery to me.l4
That is, there is a deed, hidden somewhere is the
concrete world, waiting to be done by me and destined
for me. Yet I am completely free to choose it from
among the unlimited range of possible deeds. I must
choose, act, and discover meaning. But how do I know
I have chosen correctly? Man's response to encounter
is invited, indeed demanded. But when it occurs, how
is it validated? Man is left with his own experience
of the meaningfulness of the course of action he has
chosen. Thus the objective dimension in the subjective-

objective dichotomy Buber is attempting to overcome 1is

considerably weakened, for the process of authenticating

God's meaning becomes completely self-validating.lS
Indeed, when Buber writes, "Genuine subjectivity can be

understood only dynamically, as the vibration of the I

l4Buber, I and Thou, op. cit., p. 102.

15See also Eugene B. Borowitz, A New Jewish Theo-
logy in the Making (Philadelphia: The Westminster Press,
1968), pp. 139-141; Eliezer Berkovits, Major Themes in
the Modern Philosophies of Judaism, op. cit., pp. 76-89;
Robert E. Wood, op. cit., pp. 66-67.
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in its lonely truth,"16 he is not merely stating the
existentialist axiom of man's utter inner solitude. He
is, rather, indicating that the I that discovers meaning
subsequent to an I-Thou encounter is both the source and
the validating authority for that meaningful action.
Its "truth" can be affirmed neither by another person,
the community, nor the Eternal Thou. The "holy insec-
urity" is man's alone. Personal authority is paramount.
While this brief description of a particular
problem inherent in the I-Thou relation does not suggest
a resolution, it does make more clear that Buber did not
completely succeed in overcoming the various dichotomies
he sought to unify by positing the realm of the "Between."
The connections and interplay between subjective-objective,
immediate-mediate and direct-inferential remain problematic.
The Bible itself holds a tension between man as solitary
and as communal, but does not collapse the tension. Buber,
however, allows one side--the solitary--to take over.
The notion of community constitutes a second area
in which the ramifications of the I-Thou require clarifi-

cation. In the "Second Part" of I and Thou, Buber is

concerned to apply the concept of dialogue to institutions.

16puber, I and Thou, op. cit., p. 113.




27

The I-Thou may be seen as a defense of the person, the
singular self, in a world in which collectivity, tech-
nology and large institutions have diminished, if not
denigrated, the significance of the individual. What is
needed, Buber teaches, is the formation of "true communi-
ty." This comes about in two ways:
1) People "have to stand in a living,
reciprocal relationship to one
another."
2) "A community is built upon a
living, reciprocal relationship,
but the builder is the living,
active center."
In a faith community--indeed Buber would say in any true
community--the "living, active center" is the Eternal
Thou, God. Buber recognizes that communal life, like
that of the individual, must involve the I-It dimension.
Man's will to profit and will to power
are natural and legitimate as long as
they are tied to the will to human
relations and carried by it.18
But the primary characteristic of communal life is that
each member is bound to the community in the same way
that each person is bound to another and to the Eternal
Thou.

Buber designed an epistemology in which self-

discovery coalesces with discovery of God. Similarly,

17Buber, I and Thou, op. cit., p. 94.

181bid., p. 97.
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he created a concept of community in which the I-Thou
encounter, an occurrence of singular solitude, is also
the source for the individual's membership within a
group ("singular" meaning a unique relational occurrence
without the pressure or active presence of other people).
It may be asked: 1is the fact that others have also had
I-Thou encounters sufficient to bind a group and form a
community? Community, Buber states, exists only where
"the spirit that says You" is dominant.l9 But can the
transition be made from the pronouncement that "Spirit

in its human manifestation is man's response to his
You"?20 For the I-Thou is an encounter in isolation

from other people. No one else can understand it, or
validate the action that derives from it. Indeed, when
personal authority always takes priority over the author-
ity of the group, can "true community" or religious tra-
dition be said to exist? Buber's own statements emphasize
the religious faith of the solitary self rather than the
individual as member of a community. The parameters of
the I-Thou relation with God draw the person out of the

context of community to that state in which the ego in its

191pbid., p. 93.

201pid., p. 89.
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wholeness and aloneness confronts the subject of total
otherness in God. Buber's notion of community, because

it derives from the I-Thou, contains a powerful personal
component that does not fit well with the corporate dimen-
sion that is necessarily part of community structure.
While a genuinely inspiring concept, it is not readily
assimilated into the notion of a faith community or even
of an ethical secular community.21 Solitary man over-
shadows communal man. Robert E. Wood points out, for
instance, that according to the dynamics of the I-Thou
"morality has to be grounded ever anew in presence,"22

and that this creates the rather odd circumstance of find-
ing in Buber situation ethics with an absolute principle.23

In Between Man and Man, Buber states:

. . as we have seen, the depths of
the question about man's being are
revealed only to the man who has become
solitary, the way to the answer lies
through the man who overcomes his
solitude without forfeiting its ques-
tioning power. 24

2lpor further discussion see Eugene Borowitz,
op. cit., pp. 143-146; Eliezer Berkovits, op. cit., pp.
94-100.

22Wood, op. cit., p. 104.

23This specific problem, as well as that of the
more general notion of community, will be discussed
further in Chapter III.

24y, Buber, Between Man and Man (Boston: Beacon
Press, 1955), p. 199. See also pp. 30-33.
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The emphasis on the solitary individual is obvious.
Buber's desire is for the person to retain the benefits
accrued to the I from within the I-Thou, and incorporate
them within the larger social structure. Perhaps in
accord with his disdain for prescriptions,25 Buber offers
few guidelines as to how this transition ought to occur.

A third aspect of the I-Thou to be dealt with here
is that of mysticism. Buber's explanations and protests
nothwithstanding, is there a residual or more direct under-
current of mysticism in his central notions? In the "Third

Part" of I and Thou, Buber posits the unconditional ex-

clusiveness and inclusiveness of the I-Eternal Thou re-

lation. God is both wholly other and wholly present.26
Not only does man need God as the ground of his discovery
of self, but God also needs man "in the fullness of his

eternity."27

Buber wants to say that God needs man, but
does not want to indicate a lack in God, the usual corollary

of need. So he writes ". . . God needs you--for that which

25Examples of this disdain are: "Duties and obli-
gations one has only toward the stranger; toward one's
intimates one is kind and loving," I and Thou, op. cit.,
p. 157. "No prescription can lead us to the encounter,
and none leads from it," I and Thou, op. cit., p. 159.
See also On Jewish Learning, ed. N. N. Glatzer (New York:
Schocken Books), p. 111.

26Buber, I and Thou, op. cit., p. 127.

271pid., p. 130.
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is the meaning of your life."28 He thus leaves the issue
unclear and unresolved. Buber argues against man's re-
lationship with God as one of dependence or creature-
feeling, insisting that either of these options "deactua-

lizes"29

one partner of the relationship, i.e. the I, and
thus the encounter itself. Dependence or creature-feeling
would limit thé autonomy, freedom, and wholeness of man as
subject confronting God as subject. A similar situation
occurs if immersion or descent into the self are considered
the primary elements of the religious act. Immersion as-
sumes that the human I loses its I-hood, so to speak, and
merges into God. The duality of the I-Thou is dissolved

in a kind of ecstasy. The descent into self asserts the
human being as the Divine, also dissipating the reciprocity
of duality. Each propounds a coming together of universe
or Divine and self. Buber explains this mystical doctrine
as an attempt to describe how unity within duality feels,
but he maintains that in neither case is unity actually
attained.

What the ecstatic calls unification is

the rapturous dynamics of the relation-

ship; not a unity that has come into
being at this moment in world time,

281pid.

291pid., p. 131.
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fusiné I and You, but the dynamics of
the relationship, itself . . .30

If he who gives a verbal account of the mystical experi-
ence, however, describes it as unity in duality, can
Buber legitimately affirm that it is otherwise? Buber
wants to assert the universality of the I-Thou category,
and demonstrate its applicability even within classical.
mysticism. He does not demonstrate, however; he merely
posits. He does explain that one cannot adduce evidence
to prove or disprove the doctrine of the identity of the
self and the universe, but that it either conceals the
kernal of the notion of I-Thou or indeed obliterates
altogether the possibility of lived actuality.31
The difficulty of Buber and mysticism, however,
does not revolve around the problem of whether or not
he sufficiently engaged and argued against classical
doctrines of mysticism as a means of defending the actu-
ality of the dimension of "Between." Rather, what must
be asked is: what are the epistemological implications
of terming the Absolute Thou "Presence"; and what is
implied by the notion that God needs man, His immanence

being fulfilled when man responds to His address.

301pid., p. 135.

3l1pid., p. 136. See Robert E. Wood, op. cit.,
pp. 93-100.
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Stating that the Absolute Thou in an encounter

*

is "Presence," that dialogue means an "event" has taken
place and not the transmitting of content, is also to
affirm that all I-It language, all talk of logic and
criteria, is out of place. But an "event" also has to

be made sense of. Also, any valid account of the Absolute
Thou must include some objectivity concepts, some identi-
fvying predicates which are appropriate to God's ontologi-
cal status. Even in a dialogical framework this issue

is important, for how else can one deal with philosophi-
cal considerations of identification and re-identifica-
tion, continuity and discontinuity, permanence and

impermanence? The consequences of the God language that

comes out of the I-Absolute Thou relation are significant.

In addition, the very statement that "I encounter
Thou," the claim that dialogue is true meeting with the
Other, is hard to maintain when this meeting is described
as a-spatial, a-temporal, and non-experiential in all the
ordinary senses. The notions of "Thou," "relation" and
"encounter" cannot have substantive meaning to them if
they are denied all empirical content. The very language

of I and Thou is reminiscent of poetry: evocative, associ-

ative, metaphorical and analogical. But Buber tells us
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n32 it does

that I-Thou "establishes a mode of existence;
not point or allude to another reality. Given the un-
clear, intuitive notion that I-Thou thus appears to be,

it is not unfair to Buber to claim that in true dialogue
man is left at a mystical peak. He attains a zenith he
cannot share with anyone, since no predicates apply to

it. The action growing out of dialogue cannot be justi-
fied in any terms but his own.

The allusiveness, inarticulateness, and intuition
of the I~Thou are charecteristic of classical mysticism.
The notion that God needs man is derived from the Kabalah,
the body of Jewish medieval mystical writings that formed
the theoretical foundation for Hasidism in the eighteenth
century. Hasidism placed a strong emphasis on the imma-
nence of God as a task. Through man's actions, the divine
in the world must be made stronger and more pure. Man
becomes a partner with God in the perfection of the world,
leading toward redemption. Thus the stress in Hasidism is
on strengthening the internal meaning through devotion to
the eternal act. This emphésis becomes a concept that
finds expression in many of Buber's writings.

Two difficulties emerge from this concept. First,

the external act viewed as strengthening God's presence

321pid., p. 53.
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in the world in Hasidism was never only an act chosen by
the individual. It was a ceremonial act, like celebrating
Passover, which was commanded and then imbued with greater
meaning through special preparations or study on the part
of each person. Or it was an ethical act, like giving
charity, which acquired particular import by the same
means. For Buber, however, God's immanence in the world
is increased and verified by the act freely chosen by man
subsequent to an I-Thou encounter. The context is much
altered in Buber. Hasidism places individual religious
acts in the framework of an on-going transmitted religious
tradition, while Buber calls on each person to act alone
based on his intuitive choice. A second problem arises
from the concept of God's need and immanence coupled with

Buber's axiom that the I-Eternal Thou encounter is both

exclusive and inclusive. Eliezer Berkovits criticizes
Buber, maintaining that this combination leads to a
pantheism.33 Berkovits claims that the difficulty des-
cribed earlier, that man's chosen action coalesces with
his knowledge of God, follows logically from the panthe-
istic notion that all I-Thou encounters with people or

objects in some way partake of the I-Eternal Thou meeting.

33Berkovits, op. cit., pp. 96-97, 126-127, 133-136.
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Since the same Presence is everywhere, discovering one's
true self becomes the same as acting upon divine law.

What man wants to do and God wants man to do are the same.
Therefore, the heteronomy-autonomy issue in ethics is
avoided. Berkovits argues strongly that the Otherness

of God cannot be maintained given the premises Buber puts
forth. He is correct in that a strong pantheistic element
is present in Buber's under-developed ontology and meta-
physics. While his criticisms are not all successfully
argued, they are important for highlighting the panthe-

istic tendencies in Buber's basic concepts.

In Between Man and Man Buber writes:

Since 1900 I had first been under the
influence of German mysticism from
Meister Eckhart to Angelus Silesius,
according to which the primal ground
(Urgrund) of being, the nameless, im-
personal godhead, comes tc "birth" in
the human soul; then I had been under
the influence of the later Kabbala and
of Hasidism, according to which man
has the power to unite the God who is
over the world with his shekinah dwel-
ling in the world. 1In this way there
arose in me the thought of a realiza-
tion of God through man . 34

These influences are present and still to be felt in

Buber's writings.

34Buber, Between Man and Man, op. cit., pp. 184-

185.
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In positing the I-Thou and I-It, Buber's thought
bears witness to the fact that there are essential dis-
tinctions in reality and that we have access to them.

The notions that distinguish the strata of reality are
tools of analysis used by Buber throughout his many works.
The I-Thou serves as a hermeneutic in Buber's reading of
the Bible. It is a methodological incisor which serves
to collapse the very carefully worked out tension the
Bible maintains between the solitary and the communal
aspects of human experience. The I-Thou causes a letting
down of the tension, with the individualistic, subjective
side gaining the upper hand. It is for this reason that
a brief description, as well as an indication as to some
difficulties implicit within it, are required prior to
dealing with the specific task of this study, which is
concerned with the use of Buber's concepts in his bibli-

cal interpretations.



Chapter II

PROPHECY

Introduction

As Gershom Scholem has pointed out,l the dictum
formulated by the young Buber in an early essay, "Not the
forms but the forces,"2 remained a fundamentally unchanged
stratum upon which the various themes of Buber's thought
were ultimately rooted. Creation, formation and renewal
later became, for Buber, the concepts of realization3 and
dialogue. Throughout his life, Buber remained an advocate
of those transforming moments when creative energies surge
forth and new forms are born; only in rare moments did he
express interest in the established forms which, worthy

of awe yet subject to decay, bind the human community in

lGershom Scholem, "Martin Buber's Conception of
Judaism,"” On Jews and Judaism in Crisis (New York:
Schocken Books, 1976), p. 133.

2Martin Buber, "Jewish Religiosity," On Judaism,
ed. Nahum N. Glatzer (New York: Schocken Books, 1967),
p. 923.

3As developed in the "Early Addresses" in On_Juda-
ism and formulated in Daniel: Dialogues on Realization
(1913). The concept of realization was later disavowed
by Buber for various reasons. But its fundamental core
was absorbed into the conception of dialogue as put forth
in I and Thou (1923).

38



the long intervals between creative explosions.4 Buber's
attraction to the "forces" and his difficulty in accepting
the established "forms" is analogous to the dual underlying
concepts of antinomianism and traditionalism which charac-
terize his exploration of biblical prophecy. While the
traditional elements manifested are strong, they are weak-
ened by antinomian aspects that are equally powerful. This
chapter will demonstrate the presence of these strains in
Buber's understanding of prophecy.

The biblical figure who, perhaps more than any
other, encapsulates the revolutionary message of the Bible
is the prophet. The prophet, for Buber, is a paradigm
of "the primal Jewish religiosity." Prophecy and the
prophets represent the historical aspect in which this
primal religiosity is most distinctly manifested. It is
therefore worthwhile, before examining Buber's notion of
prophecy, to describe, albeit rather briefly, the concep-

tion of religiosity.

4An early expression of such interest occurs some-
what parenthetically in the essay "Jewish Religiosity,"
part of the "Early Addresses, 1909-1918" in On Judaism,
op. cit., p. 91. Buber writes: "To be sure, to manifest
itself in a community of men, to establish and maintain a
community, indeed, to exist as a religion, religiosity
needs forms; for a continuous religious community, per-
petuated from generation to generation, is possible only
where a common way of life is maintained."”
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In the same essay in which Buber formulated the
slogan cited above, religion and religiosity are defined
and contrasted. Buber's delineations express in but
another form the underlying attitudes of advocacy of the
forces of renewal and cautious disparagement of the forms
which eventually structure and contain those forces.

Religiosity is man'’s sense of wonder and
adoration, an ever anew becoming, an ever
anew articulation and formulation of his
feeling that, trandescending his condi-
tioned being yet bursting from its very
core, there is something that is uncondi-
tioned. Religiosity is his longing to
establish a living communion with the
unconditioned through his action, trans-
posing it into the world of man. Religion
is the sum total of the customs and
teachings articulated and formulated by
the religiosity of a certain epoch in a
people's life; its prescriptions and
dogmas are rigidly determined and handed
down as unalterably binding to all future
generations, without regard for their
newly developed religiosity, which seeks
new forms . . . religiosity 1is the
creative, religion the organizing,
principle.>5

Judaism, according to Buber, is founded on the
fundamental perception of unconditiconality as the a priori
condition for all action. Demand and struggle, and their
concommitant uncertainty, are the hallmarks of the specific

religious content of Judaism. Moses, as the founding

SMartin Buber, "Jewish Religiosity," On Judaism,
op. c¢it., p. 80.
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leader and first prophet, is "the man of demand" who
"acknowledges only the deed;"® through his efforts Jewish
religiosity comes to challenge both the individual and the
newly-liberated community. What is unigque and "specifi-
cally Jewish" in the prophetic message, according to
Buber, is "the postulate of decision," the "unconditioned
deed" which "reveals the hidden divine countenance."’

It is interesting to note that all of Buber's
writings on prophecy (and on most other biblical themes
as well), with the exception of the essay discussed above,
occur after the beginning of his association with Franz
Rosenzweig and their subsequent collaboration on the
translation of the Bible into German. The essay is
significant, therefore, for its adumbration of notions

that are more fully developed in Buber's later writings.

Prophecy in Buber's Early Writings

In "Biblical Leadership," a lecture given in 1928
and published in German in 1933, the discussion of provphecy
is continued. Both introducing it and intertwined with it
are delineations of Buber's notion of history and of how

this notion influences his understanding of the biblical

61pbid., p. 88.

71pid., p. 89.
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text. Whereas nineteenth-century biblical scholars, Buber
states, were "concerned with proving that the Bible did
not contain history, the coming era will succeed in demon-
strating its historicity.“8 By this 1s meant that the
descriptions and narratives of the Bible "are the organic,
legitimate ways of giving an account of what existed and
what happened."9 Biblical narratives, often called sagas
or myths, consist essentially of memories which are actu-
ally transmitted from person to person. Buber's contention
is that the Bible is the mythical or literary product of a
great oral tradition. The memory which shapes the biblical
content, however, operates under a "law,"lO one which
structures a unique, living conception of history.ll

This law, first of all, selects biblical leaders

who are elected and appointed by God; such men are

8Martin Buber, "Biblical Leadership," On the Bible,
ed. Nahum N. Glatzer (New York: Schocken Books, 1968),
p- 137.

91pid.
101pid., p. 139.

llalthough in this essay (ibid., p. 138f) Buber
claims that "it is quite impossible to extract any so-
called historical matter from the Bible" based upon the
usual criteria of what constitutes the historical, he
does, in fact, in both The Prophetic Faith and Moses (see
Introductions) attempt to go back to "the historical
core."
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innovators, beginners. Secondly, it states that both
nature and human history are of God. It is Buber's per-
ceptive (although not unique) insight that while chapter
one of Genesis describes the coming into being of the
natural universe, chapter two, which portrays the same
creation, describes the coming into being of the histori-
cal world. A third characteristic of the law under which
the biblical memory which constitutes the biblical nar-
ratives functions is the criterion of selection. While
in world history it is the strong and successful who are
elected, attain power and exert influence, in the biblical
sphere precisely the opposite obtains. It is the weak and
humble, those who struggle and often fail, who become bibli-
cal leaders.

The Bible, as Buber repeatedly asserts, describes
stages in a dialogue between God and the people. It is
not only the document of a dialogue, but indeed of the
dialogue, the foremost conversation, so to speak, that
ever occurred between the transcendent Creator and a people.
The leaders in the Bible fall into five basic types, each
according to the differences inherent in the successive
concrete situations encountered during the various stages
of this dialogue. The five are: patriarch, leader (in the

original sense of one who leads the wandering), judge, king,
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and finally, prophet.l?

Biblical leaders foreshadow the dialogical man, the
man who commits his entire being to God's dialogue with the
world. The outstanding characteristic of these leaders is
their acceptance of "responsibility for that which is
entrusted to them;" their attempt to realize the command
and the request "in the autonomy of their person."l3 It is
because of this very task that biblical leaders are usually
cut off from or drawn out of their natural communities.l?
Isolated from their natural environs, battling against it
in some manner, "they experience the inner contradiction of
human existence."l® This alienation is felt most intensely
by the prophet. Appointed to oppose the king, summoned to
speak against the will of the people, the prophet suffers
and is viewed as an enemy. It is this role of the prophet--
and his consequent hardship--which "join together to form
that image of the servant of the Lord, of his suffering and

dying for the sake of God's purpose."16

121pid., pp. 144-150.
131pid., p. 149.

ldpyper gives the examples of Abraham and Jeremiah,
ibid. Moses, however, is equally paradigmatic.

151pig.
161pi4., p. 148. The theme of the prophet as suf-

fering servant is more fully developed by Buber in The
Prophetic Faith, Chapter VIII.
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The biblical understanding of history is
that it consists of a dialogue in which man or the people
is addressed, but fails to answer. Nonetheless, the
people, in the midst of its failure, continually rises up
and attempts to respond. Biblical history is the record,
often unwritten or merely alluded to, of God's disappoint-
ments, of His way through mankind until the eventual over-
coming of history. The prophet is one of His agents in
this long struggle.

It is upon the foundation established in these two
essays that Buber's later studies of the Bible are based.
They illustrate his early concern with dialogue, unity and
prophecy (in "Jewish Religiosity"), and the further ampli-
fication of these concepts following the publication of I
and Thou in 1923, and the beginning of the Buber-Rosenzweig
collaboration in 1925 (in "Biblical Leadershin").

In the early thirties, Buber planned a three volume
work on the subject of messianism, to be entitled Das

Kommende. The first volume, Konigtum Gottes, appeared in

1932. The second volume, called Der Gesalbte, was half

finished in 1938 and had already been set in type when the
publisher, Schocken Press of Berlin, was officially dis-
solved; Buber, in that year, fled to Palestine. Sections

from the uncompleted second volume have been published in
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several journals. The fundamental ideas of the projected

third volume are contained in The Prophetic Faith, first

published in Hebrew in 1942. Buber's next writing that
bears directly on the notion of prophecy, however, was
written soon after his arrival in Palestine. Fundamentally
an essay of biblical exposition, "Abraham the Seer"l? dis-
cusses the historic origin of prophecy as manifested in

the man Abraham and his mission. In a manner similar to
that evidenced in the 1928 lecture/essay, "Biblical Leader-
ship," there is an implied polemic in this essay. Buber

is concerned, once again, to counteract the prevailing view
of nineteenth century biblical scholarship, which denied

the historicity of the man, Abraham. The story of Abraham,
it was held, could not be based on a family tradition about
a tribal patriarch, since it was believed a priori that "no
people preserved such stories." 1In addition, it was asserted
that the account of the fathers had originated in much later
times because 0of the dearth of literary documents of the

earlier periods in Palestine.l® Buber once again offers

170riginally published in Hebrew as "Shelihut
Avraham," in Haaretz, Tel-Aviv, 1939. Published in German
in 1955, and translated into English from the German by
Sophie Meyer in Judaism, V (1956), 4. Reprinted in On_ the
Bible, ed. N. Glatzer, pp. 22-44. Transliteration of Hebrew
throughout the text will follow the general format of the
Encyclopaedia Judaica, Index, p. 90.

18guber, "Abraham the Seer," Judaism, op. cit.,
p. 291.



his thesis that the Bible is a record of an oral tradition
that maintained itself for hundreds of years.

The story of Abraham can be correctly understood
only in relation to its place in biblical history. It
stands between the story of the failure of the first human
race and the story of the growth of the people of Israel
in response to a specific call and a unique promise. The
place of the Abrahamic tales within the sequence of bibli-
cal history reguires of them, according to Buber, a three-
fold task. First, they must make manifest the relation of
Abraham as a new beginning to the "fallen nationless human-
ity." Second, they must show the road taken by Abraham as
he follows the divine call and lives out the divine promise.
And third, they must present, through the various events in
the life of Abraham, the symbolic history of Israel. For
Abraham's personal mission and biography adumbrate that of
his people.

Buber's exegesis of the various Abraham episodes
shows a feeling for the nuance of biblical text that is
a mark of excellence in a commentator. Abraham is called

a "seer" because the Hebrew root r'h, meaning "to see"

repeatedly appears in all the events and encounters of
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his life. The seven revelations to Abraham,}® incorpora-
ting both trial and blessing, are shot through with the
sight of He who sees, of Abraham who sees and of that
which is seen.

Abraham is first called a navi, a prophet, in
Genesis 20:7. When God is speaking to Abimelech regarding
the restoring to Abraham of Sarah, his wife, He states,
"because he (i.e., Abraham) is a prophet, and he shall
pray for thee." The episode with Abimelech occurs immed-
iately following Abraham's intercession on behalf of
Sodom. It is because of the compassion manifested by
Abraham in the confrontation with God over Sodom that he
has taken on the stature of a prophet. Although the story
of Abraham and Sodom and that of Abraham and Abimelech are,
Buber states, attributed to two different sources,20 such
a theory fails entirely to grasp the meaning of the text.
The sequence 0of the text is clearly intended to state "that
it is by virtue of a man's compassion, and his fearless inter-

cession in the face of God for the object of his compassion,

19Genesis 12:1-3; 12:7; 12:14; 15:1; 17:1; 18:1;
22:1 (Even though the third revelation is printed in both
Judaism and On The Bible as 12:14, it is clear from Buber's
description that it must be 13:15-16.

2OBuber, "Abraham The Seer," op. cit., o. 300.
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that prophecy came to be."2l The tradition itself, Buber
insists, offered the Abrahamic material in such a way as to
cause this meaning to be present in.the biblical text.
Source theory cannot adequately account for Abraham's ele-
vation, nor for the intricate, exact pattern manifested in
the structure of the se§en revelations.

In I Samuel, 9:9 we are told, "The prophet of our
day was formerly called a seer." Although Abraham becomes
the first prophet, from the first moment he "saw" God, he
was a "seer." The storv of Abraham merges three traditions:
the first, the origin of the people; the second, the mission
of this people; and the third, the birth of prophecy. Throuch
biblical exegesis then, Buber has shown the Abrahamic tales
to be a literary document intimately unified by theme, struc-
ture and language, and has explained the first manifestation

of prophecy in the Western tradition.

A Discussion of The Prophetic Faith

The Prophetic Faith continues the explication of

prophecy, the origin of which was described in "Abraham the
Seer." Buber attempts two tasks in this work. The writing
prophets convey a unique teaching, that of the relation
between the God of Israel and the people Israel. This

teaching, however, is not new. Tracing the formation of

2l1pid., p. 301.



50

this teaching, its historical manifestations, is the first
task. To do this, Buber proposes to go back to a "safe
starting point,"22 one against which literary criticism
cannot find convincing evidence, in order to locate in

time the beginning of this faith. The second task works

in the opposite direction. It commences at the beginning

of the history of Israel's faith, and investigates how the
starting point of faith became a complete teaching. His-
torical descriptions of the actual teachings of the prophets
are given, showing how the teachings developed and broad-
ened as the practical conditions »f the people changed. It
is in this connection that prophecy becomes, at some point,
associated with the future. When the pronhet promises
deliverance, however, he does so with the presupposition

that the nation will enact teshuvah, "returning." That is,
prophecy does not foretell a fixed, future event, but assumes
the power of the people to decide its own fate and act accord-
inglyv. The first task analyzes the manifestations of pro-
phecy until arriving at the beginning; the second synthesizes
them, making clear the various ramifications and nuances
which constitute the working concept of the prophetic faith

of Israel.

22Martin Buber, The Prophetic Faith, trans. Carlyle
Witton-Davies (New York: Harper Torchbooks, 1960), p. 1.
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The methodological questions arising from this dual
procedure are several, and Buber is quick to discuss them
at the outset. He believes that the Bible has several
authors, or groups of authors, who wrote during different
historical periods. But it is clear, he asserts, that due
to the problems of fixing the dates of great sections of
the Bible, it is not possible, even using accepted principles
of linguistics and literary history, to clearly distinguish
literary development from religious development. That is,
the description of an event of an early religious stage may
seem to have been composed later. This may mean that the
earlier concept was put in literary form later, not neces-
sarily that the concept is a later one. Religious ideas,
Buber is saying, do not parallel literary and religious
development. The problem of this development becomes that
of the tradition itself.

The history of Israel's faith, it is clear, begins
with the recorded events of the patriarchs, the early
chapters of Genesis indicating the Hebrew conception of
universal themes. The records of the tradition as con-
tained in the Bible represent "a vital kind of history

w23

memorizing. Buber asks whether or not it is possible

231pid., p. 5.
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given the lack of what we would call "objective" accounts,
to separate out the historical content from the various
forms this memorizing took. It can be done, he states, on
the basis of one or more of four criteria. First and most
simply, indications of the social-cultural background point
to a specific historical core: politics, economics and
geography are usually history-specific. The second criterion
does not concern external events as they relate to other
cultures or geographical area. Rather, it emphasizes the
religious act or relationship under examination, and inquires
"whether in the period under discussion there exists the
religious act or position."24 This standard of evaluation
is internal, necessitating comparison of earlier and later
stages of religious development. But it also requires
external criteria: what is the usual, normal, standard or
even possible religious acts, ceremonies or positions that
could co-exist during a specific period; do they (or does
it) relate in a logical manner to earlier and/or later
manifestations of the religious consciousness? This
criterion, which is important for Buber's exposition, is
not explicated in a sufficiently rigorous manner. The

"inner media of the history of religion"25 remains too

241bid., o. 6.

251pid.
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vague a criterion by which to assess adequately the ques-
tion of historical content.

Buber terms the third standard "uniqueness of the
fact."26 To be used only in cases of unusual significaﬁce,
this criterion requires "scientific intuition" for its
correct applicétion. It is Buber's contention that various
events or deeds in the history of religion are of such
uniqueness that they must be regarded as fact even if not
amenable to rational formulation, theories of folklore,
etc. It is thus "intuition," not cognition, that recognizes
and accepts the concreteness of certain facts and relation-
ships. Buber is here formulating a methodological procedure
for dealing with the brute fact of religious belief. A
tradition bases itself on an event in its early history.
Scientific intuition compels us to recognize as fact the
consequences and workings-out of that event, and therehy
to deduce the concreteness of the original occurrence.
Although not historical proof in its strict sense, this
intuitive criterion 1is necessary, according to Buber, for
dealing with manifestations of a tradition in the history
of religions.

Although not specified as a fourth criterion,

Buber's conception of the "Biblical spirit," does consti-

261pid.
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tute a separate means of evaluation. The "Biblical spirit"
is a "composition tendency, a unity tendency"27 that pervades
the entire compendium of biblical books. The earliest, as
well as the latest sections of the biblical text manifest

the unity of one spirit and one idea, that of the prophetic
faith of Israel. 1In examining the various editorial tenden-
cies of the text and approaching the components of the tra-
dition, "we must ascertain its content from the point of

view of faith."28

The underlying presupposition

is not that of modern bhiblical science,which purports to be

a purely descriptive discipline. Rather, the fundamental
assumption upon which Buber's study rests is that the Bible
is pervaded by a unity, a unity of spirit and purpose.

Modern biblical research, despite its avowed methodological
tenet of description, often manifests the various assumptions
of literary analysis and cultural understanding that preclude
the proper understanding of the text. Scientific detachment
is often the guise under which modern concepts are applied

to ancient texts. Buber is firm in his belief that those

who wrote down the biblical text, who were immersed in the

tradition, did so with rationality, intuition and fine grasp

271bid., p. 7.

281pid.
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of literary technique. While the detachment of biblical
science often assumes fragmentation, Buber presupposes
wholeness and integrity. Although some of his methods may
be disputed or some of his conclusions moot, Buber 'is a
listener of uncommon keenness. By assuming the unity of
the text, he is able to apply the interpretive principles
of biblical religion in an effective and unique
manner. 29

In arriving at a conception of prophecy, Buber
begins the first, deductive task with an analysis of the
Song of Deborah, which "is almost universally regarded

n30

as a genuine historical song. He shows that "it was

29It is interesting in this regard to contrast two
approaches of biblical interpretation and to evaluate Buber
in their light. One is that of Professor Moshe Greenberg,
who writes in Understanding Exodus, II, Part I of The
Melton Research Center Series (New York: Behrman House,
1969): "lModern scholars tend to view inconsequence as a
normal result of the redactor's limitations. They are
thus prone to interpret as flaws what are in fact the
workings of an established principle of ancient composition:
linkage through associational rather than chronological or
topical considerations" (pp. 5-6). The second is that of
Brevard Childs in Exodus: A Critical and Theological Com-
mentary (Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1974).
Childs is ambivalent in that although he advocates a "rigid
separation" (Introduction, p. xiii) between the methods of
descriptive biblical science and theology, he nonetheless
utilizes the former to help formulate latter. Buber clearly
leans toward the Greenberg type of approach, attempting to
understand the text from within.

30Buber, The Prophetic Faith, op. cit., p. 8.
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born of religion"31 and expresses clearly the idea that
the God YHVH and the People of Israel are inextricably
connected. The connection may be analyzed into four
propositions:
1. YHVH is the God of Israel; Israel is
YHVH's people.
2. If Israel accomplishes its mission,
God himself will be blessed.
3. YHVH leads Israel, who must willingly
follow him.
4. YHVH requires the love of the people.32
From these propositions Buber deduces two princinles:
that Israel is an active, national entity; that YEVH
possesses exclusive power.
rom the Song of Deboran, Buber continues to trace
the early prophetic conceptions back. The Shechem assembly,
recorded in the Book of Joshua (24:1-28) is the first of
several covenant renewals. In both the content and form
of the message given at the assembly, no distinction is
made between religion and politics. The tribes band together

around YHVH's sanctuary and assemble around His festivals.

3l1pic., p. 9.

321pid., p. 10.



The relationship33 between YHVH and Israel is revitalized,
but the original vitality belongs to an even earlier episode
in Israel's history.

The original form of the covenant, which denotes
leading and following, is expressed in the basic tenet of
the Decalogue, "I am YHVH thy God, who brought thee out of
the land of Egypt, out of the land of bondage." God's
assertion of His role as guardian and leader of the people
during the exodus is a beginning, the start of a covenant
between God and the people. This historical act, however,
is but a re-enactment on a collective level of a commitment
already pledged and carried out on the personal level.

The primary components of the faith which Buber is
attempting to trace are: God's accompanying leadership,
the people's loving devotion, and the zealous demand for
decision. While these principles are manifested in the
three events discussed above, viz., the Decalogue, the
Shechem assembly and the Song of Deborah, they originate
in the pversonal histories of the patriarchs, histories
which prefigure and adumbrate that of the nation Israel.

. . . . . 4
Using what he terms "a groping kind of 1nvestlgatlon,"3‘

33Buber describes The Shechem assembly as "dialogi-
cal" on p. 14, ibid.

341pid., p. 34.
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Buber attempts to ascertain the historical content of the
patriarchal tales. Their fundamental intent is epitomized
by the "singular phenomenon in the history of religion,"35
the departure of Abram from his peonle, and his subseguent
faith in a God who not only rules the natural world, but
also leads and looks after men. This Deitv makes Abram a
"nomad of faith,"36 a wanderer whose personal spiritual
journey eventually becomes a universal quest. In arriving
at this starting point of the faith of Israel, Buber disputes
various theories of biblical critics which question either
the legitimacy of the texts in guestion or their meaning.
He elaborates, for instance, upon the various names of God,37
upon the incident of the burning bush, 38 and upon the Kenite
Thesis.3? The central theme, however, remains the source
and inception of biblical faith.

Following his discussion of the patriarchs, Buber

returns to explication of "The Holy Event," the events

351pid., p. 35.

-

36£2£g.

371pid., pp. 29, 32, 37.

381pid., p. 26.

391bid., pp. 24-26. Also discussed in Kingship of

God, trans. Richard Scheimann (New York: Harper Torchbooks,
1958), pp. 42, 48, 94f. and 104.




at Sinai, beginning his second, inductive task. It is
his contention that:

. . . no age in the history of early

Israelite faith can be understood his-

torically, without considering as active

therein this species of man (the navi)

with his mission and function, his

declaration and mediation. 40
The chapter entitled "The Great Tensions"” discusses in
some detail the concrete working-out of the power and
influence of YHVH proclaimed at the time of the covenant.
Fundamentally an overview of Samuel I, II, and Kings I,
ITI within the context of Buber's thesis, this chapter
shows the retreats and advances made b the nation until
the authority of the living God is accepted.

As Joshua was "minister" in the tent (Ex. 33:11),
Samuel became "minister" of the ark (3:1, 3).4l The ark,
however, was destined to be desecrated and captured,42 and
not restored to the people until the time of David's reign.
Samuel, as a navi, replaces the priesthood which nurtured
him at Shiloh. It is his duty to proclaim God's leadershin

without the ark. Samuel becomes a wanderer, proclaiming

God's will and His mission. As Buber shows by an analvsis

40Buber, The Prophetic Faith, op. cit., p. 57.

4l1pia., p. 6l.

42pa¢ Ebenezer, I Samuel, 4:11.
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of the text,43

Samuel's function is to show that the true
navi is also the true priest. It also becomes his duty,

at the request of the people, to establisii monarchy as

the political structure governing the people. The original
monarchy, that by which the people had in the covenant
accepted the kingship of God, had failed, because "Israel
was not in truth YHVH's people."44 Once again a kingship

is established. This time it is one which is representative
of God's rule, and is set up by holy anointing. The goals
of the two kingships are the same, although the legitimacy
of the different means is acknowledge. The later relation-
ship between prophet and king can only be clearly understood
if the theopolitical supposition of the prophetic standpoint45
is recongized. This supposition acknowledges the prophet

as YHVH's representative, one who is commissioned, so to
speak, to be the conscience of the king in all matters.

As Buber points out, 40 the community sacrifice offered by
Samuel before the anointing of David (Sanuel 16:5) 1is the

last independent religio-political act of the prophet.

43Buber, The Prophetic Faith, op. cit., p. 62.
Samuel is both ne'eman l'navi, 3:20, and kohen ne'eman,
2:35.

441pid., p. 66.
451pid., p. 67.

461pid., p. 81.



After that, with the exception of Elijah, the priests, who
adapt themselves to the monarchical system, arrange the
sacrifices. Once the people cease being nomads, the concept
of God as guardian Deity, as leader of the wanderers, al-
though extended cosmically, loses much of its authority.
When the ark is joyfully returned to Jerusalem by David
(Samuel 6:12), it is an ark that no more leads in battle.
In the period of the kings, it is the prophet, although
lacking political power, who continues to assert YHVH's
"right to leadership in the common life."47

Within this chapter Buber discusses, almost inci—
dentally, the manner in which prophetic insight usually
occurs. It is interesting to note that no biblical sources
are given for the view presented, merely the prior acknow-
ledgement "According to the Biblical view . . ." This is
Buber's version of what occurs. With the priest, movement
is from the person toward God. With the navi, however,
something from the divine sphere descends upon man. These
are, according to Buber, davar or ruah, in their Latin

equivalents known as logos or pneuma, word or spirit. In

Buber's understanding of the prophetic experience, davar

and ruah are conjoined.

471pid., p. 83.
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According to the Biblical view he to
whom full power is given first exper-
iences the ruah, and afterwards receives
the davar. In the one case one receives
the stimulus, in the other the content.

The prophet, that is, is subject to a power which precedes
the word. Aside from one other reference to the "word"4?
as that which makes its way from heaven and seeks abode

within man, and one to the prophet and imagination, Buber

does not, in The Prophetic Faith, further analyze what

constitutes the gift of prophecy. In the latter reference

he states:
The pure prophet is not imaginative or,
more precisely, he has no other imagina-
tion than the full grasping of the present,
actual and potential.>50
The problems with this are several. What is meant by the
"pure prophet," aside from he who lives fully in the
present, and what is the precise understanding of

"imagination?" Buber offers no further analysis.

The remainder of The Prophetic Faith is devoted to

an examination of the prophetic writings in order to ascertain
that which constitutes the prophetic faith. Amos, Hosea,

Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Job and Isaiah (both Isaiah and what

481pid., p. 64.

491bid., p. 164.

501pid., p. 175.
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Buber terms Deutero - Isaiah) are discussed: their imagerv,
use of language, theopolitical backgrounds, conceptions of
the people Israel and of their own functions. Through his
expositions, Buber further enlarges the conceptions of
prophecy already put forth.

The prophecy of Jeremiah was delivered during a
time of historical change. During the reign of Josiah
(640-609 B.C.E.), a book was discovered (in 622 B.C.E.)
which seems to have been composed of parts of Deuteronomy.
Apparently hidden during the rule of Manasseh (698-643
B.C.E.),51 it brought before the people once again the
Deuteronomic statutes, held together by the principle
(Buber calls it "the ancient formula")>2 that YHVH is the
God of Israel. The "great preaching"53 0of this document
was the love of God for the people Israel, and the demand
from them of love and of expressing their love "in the ways
of life." Jeremiah as prophet is a paradigm of a mediator
between heaven and earth; he is both messenger of God and
intercessor. In his words the contrast between priest/rite
and prophet/word becomes clear. The word (davar) of the

prophet "breaks into the whole order of the word world

SlThese dates are according to The Encyclopaedia

Judaica.
521pid., p. 160.

531bid., p. 161.
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and breaks through.” And the man who speaks this word so
that others may hear "is over and over again subdued by the
word before He lets it be put in his mouth (Jeremiah 1:9;
20:7)."2%4 The word is passed between two persons. Buber
insists that God too becomes a person.

He to whom and bv whom the word is spoken,

is in the full sense of the word a person.

Before the word is spoken by him in human

language it is spoken to him in another

language, from which he has to translate

it into human language, to him this word

is spoken as between person and person.

In order to speak to man, God must become

a person; but in order to sveak to him,

He must make him too a person. S5
It is only Jeremiah, according to Buber, among all the
prophets, who "has dared" to take cognizance of the "bold
and devout life conversation">® between man and God, a
dialogue predicated, according to Buber, on man's having
become a person.

The Book of Jeremiah is a paragon of "pure prophecy."

Man becomes person; man reaches out to God in a manner in

which the dialogue of faith attains "pure form;"37 the

541bid., p. 164.

551bid., pp. 164-165. For another significant refer-
ence to God as a person see I and Thou, trans. Walter Kauf-
mann (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1970)po. 180-182.
Also the discussion in "Martin Buber's 'Absolute Personality'"
by Meir Ben-Horin, Judaism, VI, (1957), pp. 22-30.

56guber, The Prophetic Faith, op. cit., p. 165.

572-_'1_@_
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prophet speaks to the needs of the historical present; and
the prophet inveighs against the structures and strictures
of religion. According to Buber, Jeremiah sees himself as
sent to the temple gate to combat the illusion of the
involability of God's house and city. While other deities
are dependent upon a specific geographic location, a house
and an altar, the living God of Israel desires only that men
live justly with other men.

He desires no religion, He desires a human

people, men living together, the makers of

decision vindicating their right to those

thirsting for justice, the strong having

pity on the weak, men associating with men. 28
The prophet's message, then, is "that God seeks something
other than religion."59

Buber's consistent avowal of religiosity over
religion is once again made clear. It is perhaps best
summarized in his own words: "When God puts His word in
the heart of the people, there is no longer need of any
external support."60 Buber is not unaware of the need in
human life for structure. It is simply that in a situation

of conflict between form and open spontaneity, Buber will

choose the latter. He prefers the risks of open-ended sub-

581pid., p. 172.
591pid.

601hid., p. 173.
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jectivity to the dangers of stagnation necessarily part of
a normative system. At times, Buber sees form and forces
as capable of coexisting.

Centralization and codification, undertaken

in the interests of religion, are a danger

to the core of religion, unless there is

the strongest life of faith embodied in the

whole existence of the community, and not

relaxing in its renewing activity.®6l
"Life of faith," it is clear, means to Buber the prophetic
message: openness to decision and dialogue, constant struggle
and risk, one's present relationship to God and other men.
This is perhaps best summed up by the phrase, "holy insec-
urity."

There are several implications of the "unless" in
the above quotation. First, the "life of faith" as Buber
delineates it must not only be an individual venture, but
a community effort as well. Second, it requires constant
vigilance; in the true "life of faith" one can never relax
in the comfort of codes and routine. And third, if the
mandate of the "life of faith" cannot be attained on the
level described, it is best not to expose oneself or the

community to the dangers inherent in centralization and

codification. The flame of faith must continue to flicker,

6l1pid., p. 170.
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however faintly, in order for true religion, i.e. religios-
ity, to come to be; to fall victim to the empty securities
of a religious system would eliminate--or at the very

least seriously weaken--this hope.

The problems with this view of Buber are many and
complex, and can be but touched upon here.®2 The primary
question to be asked is whether or not the risk is worth-
while. Buber clearly feels it is not only valuable but
necessary. But the danger is that it is impossible to forge
a community on such a tenuous foundation. The religious
individual needs externally imposed parameters. Buber,
however, could not envisage spontaneity within structure.
For him, despite his oftimes hedging and ambivalences,

radical choice was required, a blatant "either-or" alterna-

62The issue is discussed in Chapter II, "A Philoso-

phical Problem in Buber." For other analyses see Gershom
Scholem, "Martin Buber's Conception of Judaism" in On Jews
and Judaism in Crisis, op. cit.; Jonathan Sacks, "Buber's

Jewishness and Buber's Judaism," and Norman Solomon, "Martin
Buber and Orthodox Judaism - Some Reflections," in European
Judaism, XII (1978), 2, 14-23; Pamela Vermes, "Man's Prime
Peril: Buber On Religion," Journal of Jewish Studies, XXVIII
(1977), 72-78. For a more indirect, yet substantive dis-
cussion of this problem see also Marvin Fox, "Some Problems
in Buber's Moral Philosophy" and Emil Fackenheim, "Martin
Buber's Concept of Revelation" in The Philosophy of Martin
Buber, ed. Paul Arthur Schilpp and Maurice Friedman (La
Salle, Ill.: Open Court, 1967).
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tive. Authentic inwardness, for Buber, could not exist
within the framework of heteronomous law. It is primarily
for this reason that the faith of the prophets, for Buber,
is paradigmatic of all religious faith, and that Jeremiah
represents that faith in a pure, unadulterated fo;m.

True prophecy, then, is rooted in the historical
present; it stands "in opposition to all assertion of
prediction in the apodictic sense."03 The faith it ex-
presses 1is that recognized by the navi Abraham, that of
the God of the way; "YHVH goes before them," Isaiah affirms
(52:12). It is this constant accompaniment, both repre-
senting and leaving open the possibility of dialogue that
for Buber is the core of the prophetic faith.

In assessing The Prophetic Faith, it may be said

that Buber realizes the tasks he set out to accomplish.64
Analytically, he has shown how the faith he calls prophetic
begins with the actual and spiritual journeyings of Abraham.
Synthetically, he has described the various manifestations

of that faith until the time of the writing of the latter

63Buber, The Prophetic Faith, op. cit., p. 178.

64nrhe task of this book is to describe a teaching
which reached its completion in some of the writing
prophets . . . and to describe it both as regards its
historical process and as regards its antecedents. This
is the teaching about the relation between the God of
Israel and Israel." Ibid., Introduction, p. 1.



part of the Book of Isaiah. 1In so doing, he has put forth,
albeit not in a detailed, systematic manner, and certainly
not in theological form, a conception of the prophet and
of prophecy. Moses, published three years after The
Prophetic Faith, in 1945, will now be examined in an
attempt to both enlarge and fill-in the conception Buber

has thus far propounded.

An Analysis of Moses

Subtitled The Revelation and the Covenant, Moses

does not deal specifically with the nature of prophecy.
However, from Buber's discussions of Moses and analyses
of the biblical text, it is possible to distill and even
to systematize somewhat those components that constitute
the prophetic experience. It will be seen, however, that
Buber's conception of prophecy as presaged in the early

essays and discussed in The Prophetic Faith is but mini-

mally amplified in Moses; the fundamental notions remain
the same.
The polemical undertone that characterized "Abra-

ham The Seer"65

is evident in Moses. Buber sets out to
establish both the historicity of Moses and the integrity

of the biblical text that relates the events of his life.

65gee p. 21.
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His first chapter, therefore, discusses "Saga and History."
The saga is defined as "the predominant method of preserving

the memory of what happens"66

within a strong tribal organi-
zation. Saga undergoes a continuous process of crystallisa-
tion which, Buber maintains, is totally different from the
compilation of sources put forth by various critics of the
text. Buber sees the subject matter of this study to be how
"the faith dealt with here undertook to become flesh in a
people."67 As the primary figure in the forging of this
faith community in its social, political and spiritual
ramifications, Moses' life and pronouncements are meticu-
lously scrutinized. Moses is prophet, but he is also more
than prophet. As prophet, Moses "penetrates into history
again and again and operates therein."©8

The "great refrain in Israel's history"69 from the
time of Samuel until Jeremiah is that of prophet versus king.
Moses, however, does not confront a mortal king. His task

in history is more than the prophetic one because he func-

66Martin Buber, Moses (New York: Harper Torchbooks,
1958), p. 15.

671pid., p. 9.

681phid., p. 63. Note that the navi, as working
within history, not only reiterates Buber's earlier con-
ception, but also strengthens his argument regarding the
historicity of Moses.

69Tpid.
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tions as leader of the people, as legislator. The goal
of his task is

the realization of the unity of religious

and social life in the community of Israel,

the substantiation of a ruling by God

that . . . shall comprehend the entire

existence of the nation, the theo-political

orinciple. 79
Prophetic revelation is one means of working toward this
objective, although, as Buber notes, the way he receives
the revelation is "largely"7l but not completely propheti-
cal. That 1is, the institution of the tent "does make a
considerable difference.”" Buber does not specify what that
difference is nor how he would separate out the prophetic
components of revelation from anv others.

The means by which Moses communicates with God in
his prophetic encounters also differs not only from that
of the other prophets but also from that of the elders.
The other prophets "have visions which must first be
interpreted," while Moses "is shown God's vurpose in
the visible reality itself."7’2 While Buber unfortunately
does not explain how or on what grounds the interpretation

subsequent to the vision of the other »nrophets takes nlace,

it seems clear that Moses has more direct access to the

701pid., p. 186.
71l1pid.

721pbid., p. 168.



axiological nexus called "God's purpose." In addition,
while to the other prophets God speaks "in dream," with
Moses He communicates "mouth to mouth," thus conveying the
words being blown into the man as from a breath. ’3

In the case of the elders,’4 what occurs is that
a ruah takes possession of them, this ruah being "an imper-
sonal, wordless force" which does not transmit "a meaning,
a message or a command."’® This seems to be an experience
of God's Presence devoid of cognitive content. With Moses,
the case is clearly otherwise. He does not require exposure
to an impersonal ruah since to him "the Voice has spoken as

n

one person to another;" he carries the spirit "which is
nothing other than an assumption into a dialogic relation-
ship with the Divinity, into the colloguy."’6 Moses, that
is, dialogues with God as person to Person, entering His
Presence and communicating both affectively and cognitively.
Taking into account the unigueness of Moses' posi-
tion, his kind of communication with God is nonetheless

paradigmatic of the prophetic experience. Being a prophet

is "not a transitory state" (as in the case of the elders),

731pbid.

74Referring, according to Buber's footnote, to
Ex. 24:1, 9.

75Buber, Moses, op. cit., p. 165.

761pid.
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but "the summons in virtue of which a man has immediate
contact with Godhead and receives its behest directly.?’”
All prophecy, Buber is implying, is both affective and
cognitive.

What is gleaned from Moses in terms of further
understanding Buber's conception of prophecy may be sum-
marized thus. The prophet, having communicated with God
in the manner described above, bears God's words to the
community and the words of the community to God.’8 He
speaks against the comfort and security a tangible god
would offer, and admonishes the people to seek the "con-
secration of men and things, of times and places, to the
One who vouchsafes His presence."’? The true navi does not
foretell a fixed, unchangeable future. Rather, in accord-
ance with his function of leading the people away from
spiritual complacency toward spiritual growth, "he
announces a present that requires human choice and decision,
as a present in which the future is being prepared."So

Human decisions and divine commandement are intersecting,

771pid., p. l67.

78This is said of Miriam as prophetess and proclaimer
in Ex. 15:21, ibid., p. 74.

791pid., pp. 128-129.

801pid., p. 170.
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if not coinciding spheres.81 The prophet, as Buber re-
states at the conclusion of Moses, "is that undivided,
entire person who as such receives the message and as such

endeavors to establish that message in life."S2

A Summary of Buber's Views

In the later essay "Prophecy, Apocalyptic and
Historical Hour," published in 1954,83 these themes are
reiterated. The nature of the prophetic calling is based
on a view of God

that preserves the mystery of the dialogical
intercourse between God and man from all
desire for dogmatic encystment. The mystery
is that of man's creation as being with

the power of actually choosing between the
ways 84

8l1ipbid. The problem of autonomous versus heteronomous
law in Buber's concept of revelation and ethical theory is
here made clear.

82Ibid., p. 200. As in other descriptions of the
prophet and prophecy, Buber is here unclear. Is the
"message" awareness of God's accompanying Presence, or
does it have cognitive content? Only in the case of Moses,
who is legislator as well as prophet, does Buber clearly
indicate that specific content is part of the prophetic
experience. The "ordinary" prophet remains open to God's
Presence and admonishes the people to do the same.

8376 be found in Pointing The Way: Collected Essays,
trans. Maurice S. Friedman (New York: Schocken Books, 1974)
as well as On The Bible: Eighteen Studies, ed. Nahum N.
Glatzer (New York: Schocken Books, 1968).

84puber, "Prophecy, Apocalyptic, and the Historical
Hour," On The Bible: Eighteen Studies, ibid., p. 177.
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Clearly, Buber's understanding of prophecy remained un-
changed.

From the turn of the century until 1963, when
he terminated the collection of his writings, Buber's
conception of Judaism and its principal notions changed.
But an understanding of his conception is to be grasped
by way .0of a central principle. This principle is Buber's
articulation of the living and creative forces, as he
saw them, of Judaism.85 It is clear that the
prophetic experience, for Buber, is the seminal force
of Judaism. Prophetic revelation is at once a mission
(ruah) and a summons to decision (davar). It is
immersed in the historical present, reaching toward heaven
from the nexus of human struggle and conflict. Always more
concerned with the "how" than with the "what," Buber never
clearly indicates that the prophetic experience may result
in cognitive content (except in the case of Moses as men-
tioned previously). Rather, despite the fact that Buber
wrote about prophecy after his avowed move away from the
mysticism implicit in Daniel and other early writings, his
conception of prophetic revelation remains essentially
mystical. Revelation, the word of God, is entirely of the

present; it is the encounter between the eternal Thou and

85Gershom Scholem, op. cit., pp. 129-30.



the subject I and the concommitant responses. What is re-
ceived by the I is not content, but what Buber calls "pres-
ence as power." The I does not receive the fullness of
meaning (i.e. specific guidelines) but rather the guarantee
that there is meaning. Thus prophetic revelation (and
indeed all revelation) is the pure encounter in which and
from which nothing can be formulated. 1Its meaning can find
expression, according to Buber, only in the deeds of man,
deeds acted out with a cognizance of the Divine Presence.
True prophecy, then, is mystical. Inspired by awareness

of God's sustaining Presence, man is summoned to act and
make decisions in the concrete world. The future offers

no guarantee of ultimate security; man's only comfort is
the immediacy of God's Presence in the performance of human
deeds.

It is clear that Buber's treatment of nrophecy is
not problem~free. The metaphoric use of language and lack
of systemization make it difficult to ascertain the precise
formulation of the concepts involved. Despite this lack
of structure and rigorous analvsis, however, Buber has
succeeded in articulating what is surely the central notion
in traditional expositions of Judaism. Given the many
philosophical ramifications of how one understands prophecy,
it may be said that Buber has recovered and recaptured the
central Jewish affirmation that God has in the past, and

can yet, in the present and future, address man; that such
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an address calls forth a response; that the resulting dialogue
is characterized by an acute sense of immediacy; that ‘the out-
come is a renewal of man's resolve to further realize the human
and Godly tasks in one's relationshiprs within the concrete
world. Buber 1is a representative of pneumatic exegesis, but

this type of exegesis has a place within the Judaic tradition.87

Revelation: A Problem in Buber's Account of Pronhecy

It can be legitimately questioned, however, whether
or not Buber's pneumatic exegesis at times loosens the text
in a manner that moves the focus too distant from tradi-
tional conceptions. The issue under consideration here
is the very large one of the nature of revelation within
the tradition. While the exegetical and philosophical
formulations of what occurred at Sinai are varied, there
is the question of how far one may move from the core
vet remain within parameters acceptable to the tradi-
tion. The problem centers on the issue of historicity.

If it is to be asserted that prophetic revelation actu-
ally occurred, i.e. took place in space and time, it
must at the same time be asked: what does this mean and

how can it be understood? According to Buber's formulation

87Much of the biblical commentary of Moses ben Nahman,
or Nahmanides, is written on the level of sod. Meaning that
which is hidden or esoteric, the exegesis characterized by sod
is far removed from the simple understanding of the text and
from the homiletical. Often mystical in tone and content,
such commentary is included in the category of pneumatic
exegesis.
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in an early essay,88 three interpretationiare possible.

That God came down in fire to the mountain and
spoke to His people may mean:

a) That figurative language is being used to ex-
press a "spiritual" process. Buber maintains, however,
that to assert biblical history is not the recall of actual
events, but rather allegory and metaphor, is to say "it is
no longer biblical."™ That which is uniquely biblical, that
is, becomes merely another "modern" category of thinking.

b) That the biblical account is the report of a
"supernatural” event. If this were the case, Buber insists,
man would have to sacrifice his intellect in order to accept
the Bible and the biblical world-view. Religion would re-
quire acceptance of the unintelligible, thereby abstracting
itself from the totality of man's life experiences.

c) The third possibility is that it could be:

the verbal trace of a natural event, i.e., of

an event that took place in the world of the

senses common to all men, and fitted into con-

nections that the senses can perceive. But

the assemblage that experienced this event

experienced it as revelation vouchsafed to
them by God, and preserved it as such in the

88"The Man of Today and the Jewish Bible," On The
Bible: Eighteen Studies, op. cit., pp. 8-9. This essay
is from a series of lectures delivered in 1926.
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memory of generations . . . for natural events

are the carriers of revelation, and revelation

occurs when he who witnesses the event and

sustains it experiences the revelation it

contains. 89

What is Buber saving here? Clearly, the lancguage of
the Bible is figurative. Its being so, however, does not
preclude the actuality or historicitv of the events.
Rather, metaphoric language points to human limitations.
Buber argues that such an interpretation removes the events
of revelation to a spiritual realm which humans can neither
relate to nor comprehend. The second possibility is similar,
emphasizing the supernatural rather than a spiritual process.
Buber's argument follows the same line: if the text is con-
veying that which is unintelligible, how can it be assimi=-
lated by the rational understanding? The third possibility
combines the first two, thereby overcoming their limitations.
The biblical account of revelation, that is, is not mere
metaphor90 trying to convey that which is beyond rational
comprehension; clearly, the very use of figurative language

indicates a human formulation of that which appears to be

beyond human understanding. But to say this is neither to

891bid., p. 9.

901t is interesting to note the implicit criticism
given to figurative language when Buber himself is a
master both of metaphor and of ambiguity.
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reduce biblical history to imaginative events nor to sacri-
fice intelligibility. The third option puts forth the
notion of the revelation at Sinai as a natural event, one
perceived by sensible and rational persons as a unique com-
munication "vouchsafed them by God." The revelation occur-
red within the discernible realm of experience of the people,
vvas preserved in writing, thereby transmitted in the memory
of generations. Although the revelation itself retains a
nystical aura, Buber is nonetheless concerned here to es-
tablish the historicity of the events under scrutiny. Buber
is not saying here that the experience of revelation can be
reduced to a kind of subjectivity; in the case of the reve-
lation at Sinai, there was public confirmation of the
events. While Buber's pneumatic exegesis does loosen the
text, he nonetheless remains on firm, historical ground.

The problem of revelation in Buber is complex and
multi~faceted; it cannot be examined here in great detail.9l
But in dealing with the closely-related notion of provhecy,

certain aspects of the difficulties inherent in Buber's

91For an excellent account of the philosophical prob-
lems involved see Emil L. Fackenheim, "Buber's Concept of
Revelation," op. cit., pp. 273-296. A thorough analysis of
the epistemological problems implicit in Buber's notion is
given by Steven T. Katz in "A Critical Review of Martin
Buber's Epistemology of I-Thou." Although as vet unpub-
lished, this paper will be part of the Proceedings of the
Buber Centenary Conference at Ben~Gurion University,
January, 1978.



81

concept come to the fore. It has been asserted that Buber
maintains revelation--Sinaitic and prophetic--as an actual
event that took place in space and time. As the following

quotation from I and Thou shows, however, the historicity

of various revelations--and their uniqueness--is diminished
by Buber's qualifying notion of continuous revelation.

The powerful revelations invoked by the
religions are essentially the same as the
guiet one that occurs everywhere and at
all times. The powerful revelations that
stand at the beginning of great communi-
ties, at the turning-points of human time,
are nothing else than the eternal revela-
tion. But revelation does not pour into
the world through its recipient as if he
were a funnel: it confers itself upon
him . . .92

Gershom Scholem, in commenting upon this passage, 93 insists
that historical revelations do precisely "pour into the
world by using its recipient like a funnel." Buber's view,
however, 1is that that which is poured passes through a
human being ("organ" is Buber's word) and is thereby, in

greater or lesser degree, translated into the human idiom.

92Martin Buber, I and Thou, op. cit., pp. 165-66.
Continuous revelation is implied in the passage cited in
note 89: ". . . for natural events are the carriers of
revelation. . ."

93Scholem, "Martin Buber's Conception of Judaism,"
op. cit., p. 159. Cf. Buber, "The Word That is Spoken" in
The Knowledge of Man," ed. Maurice Friedman, trans. Maurice
Friedman and Ronald G. Smith (New York: Harper and Row,
1965), p. 120.
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The prophet is not a passive instrument. Rather, as one
who has encountered the Eternal Thou and stands in rela-
tionship to Him, his prophecy is the word of God filtered
through man. As Emil Fackenheim clearly shows,94 Buber's
conclusion is that the relation between divine address and
human response is an antinomy which thought cannot resolve.

It is not man's own power that is at work here,

neither is it merely God passing through; it

is a mixture of the divine and the human.95
Prophecy, then, took place at specific historic junctures.
What occurred was an admixture of the divine and the human.
The manifestations of the prophetic encounter are intense,
powerful instances of the revelation that is eternal.
Clearly, at Sinai, the encounter was initiated by God.
That such was always the case in the various accounts of
prophecy recorded in the Hebrew Bible cannot be ascertained
from Buber's account.

The premise of the eternality and continuousness
of divine revelation, coupled with the dynamic of the I-Thou,
leave Buber open to the charge of subjectivity. The prob-
lems arising out of his conception of propvhecy, traditional

though it may be in several important respects, derive from

94Fackenheim, "Buber's Concept of Revelation," op.
cit., esp. pp. 287-291.

95Buber, I and Thou, op. cit., p. 166.
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the lack of philosophic rigor with which his religious
thinking in general--and this notion in particular--are
constructed. The notion of revelation is characterized
primarily by dialogue. Its strengths and weaknesses,
therefore, depend upon whether or not the central concept
of I-Thou can stand up to philosophic analysis.96

Following is a summary of the essential components
of Buber's account of revelation. Then some of the philo-
sophic difficulties are discussed.

1. God does not reveal propositions.

2. Revelation is not about God or His nature, but
about God's acting on man.

3. Revelation, therefore, is necessarily expressed
in human terms and takes on human meaning.

4. Nonetheless, that which issues forth in revela-
tion always retains elements of the original dialogic exper-
ience.

5. The aim of revelation is the improvement of

96ror philosophic analysis of the I-Thou see the
various articles in The Philosophy of Martin Buber, ed.
Paul A. Schilpp and M. Friedman, op. cit. Also, the paper
by Steven T. Katz cited in note 91. Katz analyzes the
latent and blatant Kantianism in Buber, concentrating
especially on its implications for the concept of revela-
tion. The summary following is based on that given in
his paper, pp. 8-9.
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man's understanding of himself. The insights resulting
from revelation are anthropological rather than metaphysi-
cal.

6. The anthropological character of revelation
leads to the following implications:

(a) Revelation can never be a definitive
"once and for all truth;" it is not perfect. As human
truth, it is always partial, limited, and liable to error.

(b) It can never be tested by any criteria,
except the knowledge that one acts with the personal cer-
tainty that what one does has been given meaning by a
revealed presence.

(c) Only those actions/situations which man
feels are addressed to him have obligatory force; this
implies that man himself decides what calls to him as
revelation.

(d) Acting in accordance with revelation
means acting "authentically," i.e. with kavanah.

(e} Revelation can never be the basis of
universal prescriptions.

(£) This being so, one can never know the

meaning of revelation for a specific act in advance of
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the event.97

The most significant principle to be derived from
the above is "Buber's insistence that man is incapable of
understanding himself in isolation from God and that man's
universe finds its direction and its grounds only there."28
The revelation of God's Presence, while not extending to
man the security of risk-free directives, provides an
existential certainty that takes form as the security of
self. God functions as the guarantor of human authenticity.
Having guaranteed that man's existence is replete with
meaning, however, man is turned back upon himself; thus

the centrality of the anthropological dimension.99

97katz draws this summary from various sources. See
I and Thou, op. cit., p. 159f.; Moses, op. cit., p. 188;
Israel and the World: Essays in a Time of Crises (New York:
Schocken Books, 1963), pp. 87f, 114, 162-63, 216; Between
Man and Man (Boston: Beacon Press, 1959), pp. 12, 16-18,
67-71, 114; Eclipse of God (New York: Harper Torchbooks),
pp. 36, 43, 70; On Jewish Learning {(New York: Schocken
Books, 1955), p. 115.

98steven T. Katz, op. cit., p. 9.

99professor Katz, using the statement in Eclipse of
God that "We are revealed to ourselves . . .," concludes
that "Knowledge of self and knowledge of God's mighty acts
of revelation conveniently coalesce to allow us to attend
to man's own nature, while yet treating this activity as
holy and its discoveries as Divine Truths." Katz, op. cit.,
p.- 10. This is to render Buber's concept of revelation
completely subjective. While many of the references given
in note 97, as well as an epistemological analysis of the
I-Thou, do lead to this conclusion, Buber would not agree
that this is his sole meaning. See, for instance, "Replies
to My Critics" in The Philosophy of Martin Buber, ed.
Schlipp and Friedman, op. cit., p. 699f.
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The Buberian epistemology is clearly a species
of Kantian idealism. Many Kantian elements are directly
incorporated into Buber's discussions, such as the divi-
sion of the world into I-Thou and I-It (suggesting the
noumenal and phenomenal), and Buber's insistence upon the
autonomy of the individual within the I-Thou dialogue.
Analysis of Buber's notion of revelation ;ntails analysis
of his epistemology. What are the implications, then, of
revelation as summarized above?

That which is revealed by God, being neither prop-
osition nor universal truth, is rather what Buber calls
"Presence." What occurs in an I-Eternal Thou encounter
seems to be akin to the momentary coalescence of two empty
sets. When the moment of encounter terminates, the human
set "fills in" the content, so to speak, with actions
deriving from the human will, a will whose meaning has
been authenticated by I-Eternal Thou encounter. Human
autonomous activity becomes holy activity because human

autonomy "is vouchsafed by God's act of self-limitation

in the revealing of 'Presence' alone."100 The contentless

100Katz, op. cit., II, p. 17.
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set of the human person, permits, indeed obligates101 that
person to create, through his own will, actions the mean-
ings of which are guaranteed by God. No Divine coercion
will impose itself upon man's freedom. Buber has attempted
in several places to limit the anarchism toward which this
concept necessarily leads, 102 but is not entirely success-
ful. What has occurred here is that ontological truth,

the "truth" of God's Presence, and anthropological truth,
that of man as a creature of will within the concrete world,
have merged in the existential situation of the existing

individual. Buber thus tries to hold together two seemingly

101l7his is perhaps the only understanding of obli-
gation in terms of human action that one may derive from
Buber's epistemology, i.e. that man is obligated to act
upon the meaning received during the I-Thou encounter.
It may legitimately be asked, however, how, epistemically
speaking, any meaning can be received or transmitted in
the absence of cognitive content. This ingquiry causes
one to revert to Scholem's assessment of Buber as having
maintained, despite his protestations to the contrary, a
strong conception of mysticism. See Scholem, "Martin
Buber's Conception of Judaism," On Jews and Judaism in
Crisis, op. cit., pp. 145, 157.

102gge, for instance, Moses, op. cit., p. 188,
"Images of Good and Evil," Part One, in Good and Evil (New
York: Charles Scribner's Sons). It is interesting to
compare the latter with the much more rigorous, but similar
essay, "On the Radical Evil in Human Nature," by Kant.
See also Buber's replies to Marvin Fox's essay in "Replies
to My Critics," The Philosophy of Martin Buber, op. cit.,
pp. 718-721. The central philosophical question may be
thus formulated: can any idealism succeed in adequately
resolving the question of heteronomous vs. autonomous
law?
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disparate concepts: that of a God who reveals Himself to
man; and that of man as completely autonomous. Two prob-
lemsl03 in particular are manifest as consequences of
Buber's attempt.

First, it may be asked: what is the relation
between those human acts which Buber claims are free but
guaranteed by the act of meeting with the Eternal Thou, and
the Eternal Thou? 1In other words, how does the Eternal Thou
guarantee the freedom of man's actions?194 1If revelation
is to retain any meaning whatsoever, there must be a neces-
sary relation between the act of revelation and that which
emanates from it, i.e. free human actions. It is at this
juncture, however, that the dilemma arises. For if pre-
sumed free-willed action is causally determined by revela-
tion, it becomes heteronomous. Yet if human action and

revelation remain disparate entities, revelation becomes

103These are taken from Steven T. Katz's paper, obD.
cit., II, pp. 17-19.

1047he paradox that arises in answering this ques-
tion is strikingly similar to the dilemma posed by Emil
Fackenheim in analyzing the relationship between Kant's
Critique of Practical Reason and "On the Radical Evil in
Human Nature." See "Kant and Radical Evil," University
of Toronto Quarterly, XXIII (1953-54), pp. 339-353. Per-
haps the problem is one which arises from the very nature
of idealism. An excellent account of this problem is to
be found in E. Fackenheim, "The Revealed Morality of
Judaism and Modern Thought," Quest for Past and Future:
Essays in Jewish Theology (Bloomington: Indiana University
Press, 1968), pp. 204-228.
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merely a formal notion. The experience of God's Presence
must make a difference in human behavior, i.e. it must
have existential import. Can it remain a material notion
without obliterating the human freedom it purports to
guarantee? How revelation affects human action remains
ambiguous and problematic.

The second difficulty concerns the nature of the
Eternal Thou. A description of Him is given in Between

Man and Man.

When we rise out of it (revelationary

dialogue) into the new life and there

begin to receive the signs, what can we

know of that which=--of him who gives

them to us? Only what we experience

from time to time from the signs them-

selves. If we name the speaker of this

speech God, then it is always the God

of a moment, a moment God.lO05
Since this "moment God" is only identifiable by His
Presence during the dialogic encounter, what, it may be
asked, are His identifying characteristics? How does one
know when one has encountered the Eternal Thou? And if
one knows such for situation A, with what certainty can
one know that the Thou in situation B is the same Being?
How do many "moment Gods" become God?

The very limits set by Buber in explicating the

I-Thou do not allow verifiable criteria to be utilized.

105Between Man and Man, op. cit., p. 15.
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Space and time are of the realm of "It" knowledge; psycho-
logical states may be deemed too subjective,106 in addi-
tion to their having content which may be articulated and
communicated, i.e. feelings. "Moment Gods" by their very
nature deny both constancy and internal coherence, thus
precluding any means for identification. The most signi-
ficant consequence of this epistemological limitation in
Buber's thought is that it makes religious history, the
God of history, and the notion of a tradition enduring
through space and time impossible concepts.107 Since pre-
cisely the opposite is Buber's view, i.e. the God of the
Hebrew Bible is no other than a God who acts in history,
it is readily seen that Buber's epistemology--or lack of
it-~has pushed him into an uncomfortable--and untenable--
corner.

It can be said, therefore, that Buber's concept of
prophecy is philosophically insufficient. While the un-
systematic epistemology of thé I-Thou leads to the core
problem of lack of content and law, it is equally clear

that the central thrust of Buber's thinking108 is one which

1061 and Thou, op. cit., pp. 129-135.

107see Arthur A. Cohen, The Natural and the Super-
natural Jew (New York: Pantheon Books, 1962), pp. 170-173.

1087hat is, aside from the lack of an ontology upon
which an epistemology should be firmly grounded.
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circumvents the issue of normative law (both religious
and civil) and treats it ambiguously. Indeed, these two
are closely intertwined, and are related to what Scholem
terms "a purely mystical definition of revelation."109
Nevertheless, despite this serious lacuna in his formula-
tions, Buber has succeeded in articulating significant
aspects of the meaning of prophecy within the Judaic tra-
dition. To reiterate, he has affirmed that God has, in
the past, and can yet, in the present and future, address
man; that such an address calls forth a response; that the
resulting dialogue is characterized by an acute sense of
immediacy; and that the outcome is a renewal of man's
resolve to further realize the human and Godly tasks in

one's relationships within the concrete world.

Prophecy in Maimonides: A Brief Overview

In order to corroborate these aspects of Buber's
understanding of prophecy, prophecy will be examined from
an entirely different perspective. Maimonides, a ration-

alist and legalist,llo is a representative par excellence

109Gershom Scholem, "Martin Buber's Conception of
Judaism," op. cit., p. 157.

110Moses ben Maimon, or Maimonides (also known by
the acronym Rambam) lived from 1135-1204. Born in Cordoba,
Svain, he was rabbinic authority, codifier, philosopher and
royal physician. He was the most illustrious figure in
Judaism in post-talmudic times. His two greatest works are
the Mishneh Torah and The Guide of the Perplexed.




of the Judaic tradition. It is indisputable that his phil-
osophy of Judaism in general, as well as his concept of
prophecy in particular, differ in significant and even
radical ways from the post-Kantian, post-Kierkegaardian
frame of reference from which Buber writes. Maimonides
adopted an Aristotelian framework, and was a master of
rabbinic works with which Buber was only superficially, if
at all, familiar. Nevertheless, despite the obvious dis-
parities, the common points between Buber and Maimonides
serve to support an understanding of Buber as traditional.
Three features characterize Maimonides theory of
ordinary prophecy.lll First, orophecy does not come
directly from God, but through an emanation from the Active
Intellect, whose ultimate ground is God. Second, prophecy
is a natural event and never arises miraculously. And
third, the agents that directly produce prophecy are
human reason and the imagination. Prophecy comes upon
the prophet suddenly, when he falls into an unpremeditated

112

non-conscious state. The prophet, possessing nearly

perfect rational and imaginative faculties, serves the

lllyaimonides discusses provhecy in The Guide of
the Perplexed, II, Chapters 32-48. In addition to the
numerous other references throughout the Guide, prophecy
is also analyzed in Introduction to the Talmud, Chapter II.
A good summary is given in, among other sources, A. J. Reines,
Maimonides and Abrabanel on Prophecy (Cincinnati: Hebrew
Union College Press, 1970).

112Maimonides delineates eleven degrees of prophecy
in the Guide, II, Chapter 45.
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function of providing for the community three kinds of
knowledge: metaphysical scientific speculation, the highest
kind of intellectual knowledge; moral judgments; and pre-
dictions of events, usually dire, that are to occur in the
future. Providential knowledge, however, cannot be com-
municated in a uniform manner, according to Maimonides.
Because of the nature of the knowledge which the prophet
possesses and the diverse intellectual and moral capacities
in any given community, providential knowledge must be
transmitted so that it provides spiritual instruction to
each according to his ability and need. To accomplish
this task, prophetic genius created the parable. The
imagerial ambiguity and verbal equivocality of the parable
serves each according to his individual qualifications.
Imagination is employed by the intellect to portray in
symbolic form the rational and scientific truths at which
it has arrived. The literal meaning of the parables is
intended for the uninformed masses, while the concealed,
esoteric meaning is intended for the intellectually elite.
This is not to say that the literal sense is simply a
device for concealment; rather, all levels of meaning of
the parable have intrinsic value. The nature of the
parable enables prophecy to fulfill its cosmic purpose as
an extension of the emanation process that creates the

universe and provides for its existence.
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Prophecy, then, involves both intellect and imagina-
tion, and contains both cognitive and symbolic elements.
True to his Aristotelian roots, Maimonides declares the
highest form of prophecy--the Mosaic-~to be that in which
imagination plays no part and pure intellect reigns supreme.

" That prophecy, according to Maimonides, "is an
effluence that flows from the Active Intellect upon the

nll3 indicates,

rational faculty and the imaginative faculty
based upon the Maimonidean cosmology, that it i1s a natural
event. That is, God, through His general will, which
emanates and sustains the first Intelligence, is the ulti-
mate ground of being; He creates and preserves the entire
universe. Prophecy is created and emanated by the Active
Intellect, together with the influence of the spheres, which
affect the physical world, constitute the mode of causation
referred to as "nature,"114 prophecy is characterized as a
natural event.

Prophecy is a human gift and requires natural apti-
tude as well as intense preparation and study. But in the

same way as prophecy is produced by the general divine will,

can it be withheld by the divine will. This withholding, a

113Moses Maimonides, The Guide of the Perplexed,
trans. S. Pines (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1963), II, 36, p. 369.

1141pid., II, 6; II, 10, p. 271f.
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"miraculous"”" intervention in an otherwise naturalistic
process, has created difficulties for commentators on the
ggigg.lls Nonetheless, it was necessary to maintain such
interference from God in an otherwise natural process in
order to explain the means of selection. Prophecy,
Maimonides is indicating, depends not only upon one's
preparation, moral rectitude and efforts, but also upon
the grace of the Divine. Despite its natural elements, it
remains ultimately a Divine gift. It is to be noted that
the system espoused by Maimonides in the Guide emphasizes

a kind of religious naturalism which may or may not be in

accord with the Weltanschauung of certain interpretations

of rabbinic Judaism.l1l6 Supernaturalism, or dependence
upon miracles is shown to be at odds with the philosophical

and theological foundations of the tradition.

Buber, Maimonides and Soloveitchik

Buber's conceptions and those of Maimonides span
centuries, not only in years but also in perspectives and
world-views. The philosophic roots of one are in Kant and

Kierkegaard; those of the other in. Aristotle, Avicenna and

1155, 3. Reines, op. cit., pp. xXxXxi-ii, notes 72,
73, 74.

116Ibid., pP- xX. See also David Hartman, Maimonides:

Torah and Philosophic Quest. (Philadelphia: The Jewish
Publication Society, 1976), especially Chapter Three.
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Al-Farabi. The religious roots of one are primarily bibli-
cal; those of the other are biblical and talmudic. Yet,
despite the very wide and apparent divergencies, there is
a common thread that binds them. Each recognizes the
primary of prophecy for an understanding of the rest of
the tradition. Each insists that prophecy is an historical
fact, having taken place in space and time. God, that is,
addresses man and engages him in a dialogue, a dialogue
bearing not only upon himself but affecting the community
as well. The outcome of the prophetic encounter, both
individually and on a communal level, is to further actu-
alize human and Godly tasks through one's actions. For
Maimonides, this involves increasing one's knowledge, for
through reason man may control and guide nature to his own
soterial purpose. For Buber, the awareness of God's pres-
ence is sufficient to cause man to reinvigorate and renew
his relationships and actions.

A more accurate assessment of Buber and tradition
can be gained by evaluating him in relation to an outstand-
ing contemporary religious thinker, one who is heir both to

Maimonidean philosophy and existential thought. Rabbi
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Joseph B. Soloveitchik,117 a master talmudist and special-
ist in Maimonides' legal works, is an expert in the field
of Western philosophy. Indeed, many of his expositions of
the dilemmas facing modern religious man draw heavily from
existential thinking. It is extremely valuable, in order
to put Buber's formulations in perspective, to examine
how Soloveitchik, combining talmudic and existential dimen-
sions, understands the phenomenon of prophecy.
Soloveitchik's analysis of prophecy takes place
within the context of a discussion of what he calls Adam
the First and Adam the Second, corresponding to the two
versions of the creation of man and woman given in Genesis

1:26-31 and 2:7-25. Adam the Second is able to transcend

117Rrabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik, born in Poland,
studied talmud privately with his father and other tutors,
mastering his grandfather's unique method of talmudic study,
with its insistence on incisive analysis, exact classifica-~-
tion, critical independence and emphasis on Maimonides Mishneh
Torah. In 1931, he received his doctorate from the University
of Berlin for his dissertation on Hermann Cohen's epistemology
and metaphysics. Emigrating to the U.S. in 1932, Soloveitchik
settled in Boston, but eventually became professor of Talmud
at the Rabbi Isaac Elchanan Theological Seminary of Yeshiva
University. An acclaimed lecturer and writer, Soloveitchik
has published little, in keeping with a family tradition.
His works include: "Ish ha-Halakhah," Talpiot (1944); "The
Lonely Man of Faith," Tradition, VII (1965), "Confronta-
tion," Tradition, VI (1964), Hamesh Derishot (Jerusalem:
Machon Tal Orot, 1974); Al Hateshuvah, ed. Pinchus Peli
(Jerusalem: World Zionist Organization, 1975); Besod Havahid

Vehayahad, ed. Pinchus Peli (Jerusalem: Orot, 1976); "The
Community," "Majesty and Humility," "Catharsis," "Redemption,
Prayer, Talmud Torah," "A Tribute to the Rebbitzen of Talne,"

Tradition, XVII (1978).
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a technical, utilitarian relationship and, within the cov-
enantal community, participate with Eve in the existential
experience of being, not merely working, together.l18 The
covenantal, existential community are one, and they are
integral parts of Soloveitchik's understanding of prophecy.
This community is established when God joins together with
man. At that moment, the miracle of revelation takes place
in two dimensions: the transcendental God reveals Himself
to man, and, conversely, man "sheds his mask” and opens
himself to God.1ll9 Man discovers God as being close to
him; His transcendence is overcome, so to speak, by realiza-
tion of His nearness. When God initiates the meeting, the
covenantal prophetic community is established; when man
calls out to and addresses God, "the same miracle happens

. and a new covenantal community 1is born--the prayer
community.120

The prophetic community, then, is begun by God,

while the prayer community derives from man's efforts.

1183, B. soloveitchik, "The Lonely Man of Faith,"®
op. cit., p. 33.

1191pid., p. 34.

120Ibid., It is to be noted that Soloveitchik
describes man calling out to God "in the informal, friendly
tones of Thou."
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Both, however, share the common element of "covenant."
This, Soloveitchik goes on to explain, is for three
reasons. 121 1t is in describing the relation between
prophecy, prayer and covenant that prophecy is analyzed.
First, in both the prophetic and prayer communi-
ties, a confrontation of God and man takes place. The

prophecy awareness, Soloveitchik insists, is "toto genere

different from the mystical experience,"122 and "can only
be interpreted in the unigue categories of the covenant
event."123 This is so because the covenant community is
defined as that formed by God's initiative, when He descends
upon the mount, so to speak, in response to which man
ascends to meet Him. Thus a direct, personal relationship
is established and expressed. Similarly,
. . praver is basically an awareness of

man finding himself in the presence of and

addressing himself to His Maker . . . the

very essence of prayer is the covenantal

experience of being together with and
talking to God and . . . the concrete per-

12lThese three explanations are discussed in Ibid.,
pp. 34-43.

1221nid., p. 34. This will be explicated further
on.

123p0r an excellent discussion of the covenant idea
see Daniel J. Elazar, "Covenant as the Basis of the Jewish
Political Tradition," Jewish Journal of Sociology, XX
(1978), 5-37.
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formance such as the recitation of

texts represents the technique of

implementation of prayer and not prayer

itself.124

The close parallel Soloveitchik draws between the
prophetic and prayer experiences=--he calls them "synonymous
designations of the covenantal God-man colloquy"lZS-—is
related to the role of prophecy in history and the origin
of prayer. The Talmud in Berakhot 26b, 33a and Megillah
18a traces the origin of prayer back to Abraham and the
other patriarchs and the authorship of statutory prayer to
the men of the Great Assembly. Both prayer and prophecy--
man's reaching out to God and God's initiating encounters--
began with Abraham, and God's role in calling out to man
remained an active one until the time of Malachi( aprx. 500
B.C.E.). From that time, for reasons undiscernible, the
heavens remained silent. But the men of the Great Assembly,
according to Soloveitchik, "refused to acquiesce in this
cruel historical reality and would not let the ancient
dialogue between God and men come to an end."126 Were the
intimate relationship with God to be lost, the community

would forego its covenantal status. Therefore, they insti-

tuted prayer. "Prayer is the continuation of prophecy and

1241pig., p. 35.
1251pid., p. 36.
1261pid., p. 37.
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the fellowship of prayerful men is ipso facto the fellow-
ship of prophets."l27

That both the prophetic and prayer communities are
three-fold structures, consisting of I, thou, and He, is
the second reason they are designated as covenantal. The
prophet acts not as a private person, but as the represen-
tative of the many for whom his message is meant. Similarly,
prayer is not only an individual experience. The man-God
encounter epitomized by prayer is supported by "the coven-

nl28 o¢ sharing

antal awareness of existential togetherness,
the suffering of others. That is the primary reason, ac-
cording to Soloveitchik, that nearly all Jewish liturgy 1is
phrased in the plural. In the same way as God abandons
His unique solitude to reach out to man, must man overcome
his isolation and pray as part of the community.

Third, both prophecy and prayer are covenantal
because of the normative elements contained in their singu-

lar experience of having encountered God. The very semantics

of the term covenant implies freely assumed obligations and

1271pid., p. 36.

1281pig., p. 38.
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commitments.129

Prophecy, Soloveitchik stated previously,
has little in common with the mystical experience. This
is because prophecy is inseparable from its normative con-
tent.

The prophetic pilgrimage to God pursues

a practical goal in whose realization

the whole covenantal community shares.

When confronted with God, the prophet

receives an ethico-moral message to be

handed down to and realized by the

members of the covenantal community
whichl§8 mainly a community in action

The prime purpose of prophetic revelation is related

to the giving of the Law. What is transmitted during the

man-God encounter is not only Divine Presence, not only

the feeling of accompaniment and the giving of direction,

but also, and most significantly, a specific content: the

Law. The God-Man confrontation, according to Soloveitchik,

has a didactic aim. In encountering man, God intends to

instruct and guide him. He to whom God's words of instruc-

tion are revealed, the prophet, is entrusted with the task
"

of teaching the covenantal community: . . . God's word is

ipso facto God's law and norm. " 131

129see pDaniel J. Elazar, op. cit., as well as Elazar,
"Some Preliminary Observations on the Jewish Political
Tradition," Tradition, XVIII (1980), esp. pp. 258-62.

l3OSoloveitchik, op. cit., p. 39. See also footnote
on that page for discussion of the meaning of "normative."

1311pid., p. 4o0.
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To construe prophecy as non-normative, Soloveitchik
insists, would be, in the Judaic tradition, immoral.
Without the normative element of the prophetic man-God
encounter, the latter would become an apocalyptic event,
an "esoteric-egotistic affair," limited to a small elite.
Judaism, however, is "exoterically-minded and democratic
to its very core."132 The democratization of the man-God
encounter 1is made possible by the primacy of the normative
element in prophecy.

For Soloveitchik, the prophet is primarily teacher.
Communing with God and communicating to the covenantal com-
munity, his davar and his ruah (to use Buber's terms) unite
in the didactic mission. The result of his meeting with God
is not only cognitive content, but also and specifically
prescriptive law. The prophetic encounter is not an event
characterized by intuition or wordless illumination; it
is definitely a-mystical.

Both Buber and Soloveitchik regard Abraham as the
"knight of faith."133 Clearly, Abraham represents what in
modern terms may be termed an existential figure. For it
is he who showed man how to encounter God, how to be near

Him and feel His presence. In the essay "The Two Foci of

13211i4.

133s01loveitchik uses Kierkegaard's phrase in op. cit.,
p. 32.
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the Jewish Soul,"134 Buber writes about the soul of
Judaism as pre-Sinaitic, as stemming from Abraham. The
Jewish soul, he states, is dual. It acknowledges God's
utter transcendence, His infinite distance from man; yet
simultaneously it recognizes that God is present in a
relationship with the human creatures who inhabit His
earth. Soloveitchik differs from Buber by including the
concept of covenant as a necessary component in the man-
God meeting. "The man of faith," he states, "in order to
redeem himself from his loneliness and misery, must meet

God at a personal covenantal level, where he can be near

w135

Him and feel free in His presence (emphasis mine).
Covenant implies structure, limit, and law; it demands
clarification of mutual rights and obligations. Through
Abraham, Soloveitchik and Buber agree, the unreachable,
transcendent God of the cosmos became the God of earth,
i.e. of its people. Their difference, however, based on
divergent conceptions of revelation and prophecy, is

how the relationship between man and God operates. Man

can feel "free," Soloveitchik states, when he is in the

1340riginally an address delivered in 1930, it is
found in Israel and the World: Essays in a Time of Crisis
(New York: Schocken Books, 1963), pp. 28-40.

135Soloveitchik, op. cit., p. 32.



presence of the personal God who has established a covenant
with him; Buberian man, it is clear, would be encumbered.

Judaism, however, encompasses both Abraham and Moses,
both the covenant with Abraham and the revelation at Sinai.
Buber is clearly more a son of Abraham than of Moses. He
favors the search, the sudden discovery, the intense illumi-
nation, the intimate experience, rather than the on-going
discipline that halakhah provides. Soloveitchik states:

The total faith commitment tends always to

transcend the frontiers of fleeting, amor-

phous subjectivity and to venture into the

outside world of the well-formed, objective

gesture . . . this tendency . . . is of

enormous significance in the Halakhah which

constantly demands from man that he trans-

late ?%% inner life into external facticity
Buber insists man's translating his inner life into external
facticity be dependent totally upon himself as an autonomous
being. According to the interpretation of tradition
Soloveitchik represents, however, man requires Divinely-
ordained guidelines.

Buber has written, at times, as if the Law occupies
a significant place for him.

My point of view with regard to this

subject (i.e. the Law) diverges from

the traditional one; it is not a-nomis-

tic, but neither is it entirely nomistic

. . . For the teaching of Judaism comes
from Sinai; it is Moses' teaching. But

136so0loveitchik, op. cit., p. 35.
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the soul of Judaism is pre-Sinaitic

. « « it is patriarchal . . . The Law

put on the soul and the soul can never

again be understood outside of the Law;

yet the soul itself is not of the

Law.137
The last sentence is particularly important, emphasizing
as it does the need for the soul to be clothed in the body
of the Law. But it has been shown previously that the
garment of the Law is not fashionable in Buber's clime.
Whence, then, this statement? As stated earlier, the
essay from which these words are taken was originally an
address delivered by Buber in Germany in 1930. It has
been pointed outl38 to me that Buber gained a greater
appreciation for--and made more explicit references to--
the Law during and subsequent to his work on the Bible
translation in collaboration with Franz Rosenzweig. While

Buber may have stated "the soul can never again be under-

stood outside of the Law," he nevertheless attempted to

137Buber, "The Two Foci of the Jewish Soul," op.
cit., p. 28.

l38During the early months of 1979, while living
in Jerusalem, I met several times with Dr. Rivka Horowitz,
author of Buber's Way to I and Thou: An Historical
Analysis (Heidelberg: Verlag Lambert Schneider, 1978).
During one of our conversations, this point was made.
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isolate it and understood it in a manner which failed to
comprehend the protection and illumination the Law offers.13?
It is clear from the prior expositions of the concept of
prophecy as found in Buber's writings, as well as the

examination of the epistemology of I and Thou, that in

Buber's thinking, law--and a fundamental means of trans-
mitting law, prophecy--are problem-laden concepts.

For Soloveitchik, prophecy, by definition, must
convey prescriptive content. For Buber, on the contrary,
the prophetic encounter reveals Divine Presence and direc-
tion; after that, man is on his own, though continually open
to further encounters. Soloveitchik's philosophy binds the
man-God meeting of Abraham with that of Moses. It insists
that the freedom and power granted man at creation is but
a necessary prolegémena to the guidelines of Sinai:; God
the creator of man necessarily precedes God the teacher

of man. God's instruction, that is, does not negate man's

139Further discussion on Buber and the Law is given
in A. Daniel Breslauer, The Chrysalis of Religion: A Guide
to the Jewishness of Buber's I and Thou (Nashville, Tenn.:
Abingdon, 1980), esp. Chapter Four. Breslauer tries to
counter, not very successfully, the criticisms of Buber
given by M. Z. Sole, Philosophy and Religion (Hebrew)
(Tel Aviv: Augden, 1967), pp. 92-100 and Eliezer Berkovits,
Major Themes in Modern Philosophies of Judaism (New York:
Ktav, 1974), pp. 68-137. See also Arthur A. Cohen, "Revela-
tion and Law: Reflections on Martin Buber's Views on
Halakhah," Judaism, I, (1952), 250-256.
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autonomy.140 Buber, despite his long exposition of prob-
lems relating to the text of Exodus in Moses,l4l circumvents
the question of the normative laws given in the Torah.
Soloveitchik was quoted earlier (footnote 126) as
stating that when prophecy ceased, the men of the Great
Assembly "refused to acquiesce" in God's silence; they
therefore instituted prayer. When God was no longer
ostensibly present in history, man insisted on continuing
the dialogue. But what is the meaning of "refusing to
acquiesce”" and how was it knownif God was listening to the

prayers so earnestly formulated? As is pointed out by

1400nce again the Kantian roots in Buber, manifested
in the heteronomy vs. autonomy issue, are evident.

1411y is worthwhile to compare these statements of
Buber's taken from Moses (New York: Harper Torchbooks,
1964).

. . . we must ascertain how far it is still pos-
sible for us to examine the texts available to
us with regard to a common concrete content of
that revelation; (p. 174)

. - .+ for without the law, that is, without any
clear-cut and transmissible line of demarcation
between that which is pleasing to God and that
which is displeasing to Him, there can be no
historical continuity of divine rule upon
earth. (p. 188)

. . the false argument of the rebels (Korach
and cohorts) that the law as such displaces
the spirit and the freedom . . . (p. 188) Moses
as "legislator," pp. 174, 176, 186.
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David Hartman,142 this statement provides a basic insight
into the differences between Buber and Soloveitchik, reli-
gious existentialist and halakhic existentialist (if one
may so label them).

Buber, according to Hartman's analysis, focused
on an event-based theology and insisted on being responsive
to history. Accordingly, Jewish spiritual life centers on
the unique, historical encounter between Israel and God;
Sinai is seen as the collective version of Abraham's
individuai experience. Both on a communal level and for
the individual, the direct unmediated experience of God's
presence is crucial. Therefore, revelation is a continuous
process. God is a God of history; sometimes He is in
eclipse, sometimes He is present.

To the halakhist, however, God's presence is medi-
ated by the law. The obligatory force of the commandments
brings God into man's frame of reference. "The halakhist's
meeting with God is not dependent upon fleeting moments of

history, but upon fixed patterns of behavior."143 If the

142pavid Hartman, "Soloveitchik's Response to
Modernity: Reflections on 'The Lonely Man of Faith,'"

Joy and Responsibility: Israel, Modernity and the Renewal
of Judaism (Jerusalem: Ben-Zvi Posner, 1978), p. 226.
143

Ibid., p. 227.
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commandments given at Sinai were to obligate Jews now, then
God, who was present at Sinai, would also be present at
this moment in Jewish history.

It is this view, Hartman maintains, that under-
lies Soloveitchik's statement that the men of the Great
Assembly "refused to acquiesce" in the heavenly silence.

As long as the community was committed to the fulfillment

of the prophetic message,144 it could share in the prophetic
dialogue as formulated within prayer. No event in history
could undermine "the fellowship of prayerful men" that is
"ipso facto the fellowship of prophets." For the halakhic-
existentialist, it is the normative force of Jewish law

that made and makes possible the lived encounter with God.
For the non-halakhic, religious existentialist, encounter
takes place when openness and grace coincide; legal stric-

tures are an obstacle, weakening human readiness. 1453

l44ppig assumes, in contradistinction to Buber,
that prophecy has not only cognitive but also prescriptive
content.

145"1 3o not believe that revelation is ever a
formulation of law. It is only through man in his self-
contradiction that revelation becomes legislation. This
is the fact of man. I cannot admit the law transformed
by man into the realm of my will, if I am to hold myself
ready as well for the unmediated word of God directed to
a specific hour of life (latter emphasis mine)." Letter
from Buber to Rosenzweig, June 24, 1924. Found in On
Jewish Learning, N. Glatzer, ed. (New York: Schocken
Books, 1955), p. 1l1l.
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Conclusion

Having carefully examined Buber's conception of
prophecy, briefly analyzed that of Maimonides, and noted
the fundamental difference between Buber and Soloveitchik,
wherein, it may be asked, lies Buber's traditionalism? 1In
regarding the prophetic experience as seminal, the Bible

as a record par excellence of dialogue, and the prophet

as a primal historical manifestation of Jewish religiosity,
Buber has unquestionably captured and reaffirmed the

Jewish soul. He has succeeded in bringing into sharp

focus the nuances of this soul as formed by the patriarchs.
The God of encounter, of human history, of relationship;

the God of creation who grants man autonomy: these are

the traditional notions Buber extricates from the biblical
text. He has difficulty, however, identifying God the
teacher, the Divine instructor, the nurturer of human

history through law; it is in this crucial area that Buber
departs from tradition, which has always been law-oriented.
He leaves man at a mystical peak, supported by the exper-
ience of God's presence, but dependent upon his own resources.
Tradition has always construed the God of history as He whose
involvement creates a frame of reference for man's behavior;
God's caring is expressed by His putting forth directives

and setting limitations.
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Gershom Scholem has stated that:

the only social theory that makes sense--

religious sense, too--is anarchism, but

it is also--practically speaking--the

least possible theory. It doesn't stand

a chance because it doesn't take the

human being into consideration; it is

based on an extremely optimistic assess-

ment of the human spirit; it has a mes-

sianic dimension, a transhistorical one. 145
Buber's thought, while not anarchistic, is surely based
on a highly optimistic assessment of the human spirit.146
Kant thought reason would be a sufficient guide for man
in his utter autonomy. For Buber, constant openness to
the possibility of dialogue is that which is required.
The Judaic tradition, however, insists the soul housed in
human flesh needs more: specific behavioral directives.
By failing to detect and come to grips with this signifi-
cant aspect of the tradition--he seems at times to wish

it away--Buber has considerably weakened the possibility

of being construed a traditionalist.

145"ywith Gershom Scholem: An Interview,"”" in On Jews
and Judaism in Crisis, op. cit., p. 33.

l46This is readily seen in "Images of Good and Evil,"
Good and Evil: Two Interpretations (New York: Scribner's
Sons, 1952), in which evil action is said to be a result
of indecision, a kind of mistake by negligence, and not a
conscious choice. Evil, for Buber, is the absence of dir-
ection and the absence of relation.




Chapter I1I

ELECTION, NATIONHOOD AND THE LAND OF ISRAEL

Introduction

In relation to the concepts of the election,
nationhood and the land of Israel, Buber's viewpoint is,
in the main, traditional. A specific people is chosen
to realize specific goals as a polity on a specifically
designated geographical tract. Although Buber maintains
an emphasis on "the between," on relationship and on
community, there is a strong individualism built into
his philosophical premises. It is therefore surprising
that in regard to the above concepts Buber's antinomianism
remains subservient to his traditionalism. One might
expect him to be much closer to Hermann Cohen's view,
against which, in fact, he argued vehemently.

This chaoter will state Buber's understanding of
the election, nationhood and land of Israel through an
examination of various essays. It will then explore
these notions as expounded by Rabbi Moses ben Nahman
(1194-1270), better known as Nahmanides. Noted medieval
philosopher and kabbalist, poet and physician, biblical

and talmudic exegete, Nahmanides' acceptance within the

113
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tradition is undisputed. Set within the context of Nahmanides
premises, the traditionalism of Buber's concepts becomes
clear. At the same time, however, the differences between
Nahmanides and Buber manifest the undercurrent of anti-
nomianism that nonetheless remains operative. Finally, the
chapter will discuss why Buber rejects an individualistic
interpretation of Judaism in favor of the emphasis on
peoplehood and land, and whether or not this propensity

toward Zionism and Jewish nationalism indicates an incon-

sistency in his philosophical premises.

An Exposition of Buber's Position

In 1916 Buber founded the journal Der Jude, of
which he was to remain editor until it ceased publication
in 1928. Noting in his initial essay that Gabriel Riesser,
the early advocate of German-Jewish emancipation, had in
1832 founded a periodical of the same title, Buber explained
the difference in purpose between them. Riesser had
intended his periodical for individual Jews struggling
with the issue of equal civic status before the law. "We
give our organ the same name," Buber stated, "but we are
not concerned with the individual, but with the Jew as

the bearer and beginning of nationhood."1

larthur A. Cohen, editor, The Jew: Essays from
Martin Buber's Journal, Der Jude, trans. by Joachim
Neugroschel (Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication Society,
1980), "Introduction," p. 10.
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The 1916-1917 issues of Der Jude saw a long and
rather ferocious controversy between Buber and Hermann
Cohen. Their areas of disagreement were primarily two:
the implications of Cohen's patriotic attachment to German
culture and the German state; and Cohen's philosophic
interpretation of Jewish history, which states that
according to prophetic teaching, the realization of
Judaism is bound up with dispersion among the nations of
the earth. Responding to the latter claim, Buber insisted:

In order for Judaism to be realized, it

has to gather its strength in Palestine

and make it fruitful there. Mankind needs

Judaism; but Jews living scattered and

apart and precariously cannot give man-

kind what it needs from Judaism. They

must first be regenerated in their own

land. 2

Here is the early Buber, the Buber of Daniel, pub-
lished in 1913, emphasizing the theme of realization and
actualization. But the Zionism expressed in the above
passage consists of much more than a mere application
to Jewish history of the philosophic theme of Daniel.

Buber's meeting with Herzl in Berlin, in 1898, one year

after the first Zionist Congress, seems to have caused

2Martin Buber, "Zion, the State and Humanity:
Remarks on Hermann Cohen's Answer," ibid., p. 88. The
Cohen-Buber interchange will be analyzed in the third
part of this chapter.



116

a crystallization of ideas. His very deep commitment to
Judaism, due to lack of observance, did not have a center
of activity or interest. Zionism became the focus of
Buber's concern.

In articulating his Zionist stance, Buber gave
form to fundamental and closely interrelated concepts in
the Judaic tradition. The Jewish people requires a land,
the specific geographic entity promised it by God. The
people of Israel can be properly regenerated as a nation
and as a community only on its own soil. Thus reconsti-
tuted and strengthened, Israel becomes a "bearer," ful-
filling a mission from which all mankind will benefit.
The election, nationhood and land of Israel are thereby
intertwined.

Although his understanding of these concepts is
not problem-free, Buber's exploration and analysis of them
remains within Jewish tradition. The primary difficulty
encountered is the meaning of "covenant" and "normative"
when used by Buber. While the terms are used as if their
definitions were clearly understood, it is known, as dis-
cussed in the previous chapter, that for Buber these words
have meanings different from the way in which they are
ordinarily construed. Buber's various discussions of the
election, nationhood and land of Israel, however, are

strongly rooted in and supported by both biblical and
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rabbinic sources.

In an address delivered during the Twelfth Zionist
Congress in 1921, 3 Buber developed more fully the themes
touched upon in Der Jude. Writing during the time of the
growth of modern nationalistic movements, he disclaimed
kinship or blood relationship as the fundamental require-
ment for peoplehood. "The concept 'people,'" he insisted,
"always implies unity of fate."? That is, the peovle ex-
perienced together the great historical event that molded
them into a nation: the exodus from Egypt. The physical
leaving from Egypt was but the first step in a series of
transformations that led to the fashioning of a political
structure construed as representative of God. The tribes
who were slaves were shaped into a new entity; they were

molded by common experiences and memories, and a shared

3Translated from the German by 0. Marx, it is
reprinted as "Nationalism" in Israel and the Vlorld: Essays
in a Time of Crisis (New York: Schocken Books, 1963), pp.
214-226 (hereafter referred to as Israel and the World.

4Ibid., p. 217. It is both interesting and valu-=
able to compare Buber's distinction between "people" and

"nation," formed by fate and mission respectively, to the
formulations of Rabbi J. B. Soloveitchik in his essay,
"Kol Dodi Dofek" (Hebrew). Soloveitchik distinguishes

between goral (fate) and ye-ud (destiny or mission),
aligning them with the covenants of Egypt and Sinai respec-
tively. Originally an address given in 1956, the article
has been reprinted in Besod Hayahid Vehayahad, ed. Pinchas
H. Peli (Orot: Jerusalem, 1976), pp. 331-400.




destiny. Buber makes a distinction between "people" and
"nation."

It is decisive activity and suffering which

produces a people. A nation is produced when

its acquired status undergoes a decisive

inner change which is accepted as such in

the people's self-consciousness . . . Being

a people may be compared to having strong

eyes in one's head; being a nation, to the

awareness of vision and its function.
The tribes became a people by having experienced slavery
and the exodus. The people became a nation when, with
self-consciousness and cognizance, it began to realize its
task. National ideology, or what Buber calls the "spirit"
of nationalism always remains that which informs the higher
mission of the people; it must never become an end in
itself.®

Jews thus form not only a people but also a
nation. They are not, however, "merely" a nation, with a

common language and civilization. They constitute a unique

national entity in that they are bound by membership in a

51pid., p. 218.

60ne of the purposes of this address was to criticize
certain segments of the Zionist movement which, in Buber's
estimation, had become enamored of the concept of the Jewish
state as an end in itself, without concommitant emphasis
upon the goals of that state in the light of the historical
and spiritual destiny of the Jewish people.
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community of faith. Certain Zionist groups, Buber contends,
tend to sever that connection, i.e. to disregard the unique-
ness derived from a common faith community. Such a cutting
off separates the organic, inner strength of the people,

the awareness of national task, from its external goal:
nationhood.

Jewish thought--especially modern Jewish thought--
has grappled with the problem of articulating the traditional
concept of election in a way that does justice both to the
universalist and humanistic values in Judaism as well as
to the specific characteristics of the Jewish historical
and spiritual experience. In "Nationalism," Buber attempts
to deal with this difficulty. While in later writings he
brings biblical sources to validate a universalistic under-
standing of election, the emphasis here is on function and
withdrawal of value-judgements and comparisons.

Election, Buber states,

does not indicate a feeling of superiority,

but a sense of destiny. It does not spring

from a comparison with others, but from the

concentrated devotion to a task . . .6
It is the sense of great responsibility, of realizing a

divinely-ordained task that informs the election of the

Jewish people. All peoples are elected by God to fulfill

®Martin Buber, "Nationalism," op. cit., p. 223.
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a specific function in the historical drama of world his-
tory.

A people fully aware of its own character
regards itself as an element without com-
paring itself to other elements. It does
not feel superior to others, but considers
its task incomparably sublime, not because
this task is greater than another, but
because it is creation and a mission.
There is no scale of values for the func-
tion of peoples. One cannot be ranked
above another. God wants to use what he
created as an aid in His work.’

The task for which the Jewish people is chosen or elected,
however, cannot be realized "unless--under its aegis--
natural life is reconquered."8 Once again the close con-
nection among the concepts of election, nationhood and the

land of Israel is demonstrated. Buber goes so far as to

define Jewishness within this context: "If we really are
Jews," he states, then we recognize ourselves as "the
bearers of a tradition and a task. . "2 1n subsequent

writings, Buber separated these notions and dealt with
each individually, although they reappear, in their inter-

connectedness, in many essays. "Thé Election of Israel:

71bid., p. 221.
81bid., p. 225.

IMartin Buber, "And If Not Now, When?" Israel and
the World, op. cit., p. 234.




A Biblical Inquiry," focuses on the concept of chosenness.
Interestingly, it was published in Berlin in 1938, just
before Schocken Publishers closed down and Buber fled to

Palestine.

The aim of this essay is to explicate the meaning
of election, to show its biblical roots and to explain it
in terms of world history. At the outset, Buber brings
two verses from Amos, one manifesting national universalism,
the other, an exclusivity. Verse 9:7 states:

Are ye not as the children of the Ethiopians
unto me,

O children of Israel? saith the Lord.

Have I not brought up Israel out of
the land of Egypt,

And the Philistines from Captor,

And Aram from Kir?lO

This demonstrates that

As a historical people, Israel enjoys no
precedence over any other. Like Israel,
the other peoples were all wanderers and
settlers. The one God, the Redeemer and
Leader of the peoples, strode_before all
of them upon their way . . .

10rhe Jewish Publication Society translation will be
used for all biblical translations. Buber quotes this same
verse, in a similar context, in "The Promise," On Zion: The
History of an Idea, trans. by Stanley Godman (New York:
Schocken Books, 1973), p. 19 (hereafter referred to as On
Zion).

llMartin Buber, "The Election of Israel: A Biblical
Inquiry,” in On the Bible: Eighteen Studies, ed. Nahum N.
Glatzer (New York: Schocken Books, 1968), p. 80.
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However, Amos also says, in 3:2:
You only have I known of all the
families of the earth;
Thereforg I w@l% visit upon you all
your iniquities.
The Hebrew root yada, "know," indicates an exclusive, inti-
mate relationship; it is used to designate the union of
love between man and woman. Only with Israel, Amos is
saying, does God have a relationship of intimate love, so
to speak. The consequence of such an interaction is
("therefore") that Israel's failings are judged in light
of this relationship. Pakad, to "visit upon" means that
one receives what one deserves, either reward or punishment.
Israel's failings are thus judged in accordance with its
special relationship with God.

Buber uses Amos 3:2 both to delineate and support
the concept of the election of Israel. Verses 1:3-2:3
insist that the other nations also must atone for the
historical iniquities they have committed. But their sin
consists in having done evil to one another, while Israel's

sin is at the same time an offense against God. Having

received God's teaching (Torah) and entered into a covenant



with Him, all sinl? is a repudiation of the original and on-
going commitment. Thus there is a universal principle:
all nations are accountable to the Creator of the world.
There is also a particular application of the universal.
Having consented unconditionally to a covenant, having
subjected itself to the laws and directives thus imposed,
any offense against the covenant between God and Israel
is "visited upon" the nation Israel. 1Its chosenness is a
special responsibility commensurate with a unique liability
to punishment.

The election of Israel did not occur for the first
time at Horeb; it is not synonymous with the giving of
the law. Rather, the destiny of all nations, including
Israel, was set out in Genesis 11, when the nations were
divided. Having become discouraged, so to speak, with the

human race, God decided to select one nation to realize

127he three most commonly used designations for
"sin" in the Bible are het, pesha, and avon. According to
the Babylonian Talmud, Yoma, 26:b, they may be explained as
follows: het is inadvertent omission; pesha is a rebellious
deed; and avon a deliberate misdeed. This accords with the
etymology of the three terms as discussed in The Encyclopedia
Judaica, XIV, pp. 1587-1593. Hata is to miss something, to
fail; pasha is to breach; and avon is crookedness. In light
of this, 1t is interesting to note that Amos 3:2, referring
to Israel, uses the word avon, or deliberate wrong, while
1:3-2:30, the rebuke of the nations, uses pesha, rebellious
misdeed. Buber does not discuss this difference. See also
Mishnah Yoma, chapter 4, mishnah 2.




His dominion on earth.13

Once a true community is realized,
one that is am Elohim, a nation of God, it will, by example,
aid all others in attaining a similar goal. Particularity
thus leads to universalism; the specific task and destiny
of Israel will eventually bring universal harmony. At the

very beginning of human history, then, Israel becomes the

reshit, the first fruits of God, the am segulah, the nation

that is a special treasure. The uniqueness, however, is
always predicated upon the obligation that is a consequence
of the covenant. First the kingdom of God is actualized

by Israel. Subsequently, other nations will follow, and
God's kingdom will rule the world.

In his "Letter to Gandhi" and in later essays, Buber
reiterates and amplifies this conception of election.
Election, he maintains in "Hebrew Humanism," is completely
a demand. What is demanded is truth and righteousness,
both for the individual person and the community as a whole.

Israel is chosen to enable it to ascend
from the biological law of power, which

the nations glorify . . . to the sphere
of truth and righteousness. (Israel is
to provide) . . ._an order of life for

a future mankind.l4 .

137his accords with Buber's exegesis of the story of
Abraham in "Abraham the Seer," On the Bible, ed. N. Glatzer
(New York: Schocken Books, 1968), esp. pp. 25-29. See also
Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Hilhot Avodat Kohavim, halakhah 1.

14Martin Buber, "Hebrew Humanism," trans. from the
Hebrew by O. Marx, in Israel and the World, op. cit., pp.
240-252.




More than merely a nation, Israel is, indeed, the carrier
of a revelation and therefore a religious community as well.
Thus it has the potential to realize its mission. The con-
nection between nationhood and a faith community is intrinsic
to the task which is its ultimate goal. Both internally
and externally, the function of Israel in world history
determines its structure, which brings one to the issue of
the land of Israel.

Buber has redefined and explicated the concept of
election in a manner which is in accord with and supported
by traditional sources. Both biblical and rabbinic sources
reinforce and strengthen his delineation of this notion.lS
He has merely touched upon, however, the difficult theo-
logical and philosophical issue of universalism and parti-

16

cularism. It is clear, despite the lack of resolution of

this difficulty, that the concept of election is based upon

lSSee, for instance, Genesis 12:3, 17:2-9, 16,
18:19; Exodus 19:5; Deuteronomy 7:6, 14:2, 33:3; Joshua
24:22; Isaiah 42:3-4, 49:6; T. B. Avodah Zarah 2b-3a; T. B.
Bezah 25b; Numbers R. 14:10; Sifre Deuteronomy 343. Also,
in the liturgy for Festivals, Amidah, in Hertz, Siddur,
p. 819, and Kiddush for Festivals, p. 809.

16rhis problem has been addressed in a unique manner
--incorporating some Buberian notions--by David Hartman in
an address entitled "Jews and Christians in the World of
Tomorrow." It is published in Immanuel, Ecumenical Research
Fraternity in Israel, No. 6 (1976), pp. 70-81.



a view of the biblical God as the God of history. The God
of nature creates and blesses natural man in the first
story of creation, while the God of history punishes man in
the second version. The biblical God in His relational
aspect 1is primarily and fundamentally the God of History,
and His reality is attested to through the reality of man.
Election implies a God who seeks to be revealed through the
quality of life of men: "You are My witnesses," the Bible
states.1l7 1Israel is chosen to act out on the arena of
history a designated aim of the Creator of the world. By
keeping the covenant in its own land, it will form an
exemplary community destined to play a significant role
in the ultimate redemption of mankind.

Although man relates to God fundamentally as He
who acts within human history, the God of history and the
God of nature cannot be separated. The land, according to
Buber, is "the token of their unity."18
In Israel the earth . . . is also the
partner in a moral, God-willed and God-
guaranteed association.19

Since the land of Israel is willed as the concrete material

out of which the people Israel will hew the kingdom of God,

l7Isaiah, 43:10.

l18Martin Buber, On Zion, op. cit., p. 9.

191pia., o. 14.
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the very earth becomes sensitive to the categories of sin.
That which is done with impunityv elsewhere has dire conse-
quences in the geographical area of the land of Israel.
Buber quotes Leviticus 18:25, which concludes a listing
of sexual prohibitions, and Leviticus 20:22, which con-
cludes the corresponding penal code.

And the land was defiled, therefore did I

visit the iniquity thereof upon it, and

the land vomited out her inhabitants

(18:25).
The Canaanite peoples had made not only themselves but
also the land unclean with their abominable customs, and
the land was able to rid itself of this impurity only by
casting out the peoples themselves.

Ye shall therefore keep all My statutes,

and all Mine ordinances, and do them, that

the land whither I bring you to dwell

therein vomit you not out (20:22)
The very land on which the people Israel is chosen to live
will not tolerate unethical behavior, actions that contra-
vene the covenant. The same fate as that meted out to the
Canaanites awaits Israel if it becomes unclean and makes
the land unclean.

In Egypt, Israel was merely involved in the natural
processes of existence. By bringing the people to Canaan,

to the land which is the object of His immediate personal

care, God sets them into direct relationship with Himself.
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The land of Israel by its very nature is subject to and
dependent upon the providence and grace of God.

For the land, whither thou goest in to

possess it, is not as the land of Egypt,

from whence ye came out . . . but the

land, whither ye go over to possess it

. . . drinketh water as the rain of

heaven cometh down; a land which the

Lord thy God careth for; the eyes of

the Lord thy God are always upon it,

from the beginning of the year even

unto the end of the year (Deuteronomy

11:10-12).
One shall not act in a prohibited manner because

. . . thou shalt not cause the land

to sin, which the Lord thy God giveth

thee for an inheritance (Deuteronomy

24:4).
The eyes of God are constantly upon the land. The sin of
man who lives on the land, therefore, irreparably affects
the earth itself. God, the land and the people are inter-
twined in a unique chain of connection, the movement of
one link necessarily affecting the other two. The direct
interrelation between man and the earth is "of a cosmically
ethical character,”" in which the ethical component remains
prominent.20

According to Buber,21 both the people and the land

of Israel are elected by God. There is, however, a funda-

20Buber, On Zion, op. cit., p. 13.

2land pased upon various aggadoth, primarily in
T. B. Taanith. See Buber, On Zion, op. cit., p. 47.
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mental difference between the two elections. The people
is chosen in a specific historical moment, when a single
man is selected to father the nation. From his seed,
the people arises, a distinctive group in human history.
While the election of the people is transmitted histori-
cally from generation to generation, that of the land
precedes historical time. It is part of the original act
of Creation.22

The two elections are bound by the love of God.
Deuteronomy 7:7-8 states that God chose Israel ". . . be-
cause the Lord loved you," while in the midrash God savs,

"I love this land more than anything else."23

This love
is not arbitrarily bestowed. The ultimate purpose of
creation is the redemption, and the revelation remains
the center pole between these two. The union of people

and land, under the aegis of revelation, is intended to

lead toward the perfecting of the world in order to become

225ee the listing of midrashim in Ozar Ha aggadah
(Hebrew), I (Jerusalem: Mosad Harav Kook, 1974), under
the entry erez Yisroel; of especial note is the following,
taken from Taanith, 10a (the translation is mine): "The
land of Israel was created first and the entire world
afterwards."”

23gamidbar Rabbah, 7.
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the Kingdom of God. 24 "People and land are connected by
the Election," Buber states,

but they can only remain connected if and so

long as the commission which it implies is

carried out by the people in humble work for

God. 23
By maintaining the people Israel and its land, God preserves
humanity as a whole and transmits His care for the entire
earth. Israel--both nation and land--are the media through
which God's hope for the ultimate redemption will be trans-
mitted to the world and realized.

In the remaining two sections of On Zion, Buber
traces the above notions of election, nationhood and the
land of Israel as they are articulated in the writings of
selected Jewish thinkers from medieval times to the earlv
twentieth century. 3ll of them, from Judah Halevi to the
High Rabbi Liva, from The Book of 'Sohar' to modern Zionist

theorists, express, each in his own style, the intimate and

eternal connection that binds the people Israel to its land

24Compare Buber, "The Two Foci of the Jewish Soul,"
Israel and the World, ». 35: ". . . the Jew, as part of
the world, exveriences perhaps more intensely than any
other part, the world's lack of redemption,” and "The Man
of Today and the Jewish Bible,"” Ibid., ». 94: “The Jewish
Bible is the historical document of a world swinging
between creation and redemption, which in the course of
its history, experiences revelation . . ."

23Buber, On Zion, op. cit., o. 51.




in the furtherance of its chosen mission. Each incorvor-
ates and elaborates upon the biblical and rabbinic sources
Buber himself uses to support the concept of election as a
national idea with universalist ramifications. 1In his
formulations of Zionism, Buber is deeply rooted in the
tradition--its sources and the traditional understanding
of the sources.

Martin Buber's understanding of election and nation-
hood, and of the centrality of the land of Israel, can be
seen most clearly as traditional when placed alongside that
of Nahmanides who formulated conceotions of the
same concept, especially of the centrality of the land of
Israel that went further than his noted predecessors, Judah
Halevi and Maimonides. Articulated primarily in the

Commentary on the Torah, he provided an halakhic and

philosophic basis for conceiving of the land of Israel as
the focal point from which all other aspects of Torah de-
rive meaning. When Buber writes in his letter to Gandhi
that "the question of our Jewish destiny is indissolubly
bound up with the possibility of ingathering,"26 or pro-

claims "The word went forth from Sinai but the land of

26"The Land and Its Possessors," Israel and the
World, ob. cit., p. 227.
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Israel is to prepare the realization of the word,"27 he is

standing firmly on traditional ground.

Nahmanides' Position

The conception of Nahmanides (commonly known by the
acronym Ramban) in relation to the land of Israel has two
aspects from which all other statements on the subject
emanate. First, the land of Israel has a specific, natural
holiness that was conferred upon it at the time of the
creation of the world. This holiness is not dependent upon
the land being conquered or settled and therefore can never
be abolished or cancelled. Second, the conquering and
settlement of the land of Israel is a Divine injunction.28

That the land of Israel possesses a unique holiness
is discussed most fully by the Ramban in his comments to
Leviticus 18:25, which states: "And the land was defiled,
therefore I did visit the iniquity thereof upon it, and the
land vomited out her inhabitants." Following the section
dealing with forbidden relations, verse 18:25 is varalleled

by 20:22, which concludes a list of prohibited acts, some

270n Zion, op. cit., p. 42.

287hat is, it is a mizvah d'orata, a commandment
the source of which is biblical, not a mizvah d'rabbanan,
one which is rabbinic, or talmudic.




133

of them sexual in nature.?9 The latter verse says:

Ye shall therefore keep all My statutes,

and all Mine ordinances, and do them,

that the land whither I bring you to

dwell therein vomit you not out.

The Ramban's extensive comments to 18:25 include interpreta-
tion of 20:22.

He begins with a straightforward question. Forbid-
den sexual relationships are matters affecting personal
conduct and do not depend in any way upon the land of
Israel; why then should the land be affected by these acts
of personal immorality?30 The response is partially based
upon what we would consider a medieval astrological concept,
but one which Nahmanides also found in the Bible. Deuteronomy
32:8-9 states:

When the Most High gave to the nations their

inheritance, when He separated the children

of men, He set the borders of the peoples

according to the number of the children of

Israel. For the portion of the Lord is His

people . . .

This verse is interpreted to mean3! that God gave the heav-

29Also included are the prohibitions against cursing
one's parents, against going astray after ghosts or "famil-
iar spirits,” against unbalanced weights and measures. Note
the significant similarities to Buber's exegesis and use of
these same verses.

30see Nahmanides, Commentary on the Torah (Hebrew),
ed. by C. Chavel (Jerusalem: Mosad Harov Kook, 1970), II,
pp. 109-112. The English translation of Chavel is published
by Shilo Pub. Inc., N.Y., see III, po. 268-275.

3lwith the support of other verses, such as Deuter-
onomy 4:19, Genesis 10:31.
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enly powers the responsibility of overseeing His creation.
Every nation is looked after by an angel, who serves an an
intermediary between it and God. Over the land of Israel,
however, God placed no heavenly tutelary as ruler, as He
had taken upon Himself the task of overseeing the land
belonging to those who declare the unity of His name. 32
Thus, the land which is the inheritance of God will not
tolerate that which the earth elsewhere can endure. It will
vomit out those who defile it, be it through idol worship or
the practice of immorality. Once again the intertwining of
election and land becomes apparent. Just as the people were
given a unique mission, the land on which it is to be actu-
alized possesses a special status. To further support this
notion, Nahmanides cites II Kings, 17:26 in regard to the
Cutheans, 33 who were settled by the king of Assyria in the
cities of the kingdom of Israel:

. « . they knew not the manner of the God of

the Land; therefore He hath sent lions among

them, and, behold, they slay them, because

Eggg-know not the manner of the God of the

The Cutheans were not punished in their own land when wor-

shipping their gods, but only when they came into "the Land

325¢e Exodus 19:5.

33according to some interpretations these are the
Samaritans.
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of God."34 The land of Israel is unlike other lands; it
is unable to contain sinners.

Israel's congquering and living in Canaan is the
union of God of the land with people of the land. A tri-
angle is formed: God, people and land. The Talmud expresses
this notion when it states: "Whoever lives outside the Land
is as if he had no God."3® How can this be? Several
verses are cited in support of this aggadic statement.

Two of them state:

I am the Eternal your God, who brought you

forth out of the land of Egypt, to give you

the land of Canaan, to be your God.

(Leviticus 25:38)

And I (Jacob) will come back to my father's

house in peace, then shall the Eternal be my

God. (Genesis 28:21)

They imply: when you, the people of Israel, are in the
land of Canaan, I am your God; when you are not in the
land of Canaan, I am, as it were, not your God. In addi-
tion, the Ramban cites I Chronicles, 22:18: "and the

Land is subdued before the Eternal, and before His people."

This cannot mean that Israel would subdue the land before

God did, since the land is clearly under God's subjection

34Nahmanides, Commentary on the Torah, op. cit.,
Leviticus, p. 270 (English edition).

35Kethuboth, 11b.
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to begin with. However, "so long as Israel occupies it,
the earth is regarded as subject to Him; when they are not
in occupation, the earth is not subject to Him."36 At
first glance this would seem to contradict the premise that
the land of Israel possesses a unique, natural holiness.
Such, however, remains the case, for the holiness of the
land itself is eternal, no matter what the identity of the
inhabitants. What the Ramban indicates by bringing this
citation from Chronicles is that God's direct oprovidence is
removed when the people whose mission of holiness is to be
realized on the land of holiness is absent.

Nahmanides is here operating with a concept of what
might be termed national differentiation. Each veople has
developed its own culture and history, influenced by
geography and other environmental factors. But the national
ideals thus formed remain divorced from the religious and
ethical. Only in the case 0of the nation Israel does the
religious and ethical ideal converge with the national:
acceptance of the kingdom of heaven. This aspiration,
however, can only be truly realized in the Holy Land, where
ethical strictures and religious observances can be fully

actualized under nolitical autonomy. Outside the land of

36Nahmanides, Commentary on the Torah, op. cit.,
Leviticus, 18:25.




137

Israel too many foreign influences are active, "intermedi-
aries" in the Ramban's formulation, liable to distract the
people from its primary objective: the cultivation of
holiness.

From these conceptions of the election of the people
of Israel to a specially designated mission, realizable
only on the soil of the Holy Land, Nahmanides arrives at
an extreme, but logical conclusion. Since the aim
of Torah is to create a people immersed in and disciplined
toward holiness, and since the land of Israel is a sine qua
non for the actualization of this goal, the religious
mizvoth observed outside the land are in fact only provi-
sional measures. While they have some value of their own,
their primary merit lies in maintaining a vitally alive
consciousness of the eternal task of the people Israel.
Mizvoth performed in the Diaspora are preparatory for
real Jewish life in the homeland. They continue to be
necessary in the land itself.

Support is given to this notion through exegesis of
various passages, especially of several verses in Deuteron-
omy. In the second paragraph of the Shema prayer, recited
twice daily, is stated:

Take heed to yourselves that your heart

mislead you not, and ye turn aside and

serve other gods, and prostrate yourselves

before them. And then the wrath of the

Eternal will glow against you, and he will
restrain the heaven, that there be no rain,



and that the ground give not its increase;
and ye shall perish quickly from off the
good land which the Eternal giveth you.
(Deuteronomy 11:16-17)

The ultimate consequence of disobedience, especially of
idolatry, is exile. But the command is given immediately
afterwards:

Therefore shall ye put these my words in
your heart and in your soul, and bind
them for a sign upon your hand . . . and
write them upon the door-posts of thine
house . . . (Deuteronomy 11:48, 20)

The biblical commentator Rashi quotes the Sifre, an
halachic midrash on Numbers and Deuteronomy, who comments
on the phrase "and ye shall perish quickly."

In addition to all the other sufferings I
will banish you from the soil which made
you sin. A parable: It may be compared
to the case of a king who sent his son to
the banqueting hall and earnestly charged
him, "Do not eat more than you need, in
order that you may come home clean!" The
son, however, took no notice of this; he
ate and drank more than he needed, and
vomited it up and befouled all the company.
They took him by his hands and feet and
cast him out of the palace.37

Rashi continues 1in this direction when commenting upon the
words "Therefore shall ye put these my words in your heart."
Even after you have been banished, make

yourselves distinctive by means of My
commands: lay Tephillin, attach Mezuzoth

37Rashi, Commentary on the Pentateuch, trans. and
annotated by Rosenbaum and Silbermann (New York: Hebrew
Pub. Co.), Deuteronomy, p. 61.
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to your doorposts, so that these shall

not be novelties to you when you

return. 38
According to Rashi, one must continue fulfilling the mizvot
such as tefilin in exile in order to retain one's distinc-
tiveness. The Ramban comments that the commandments of
tefilin and mezuzah are in the category of personél obliga-
tions, and as such are applicable everywhere, not just in
the land of Israel. However, the verse applies specifically
to the land of Israel, as is written: "that your days be
multiplied, and the days of your children, upon the Land

(Deuteronomy, 11:21)." Why would we think, Nahmanides is

asking, that mizvot which are hovot haguf, personal auties,

should be relinguished once in exile? Surely they are not
in the same category as agricultural laws, which are clearly
tied to the land. But this indicates, in fact, that basi-
cally all the mizvot are meant for those living in the
land.39 Those practiced and kept in the Diaspora incline
one towards holiness, accustom one to the discipline, but
there is about them the ambience of the practice session

or rehearsal; the full concert can only be played on the

land itself.

381bid., pp. 61-62.

39see Nahmanides, Commentary on the Torah, op. cit.,
on Deuteronomy 11:18, Genesis 26:5, Leviticus 18:25.




That conquering the land of Israel is a positive
commandment is first explicated by the Ramban in the dis-
cussion of additional mizvot in his notes to Maimonides'

Sefer Hamizvot. In this work he analyzes at length the

reasons why conquering and settling the land of Israel must
be enumerated as one of the positive commandments. 1In doing
so, Nahmanides is taking issue with Maimonides, who does

not include it as a positive commandment. He was also the
first to mention it as binding for all times. The Ramban's

discussion is given in brief in his Commentary on the Torah

as exegesis of the verse "And ye shall drive out the inhabi-
tants of the land, and dwell therein; for unto you have I
given the land to possess it (Deuteronomy 33:53)." He
states there:
In my opinion this is a positive commandment,
in which He is commanding them to dwell in
the Land and inherit it, because He has given
it to them and they should not reject the
inheritance of the Eternal (I Samuel 26:19).
Thus if the thought occurs to them to go and
conquer the land of Shinor . . . or any other
country and to settle therein, they are
transgressing the commandment of G-d.40
According to the Ramban, this verse is the source for many
laws in the Talmud. It is forbidden to leave the land of

Israel, for instance, except for specified reasons. A

woman who does not want to emigrate with her husband is

401bid., Deuteronomy, pp. 385-86.
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considered a "rebellious wife," as is the man, in the
converse situation, considered a "rebellious husband."

The consequence of the refusal of a spouse to settle in
Israel is construed as sufficient legal ground for divorce.
The legal manifestation of this principle argues strongly

for its status as a positive commandment.

Differences Between Buber and Nahmanides

In discussing the election, nationhood and land of
Israel, Buber remains rooted within the tradition of which
Nahmanides is a prime example. Not only do both use some
of the same verses as the originating source of various con-
ceptions,41 but they also interpret them similarly, arriving
at almost identical conclusions.

The very strength of Buber's traditional roots in
this area, however, brings to the fore even more markedly
the aberrant manner in which the issue of law--both biblical
and rabbinic-=-is dealt with in the aforementioned essays.
Settlement of the land of Israel cannot be separated from
establishment of law in the land. Buber writes:

If the depth of faith . . . 1s robbed of

its content of faith, then inorganic
ethics cannot fill the void . . .42

4lAs, for example, Leviticus 18:25.

42Buber, "Nationalism" in Israel and the World, op.
cit., p. 225.




But how is the "content of faith" to be construed? Buber
elucidates four meanings of the term "Hebrew humanism,"
one of which is explained as:

. . . reception of the Bible, not because
of its literary, historical and national
values, important though these may be,
but because of the normative value
(emphasis mine) of the human patterns
demonstrated in the Bible.43

How, it must be asked, are these normative values articu-
lated and incorporated in human life? What status do they
have in "human patterns?" How can the concept of covenant
be understood without obligation and prescription? And if
the latter are necessary components, are the "patterns" in
the Bible normative but not obligatory? Can emulation have
the status of "normative?"

. . . Wwe can truly retrieve the normative

only as we open ourselves to the biblical
word, wherein it appears as a primal force.

44
No analysis, systematic or otherwise, is offered as to
what is meant by "normative."
In yet another essay, the following is proclaimed:
If we really are Jews, we believe that God
agives his commands to men to observe through-

out their whole life, and that whether or not
life has a meaning depends on the fulfillment

43Buber, "Hebrew Humanism," Israel and the World,
op. cit., p. 244.

44Buber, "Biblical Humanism," On the Bible, op. cit.

p. 213.



of those commands. And if we consult our

deep inner knowledge about God's command

to mankind, we shall not hesitate an

instant to say that it is peace. 453
On the one hand the very meaning of life depends upon the
commands of God. On the other, the many commands are
reducible to one intention, peace. To what commands is
Buber here-referring? What status do they have, optional
or mandatory? Can the "faith community" he speaks of in
other places retain its cohesiveness based on norms that
are of one's choice and selective? Once again, Buber's
statements imply an antinomianism.

One is left puzzled at how a people can be chosen,
commands received, and a land specified, within a context
in which the word "covenant" can only have, according to
Buber's philosophical presuppositions, the meaning and
presence of encounter, but no actual content. 46 Thus, a
significant difference between Buber and Nahmanides becomes
apparent. Although Buber uses the concepts of land and
covenant, he does not imply continuity of content. The

Ramban, however, both assumes and specifies the trans-

mission of content and the appropriation of the tradition.

45"and If Not Now, When?," Israel and The World,
op. cit., pp. 236-37.

46nMan receives, and what he receives is not a
'content' but a presence, a presence as strength." Buber,
I and Thou, trans. W. Kaufmann (New York: Charles
Scribner's Sons), p. 158.




For the Ramban, the commands of the Torah can be completely
fulfilled only when 1living in the land of Israel. Law
(Torah) is properly realized only on the soil of the land
for which it was especially designated. Buber will agree
that actualization of the faith community and nation of
Israel occurs optimally on the soil of its own land. But
for him, law in the Ramban's sense is too restrictive and
inflexible--indeed, an inappropriate concept. Justice and
truth are to be realized in the land of Israel, according
to Buber, thus creating in microcosm the community which
will eventually lead to the Kingdom of God. The demands
of justice and those of truth are met by walking the
"narrow ridge" in holy insecurity, by maximizing I-Thou
encounters, thus being more open to God.

I have occasionally described my stand-

point to my friends as the ‘'narrow ridge.'

I wanted by this to express that I did

not rest on the broad upland of a

system that includes a series of sure

statements about the absolute, but on a

narrow rocky ridge between the gulfs

where there is no sureness of expres-

sible knowledge but the certainty of

meeting what remains undisclosed.
The open-endedness of Buber's concept constitutes a reduc-

tion to an individualism, indeed, an antinomianism. Man

is left to depend upon his own resources.

47Martin Buber, Between Man and Man (Boston:
Beacon Press, 1959), p. 184.
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Philosophical Problem in Buber

Buber's philosophic outlook appears to be one in
which man is left to find his own way, carve out his own
responsibilities, determine his own actions. Within such
a framework, one would not expect the strong and deep
attachment to the land of Israel Buber has manifested.
Indeed, the particularism of his notion--a people realiz-
ing God's goals only and ideally in a specific land--is
anomalous. It is important, therefore, to examine care-
fully the philosophical premises that constitute the
underlying structure of his conceptual constructs, and
see if they are consistent with the Zionism he so pas-
sionately espouses. The concepts of the individual and
the community will be analyzed, as set within the frame-
work of the dispute between Buber and Hermann Cohen.

Cohen's anti-Zionist stance was made public over a
period of time. In 1914, he signed a proclamation against
Zionism issued by the leadership of the Berlin Jewish com-
munity. Then, in 1916, he wrote an article against Zionism,
entitled "Zionism and Religion" for a Jewish students' asso-

ciation. When Buber attacked Cohen's position in Der Jude

in 1916, Cohen responded in a booklet entitled "Reply to
the Open Communication Addressed by Dr. Martin Buber to

Hermann Cohen." Despite attempts to gain Cohen's influen-
tial endorsement for the Zionist cause, he remained a

staunch opponent of Jewish nationalistic principles.
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Cohen's position, as delineated in "Zionism and
Religion" (1916), is one which disputes Zionism's under-
standing of religion and nationality as equivalent. Based
on his conception of the modern state, Cohen challenged
the claim that the Jews were a nation. A nation, he
insisted, arises as the creation of the state; it is deter-
mined by it, and is one result of its unique structure.

The state, for Cohen, is a primary means for the realiza-
tion of morality on earth; as such it is the very essence
of ethical norms, the focus of human civilization. Jewish
nationality is labeled by Cohen as "a natural fact,".48

in recognition of a shared history and culture. But

nationality is to be distinguished from nation.

Cohen's opposition to Zionism stems from several
theories. First, the state has a specific function in
Western history which argues against re-establishing an
ancient polity. This is closely allied to a deep German
patriotism. Second, Zionism implies separateness, a ghetto-
consciousness, and this runs counter to the universalism
which is the goal of messianism, the gift of Jewish mono-
theism to the world. Third, Zionism places in question

the loyalty of citizens in their places of residence.

' 48Martin Buber, "Zion, the State and Humanity,"
in The Jews: Essays from Martin Buber's Journal, Der Jude,

op. cit., p. 88.
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Fourth and most significantly, Zionism is antithetical to
the true prophetic teachings, which propound a universalis-
tic ethic: all mankind will come together in one society,
in which ethics and morality will reign supreme.

Jewish monotheism, according to Cohen,49 is an inte-
gration of the idea of the spirituality of God and the
messianic prophecy. One deals with Divinity, the other
with the moral ideal of all mankind as conveyed in history.
Monotheism becomes the basis for the universalistic view of
one peaceful society: one God, one mankind, one morality.

It is indeed the highest triumph of

religion that onl% it has produced the

idea of mankind.>3

Monotheism required a continuous

development beyond the Bible, which

could not be entrusted to those

peoples who did not produce the
ancient Bible.ol

The law, a national dimension, and the ancient state were at
one time necessary. Isolation was a prerequisite to the
rise of Jewish monotheism. But it had to be superseded

in order to attain the messianic vision. "That the state

49gee J. Melber, Hermann Cohen's Philosophy of
Judaism (New York: Jonathan David, 1968), p. 386f.

S0Hermann Cohen, Religion of Reason Out of
the Sources of Judaism, trans. Simon Kaolan (New York:
Frederick Ungar, 1972), ». 238.

5lrpid., p. 253.
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declined, while the people were preserved, is a providential
symbol of Messianism: it is the sign of the truth of mono-
theism."22 Israel is chosen to remain stateless due to its
unique destiny in world history. 1Its task is both to propa-
gate and symbolize the future unity of a messianic mankind.

Buber's reply reaffirms the need for a Jewish state.
Clearly, his philosophical premises are other than Cohen's.
First, the realization of Judaism is necessary for the sake
of mankind, but it can only be attained through the
re-establishment of the distinctive Jewish people within its
own polity. As Buber states: "The ancient Jewish creation
of the spirit . . . was essentially a creation of the people,
the nation; it could survive only latently in individuals."33
Strong expression is here given to the vi