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attempt to foreground God. The image of the Besht and his teachings inspire a
theology of presence. The circle of the Ba’al Shem Tov, spiritualistic in orientation,
maintains that halakhah does not exhaust human contact with the sacred. The
alternative position, here exemplified by Rabbi Hayyim of Volozhin (1749-1821), is
positivistic in orientation, arguing that the halakhic norm is the sole and exhaustive
carrier and mediator of the sacred. Rabbi Hayyim articulates a theology of the
secular. In a secularized world divine immediacy is not ontologically at hand. These
paradigms of halakhah are enmeshed in competing visions of Jewish piety which
they in turn reinforce.” Menachem Lorberbaum, ‘Rethinking Halakhah in modern
Eastern Europe: Mysticism, Antinomianism. Positivism, C. Hayes, (ed.), Cambridge
companion to Judaism and law, p. 235.
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"Religion is not what unites men and gods but what ensures they remain distinct’, 152
Giorgio Agamben, Profanations. New York 2007, p.75
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reallocates and transvalues it in declaring that from the day the Holy Temple
was destroyed, prophecy was taken from the prophets and given to madmen
and children” (BT Baba Batra 12b). The Bible warns not only against predicting
a Jewish future, but also against counting Jews, and long Jewish superstition
upholds this prohibition. What wisdom is there in these practices, in the eyes
averted from the pregnancy, the modesty in the face of what can be promised,
in Kafka’s notion that “the messiah will come only when he is no longer
necessary, he will come only on the day after his arrival, he will come, not on
the last day but on the very last day”??' The counters of Jews and prophets of
reproduction have had their day; it is time, in this ever-returning moment of
crisis, in this permanent “meantime,” to turn over the microphone to the
madmen and storytellers.

Naomi Seidman
University of Toronto and Shalom Hartman Institute
naomi.seidman@utoronto.ca

21 Franz Kafka, Parables and Paradoxes, a bilingual English-German edition, ed. Nahum
Glatzer (New York: Schocken,1968).
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simultaneously recalling ancient roots and ultimate endings, setting a frame
around its subject and constituting it through the very image of its
disappearance. That such constitution is at stake is both signalled and effaced
by the most characteristic operation of the discourse of American Jewish crisis:
demography, graphs, foundation reports, entire fields devoted to counting
Jews. Counting, that prototypical modern, rational ritual, is wedded in this
discourse to prophesy, as if the certainties of the mathematical could quell our
sense that we are venturing into the uncanny, that even the present is
unknowable to us. Along with its rationalist trappings, that is, the apocalyptic
gathers its power by mobilizing and recalling us to religious narrative,
borrowing from the reflected glow of the biblical, the prophetic, and the moral.

Nevertheless, the American Jewish apocalyptic is not only ineffective,
it is narratively thin. Of the biblical formes, it is the messianic rather than the
apocalyptic that has the more profound and continuous Jewish resonances,
uniting intellectual speculation and folk rumors. And when read as a
prophetic and moral narrative, the American Jewish apocalyptic is also
curiously weak, stripped of cherished Jewish associations between prophecy
and social justice, unfocused in its call to self-sacrifice and idealism, unyoked
to the struggles of other peoples, devoid of a larger ethical vision. That its most
powerful trope is irony (when it has not entirely devolved into farce) is
evidence, as well, that is riven from within by a secular skepticism. It falters in
its unifying program because it fails to find common cause between the
moralizing and the guilty, the noble and the selfish, Cohen’s worried Jews and
Diner’s “elastic” ones. And it fails, finally, because it cannot resolve the
interplay it invites between the inconvenient truth of a dying planet and the
inconvenient truth of a dying Jewish people.

If the apocalyptic reflects but fails to resolve the crisis of Jewish
narrativity, is there another literary form we can mobilize? Or can we live
without unifying narrative, separately or together? Can we find, in the
tradition, the resources for rejecting prophecy? Benjamin supposes that we
can, reminding his readers that “the Jews were prohibited from investigating
the future.” 2 And rabbinical Judaism, too, rejects prophecy, or rather

20 Walter Benjamin, “Theses on the Philosophy of History,” in [lluminations, ed. Hannah
Arendt, trans. Harry Zohn (New York: Schocken Press, 1968), 264.
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stirring letter to the Hebrew Congregations of Newport, Rhode Island, serve
as a stand-in for the king’s promise of protection to the Polish Jews?

It is true that Ellis Island has something of the status of a site of entry,
a place in which the tale of origin roots itself and encodes its mythical
elements. The escape from European hardship (whether read as antisemitic
persecution or economic pain) through a point of passage has accrued
collective weight. But Ellis Island has also come to mean, in the American
Jewish imaginary, not only the inscription of Jewish textuality onto history, in
the form of Emma Lazarus’s ode, but also the de-inscription of Jewish names
from Jewish bodies, the translation and erasure of the Jewish name as text. As
the punchline goes, the Jew descended from Ellis Island as Sean Fergusson,
shoyn fargessen, in which non-Jewish misunderstandings come to encode
Jewish amnesia as cultural transformation and deracination.

The “meantime” of American Jewish history similarly covers a kind
of narrative vacancy: for Diner and Dershowitz, what counts as meaning for
most (Ashkenazic) American Jews is the memory of Europe, the responsibility
to remember the Holocaust, and the support (or its withdrawal) for the State
of Israel. The big stories lie elsewhere, whether in the European past or the
Middle-Eastern present, and what counts as Jewish American identity is
whether it has properly fulfilled its role in relation to this elsewhere. The
language of crisis ostensibly aims to awaken American Jews to and thus
forestall their impending disappearance, presumably by such measures as
contributions to Jewish organizations, the conversion of non-Jewish partners,
and the conception of Jewish babies. But on the narrative level, the discourse
of crisis also serves as narrative corrective to a crisis of non-narrative, a
symptom of the formlessness of the American Jewish narrative that also
provides the missing form.

Kermode’s analysis in The Sense of an Ending suggests that the
apocalyptic model functions to impose a pattern on history, making possible
“a satisfying consonance with the origins and with the middle.” ' Only
through crisis, Kermode tells us, can we make sense of the world. The crisis by
which the discourse about Jewish American continuity and survival emplots
the disappearance of American Jewry also serves to unify American Jewry by

19 Kermode, Sense of an Ending, 17.
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The story describes the welcome provided to Jewish refugees from
Germany by the birds in the Polish forest, the divine sanction for Jewish “rest”
in Poland manifested in the entry ticket that falls from the sky, the appearance
of leaves of the Talmud (in Yiddish, blatt means both a page and a leaf) on
Polish trees, and the characteristically Jewish “name-midrash” that discovers
Jewish meanings in Polish place-names.!” As evidence of the antiquity of the
Jewish presence there, and the familiarity of even the natural surroundings,
the Polish woods themselves speak Jewish truths, just as Jews become minters
of Polish coins imbued with Jewish content and receive royal permission from
the King of Poland to “trade over [Poland’s] length and breadth.”8 That the
sojourn in Polin is temporary, lasting the dark night of exile, is acknowledged,
even as the ability of Poland to absorb Jewish meaning and value is given due
weight. Both the comforts of a home in exile and the temporary nature of this
haven have divine sanction.

There are reasons to compare these legends of origin of the Jews of
Poland with those of the Jews of North America: Both stories are set against
an ominous (if sometimes vague in the details) background of persecution;
both tales of origin commence with an authoritative promise of prosperity and
religious freedom; both sets of stories even Judaize the name of the
destination, if so we understand the United States becoming domesticated in
a Jewish language as di goldene medine. But while the image of the Statue of
Liberty, of Ellis Island, and the pogroms in Eastern Europe are staples of what
could be called the legend of origin of American Jewry, this tale lacks the
singularity, coherence, and royal and divine warrant that granted the sojourn
in Poland its power. Where did this tale begin? Where can we locate an
invitation to the United States, a divine or human warrant? Can Washington’s

17 Bar-ltzhak discusses such name-midrashim, which were applied not only to the
country of Poland (read as Po-lin, “rest here”) but also to individual towns and cities,
in Jews of Poland: Legends of Origin, 29-34.

18 In S.Y. Agnon’s account of one such legend, Jews are granted permission to trade,
receive royal protection against potential foes, and mint coins “with inscriptions in the
holy tongue and the language of the country.” S.Y. Agnon, “Polin” (1916), reproduced
as the frontispiece in volumes of the series Polin: Studies in Polish Jewry (Oxford,
Portland OR, Littman Library of Jewish Civilization, 1986-).
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more immediate ancestors of most of America’s Jews had occasion to resolve
the contradiction. Ivan Marcus, in a pioneering essay on the use of narrativity
to give Jewish shape and meaning to history, points to the Story of the Four
Captives as a foundational myth of four new centers of Jewish learning, and
describes in detail how stories about the Qalonimides lent authority and
coherence to the lives of early Ashkenazim. Marcus concludes, “Their
ancestors and their own lives embodied legitimate meanings of the Torah as
much as the ancient rabbinic texts which they studied.”'5

Similarly, a well-known myth of origin of the Jews of Poland, passed
along orally for generations and recorded by writers like S.Y. Agnon,
powerfully demonstrates the capacity of a pious culture both to inscribe
Jewish meaning on worldly history and to reconcile the amphibolies of
diaspora and material comfort. The following tale of origin was recorded by
Gershom Bader in 1927:

If you want to know how it suddenly occurred to these Jews in Germany to
seek refuge in Poland, legend has it that after the Jews had decreed a fast and
beseeched God to save them from the murderers, a slip of paper fell down
from the heavens. On it was written “Go to Poland, for there you will find
rest. .. the Jews set out for Poland. When they reached it, the birds in the forest
chirped to greet them “Po lin! Po lin!” The travelers translated this into
Hebrew, as if the birds were saying: “Here you should lodge. When they
looked closely at the trees, it seemed to them that a leaf from the Gemara was
hanging on every branch. At once, they understood that here a new place had
been revealed to them, where they could settle and continue to develop the
Jewish spirit and the age-old Jewish learning.1¢

15 Ivan Marcus, “History, Story and Collective Memory: Narrativity in Early
Ashkenazic Culture”, Prooftexts 10:3 (Fall 1990), 383.

16 Gershon Bader, Draysig doyres yidn in Poyln (New York, 1927), 2-3; cited in Haya Bar-
Itzchak, Jews of Poland: Legends of Origins; Ethnopoetics and Legendary Chronicles (Detroit:
Wayne State University Press, 2001), 34. This myth of origin provides the imagery for
the opening hall of the permanent exhibition of the POLIN Museum of the History of
Polish Jews in Warsaw.
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out in Booking Passage: Exile and Homecoming in the Modern Jewish Imagination,
the secular translation of religious messianic hope into political action
produced a host of ironies, chief among them the irony of fulfillment as
disappointment:

The return to the Land, perceived simultaneously (by different interpretive
communities) as the beginning and the end of history has the potential to
undermine the power of its own metaphors and to demonstrate the dangers
of literalism. . . Whether the cultural phenomenon we are examining is
utopian or messianic in its political and religious manifestations, whether it is
an apocalyptic modernism that takes refuge in the autonomy of the
imagination or a theodicy that culminates in a time and place perceived as
athalta de-ge’ulah, the opening bars in the symphony of redemption, what
struggles to emerge—even (especially?) in a civilization that had for so long
managed successfully to resist its own “sense of an ending” —is an aesthetics
of total perfection or the perfection of totality. Utopian desire is the very fire
of fiction; utopia “realized” threatens to consume the fictive by subsuming all
alternative worlds.!

While the Zionist narrative “threatens to consume” the Jewish fictive
through the sheer force of its form, the conflation of history and long-held
myths, and the surplus of meaning it generates and draws from, American
Jewish narratives seem to have rather the opposite problem, a formlessness
and a trajectory that are religiously empty and narratively incoherent. In such
an environment, even the apocalyptic can hardly make itself heard. Nor can
the weakness of the American Jewish narrative be laid at the problem of the
incoherence of the notion of a successful diaspora, given the Jewish
architecture that insists on the strict separation of diaspora and success,
defining diaspora as a condition that signifies suffering, deferment, and “the
meantime.” The Jewish paradox of diasporic success is an old problem in
religious logic, and one that has been regularly resolved precisely by strong
narrative. The Jews of Alexandria were adept at such narratives, and even the

14 Sidra DeKoven Ezrahi, Booking Passage: Exile and Homecoming in the Jewish Literary

Imagination (Berkeley and Los Angeles, University of California Press, 2000), 18.
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force, and what renders the apocalyptic mode most visibly secular, is its
regular mobilization of the irony of the American Jewish predicament. Such
irony is present in Dershowitz’s question about the capacity of American Jews
to battle against their own success, in the notion that integration and general
acceptance will destroy what suppression and persecution could not, in
Cohen’s predictions that what is most convenient will also turn out to be most
deadly. In this way, the Jewish narrative combines three of the four tropes
Hayden White suggests govern and “emplot” historical discourse: the comic
(American Jewish success), the tragic (the imminent end of American Jewry),
and the ironic (by which is meant the multiple implications of the comic within
the tragic).’2 For all the force of this irony, it is a curiously weak or soft
apocalypse that is being evoked, without the violence or drama familiar from
religious visions—although with at least some of the moralism that drove
biblical prophecy nearly intact. American Jews will disappear, and no one will
care, because to care is not to disappear, to disappear is not to care.

David Biale, in the conclusion to The Cultures of the Jews, describes the
editorial dilemma he faced about “whether the final chapter should be on the
State of Israel or the largest contemporary Diaspora community. Each
suggests a certain goal, as if all that has preceded must point ideologically
toward the final chapter. And, yet, we intend no such teleology, for we start
with the assumption, as Stephen Whitfield says, that the future remains to be
written.”?® That the book ends with America rather than Israel is no innocent
choice, it seems to me, given the express intention of its editor to avoid
suggesting a teleology to the project. While ending the story with Israel would
bring full circle the collective biography of the Jewish people, ending the story
with American Jewry is very nearly anti-climactic. The end of American Jewry,
in either sense of the endpoint of Jewish history, is hardly an ending at all.

But the ironic or weak character of the American-Jewish apocalyptic
is not only a feature of its secularism. The Zionist narrative has incorporated
much stronger forms of irony, more robust versions of the apocalyptic, in even
its most avowedly secular manifestations. As Sidra deKoven Mizrahi points

12 Hayden White, “Interpretation in History,” Tropics of Discourse: Essays in Cultural
Criticism (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1978), 51-80.

13- David Biale, editor, The Cultures of the Jews: A New History (New York: Schocken Books,
2003), 1147-48.
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ending imagined by the discourse of the vanishing American Jew is not one
conclusion and resolution among all the others imagined in human stories. It
is rather both an imagined future and the negation of all imagined futures;
more devastating than just the absence of traditional messianic futures that
Yerushalmi laments, it is the absolute cessation of the story, the world it
depicts, and any potential witnesses of this cessation. And yet, even as we are
asked by sociologists and demographers to confront the end of the Jewish
story, insofar as we are readers of Jewish stories we can hardly miss that this
story, too, rhymes with others we have come to recognize as Jewish, which is
to say that continuity abides in this narrative disruption, and narrative of
disruption. This future, too, has a past. This story, too, presents us with tropes
familiar from those archives of the Jewish past charged with thinking about
the Jewish future. What we are dealing with, in the discourse of the American-
Jewish future, is a tropism toward a particular familiar genre and mode, the
eschatological-apocalyptic. This genre, religious in origin, has found rich
secular resonances for at least the last century, and it is telling that Cohen
borrows his term “an inconvenient truth” not from the Biblical visions of the
end of the Jews or the globe but rather from the prophetic texts of Al Gore, the
most distinctively American apocalypticist of Cohen’s era. This intertext
suggests, first of all, the enormity of the crisis, its threat to those aspects of our
world we implicitly and wrongly hold to be permanent and eternal. Even as
Cohen vacates Gore’s prophetic environmentalism in turning his warnings to
the narrower category of Jewish survival, his appropriation of Gore’s
discourse also hints at the distinctively American feature of the Jewish
apocalypse at hand, which is our unwillingness to face it, given other interests
that militate against our abandoning our complacency. The Jewish continuity
crisis, like the crisis of a climate change, is a crisis of abundance, and comfort,
and convenience, and complacency —these are its primary causes, and
symptoms, and the reason we are blind to its dangers.

This is a secular apocalyptic in more than one sense: it is the secularity
of American Jews that it implicated in this apocalypse, and (just as the
language of Jewish continuity translates the language of Jewish eternity) it
translates without entirely evacuating the religious meaning of the apocalyptic
form, its moral foundations, and its associations with a guiding and
providential, if punishing, divine hand. What substitutes for this punishing
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talking about, and one Yerushalmi alludes to, as well, is an aspect and
dimension of our present moment, charging this moment with threat, fear, or
anticipation. Whether or not the Messiah will come is undeterminable, but the
“powerful messianic faith” that Yerushalmi speaks of is a (now endangered)
feature of Jewish life—it is about the future, but lived in the present. It is this
futurity that shapes or misshapes social policy, and which has had the
additional effect of warping encounters between Jewish men and women,
scholars and their students and subjects, one generation and the next. The
futurity of which I am speaking, which is present in our moment, is shaped
not by messianism but rather by a threat that things will get so bad that the
future will give way to its opposite —futurelessness. We are not there yet, but
rather we are balanced between the sense that Jewish life will continue, and
the fear that it will not.

Jews are not alone in feeling that things hang in the balance.
Dershowitz’s remark that American Jews live “in the meantime” rather than
in a conclusive state of either success or failure, vulnerability or power, reflects
the more general structure described by Frank Kermode in The Sense of an
Ending as the human condition, although Kermode borrows from the King
James Version of Revelation 22 the quainter term “into the middest.” Kermode

writes:

Men, like poets, rush ‘into the middest,” in medias res, when they are born; they
also die in mediis rebus, and to make sense of their span they need fictive
concords with origins and ends, such as give meaning to lives and to poems.
The End they imagine will reflect their irreducibly intermediary
preoccupations.!!

For Kermode, resolution and conclusion are necessarily and
inevitably components of an imagined future, because they are existentially
impossible in any fluid and real present tense; resolution and conclusion are
thus literary and fictional by their very nature. Because it is an ending, the

11 Frank Kermode, The Sense of an Ending: Studies in the Theory of Fiction (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1967), 7.
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suggest that the debate about the end of the Jews is rather a symptom of a
specifically narrative crisis, that is, a crisis in Jewish narrativity.

It hardly needs pointing out that narrativity is not extraneous to
Jewish existence or history, but rather is coterminous if not simply identical
with it. Jewish affiliation does not merely involve storytelling, but is itself a
kind of story Jews tell about themselves. Jewish history and memory involve
the circulation, flexibility, and coherence of Jewish stories. What may be
endangered in “the continuity crisis” is thus not the numbers of Jews
countable in some present or future iteration of the category of Jew, but rather
the continuing meaning and circulation of the various stories that account for
and constitute this affiliation. Without a broader shared story, the only-
apparently neutral operation of counting Jews could hardly proceed and
would never be undertaken. Counting Jews, that is, involves counting
individuals who tell themselves Jewish stories. To put this in terms of Jewish
collectivity, what distinguishes the inevitable mortality of each individual
from the immortality of the collective—for after all, it is the immortality of a
collective that is at stake here —is only the story, which itself is what constitutes
this survival.

The notion of a meaningful history or collective memory that
constitutes as well as binds the Jewish collective owes much to the pioneering
scholarship of Yosef Hayyim Yerushalmi, and I think it is no surprise that the
famous last chapter of Zakhor shares a similar affect—let’s call it post-
traditional melancholy—as the one that compels social scientists to peer
anxiously into the Jewish future. Yet Yerushalmi, more grounded in the
historiographical tradition, refers not to a threatened Jewish future but rather
to an absence of Jewish futurity, which is something else altogether. As he
writes, “Nothing has replaced the coherence and meaning with which a
powerful messianic faith once imbued both Jewish past and future.”10

The slippages, overlaps, and distinctions between a future that seems
under threat and an absent futurity brings into focus the ways that the story
of an endangered Jewish American future is not only nor even primarily a
matter of a time, still to come, that we now fear or predict. The future I am

10 Yosef Hayyim Yerushalmi, Zakhor: Jewish History and Jewish Memory (Seattle: University
of Washington Press, 1982), 95.
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American histories tell a more complex story: Hasia Diner’s The Jews of the
United States duly records the worries about the survival of Jewish Americans
but finds reasons to challenge them, managing to combine in one resonant and
optimistic closing sentence both the “new and uncharted” and “the

117

continuance of ‘the eternal people.”” Diner’s scare quotes around that phrase
strikes the right note, placing a secular and ironic frame around the religious
notion of the eternal (and divinely ordained, miraculous, mysterious, etc.)
survival of the Jewish people; Diner’s ironic mobilization of the term also
suggests both the overlaps and the contrasts between the sociocultural

language of continuity and the religious language of eternity:

While those communal leaders who worry about continuity can hardly be
dismissed, and their apprehension about what the future of the Jewish people
in America may well be justified, they might take solace from the reality that
large numbers of American Jews, whether or not they affiliate, continue to
invest their Jewishness with meaning. Definitions of Jewishness may be more
elastic than they have been at any time in the modern past. But that elasticity,
a hallmark of American culture, may indeed hold the key to the continuance
of “the eternal people” in a new and uncharted age.’

The objections to and qualifications of the dominant narrative of a
crisis in Jewish continuity, though, are rapidly becoming as predictable and
conventional as the alleged crisis they address, and my intention in this essay
is to not to produce yet another argument for either the urgent nature or the
illusory character of this crisis. What I propose here is to explore the vision of
the end (or future) of American Jewry through the lens of storytelling,
narratology, and narrative theory. What kind of story is this story of the end
of the Jewish people? To what genre does this vision conform? What are the
conventions it mobilizes, and to what literary and cultural ends is it directed?
Bracketing the question of whether this story about the end of the Jews is an
accurate or inaccurate description of a looming demographic crisis, I instead

? Hasia Diner, The Jews of the United States (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of
California Press, 2004), 358.
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deliberate abdication. We have learned —painfully and with difficulty —how
to fight others. Can we develop Jewish techniques for defending against our
own success?’

The demographic anxieties of such social scientists as Cohen and
Wertheimer and the cultural-political anxieties of Dershowitz are not
universal; others in a variety of fields (typically younger and more progressive
scholars) dispute various aspects of this narrative, objecting to what they see
as the narrowness of Cohen and Wertheimer’s definitions of Jewishness;
pointing to the emergence of alternative new cultural energies ignored by the
dire predictions; aiming to dispel the stereotypes by which this narrative
characterizes  unaffiliated Jews; exposing an  unacknowledged
heteronormative panic in the focus on Jewish reproductivity; deconstructing
the covert mobilization of a language of crisis for conservative ends; and
critiquing the treatment of Orthodox Jews as either demographic saviors or
proliferating aliens. In a 2018 article in the Forward in which Kate Rosenblatt,
Ronit Stahl, and Lila Corwin Berman responded to reports that Cohen had
sexually harassed eight women (a charge Cohen admitted) by suggesting that
Cohen'’s research and his predatory behavior were intricately intertwined: For
all the sociological veneer of Cohen’s articles and policy reports, his
contributions to the “continuity conversations” about the viability of Jewish
American life were driven by “patriarchal, misogynistic, and anachronistic
assumptions about what is good for the Jews.”8 Similar or worse charges
alleged against Dershowitz amplify the impression that concern for Jewish
continuity and indifference (or worse) to the rights and experiences of actual
Jewish women may be part of a single insidious constellation of attitudes and
ideologies.

Of course, the trope of crisis extends far beyond Cohen and
Dershowitz. It is true, as well, that scholars of the Jewish American experience
hardly speak in a single voice in this regard. The closing pages of Jewish

7 Alan Dershowitz, Chutzpah (New York: Touchstone, 1991), 354.

8 Kate Rosenblatt, Ronit Stahl, and Lila Corwin Berman, “How Jewish Academia
Created a #MeToo Disaster,” Forward (July 19, 2018),
https://forward.com/opinion/406240/how-jewish-academia-created-a-metoo-disaster/
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analyses of demographic trends to foundation reports that study the
possibility of averting the disastrous future, rabbinical sermons and everyday
conversation.? The trope of the disappearing Jew also appears on the last pages
and in the conclusions of histories or studies of the American Jewish
experience, where scholars clearly more comfortable discussing the Jewish
past or present find themselves, through the exigencies of the generic
conventions that govern such conclusions, in the position of prognosticators
or prophets. That the trope is repetitive and by now, conventional, hardly
diminishes the urgency of these laments, as if each of these writers was
discovering the looming crisis anew, afresh, alone.

In a policy report documenting what he calls “the inconvenient
truth” of the impending end of (at least one sector of) American Jews, Stephen
Cohen writes: “For the intermarried, outreach efforts may improve
engagement of the current generation; but only conversion substantially
improves the chances that today’s intermarried couples will have Jewish
grandchildren in two generations.”® While what Cohen calls “the inmarried”
may continue to maintain a Jewish identity, and certainly Orthodox Jews have
put down payments on their own future with high birth and retention rates,
this is significantly less true for secular Jews. Dershowitz, in Chutzpah,
concludes his meditation on American Jewish cultural identity with a similar
thought:

I find myself pondering a Jewish future that has always defied
prognostication. . . I end this book by offering some tentative predictions
about the near future of the American Jewish condition.

We will continue to live in that most uncomfortable of temporal zones, “the
meantime.” Jewish life in America will neither be as secure as we would like
it, nor as insecure as it has historically been... Now the dangers are more
subtle [than in previous eras]: willing seduction, voluntary assimilation,

5 For a review essay on this literature that argues that these anxieties are overblown, see
Calvin Goldscheider, Are American Jews Vanishing Again?” in Contexts 2, No. 1 (2003),
18-24.

6 Steven M. Cohen, “A Tale of Two Jewries: An Inconvenient Truth for American Jews,”
Jewish Network/Steinhardt Foundation (2006), 21.



THE END OF THE STORY,
AND OTHER ADVENTURES
IN AMERICAN JEWISH APOCALYPSE

NAOMI SEIDMAN

Public discourse on Jewish American identity has long been haunted by a
vision of the impending end of American Jews (or, in one variant, the
disappearance of secular/liberal Jews), through intermarriage, low birth rates,
and a widespread absence of formal affiliation with Jewish organizations and
community institutions. Thomas B. Morgan may have kicked off the genre in
1964, with his front-page article on “The Vanishing American Jew” for Look.!
In 1997, the question “Are American Jews Disappearing?” on the cover of the
New York magazine introduced readers to the article on that subject by Craig
Horowitz.2 In 2006, it was Stephen Cohen and Jack Wertheimer who asked the
readers of Commentary to ponder “Whatever Happened to the Jewish
People?”3 Alan Dershowitz’s 1997 The Vanishing American Jew was a book-
length treatment of the same set of themes. These titles signal that we are in
the charged vicinity of a by-now familiar discourse, a narrative that appears
without significant variation in a range of genres, from social scientific

Thomas B. Morgan, “The Vanishing American Jew: Leaders Fear Threat to Jewish

Survival in Today’s ‘Crisis of Freedom,”” Look (May 5, 1964), 43-46.

Craig Horowitz, “Are American Jews Disappearing?” New York Magazine (July 14,

1997), 30-37, 101, 108.

3 Stephen Cohen and Jack Wertheim, Whatever Happened to the Jewish People? Commentary
121 (June 2006), 33-37.

4 Alan Dershowitz, The Vanishing American Jew: In Search of Jewish Identity for the Next

Century (Boston: Little, Brown and Co., 1997)
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fight for its very survival. A dialogical dispute might have inclined both sides
to attempt a critical re-evaluation of the idea of the national sovereignty of the
Jewish state as a whole. One may find certain dispositions for such a
reappraisal in both Buber's anarchic theopolitics and Cohen's insistence on the
important status of a transnational Jewish community for life in exile. Indeed,
the fact of its catastrophic destruction in Nazi Germany notwithstanding,
Cohen's ideal of a coalition between Jewish and Protestant ethics still bears
relevance for our own time—one need only consider the situation in North
America, where something akin to Reform Judaism is adhered to by the
majority of Jewish people. In any event, the present coalition between the state,
which makes recourse to ethno-religious principles, and Orthodox Judaism,
which assumes an increasingly nationalistic shape, would have been cause for
great concern on the part of both philosophers, potentially laying the
groundwork for a coalition between the Zionist and diasporic critique of the
present politico-theological sovereignty, drawing initiative from the spirit of a
messianic ethics.

Christoph Schmidt
The Hebrew University in Jerusalem
christoph@mscc.huji.ac.il




Beyond the Contractions of Religion and Nationalism — Christoph Schmidt1*22

basis of the Enlightenment. As far as the future of the liberal Jewish nationality
in Germany was concerned, Buber's Zionistic will-to-life was to be proven
right.

Yet Buber's model for a binational theopolitics in Israel-Palestine has, for
now, failed as well. Any hope of a rapprochement between Jews and
Palestinians seems to be diminishing by the day, given the unholy alliance
between nationalism and Orthodox or fundamentalist religion which is
becoming ever more prevalent on both sides.

The failure of the Arab Spring, marked by heretofore unknown types of
fundamentalist terror and the return to Islamism-based forms of nationalist
politics, has thus far found its equivalent in the terrorist splinter cells which
exist among the Israeli settler movement but not directly in the official politics
of Israel. However, the official politics of Israel appears to lean increasingly
toward a nationalistic turn to the right. Safeguarded by its espousal of
Orthodox Judaism, the State of Israel exhibits increasingly radical rhetoric
when stifling, as it has long done, any discourse about the occupied Palestine
territories by deploying the phrase of "Judea and Samaria." It also takes a stand
in the fight against human rights concerns, vilified as left-wing and secular,
and against the allegedly hostile liberal and democratic legal system.
Consequently, the liberal theology of Reform Judaism, always already
marginalized by the traditional coalition of Zionism and Orthodoxy, is forced
back and —branded as an exponent of assimilation and secularization —finds
itself increasingly under siege. This is illustrated not only by the ever-more
aggravating conflict between the State of Israel and American Reform
Judaism, but also by the disputes around the issue of the presence of (male
and female) liberal rabbis at the Western Wall in Jerusalem, which have
become more and more radical and are thus considered by the media to be
symptomatic of the whole conflict.

Given the conditions under which Israeli politics presently operates and
the global context of nationalist-religious renaissances with their newly anti-
liberal front lines, it seems likely that a turn to Buber would have led to a better
accommodation of the problem of unholy coalitions as it was raised by Cohen.
Meanwhile, in the wake of the apocalypse of the German-Jewish utopia, the
latter would presumably have come to a more positive estimation of Zionism
if he had had to speak on its legitimacy after witnessing the Jewish people's
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6. Both take the fusion of sovereign politics and religious sectarianism to
be antithetical to a dialogical-ethical theopolitics. Cohen's revulsion of the
unholy alliance of Zionist nationalism and Orthodox religion finds its
counterpart in the later Buber's radical criticism of the Solomonic Temple cult.
Given the contemporaneous absolute state of exception, Buber radically
intensifies this criticism in the face of both Carl Schmitt’s political theology and
Friedrich Gogarten's political ethics of legitimizing the Fiihrerstaat on the basis
of the protestant religion of the Reich,3 while also leveling it against Ben
Gurion's sovereign coalition with Jewish Orthodoxy.3

Apart from their diverging opinions on the halakhah or the role of
Christianity, the essential difference between Cohen and Buber's philosophies
of religion concerns their respective geopolitical starting point—Cohen’s
nation in exile and Buber's Jewish-Zionist community (or statehood).

In accordance with the prophets' prediction, the history of Judaism
throughout has taught us, says Cohen, that the realization of Judaism is tied
to our dispersion among the peoples of this earth. We, however, have
received the opposite doctrine from history: that here, living our life in
dispersion and without self-determination, we cannot realize Judaism. [...]
And we have received the opposite doctrine from the prophets, too. Among
them is not one to whom dispersion would have seemed any different than it
did to Jeremiah, on whom Cohen bases himself: 'As the stubble that passeth
away by the wind of the wilderness'.?”

The catastrophe of the Nazi seizure of power and the Shoah entirely
obliterated Cohen's utopia of German-Jewish coalition on the ethico-religious

35 Carl Schmitt, Politische Theologie, Vier Kapitel von der Lehre der Souverdinitit (1922) (Berlin:
Duncker & Humblot, 1995). In English as Carl Schmitt, Political Theology. Four Chapters
on the Concept of Sovereignty (1922), trans. by G. Schwab (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 2005). F. Gogarten: Politische Ethik [Political Ethics], Jena 1932

36 Cf. Martin Buber, Ein Land und zwei Volker — Zur jiidisch-arabischen Frage, ed. P.Mendes
Flohr (Frankfurt Am Main: Jiidischer Verlag, 1983). In English as Martin Buber, A Land
of Two Peoples: Martin Buber on Jews and Arabs, edited with commentary by Paul R.
Mendes-Flohr (New York: Oxford University Press); 2n¢ Edition (Gloucester, Mass.:
Peter Smith, 1994).

37 Martin Buber, “Der Staat und die Menschheit” [“The State and Mankind”], in Die
Jiidische Bewegung, 2:64 [Engl. by trans.]
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community in Zion, only Buber's position was confirmed by the historical fact
of the catastrophe of 1933.

Nevertheless, as far as their basic principles are concerned, Cohen and
Buber's philosophies of religion share quite a few affinities and points of
intersection:

1. Both theologies oppose the culture of assimilation and conversion in
the context of German society. Both are defined by their concern for the
genuine mission of Judaism and its national requirements.

2. Both theologies are based on a radical dialogical ethics. Cohen's Religion
of Reason conceives the idea of the correlation of Ego and Alter as an ethical
axis of the correlation of man and God. In many ways, Buber's philosophy of
the I-Thou3 can be understood as a continuation of Cohen's theory of
correlation, given that Buber's I-Thou is itself another expression of the
unmediated dialogical relationship between man and God.

3. In both cases, the respective dialogical ethics result in a prophetic-
messianic theopolitics which in its championing the idea of a socialist
community® has always already crossed the boundaries not only of nation
and ethnos but thereby also of exclusive sovereign statehood and the capitalist
system.

4. Consequently, in both conceptions the Jewish people assumes a special
role in the establishment of the Kingdom of God?®, a role which has always
already excluded the possibility of any national or class-based and economic
contraction.

5. Both ultimately find their respective models of dialogical ethics in a
specifically dialogical bi-nationality which the Jewish people is tasked with
realizing—according to Cohen, in a coalition with the German culture of
enlightenment, and according to Buber, in the form of the utopian binational
Jewish-Arab state in Zion.

32 Martin Buber, Ich und Du (Leipzig : Insel-Verlag, 1923). In English as Martin Buber, I
and Thou, trans. Walter Kaufmann (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1970).

33 Marting Buber, Der utopische Sozialismus [Utopian Socialism] (Cologne: Jakob Hegner,
1967), idem: Pfade in Utopia [Paths in Utopia] (1950) (Heidelberg: Lambert Schneider,
1985).

34 Marting Buber, Konigtum Gottes; idem., Der Glaube der Propheten ; idem., Zwei
Glaubensweisen [Two Kinds of Faith] (Ziirich: Manesse Verlag, 1950).



*191 Reshit 5 (2021)

own," Buber tersely asserts, referencing the Jewish Kantian Moritz Lazarus.?
Yet, according to Buber, more than anything Liberal Judaism has lost its
religious foundation, so the idea of an ethical messianism no longer
corresponds to any political reality either. Rejecting the charge that Zionism
has one-sidedly politicized “the nation” by placing it up against both Liberal
Judaism and messianic religion, Buber brings into play Moses Hess's nation-
based political messianism as a viable model for religious Zionism.?

Buber goes on to claim that Liberal Jews have all but forgotten what the
"Sh'ma Israel"% creed of unity actually means, which is indeed why only
Orthodox Jews and Zionists—for whom the project of reanimating the
Hebrew language in Palestine is the only means to make sure that Jewish
culture lives on—can be considered to be realizing true Jewish forms of life
anymore.3!

Buber's reply to Cohen—and similarly, Cohen's reply to that reply —only
serves to reaffirm that, in the absence of any further polemical invectives from
either side, the difference Cohen sees as obtaining between the two positions
is one of fundamental incommensurateness. However, if one takes into
account the position of the later, mature Buber, whose Hasidism-induced
dialogical thought proceeds in the mode of a prophetic-messianic theopolitics
beyond national-political ~ sovereignty, then the aforementioned
incommensurateness appears as a mere misunderstanding brought about by
tumultuous times—which is not to deny that, as regards the difference in kind
between the German-Jewish nationality and the Jewish-Palestinian

28 Martin Buber, “Vélker, Staaten und Zion” [“Peoples, States, and Zion”], in Die Jiidische
Bewegung [The Jewish Movement] (Berlin: Jiidischer Verlag, 1920), 2:30. The complete
quote goes as follows: "The Jews no longer have a nationality of their own; there is not
a single Jew left who has an exclusively Jewish spirit" [Engl. by trans.]

2 Ibid., 42/43. Moses Hess, Rom und Jerusalem. Die letzte Nationalititenfrage, (1862), Tel
Aviv 1935. In English as Moses Hess, Rome and Jerusalem: A Study in Jewish Nationalism,
trans. Meyer Waxman (New York: Bloch, 1918).

30 “Volker, Staaten und Zion,” 47.

31 TIbid., 46. By way of conclusion, Buber summarizes this hostile stance as follows: "In this
and similar ways we have begun to raise young people. And we will raise many others
in a like manner, a prime selection of the novel Jewish spirit—Gideon's multitude,
tested and sifted, to strive against their inner Midian, against fictitious Judaism." (50,
Engl. by trans.)
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nationality, its special German approach to science, and its ethics and
religion.?

As regards the Jewish nation, Cohen summarizes this train of thought as
follows:

If we grant that the Jews should hold on to their tribal unity, there cannot be
any doubt nonetheless that the only reason for conceding this lies in its being
the natural means to preserve the purity of faith. Yet if, beyond that, the
pinnacle of religion is the messianic future in which the one sole God will be
worshiped by all of mankind, which will be united in Him, then this basic
principle — by which old Judaism rejuvenates itself in and as modern Judaism
—must not be muddled by obscurity and ambiguity. 26

V. Theopolitical Epilogue

After the publication of the "Religion and Zionism" essay, a debate
between Cohen and Buber ensued, which Cohen summarizes as follows in his
second reply to Buber's essay:

In this our political religiosity lies our practical difference from the Zionistic
one. Whereas the Zionist believes that Judaism can only be preserved in the
form of total, unrestricted Jewish folkhood [Volkstum], we take the opposite
position, namely that only universally human Judaism is able to preserve the
Jewish religion.?”

As a matter of fact, Buber asserts against Cohen that Jewish nationality —
on the religious basis of which Cohen intended to establish a political relation
to the non-Jewish state—is de facto in the process of dissolving given the
pressure to assimilate exerted not least by antisemites. This nationality, Buber
alleges, has become fictitious. "The Jews no longer have a nationality of their

% “Deutschtum und Judentum,” [“Germanness and Judaism”], 279 (Engl. by trans.).
26 “Deutschtum und Judentum,” 310 (Engl. by trans.).
27 TJiidische Schriften, 2:336.
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between German spirit and Jewish monotheism, by virtue of which both the
emancipation of the disadvantaged Jewish nationality and the idea of
universal humanity are no longer hampered. At the same time, the historical
process that has been set in motion by German-Protestant enlightenment and
its complex dialectic makes possible the cultural-political (self-)correction of
the Jewish tradition by means of Reform theology, whereby the shared and as
it were binational project of messianic politics is to be realized in the very near
future, with the dialectic of enlightenment approaching its eschatological goal!

Cohen considers the affinity between the Jewish and German nations to
ultimately lie in their each being able to transcend their respective national
self-consciousness in favor of the idea of humanity. While this transcendence
has historically been the very law of existence of the Jewish nationality, Cohen
extrapolates from German idealist philosophy—which he takes to be the
essential constitution of the idea of German culture—an analogous cultural
tendency, namely, to subordinate the idea of the German nation to that of
humanity. Socialism and the confederation of states are the two philosophical
consequences of this idea of culture, forming the utopian horizon of its
legitimation.

The world-historical constellation determining Cohen's thought is an
ironic one: at the same time that the German nation, with all its pathological
nationalist-religious reductions, appears to move towards the realization of
socialism and the idea of European statehood, the Jewish nation is in danger
of breaking away from this binational utopia by renouncing it in the name of
Zionism, its own nationalist-religious movement. At the time of World War ],
Cohen's only course of action lies in attempting to essentially conjure up an
affinity between Germanism and Judaism, thus sounding a final call that
might drown out the dissonant friction of that project—a call, that is, to their
inherent potential and disposition to ethically transcend their respective
nationhoods. Of the German nation, Cohen writes:

Should this war have succeeded in dispelling the last remaining shadows that
have obscured the inner German unity, then, overcoming all religious and
ethnic circumscriptions, the cosmopolitan spirit of German humanity will
become the recognized truth of world history on the basis of its German
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prophetic essence of both nations, which by way of the complete emancipation
of the Jews is to realize itself as an extension and prolongation of German and
European history.

In other words, the idea of German-Jewish culture assumes a special role
in the history of mankind and the metamorphoses of its political state
formations insofar as both—German culture and Jewish culture—find
themselves at the very least united in the theologically-grounded ethical idea
of enlightenment, whereby they rise to the rank of an avantgarde of the
spiritual-messianic guidance of mankind. Within the German nation state,
Jewish nationality takes on the complex role of being a minority- and outsider-
nation while at the same time acting, by way of its prophetic ethics, as parental
nation and parental religion to the German-Lutheran culture of ethical life
[Sittlichkeit].

Philo's Greek translation of Judaism, as the fount of Christianity, helped
mold the German nation which, through the stages of Catholicism and
Protestantism, developed the Christian religion into the ethico-religious
culture we find expressed in Leibniz, Kant, and Fichte. So too, it was only
within the boundaries of this nascent idea of culture that Judaism itself was
able to come (back) into its own being and origin, into pure monotheism and
the prophetic ethics, fully unfolding them in its exchange with German culture
and in opposition to the traditional metapolitical forms of existence of
communal Jewish life in the diaspora. In this view, what we are dealing with
here is a kind of dual, reciprocal process of assimilation: Just as German
Protestantism unfolds into ethical idealism, Judaism retrieves its original
prophetic mission by way of this idealism.

For Cohen, names such as Moses Mendelssohn, Leopold Zunz, Abraham
Geiger, Louis Levandovski, and Ferdinand Lasalle stand in as representatives
for this transformation of Judaism from a meta-historical community in exile
to a messianic nationality. This nationality is to put into practice within the
boundaries of the German nation state, not least by way of reaching full Jewish
emancipation, the idea of humanity in the sense of international socialism, and
the confederation of states.

Here, Cohen essentially presupposes not only an assimilation of Jewish
culture to German culture, but, at the same time, a process of mutual
assimilation through the stages of Christianity, Protestantism, and idealism
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also reveals its inherent eudaimonistic ethics, thus displaying the kind of
pantheistic and naturalistic tendencies of modern Spinozist thought. This
thought, in its adoptions by Hegel, Marx, and Nietzsche, originates in the idea
of man's being happily fulfilled by his own self-empowerment, as well as that
of the power that accrues to the sovereign state from the idea of a philautie, or
self-love, rooted in nature. That is, the subject's self-foundation on the basis of
the laws of nature—as a sovereign power and sovereign self-interest —
necessarily restricts the horizon of the pure idea of mankind and, in the last
instance, resolutely excludes the Other qua Other. Consequently, the excluded
Other once more becomes the symptom of the world of political and
pantheistic mythologies, in this case, of Zionism.

It is in this spirit that Cohen quotes from Herzl's utopian novel Altneuland
[The Old New Land], whose protagonist, Litwak, explains to his German friend
and helper that all he wants is to be happy —unlike the Jews in the Ghettos.
"Those lads [Kerls] just want to be happy", Cohen remarked in sarcastic disdain
regarding the Zionists,? thereby also putting his finger on the eudaimonistic
and pantheistic core of its political theology of the sovereign Jewish subject.
For its unholy coalition with both German-nationalist antisemitism and Jewish
Orthodoxy, Cohen identifies this subject as the declared enemy of liberal
Reform Judaism in his essay on religion and Zionism.

IV.

Even as Cohen dismisses Zionism, he champions Jewish nationality—as a
driving force of ethical monotheism—within non-Jewish nation states,
specifically the German Kulturnation. However, by taking this stance he does
not simply replace Zionism with another patriotism —a German-nationalist
one—but instead proceeds along the lines of his own conception of this
dialectic of enlightenment. The rhetoric of patriotism and the nation figures as
the other explicit display of the politico-theological understanding of German-
Jewish affinity, an affinity of Protestantism and Judaism regarding the ethico-

24 Franz Rosenzweig, “Vorwort” [“Preface”], in Hermann Cohen, Jiidische Schriften
[Jewish Writings] (Berlin: C.A. Schwetschke, 1924), 1:LX: ""Let me tell you something,’'
then muffling his voice to a thunderous whisper: "Those lads want to be happy'." [Engl.
by trans.]
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realized by the prophetic ethics, that of Isaiah, Jeremiah, and above all Ezekiel,
who through the idea of reconciliation not only individualizes and liturgizes
this ethics but thereby also bestows on the destruction of Jewish statehood the
status of both an historic-providential event and an eschatological symbol: The
Jewish religion cannot and must not—thus Cohen's train of thought—wish to
realize itself in a Jewish state, for such a realization would mean nothing less
than the betrayal and abandonment of its monotheistic mission vis-a-vis
mankind as such.

To Judaism and Jewish nationalism —which always already presupposes,
in a practical-ethical sense, the idea of mankind united —there thus accrues a
special role in the political history of mankind, particularly regarding
modernity's history of enlightenment and its specific dialectic: In this history,
Jewish nationality, as a provisional national and religious outsider, assumes
the role of the collective Other, of the pauper and the foreigner. It thus becomes
a symbol of foreignness and life in exile, representing the unfinished project of
enlightenment and the yet-to-be-realized idea of humanity in the face of the
latter's national, political, and economic restrictions and contractions. Jewish
nationality is a metonymy of the subject that is the outsider, thus being
indispensable for the universal history of freedom. In its specific nationality, it
is the actual and real subject of its dialectic—hitherto as the subject-receiver of
suffering under it but also, prospectively, as the subject-agent of hope for its
messianic realization.

This historical suffering of Israel gives it its historical dignity, its tragic
mission, which represents its share in the divine education of mankind. What
other solution is there for the discrepancy between Israel's historical mission
and its historical fate? There is no other solution but the one which the
following consideration offers: to suffer for the dissemination of monotheism,
as the Jews do, is not a sorrowful fate; the suffering is, rather, its tragic calling,
for it proves the heartfelt desire for the conversion of the other peoples, which
the faithful people feels.?®

In this view, Zionism once again appears as the absolute antithesis to
Cohen's theopolitics of enlightenment, as the revocation and betrayal of the
Jewish nationality's prophetic task. Not only that; for Cohen, Zionism thereby

23 Religion of Reason, 284.
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leading to the exclusion of the poor and impoverished proletariat. Similarly,
however, Leopold Zunz and Abraham Geiger, the trailblazing fighters for
Jewish emancipation, necessarily realized early on that the same civil society
established in the name of freedom and equality also exhibited a tendency of
revoking the rights of the Jews. Viewed from this perspective, paupers and
foreigners became the outsiders whom enlightenment excludes, and in
reference to whom its dialectics must be critically rethought down to its basic
principles. Only thus can it be prevented from undergoing its own immanent
nationalist and economic contractions (3).

Here, Cohen's neo-Kantianism gains its specific theopolitical legitimation:
In view of this dialectic of enlightenment, the Kantian synthesis of
monotheism and universalist ethics must not only be (re)set—in opposition to
both Hegel's and Marx's deterministic systems theories—on its idealistic
foundation but also reconstructed in reference to those same social, existential,
and political outsiders—that is, as a socialism based on Kantian ethics and
Jewish prophecy.

The Religion of Reason reconstructs this dialectic, as it were, by taking
recourse in the pre-history of man as reported in the narratives of Adam,
Noah, Abraham, and Moses. In these narratives, the history of humankind is
always already the precondition of the Jewish people's history, the
paradigmatic sediments of which can be found in the legislation of Moses—a
Jewish theocracy whose legislation has always been tasked with including the
outsider, embodied by the poor man and by the foreigner —the economic and
national Others. In the Mosaic laws' manifold specifications concerning
"widow, orphan, and foreigner," Cohen recognizes two things: First, the
ethical condition of the possibility of the dialogical constitution of the Self in
exchange with the Other as its Neighbor [Niichster], and second, the opening
up of the messianic horizon of the universal realization of the idea of
humankind beyond state and nation. If this dialogical self-constitution is
accomplished by way of compassionately sharing in the outsider's suffering,
this compassion opens up the boundaries of ethnos and nomos as
circumscribed by the national state, symbolically pointing to that which
transcends all national boundaries: the horizon of the messianic realization of
the unity of humankind as the correlate of the absolute unity of God. This
conception of a radical messianic universalization of Mosaic legislation is
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of God beyond nature and sensuality. Based on this concept of God, he thus
opens up the horizon for a universal ethics freed from nature, which cannot
rise up to the political totality of the state. This conception of monotheism
indeed mirrors his particular conception of a theologically-founded dialectic
of enlightenment that seeks to shield the universal horizon of freedom from
any political or economic contraction, and thus from that which Cohen calls
"myth." Cohen conceives of this politico-theological myth in two ways:
ontologically, as a pantheistic totality of idea and nature, and politically, as the
instrumentalization of the idea by naturalist interest. He accordingly contrasts
it with Jewish monotheism, which Cohen considers the foundation of and
precondition for the pure ethical ideas of humanity and enlightenment. This
idea of enlightenment in the tradition of Kant is based on the principal identity
of monotheism and ethics, thus being both theologically relevant and
politically determinative. This idea is tasked with delineating the horizon of
the kind of critical politics that considers the one's organization within the
boundaries of a state not as the inevitable completion and fulfillment of the
idea but rather as the precondition for universally realizing ethical socialism
in a configuration that transcends the national state.

Cohen's philosophy of religion sees itself consistently as a critical
recapitulation, from a dual perspective, of the history of enlightenment along
the horizon of the idea that underlies it: (1) where the Enlightenment birthed
the abstract idea of humanity from a pure ethics of autonomy, it necessitated
an insight into the necessity of its own political concretization, which Hegel
saw as completed in the bourgeois?' state.?> However, together with this
bourgeois nation state, that specific contraction which was to spark Marx's
critique of the ideology of civil society was brought about as well (2), namely,
that the universal horizon of humankind was replaced by the bourgeois class,

21 [TN: The German adjective biirgerlich hovers between "bourgeois" and "civil."]

22 Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, Elements of the Philosophy of Right, trans. H.B. Nisbeth,
ed. Allen W. Wood (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991). “One should
expect nothing from the state except what is an expression of rationality. The state is
the world which the spirit has created for itself; it therefore follows a determinate
course which has being in and for itself. [...] We should therefore venerate the state as
an earthly divinity and realize that, if it is difficult to comprehend nature, it is an
infinitely more arduous task to understand the state” (§272, p. 307).
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Referring to the example of the prophet Ezekiel, Cohen conducts a logical
reduction of the idea of freedom to the individual that takes responsibility for
and is reconciled with itself. In so doing, Cohen not only accomplishes a
religious re-foundation of ethics, but he also succeeds in establishing anew the
ethical foundation of Jewish liturgy, that is, of religious legislation in the sense
of the halakhah and the community as such, which is constituted by religious
law. In this way, the dialogical ethics of the Other is ultimately not only
anchored and legitimated by an ethics of personal responsibility, but it also
becomes, in the shape of the idea of the community, the model of any ideal
communication between human beings.

It is no coincidence that "Sh’ma Israel,” the liturgical call to unity pledged
in the holy language, becomes the true core of the religious-ethical existence
of Jewish nationality. The affirmation of God's unity as an affirmation of the
unity of humankind is thus liturgically pledged in the community's prayer, a
prayer by which Cohen seeks to prevent the profaning of the Hebrew
language.?

1.

In its most basic sense, Cohen's criticism of [Kritik am] Zionism thus
complements his criticism of the modern Hegelian philosophy of the state, that
is, of the conception that in the process of the world spirit attaining
consciousness of itself, God manifests Himself necessarily and progressively
in nature and history, ultimately reaching complete dialectical unfolding as
the fulfillment of the idea of freedom in the nation-state. In opposition to the
metaphysical identity of God with Being, which is enshrined in the identity of
theology and politics, Cohen emphasizes the absolute unity and uniqueness

20 This debate between Cohen and Buber can with good reasons be considered the
prelude to the debate between Franz Rosenzweig and Jacob Klatzkin. In the 1925 essay
"Neuhebrédisch" [Modern Hebrew], in Kleinere Schriften [Misc. Writings] (Berlin:
Schocken, 1937), 220228, Rosenzeig had attacked what he deemed to be Klatzkin's
profanation of the Hebrew language in his translation of Spinoza, an attack to which
Gerschom Scholem's famous letter in critique of secularization makes reference as well.
Scholem's letter was first printed in Stephane Moses, “Sprache und Sékularisation”
[“Language and Secularization”], in Der Engel der Geschichte [The Angel of History]
(Frankfurt Am Main: Jiidischer Verlag, 1994), 215-217.
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continuous existence of the Jewish people—Hegel's construction of the history
of spirit.’® It is precisely the Jewish people’s statelessness that turns it into both
the subject and witness of the messianic world spirit's yet-to-be-completed
mission; its determinate negation of state, myth, and ethnos make it the subject
of the dialectic of enlightenment and unfinished modernity.

Against the Orthodox retreat from history into a halachically and
liturgically isolated, closed-off meta-history and against the Zionist return to
the history of sovereign nation-statehood, Cohen deploys the concept of the
Jewish nationality beyond both state and nation, thereby constructing the
prophetic-messianic horizon of Jewish monotheism as the substrate of a
universal history of mankind.

The Jewish community's genesis out of the Jewish state therefore forms
the precondition for constructing this community on the basis of the
synagogue-anchored nationality which simultaneously integrates into the
modern nation state. If it is true that Jewish nationality is, accordingly, a sign
and a symptom of the unfinished project of modernity —and thus the real and
present subject not only of the critique of political mythology but also of the
messianic hope to overcome all mythologies and national-sovereign political
theologies and pathologies—then Cohen cannot but dismiss Zionism on the
grounds of its being a political mythology and, in fact, a radical betrayal of
true monotheism. From this follows that Cohen must oppose the
secularization and profanation of the Hebrew language, the essence of which
he seeks to preserve in its ethico-religious sacredness, thus reserving it for the
Jewish nationality's ethico-religious liturgy.

Indeed, proceeding from the concept of "guilt," Cohen's ethical
messianism envisions, similarly to Kant's Religion Within the Boundaries of Mere
Reason, a radical deepening of the idea of autonomy, the full yield of which is
found in the idea of reconciliation as it appears in the liturgy of Yom Kippur.?

18 Nachman Krochmal, Fiihrer der Verwirrten der Zeit [The Guide for the Perplexed of Our
Generation], ed. Leopold Zunz (Berlin, 1851).

19 Clearly, chapters 11 and 12 of Religion of Reason relate in many ways to the first chapter
of Kant's Religion Within the Boundaries of Mere Reason. However, Cohen transposes the
problem of guilt from its Paulinian context back to the prophecy of Ezekiel, developing
in specific reference to Yom Kippur the subject of 'guilt' and “personal responsibility”
against the horizon of community and cult.
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theodicy, the suffering they endured in exile by creating hope for the coming
of a messianic age.

Therefore, despite being a necessary transitional stage in the course of
humanity’s realization, the sovereign state also expresses the tendency
inherent in political mythology to empower itself as a nation, closing itself off
from other nations and nationalities. Cohen considers this sort of political
mythology to be especially characteristic of pantheism and polytheism.
Monotheism, in contrast, founds the transnational and transpolitical idea of
One Humanity, whose avant-garde is to religiously represent and drive
forward the Jewish community under the banner of its loyalty to a non-Jewish
state.

The myth celebrates power in gods as well as in heroes. Religion cannot be
the worship of power. In the myth, only the heroes are loved by God' [...].
The new concept of God, however, demands justice and love for all men.'¢

This is unmistakably an implicit criticism of Hegel's Philosophy of Right,
which anticipates the realization of God in the sovereign state, thereby
relegating to the past the stateless Jewish people and its religion, a
configuration of the world spirit [Weltgeist] that has been long overcome. For
Cohen, Hegel's philosophy becomes the archetype of pantheistic myth,
employing post-Kantian transcendental philosophy to bring Spinozist
metaphysics —with its identity of God and nature —to its politico-theological
completion in service of the modern sovereign state—that is, the identity of
theology and politics.’” In so doing, Cohen is evidently in line with Rabbi
Nachman Krochmal's criticizing—from a perspective that emphasizes the

16 Religion of Reason, 332.
17 Hermann Cohen, “Spinoza tiber Staat und Religion, Judentum und Christentum”
(1915) [“Spinoza on the State, Religion, Judaism, and Christianity”], in Jiidische Schriften
[Jewish Writings], vol. 3 (Berlin: C.A. Schwetschke, 1924). Here, Cohen fleshes out myth
in its character as a pantheistic ontotheology, which necessarily can only end up
becoming a political theology of the sovereign state. The identity of God=nature
becomes that of God and the state. It was a student of Cohen's, Jacob Klatzkin, who not
only was the first to provide an overview of Cohen's philosophy (of religion) but also
formulated the first comprehensive critique of his theopolitics. A Zionist, he moreover
translated Spinoza's ethics into Hebrew in 1923. Jacob Klatzkin, Hermann Cohen (Berlin:
Jidischer Verlag, 1919).
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existing nation state—such as Germany, France, or the United States of
America. "It is but the state which founds [stiftet] and grounds [begriindet] that
single nation with which it equates. But this single nation, defined by the state,
is able to unite a multitude of nationalities within itself."13

To counter the well-known accusation, routinely leveled by Christians,
that the Jewish religion has its foundation in the idea of ethnically-restricted
love of neighbor [Niichstenliebe], and thus in a nationally-particular theocracy,
Cohen (re)constructs the biblical and Talmudic sources of Jewish monotheism,
in the spirit of a universal ethics of neighborly love [Nichstenliebe]. In reference
to those Mosaic commandments concerning the rights of outsiders and the
disenfranchised —that is, in the specific Mosaic sense, of the widow, the
orphan and the foreigner —Cohen demonstrates how the Mosaic law, at least
in principle, has always already tended to transcend —in fact, could not but
transcend —the boundaries and barriers imposed by the ethnopolitics of the
nation states and sovereign autarchy. This tendency concretizes itself in the
form of the Self's compassion for the Other as an outsider, which is indeed the
precondition for the Self's coming into being as an ethical-dialogical fellow
human being and neighbor through an Ego-Alter or I-Thou [Ich-Du]
relationship. * For Cohen, the historical crisis of the Jewish state and its
transformation into a community and nationality defined by religion and
halakhah—a community organized around the synagogue !> —after the
destruction of the temple captures the essence of monotheistic ethics, thus
constituting a historical necessity from this perspective. This crisis was
necessary to open up the prophetic-messianic horizon of universal dialogue
with the Other that is encoded in monotheism, and thereby also the horizon
of world history. In light of this, the Jewish nationality and exile not only
become theopolitically legitimated but also serve to justify, in the sense of a

13 “Religion und Zionismus,” 323 [English by trans.]

14 Cf. Religion of Reason, ch. 8, "The Discovery of Man as Fellowman" and ch. 9, "The
Problem of Religious Love."

15 Cf. Religion of Reason, 282: “The state had been destroyed, and its reestablishment could
not and was not permitted as long as Persian supremacy had to be respected. [...] We
shall see later how monotheism only fulfilled itself by breaking away from the
particular state." And see also ibid., 197: "Thus the congregation originated as the unity
exclusively suited to the unique task of religion."



*7| Reshit 5 (2021)

preserved within itself the tension obtaining between its own particularity and
its supranational relation to the ethico-religious idea of monotheism.

For Cohen, the realization of the idea of humanity must occur, as a factual
reality, within the state, which means that Jewish nationality, too, was
historically constituted within the state. But the state as such is always not only
the realization but also the limitation of this same idea. Insofar as the state
tends to place at a disadvantage or even exclude the non-citizens and the
economically weak, the principle of critique and extension must be employed.
Cohen establishes this as the essence of Jewish monotheism and, by that token,
as the ethical mission of the Jewish nationality, as well.

Given its religious mission [Auftrag], it is impossible for the Jewish
nationality to fully come into its own in a Jewish state unless it declines its task
of constituting a community by way of religious legitimation. As a
diasporically scattered nation in exile, this community serves as both a sign
and a model of the universal realization of the One Humanity. Cohen
considered the inauguration of this One Humanity by the socialist movement
and the establishment of the confederacy of states Cohen to be imminent.

Since isolation in a nation is, thus, not permissible and Judaism needs
isolation in the law, the latter task might become illusory if the notion of the
nation were not replaced by the notion of nationality. Insofar as isolation in a
nationality is necessary, it is in no way hopeless, for its realization is possible
without a state of one's own, and even within the individual states and
cultures of other peoples. This is even demanded by the idea of the state for
its own sake as well as for the sake of the confederation of states.

However, if Judaism wished to require isolation in law, the nation being
inadmissible would not render it an illusory task, since nationality would
serve in lieu of the nation. If this isolation is necessary, it is by no means
impossible, for it can be achieved without one’s own state and within the states
of others. Thus, it requires the concept of a state for its own sake as well as for
a federation of states.

As regards the current historical situation of the Jewish people in exile,
this means that the Jewish nationality, along with other nationalities, needs to
integrate, as a loyal community entitled to equal rights, into an already

12 Religion of Reason, 421.
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principle and in actuality, by these liberal conceptions. They thus join forces
against liberalism with more than just strategic considerations in mind.

Employing the concept of "nationality" [Nationalitit], which he places
alongside and at the same time subsumes under the concepts of "state" and
"nation,” Cohen attempts to develop a strategy running counter to the idea of
a Zionist state, one that does justice to a universal Jewish religion of reason
beyond Orthodox metapolitics and Zionist politics.” In fact, he presupposes
that whenever moments of political crisis flare up, the religion of reason must
stand its ground historically and politically, being thus forced to define—by
way of what one might call a "determinate negation" [bestimmte Negation]'0—
its universal mission each time anew. This imperative just happens to obtain
as well at the time of Cohen's writing his essay; at a moment, that is, when the
task is to salvage the original prophetic mission of the religion of reason in the
face of the strategic political coalitions entered into by Zionism.

The notion of "nationality" designates, first of all, the Jewish community
in its ethno-religious grounding. This community, however, has always
defined itself on the basis of monotheistic religion, thereby maintaining within
its very self the tension between a particular national existence and a
messianically universal horizon—the idea of humanity [Menschheit] ' —
throughout all its politico-historical metamorphoses. The Jewish people was
constituted as such after the destruction of the Jewish state in 70 A.D. and, ever
since, it has done more than merely exist within the frame of non-Jewish
polities or nation states. In the context of diasporic life in different states, it has

9 "The state unites nationalities, not nations. It is but the state which founds [stiftet] and
grounds [begriindet] that single nation with which it equates. But this single nation,
defined by the state, is able to unite a multitude of nationalities within itself" ("Religion
and Zionism", 323) Cf. Religion of Reason, 448: After elucidating the interconnectedness
of state, nation, and nationality in its historical context, he immediately goes on to
address Zionism: "If we now return to the Jewish problem, then we recognize the
backwardness of Zionism with regard to the concept of nation. If the isolation of the
Jewish community remains necessary, then isolation in a separate state would be in
contradiction to the messianic task of the Jews. Consequently, a Jewish nation is in
contradiction to the messianic ideal.”

10 [TN: Another classic Hegelian term.]

1T [TN: "Humanity," rather than the more literal "mankind," may better capture the
spiritual quality evoked by Cohen in this passage.]
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(5), the question will be raised of whether that debate might have been rooted
in a misunderstanding of how close Cohen's dialogical theopolitics, as framed
within German-Jewish culture beyond Jewish statehood, actually is to Buber's
later anarchic binational dialogics between Jews and Arabs, which would find
its theopolitical foundation in his Kingdom of God® of 1932.

II.

It is true that even in his essay on Religion and Zionism Cohen depicts the
German Jews' contemporary situation as one of constant alienness,
exacerbated by rising antisemitism in the wake of the founding of the German
empire in 1871 and the tensions between Protestants and Catholics. Yet Cohen
does not yield to the temptation of instrumentalizing said antisemitism to
negate German-Jewish culture in favor of Zionism. Indeed, given their shared
aim of negating German-Jewish culture, antisemitism and Zionism were
interdependent, these two political enemies forming a life-threatening
coalition against their shared enemies, liberal culture and Liberal Judaism.
Cohen is of the opinion that a German Jew who firmly holds on to his love of
both German culture and the Jewish religion cannot but appear to either of his
detractors as “a coward.” Moreover, given his loyalty to the spirit of humanity,
he also appears as a naive epigon of an enlightenment already long
stigmatized as insincere and untrue.

With this problematic coalition already established, Zionism enters a
second unholy coalition with Orthodox Judaism, an alliance conditioned, just
as before, on the existence of a shared liberal enemy. Whenever the antisemite
and the Zionist question the German Jew's loyalty to his nation—either
German or Jewish—the anti-religious Zionist and the anti-Zionist Orthodox
Jew both invoke the national-collective nature of Jewish life, which has always
been challenged and threatened by the liberal idea of individual autonomy
and by a liberal Jewish existence rooted in freedom. The Orthodox-Halakhic
order and the sovereign nation state find themselves endangered, both in

8 In Martin Buber, Das Kénigtum Gottes [The Kingdom of God] (Berlin: Schocken, 1932/36).
Idem., Der Glaube der Propheten [The Prophets’ Faith] (Heidelberg: Lamber Schneider,
1984 [1942]), Buber elaborated on the idea of theopolitics once more, making reference
to Isaiah's prophetic theopolitics.



Beyond the Contractions of Religion and Nationalism — Christoph Schmidt|*4

realization [Verwirklichung]> of humanity in freedom and justice. It is therefore
in exile that Jewish monotheism necessarily comes into its own, ultimately
transcending the entity of the nation state—in the form of socialism when
viewed from a socio-interactional perspective, and in the form of a
confederacy of states when viewed from the perspective of international
politics. This is why, for Cohen, Zionism's striving for a sovereign Jewish state
amounts to a catastrophic constriction® of ethical monotheism and, in view of
the messianic dimension of the latter, to a clear regression as well.

If it is the case that, by means of this messianic theopolitics of exile, Cohen
is able to uphold against Zionist contraction his preferred diasporic
existence —the cultural-religious coalition of Judaism and Germanness—then
the question arises whether, as a result of the catastrophic termination of this
alliance in the Holocaust, Cohen's criticism of the Zionist contraction has lost
some or all of its apparent present-day relevance. Yet it would be difficult to
dispute, not least in the age of global nationalist-religious regression, that the
model Cohen conceives for the messianic existence of transnational religious
Judaism within non-Jewish nations and non-Jewish states gains new
relevance.

The present paper (1) first summarizes the main points of Cohen's essay,
then (2) unfolds his theology of exile in the spirit of the religion of reason as a
dialectic of enlightenment, 7 with (3) the latter largely guiding his
understanding of German-Jewish cultural affinities as well. This will be
capped off (4) with a discussion of Cohen's theopolitics in the context of his
debate with Martin Buber, who was critical of Cohen's stance. In a final section

5  TN: Throughout his essay, Cohen uses a number of German terms that can be
understood both in their (contemporaneous) every-day sense but also in the special
sense they came to assume in the 19% century, in the wake of German Idealism.
Verwirklichung, another translation for which is "actualization," is a quintessential
Hegelian concept Cohen appears intent on somewhat transvaluing in a more Kantian
vein.

6 [TN: German words based on the verb Kontraktieren have been rendered using the
English words derived from the verbs “constrict” and “contract” as appropriate for
each individual context.]

7 [TN: In some instances where “enlightenment” is used, some readers might prefer “the
Enlightenment” (in the sense of the 18" Century historical movement rather than a
more general method/way of thinking).]
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Zionism in principle. The alliance is made possible, however, by the
recognition of a mutual enemy, namely Reform Judaism, to which Cohen
himself subscribes. With that in mind, let us take a moment to consider some
more recent developments: Zionism has evolved significantly since the
establishment of the State of Israel, and nationalism and religion have become
increasingly intertwined, particularly over the last twenty years. This
nationalist-religious? coalition has waged a broad culture war [Kulturkampf]
against democratic and liberal legal culture and, in particular, against Israeli
Reform Judaism. The continued exclusion of the latter from Israeli public
religious discourse cannot be separated from the increase in tension between
Israel and liberal American Judaism. Against this backdrop, Cohen's diagnosis
is astonishingly relevant, however questionable his preferred alternative
alliance—between Germanness (Deutschtum) and Judaism?®—may initially
seem from a post-Holocaust perspective.

Cohen's diagnosis is first of all a result of his specific conception of the
ethical messianic nature of Jewish monotheism, which finds systematic
expression in his late work The Religion of Reason: Out of the Sources of Judaism
of 1918.4 As opposed to narrowly political or nationalist conceptions of the
ethical dimension of monotheism —for which Cohen uses the term "myth"—
the Jewish religion, with its emancipation of the Jews, aims at the universal

2 [TN: While the original German has national-religids, the English "national" may be too
neutral a term to convey the more critical connotation that the German national appears
to come with here.]

3 Hermann Cohen, "Deutschtum und Judentum" ["Germanness and Judaism"] (1915), in
Jiidische Schriften [Jewish Writings], 2:237-301, and "Deutschtum und Judentum" (1916),
ibid. 302-318

4 Hermann Cohen, Religion der Vernunft aus den Quellen des Judentums (Wiesbaden:

Fourier, 1978 [1918]). In English as Hermann Cohen, The Religion of Reason: Out of the
Sources of Judaism, trans. Simon Kaplan (New York: Ungar, 1972).
Aside from this major work and the three volumes of his so-called Jewish Writings, it is
above all in Hermann Cohen, Der Begriff der Religion im System der Philosophie [The
Concept of Religion within the System of Philosophy] (Giessen: A. Topelmann, 1915) that
Cohen lays out his Jewish philosophy and politics of religion. The Religion of Reason:
Out of the Sources of Judaism retroactively provides a complete theopolitical legitimation
of the anti-Zionistic stance that already permeates Cohen's "Religion and Zionism"
essay.



BEYOND THE CONTRACTIONS OF
RELIGION AND NATIONALISM:
ON THE ENDURING RELEVANCE OF
HERMANN COHEN'S CRITICISM OF ZIONISM
AND ITS UNHOLY ALLIANCE WITH ORTHODOXY

CHRISTOPH SCHMIDT

The rampant spread of Zionism can by no means be ascribed entirely to its
forceful nationalistic effectiveness, for, by way of its politics of forming a
strategic social coalition, it also profits from the Orthodox Jews' hostility
towards liberalism. Orthodox Judaism, for its part, certainly does not spurn
the gains reaped from such an unnatural coalition. !

The first reason why the coalition between Zionism and Orthodoxy, as
diagnosed by Cohen in his short 1916 essay on the relationship between
religion and Zionism, appears to be “unnatural” is that Zionism, in its essence,
amounts to an anti-religious and certainly anti-Orthodox movement. At the
time, the adherents of Orthodoxy for their part equally dismissed political

1 Hermann Cohen, “Religion und Zionismus” [“Religion and Zionism”], in Jiidische
Schriften [Jewish Writings] (Berlin: C.A. Schwetschke, 1924), 2:321 [English version by
trans.]. The present essay takes this assertion, which, in view of the history of Zionism,
certainly is astonishing, as the starting point for a reconstruction of Cohen's
theopolitics, with special focus on its relevance for our own time. This is meant as a
first attempt of construing Cohen's theopolitics as a dialectic of enlightenment based in
messianism, a dialectics that in assuming the perspective of the Jewish community
endeavors to reformulate the universal horizon of enlightenment.
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THE END OF THE STORY,
AND OTHER ADVENTURES
IN AMERICAN JEWISH APOCALYPSE
NAOMI SEIDMAN
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Abstract

This essay explores what it calls the "secular apocalyptic" discourse of
the decline and disappearance of American Jewry not as a demographic
problem but rather as a narrative crisis, or a crisis in narrativity. The
article argues that the economic and cultural successes of Jewish
Americans have been difficult to locate within Jewish narrative
traditions, rendering the shape and meaning of these experiences

opaque or resistant to incorporation within familiar Jewish narratives.
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HERMANN COHEN'S CRITICISM OF ZIONISM
AND ITS UNHOLY ALLIANCE WITH ORTHODOXY

CHRISTOPH SCHMIDT

The Hebrew University of Jerusalem

Abstract

This essay presents Hermann Cohen's critique of Zionism as a national
contraction of Jewish ethical monotheism. Against all national, social or
political transformations of the monotheistic God into a mythological
god, Cohen takes prophetic messianism as a point of departure for a
critique of the dialectics of enlightenment. The Jewish nation beyond
sovereignty  symbolizes the messianic aim of a history beyond

domination.
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“WE ARE A UNIQUE PEOPLE, UNLIKE ANY OTHER’
THE DISCRETE PERCEPTION
AS REFLECTED IN SCHOOL ANTHOLOGIES

OSHRI ZIGHELBOIM

Oranim College

Abstract

This article examines how the concept of the Chosen People is reflected
in the literary works that comprise school anthologies of the Haredi
Ultra-Orthodox Jewish Sector in Israel. The concept of the Jewish People
being the Chosen People entails a Discrete Perception that is not always
noticeable at first glance. It is, however, indicated and revealed through
the semantic-linguistic tools that are provided by Cognitive Semantics.
In turn, these shed light on the conceptual arrangement of the semantic
fields that comprise the concept of the Chosen People. The complex
model of national identity that was developed in a previous study
exposes three different types of the Discrete Perception — religious,
ethnic, and territorial aspects — and the relationship between the three.
The findings of this study reveal a polarization between the group of
affiliation and the ‘other’ at both the revealed and concealed levels of
the text. This polarization is reflected through a number of aspects, from
discrete terms that differentiate between The People and Gentile,
through the characteristics that are attributed to the Jewish People
compared to other nations, to the abstract semantic fields that create
polarization between up and down, between light and darkness. In this
manner, a mental map is formed to emphasize the importance of the
Jewish Collective and the strength of the Jewish People as a group, that

differs greatly from the weakness of the individual.
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choice to dedicate himself to this struggle. The article concludes with a
discussion of possible political scenarios that may materialize in the

wake of the political turning point of R. Thau and his students.



"THEY NO LONGER DIFFERENTIATE BETWEEN THE NATION OF
ISRAEL AND GENTILES": RAV TZVI ISRAEL THAU AND HIS
BATTLE AGAINST FOREIGN INFLUENCES

MORDECHAI MILLER

Ben-Gurion University of the Negev and Shalem College

Abstract

Since its establishment in July 2019, the Noam party has been fighting
against what it defines as 'foreign influences'. The party believes that
these influences endanger the continued existence of the State of Israel
as a Jewish state. The party's struggle focuses on the areas of Feminism,
LGBTQ, and opposition to contemporary non-orthodox Jewish streams.
The party also strives to bring about a total merger of religion and state.
In this article, I seek to shed light on the party's insistence on
abandoning core issues that traditionally characterized religious-zionist
politics. The party prefers to lead a war in explosive issues that alienate
potential right-wing and religious voters. To understand this, I trace the
political thought of the party leader, one of the senior rabbis in religious-
zionism, Rabbi Tzvi Israel Thau.

In this article I emphasize on R. Thau's emergency consciousness
according to which intensive political activity is necessary for the state
of Israel to continue to exist as a Jewish state. In addition, i show that
the party's rhetoric concerning 'foreignness' is drawn from significant
Jewish philosophical sources, that draw an ontological distinction
between Jews and non-Jews. Also, I explain R. Thau's decision to join
the political arena, in contrast to his past opposition to any political
activity, consider Kookist historiography and its current development
by R. Thau. I also describe aspects of R. Thau's struggle with foreign

influences, and how the disengagement plan from Gaza may explain his
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AN UNKNOWN VERSION OF
THE MYTH OF THE FALLEN ANGELS

MOSHE IDEL

The Hebrew University of Jerusalem and Shalom Hartman Institute

Abstract

Unlike the assumption of scholars as the scarce occurrence of the ancient
myth of the fallen angel, in Ashkenazi literature written in the Middle
Ages, various versions of this myth occur. The most elaborate one,
extant in a unique manuscript in Biblioteque Nationale in Paris, Hebrew
MS 859, is copied in the name of a certain Rabbi Barukh Kohen
Ashkenazi, an unidentified, probably late 13th century author, has been
ignored in scholarship. This unedited version has a much shorter
parallel included in Rabbi Eliyahu Capsali early 16th century history
entitled Eliyahu Zutta. The two versions have been printed here and
commented on at some length in my discussions and footnotes. In my
opinion, this version includes some motifs, stemming from late
antiquity material, and its content may help reconstructing a different
history of the transmission of variants of this myth, with an accent on
the seminal contribution of medieval Ashkenazi preservation of older

material, as it is also the case in other instances.
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traditional Jewish society. These three stories are among the most
discussed stories by Agnon, yet reading them through a Halachic lens
reveals new meanings that are valid even in today's post-secular Israel.
Special attention is paid in this paper to the question of women who, in
the literary battle between secularism and Halacha, still maintain the
integrity of their love, their body and their honor. Agnon manages all
of this by taking liberties that can be understood almost as a

paradox: secularism within the boundaries of Halacha
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"ALL GOD’S MYSTERIES HE ENCRYPTED IN THE TALMUD'"' —
ON SHAY AGNON'S POETICS OF HALACHA

NURIT BARNEA BERNHEIM

Tel Aviv University

Abstract

From the very beginning, Agnon's writing was acknowledged as a
unique literary achievement within the evolving corpus of Hebrew
literature. Alongside his modern stories depicting secular life in
Germany and Israel, Agnon focused on the bygone traditional diaspora-
centered Jewish world. Over the years this choice became the center of
dispute amongst Agnon's literary critics. It was debated how the same
stories could contain two conflicting commentaries: religiosity based
on Halacha, together with a disillusioned egocentric attitude of the
individual psyche, characteristic of modern literature. In particular,
what enabled the two conflicting outlooks to co-exist within the same
narrative? This article shows that keeping his stories within of Halachic
boundaries is what allowed Agnon to write traditional yet very modern
(and vice versa — modern yet very traditional) stories. Taking these
interpretive liberties can be viewed as a paradox: secularism within the
boundaries of Halacha.

The three stories discussed in this paper — "Panim Aherot" (1932),
"Agunot"(1908) and "Vahaya HaAkov LeMishor"(1912) — all deal with
the impact of secularism on the Jewish married couple. In "Panim
Aherot" divorce is at the center; in "Agunot" arranged marriage is posed
against the modern concept of falling in love; and "Vahaya HaAkov
LeMishor" is concerned with the abandoned wife (Ha'Aguna). In all of
these stories, the dissolution of marriage is caused due to the

introduction of the new modern ideas of lust, love and sexuality into
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