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and honor, but whom we no longer fear and from whom we no longer
demand (italics added).®

Clearly, Cohen did not see God as rme.w..m a concrete HoH.m mzmr_m”maﬁ.””
thus rejected the idea that God was :_:an&x Hmm.ﬁosmHEm %nm Mu il
ocaust. Instead, he relegated God’s active role in history to t e futy m:
theological strategy not unlike that of the German ﬁ.r.m&om.s_: Mc_.m_.:
Moltmann. It is, however, subject to much nr.m same criticism: @ mw@_ QM
God's role in contemporary history and by imwa.m:m His .amna_,% amzsﬁm_ N 4
future, Cohen, like Fackenheim in his earlier umaun.._‘ consigned Ocaw m a»owns Y
a domain wholly inaccessible to empirical confirmation n‘xa hence su RM\ nm MMNM
conceivable flight of fancy. One can say mwsomﬂ. m:%ﬁrﬂm mwoﬂﬁ A_uo s i
activity because there are no hard facts mmmﬁm» which such ¢ mﬁ“ v
measured. Although powerfully evocative, one EoEWmum w mm i
content can legitimately be assigned to words such as the hope o
?Eﬂwmmnrmmmmm. Cohen did not see God’s vnmmm”:.nm in .Emﬁop.w mm.m, _ﬁﬁ._*mﬁ”
to the indefinite future. Cohen described the divine _._mm mm a M m.Bm.ﬂm
within the historical but never the filament that we can Emﬁaw an “,.mmﬂ_ﬁo
according to our requirements.”’# Oorm:.rmﬁ :SH Em:.:wm t M .ﬁo i
“obscure, eclipse, burn out the divine filament,” but it is :M. 535 =
power to limit human freedom. Insofar as God takes an ac Emﬁ e
human affairs, it is as Teacher par excellence. The m_um.mnr of Go of =
humanity a teaching with which to limit the destructive and Wﬁzﬂw -
elements in human freedom. According to .n.o:mP that teac Jum _o_.&
be found in the Halakha, the corpus of Hmw_u_:mn law. Eoﬁos.mﬂ 73 i
the role of Teacher, God exercises no direct interference with hum
Wmmwﬂﬂmﬂ_m is, of course, a very powerful reason why Cohen _.m\mu%jwm
from seeing God as playing a greater part in history than that nM .ﬂ.m:
filament.” Had Cohen done so, he would have been .nosm.oamr wi g
of the difficulties that flow from seeing God as the ultimate .bEM m:. M S
Holocaust. Nevertheless, one can ask whether mrm problem o ; M.&. mwbm
the Holocaust has been solved by limiting God's role to %rm.; o A_uﬁr_ﬁ
filament”” and Teacher of essentially free agents. By sucha :E.:ﬁa:. enmm
may have portrayed God as functionally 3&«%&. A r:.Bmz being vummm“”.. .
to accept the consequences of his or her actions will have :w rea 5
take God-as-filament into account. As long as .m:nr a person is ﬂmvm 4
to accept the costs as well as the benefits of his or her deeds, m_..m “Eu
be no reason to be concerned with a God who places no restraint o
human freedom.
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Cohen thus stressed the impotence of God before human freedom,
a position not unlike that of the Orthodox Jewish thinker Eliezer Ber-
kovits.* According to Berkovits, God created free men, not automatons.
This has had the paradoxical consequence that “while He [God] shows
forbearance with the wicked, He must turn a deaf ear to the anguished
cries of the violated.”* Both Cohen and Berkovits insist that the Holo-
caust was not the work of a punishing God but of men who obscenely
used their freedom for mass destruction.

The election of Israel is another traditional doctrine Cohen sought to
defend. Cohen argued: “The death camps ended forever one argument
of history—whether the Jews are a chosen people. They are chosen, un-
mistakably, extremely, utterly.”"»

Cohen’s defense of Israel’s chosenness is less than persuasive. One
must ask whether he has confused being targeted for annihilation by men
with being chosen by God. Unless one sees the Holocaust as either divine
punishment or some sort of vicarious sacrifice, as does Maybaum, it is
more likely to raise doubts about rather than serve as proof of Israel's
election. In and of itself the Holocaust simply reveals the obvious fact
that Europe’s Jews were successfully targeted for annihilation. The fate
of the victims demonstrates, if any demonstration be needed, that in
times of acute stress Jews are in danger of becoming the target par excel-
lence of the nations of the world. This is hardly identical with being cho-
sen by God.

Like Fackenheim, Cohen recognized that the Holocaust has resulted
in a Jewish return to history, by which he means a return to a situation
in which, at least in the State of Israel, Jews are dependent upon them-
selves rather than host peoples for their survival. As noted, Fackenheim
regards the return as the beginning of a Jewish Tikkun. Cohen’s assess-
ment was less positive. He opined that the return to history may prove
"more threatening even than genocide has been, for in no way is the Jew
allowed any longer. . . to repeat his exile amid the nations, to disperse
himself in order to survive.”® In a similar vein Cohen commented that
immersion in a history without transcendent meaning may lead to a mod-
ern form of paganism: "History without a capstone, time without eter-
nity, the present moment without the inbreeding of the eschaton leaves

us, as Jews, with little more than the chthonic vitalities of our blood as
shield and buckler.”»

The Greek word chthonos means “earth.”
absent faith in some version of the God of History the Jewish return to
history is likely to be a return to a modernized version of a very ancient
earth paganism. I had come to a similar conclusion two decades earlier,

Cohen thus concluded that



196 Theology and Contemporary Judaism

although there is far more evidence today of the Hmi.qm._ of ._u.mm:.Edm_
Judaism and apocalyptic messianism than of earth paganism in contem-
porary Israel. . .

Cohen was unwilling to rest content with a Jewish people ..wuﬂm.mrmm
in the powers of earth. Having failed to find a “beyond” for the E&Smcm_
Jew, he refused to abandon hope in the immortality of the Jewish people
as a sacred collectivity. In the light of this hope, he saw the State of Israel
as a far less significant response to the Holocaust than mn.v the other H”_o-
locaust theologians. According to Cohen, a Jewish state is no mx..nmv:o.m
to the rule that political states are part of the incessant rhythm of history’s
rise and fall. Hence, the eternity of the Jewish people cannot take a po-
litical form. Cohen wrote that he stands outside the wall of the _mémmr
state as well as any other state. Nevertheless, he does not stand outside
of the Jewish people, which, he asserted, constitutes “the m».&.:& speak-
ing of revelation to the Jew of history.”” In view om.ﬁ.rm gmznm*r-nmzﬁ.%
experience of the Jews, Cohen understood his position to be mﬂoEmH.:m.:ﬁ
for if the Holocaust has a single overriding lesson, it is that ?Qw 15 10 limit to
the obscenities a determined and powerful aggressor can freely visit upon &nwm-
less, powerless victims. In the aftermath of the Holocaust, the survivors
could no longer trust their safety to anyone save themselves. A..rm%. risked
their lives to create a Jewish state in the full knowledge that it might be
destroyed by its enemies. If the state survived, they would enjoy amea-
sure of normal human dignity; if it perished, they 205&. at least Qa. r.oz-
orably defending themselves rather than as pathetically impotent victims
of some future excremental assault.

Cohen’s critics have found much to praise in The Tremendum. They
have, however, tended to find his attempt at a constructive Ioﬁnmcmﬁ

theology the weakest part of the book. Nevertheless, if Cohen failed to
offer a credible post-Holocaust theodicy, his failure probably tells us more
about the inevitable difficulties confronting Jewish theology after Ausch-
witz than about any lack of ability or brilliance on his part. H.ucﬁ simply,
it may be impossible to affirm the traditional Jewish God without also
affirming ideas every post-Holocaust Jewish ?Frma.. save Emuwumcg‘ has
rejected, namely, that the Holocaust was either divine U.cE.wTSmE or
some kind of mass sacrificial offering for the sake of messianic Hmnmu..m.u-
tion. Cohen himself apparently recognized the limitations mnrmwmnﬁ w..
any attempt to write Jewish theology after the IoHOnmmmn. He s:.:m.m" . I
have promised only to cross the abyss. I have not promised to m.xv_mE it
I would not dare.”® Yet, if Cohen has failed to offer a credible post-
Holocaust theology, his failure can, with justice, be described as tragic
rather than personal. Let us recall that tragedy is not so much the story

Covenant and Divinity, Part 2 197

of human error or folly as it is the inexorable unfolding of a destiny wholly
resistant to human intention. When Oedipus learned that he was des-
tined to kil his father and marry his mother, he did everything he could
to evade that destiny. Nevertheless, every evasive measure only brought
him closer to the fated denouement. For the best and certainly the most

understandable of motives, Cohen may simply have attempted the im-
possible,

The Survival of Faith in the Traditional God

Does that mean that the ancient and hallowed faith in the biblical
God of covenant and election has no future among religious Jews? On
the contrary, it is probably the one theological option most likely to have
a future. Whatever doubts secularized Jews may currently entertain, that
belief has been the hallowed, authoritative faith of the community of Is-
rael from time immemorial until the modern period. It has given the Jew-
ish people the supremely important gifts of meaning and hope. Instead
of viewing their experiences as a series of unfortunate and essentially
meaningless happenings, biblical-rabbinic faith has enabled the Jewish
people to see their history as a meaningful expression of their relations
with God. Moreover, no matter how desperate their situation became,
their faith enabled them to hope that, sooner or later, “Those who sow
In tears will reap in joy.” The old biblical-rabbinic view that God is the
ultimate Actor in history and that the Jewish people are bound to him by
an eternal covenant remains the most coherent, logically consistent way
of understanding Jewish experience and history which is acceptable to
the Jewish people. In my own theological writings I have pointed out the
bitter, yet inescapable, consequences of affirming that faith after Ausch-
witz. Nevertheless, no credible theological alternative has emerged
which does not deny the very foundations of normative Judaism.

I'have also become convinced that most religious Jews will eventually
affirm faith in the God of covenant and election, even if such an affir-
mation entails regarding Auschwitz as divine punishment. Faith in cov-
enant and election appear to be indispensable to the Jewish religious
mainstream. One does not have to be a Jew to be a monotheist. What
distinguishes Judaism is the faith that God has chosen the Jewish people
to serve and obey Him by fulfilling his commandments as revealed in
Scripture and authoritatively interpreted by the rabbis. Only a Judaism
that is firmly rooted in the divine revelation at Sinai can defend the com-
munity from anomy. The liberal compromises that have flourished since
the Enlightenment detach Jewish life and practice from allintellectual and
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theological moorings. In the long run, the liberal nonHonmmm. nmmmn.:x_m
more than institutionalized alienation in which functional legitimations,
supported by nostalgia and the guilt the living feel toward the dead, act
as surrogates for lost theological legitimations. . .

In the past, traditional Judaism enabled most Hmé.m n.o cope with their
very difficult life situation as strangers in the Christian and HSom.HmE
worlds. However, the world’s largest Jewish community, the .>Bm.:nmﬂ
Jewish community, is diminishing in numbers as a result of an ?mﬁo:nm.:w
unprecedented intermarriage rate. One can ask whether large-scale in-
termarriage may be a delayed demographic response to ﬁ.rm Io_onm:mw on
the part of those who no longer believe, as Jews once did, :.Sﬂ Judaism
is worth dying for. If this is the case, it is very likely ﬁ.rmﬂ o.Emwmm of Israel
the Jewish religious mainstream will eventually no:m_mﬂ primarily om.m rel-
atively small remnant who continue to affirm faith in the God o.m history
and the election of Israel. Without traditional faith, there may simply wm
no reason for Jews to remain eternal strangers in a predominantly Chris-
tian world. .

Moreover, most Christian religious authorities expect Jews either .8
affirm faith in the biblical God of covenant and election or to accept Christ
as their Savior. From an evangelical perspective, the Jews are the nromwz
peaple to whom God sent His Son as humanity’s Wmmmmmamﬁ In the Chris-
tian view, the Jews have, of course, failed to recognize the true :mz..:m of
Jesus Christ. Hence, God's election passed from the Israel :mnn.o_.&:m to
the flesh” to the Israel “according to the spirit,” which nobm_mnm. om.mz
those who have recognized Christ’s true nature. Nevertheless, W.ermcﬁm
Christians have no doubt that, sooner or later, at least a :mme.:mw rem-
nant” of Israel will finally see the light.# Like Judaism, Christianity can-
not abandon the doctrines of covenant and election.

Moreover, Christian influence on Jews and Judaism is far greater
than is often recognized, especially in the United States. By AWE.m of .Em
fact that both Christians and Jews regard the Bible as of divine inspira-
tion, Christians give Jews a context of plausibility for their most deeply
held beliefs. If Jews lived in a culture in which the majority mn.noamm the
Bible no greater respect than the Greek myths, Jews :.am_i still hold fast
to their beliefs, but they would receive no cognitive reinforcement. Even
the fact that Jews and Christians disagree about the true nature of Jesus
reinforces the context of plausibility, for the disagreement is about the
true meaning of the Book both regard as divinely inspired. .

The profound influence of American Christianity on _bwn:mﬂnmn Ju-
daism, even Orthodox Judaism, ought not to be underestimated. The
world’s largest Jewish community lives in and is ultimately dependent
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forits security and the security of the State of Israel on the world’s largest
Christian community. The State of Israel’s strongest American Christian
supporters are Fundamentalists, especially Protestant premillennial dis-
pensationalists, who believe in the inerrancy of Scriptural revelation and
who also believe that the return of the Children of Israel to the Promised
Land is an indispensable element in God's plan for humanity’s salvation
in Christ. As conservative Christian influence continues to grow within
the United States, it will encourage Jews to affirm a faith rooted in biblical
revelation.

Thus, both external and internal influences foster a renewed Jewish
atfirmation of covenant and election. Even those Jews whose reasons for
remaining in the Synagogue are primarily ethnic rather than religious are
likely to convince themselves that the principal beliefs of the Jewish main-
stream are true. To do otherwise would be to create too great a dissonance
between belief and practice. If the survival of the Jews as a group outside
of Israel is perceived to depend upon religious affiliation and some mea-
sure of Jewish religious practice, which in turn are thought to be legiti-
mated by faith in the God of covenant and election, even those whose
basic commitment is ethnic are likely to find some way to affirm the only
system of religious belief that legitimates Jewish survival, The alternative is to
abandon Jewish identification altogether. That alternative is actually
being taken by the unprecedented number of young Jews who marry
non-Jews and whose children or grandchildren are raised as Christian.
While this is not the context in which to discuss the widespread phe-
nomenon of intermarriage among contemporary Jews, that phenomenon
must be seen as a powerful response to the Holocaust on the part of those
Jews who have asked themselves Fackenheim’s question concerning the
morality of exposing distant descendants to anti-Semitic indignities by
bringing children up as Jews. Those Jews who believe that in preserving
Judaism they are fulfilling God’s will have no difficulty in exposing their
descendants to the potential hazards of a future catastrophe. Those who
have lost that faith have no reason for 50 exposing their descendants.
Religious belief and practice will remain in tension as long as the tradi-
tional legitimations of Jewish religious practice cannot be affirmed. Tra-
Q_zozm_ao the entire body of Jewish religious practice was founded upon
the belief in God's revelations to Moses, the patriarchs, and prophets.
As long as this fundamental belief is not affirmed, there will be a painful
dissonance between Jewish religious practice and belief. As the horror of
the Holocaust recedes in time, religious Jews, although greatly dimin-
ished in number, may once again find themselves reducing the disso-
nance by declaring with the traditional Prayer Book that “because of our
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sins all this has come upon us.” That time has not yet come, but it may
very well be on its way. . . o

Of necessity, those Jews will reject the E"m%nmﬁmsmz of Divinity I
have set forth in these pages. That is to be expected. It is by no means
certain that Judaism can survive without faith in the God .o_m Israel as
traditionally understood. I can only hope that those who .mm.s.n,_ the tra-
ditional interpretation of God are motivated by honest belief rather than
the conviction that, true or false, such a credo must be given verbal mmmma
for the sake of Jewish survival, often hoping that their children will be
able to believe what they cannot. A proud and glorious tradition deserves
more than a self-deceiving exercise in bad faith. .

For those of us who lived through the terrible years, Srma._m.a in
safety or as victims, the Shoah conditions the Waywe encounter all things
sacred and profane. Nothing in our experience is untouched by that ab-
solutely decisive event. Because of the Shoah, some om us enter the syn-
agogue to partake of our sacred times and seasons with those to .2_._.”08
we are bound in shared memory, pain, fate, and hope; yet, once inside,
we are struck dumb by words we can no longer honestly utter. .>: that
we can offer is our reverent and attentive silence before the Divine.

CHAPTER 10

The Rebirth of Israel in
Contemporary Jewish Theology

The meaning of God in human experience is a variable that is inev-
itably altered by radical changes in that experience. Scientific arguments
for or against the existence of God are far less significant than the life
situation out of which such affirmations or denials flow, The possibilities
of renewal which the Zionist movement has made available to the Jewish
people are evident in the life and culture of both Israel and the Diaspora.
Less evident but no less real is the influence Zionism is destined to have
on the religion and theology of the Jewish people as well. It is not likely
that the Jewish life situation could change so decisively without a con-
comitant change in Jewish religious sentiment. We see the negative side
of the change in the rejection of traditional Jewish forms by most Israelis;
the full significance of the positive side has yet to come to expression.

One of the most important but least noticed aspects of Zionism is
the extent to which it represents a Jewish expression of the twentieth
century’s urge to return to primal origins. This is evident in many cultural
endeavors of our times. In philosophy, Martin Heidegger has character-
1zed his thought as an attempt to get behind more than two thousand
years of European philosophy’s estrangement from “being.” In psycho-
analysis there are similar trends. The concept of genitality as a key to the
mature functioning of an adult personality casts a negative evaluation on
all of the roles, status attainments, and cultural substitutions that people
so frequently use as self-measures. The simple functioning of human sex-
uality—an act little affected by either cultural or historical variation—
achieves an importance possessed by no aspect of ““civilized” strivings.

201
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and election in the first edition of After Auschwitz and subsequent writings was
the most radical theological step I could have taken as a Jewish thinker.

Over the years, however, I have reflected upon the obvious fact that wise
and learned men and women in both Judaism and Christianity have believed in
and found profound meaning in the idea of a covenant between God and His
people. I had too much respect for these men and women to dismiss their faith.
I therefore attempted to find meaning in it. As I had once found meaning in
religious ritual by inquiring into its social or psychological function, I began to
find meaning in the idea of covenant and election by attempting to understand
its function in the life of the religious community.

Initially, I stressed the idea of covenant and election as psychic compensation
for political impotence. This is especially evident in The Religious Imagination
(1968). At present, I believe that the idea did serve that function but that there
was far more to the story. My current views are spelled out in chapter 7. It
should be noted that I have not rejected my earlier theological and sociological
views. I have, however, added to and considerably modified them.

1. The idea of a community of moral obligation is based upon Helen Fein’s
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ocide: National Responses and Jewish Victimization during the Holocaust (New York:
Free Press, 1979), p. 4.
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16. Robert K. Massie, Peter the Great: His Life and World (New York: Ballantine
Books, 1988), p. 743.
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Chapter 8

Covenant and Divinity: The Holocaust and the Problematics of
Religious Faith, Part 1

Chapters 8 and g constitute a record of my ongoing dialogue with my theo-
logical contemporaries in Judaism. A number of earlier essays form the basis of
these chapters. One of the earliest is “The Radical Monotheism of Emil Fack-
enheim,” Soundings, Summer 1974. At the time, both Fackenheim and I were
more inclined to stress our differences than our common vocation. The differ-
ences are still there, but, on my part and I have reason to believe on his, there
has been growing respect and appreciation.

Mutual respect and appreciation also characterized my dialogue with the late
Arthur Cohen. In the first edition of After Auschwitz, 1 discussed his The Natura!
and the Supernatural Jew (1962) in a chapter entitled “The ‘Supernatural’ Jew.” The
Natural and the Supernatural Jew was the first major theological work by an Amet-
ican Jewish thinker of my generation. It is difficult to think of two books s0
fundamentally different in perspective than The Natural and the Supernatural Jew
and the first edition of After Auschwitz, in which I was very critical of Cohen’'s
initial theological effort. As Cohen himself acknowledges in The Tremendum
(1981), he was completely silent concerning the Holocaust in his earlier work.
In The Tremendum he finally turned to the problem of Holocaust theology. 1
responded in “Naming the Unnameable; Thinking the Unthinkable: A Review
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Chapter 10
The Rebirth of Israel in
Contemporary Jewish Theology

The most significant events in twentieth-century Jewish history have #.um.m:
the European catastrophe and the rebirth of Israel. Both events have decisive
significance for contemporary Jewish theology. In the first edition of After Ausch-
witz, 1 argued that the Holocaust marks the death of the God of History and
that the founding of the State of Israel marks the rebirth of the long-forgotten
Earth divinities within Jewish experience. )

My ideas concerning the rebirth of Israel and the Earth divinities were orig-
inally expressed in this essay, first published in a slightly different form in the
Reconstructionist, April 29, 1960, long before the Six-Day War of 1967, the Yom
Kippur War of 1973, the Palestinian Intifada, and Iraqi missile attacks on Israel.
Today I am considerably less enthusiastic about the messianic aspects of both
Zionism and the rebirth of Israel, although messianic Zionism has become a
stronger force by far in contemporary Israel than when this essay was written,
When I wrote the essay, | saw Israel’s rebirth as athalta de geulah, “’the beginning
of redemption.” I no longer so regard it. I now see existence itself as coterminous
with exile and the grave as the real locus of “redemption.”” What I retain of this
paper’s perspectives is a fundamental conviction that an insightful :.Qm...wn.m_ pa-
ganism, using the forms of traditional Jewish religion, is the most meaningful
religious option for Jews after Auschwitz and the rebirth of Israel. For further
indications of how my current opinions differ from those expressed in this essay,
see the notes to this chapter.
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