Session Two: Revelation as Reason

Hermann Cohen, Joseph Soloveitchik, and Yeshayahu Leibowitz
1. Mendelssohn’s legacy: revelation is law and revelation is rational.

2. Cohen, Soloveitchik, and Leibowitz: three different thinkers, three different historical, political, and ideological contexts but basic agreement in describing revelation as law and atonement.
3. Hermann Cohen (1842-1918) 
a. a brief biography

b. pure monotheism and the uniqueness of God

c. revelation as a “regulative ideal”

d. revelation, atonement, and diaspora Judaism 

i. “Monotheism had to become self-conscious in those who profess it. Therefore, just as one acknowledges the punishment meted out by an earthly judge, so those who professed monotheism had to recognize and acknowledge suffering as God’s providence, ordained for the purpose of their self-sanctification, their education to the maturity of the I in its correlation with God. Israel’s suffering symbolically expresses the reconciliation of man with God. Israel’s suffering is its “long day,” as the German vernacular calls the Day of Atonement. . . . The Day of Atonement is the symbol for the redemption of mankind.”

ii. “as Israel suffers, according to the prophet, for the pagan worshipers, so Israel to this very day suffers vicariously for the faults and wrongs which still hinder the realization of monotheism.”

iii. “Israel’s suffering has no tragic connotation, since it has no national particularism as its motivation, and therefore no aesthetic interpretation can give a proper account of it. Suffering is the characteristic feature of religion, and it is the task of monotheism that is symbolically expressed through the suffering of those who profess Jewish monotheism.”
4. Joseph Soloveitchik (1903-1993)

a. a brief biography

b.  “halakhic man” vs. “intellectual” and “religious” man 

i.  “Religious man begins with this world and ends up in supernal realms; halakhic man starts out in supernal realms and ends up in this world.”
ii. “Halakhic man resembles somewhat the mathematician who masters infinity only for the sake of creating finitude, delimited by numbers and mathematical measures, and cognizing it.”
c. revelation and repentance:

by repenting, the human being “cancels the law of identity and continuity which prevails in the ‘I’ awareness by engaging in the wondrous, creative act of repentance. . . . When he finds himself in a situation of sin, he takes advantage of his creative capacity, returns to God, and becomes a creator and self-fashioner. Man, through repentance, creates himself, his own ‘I.’”
d. The Role of the Jewish People

i. “The Jewish people see their own fate as bound up with the fate of existence as a whole. . . . Physical reality and spiritual-historical existence—both have suffered greatly on account of the dominion of the abyss, of chaos and the void, and their fates parallel one another. . . . The Jewish people bring a sacrifice to atone, as it were, for the Holy One, blessed be He, for not having completed the work of creation. The Creator of the world diminished the image and stature of creation in order to leave something for man, the work of His hands, to do, in order to adorn man with the crown of creator and maker.”

ii. “Our approach to the relationship with the outside world has always been an ambivalent character, intrinsically antithetic, bordering at times on the paradoxical. . . . In a word, we belong to the human society and, at the same time, we feel as strangers and outsiders. We are rooted in the here and now of reality as inhabitants of our globe, and yet we experience a sense of homelessness and loneliness as if we belonged somewhere else. We are both realists and dreamers, prudent and practical on the one hand, and visionaries and idealists on the other. We are indeed involved in the cultural endeavor and yet we are committed to another dimension of experience.”
5. Yeshayahu Leibowitz
a. a brief biography

b. revelation as individual perfection through the law: “The individual who has attained perfection wishes to be alone with God… The purpose of the Torah is not social improvement, and the ultimate ground for the Mitzvoth [commandments] is not concern for man’s needs in his social existence…”
c. revelation and repentance: “The Day of Atonement—over the past two thousand years a definitive expression of Jewish religiosity, the legitimacy of which has never been questioned—has the Ne’ilah prayer as its climax…. The essential concern of Ne’ilah, its unique content, is the sin and repentance of each individual…. Ne’ilah is the expression par excellence of individualistic religiosity...”
d. Divorcing religion from science: “man’s consciousness of standing before God has nothing to do with his knowledge of the world.”
e. Divorcing religion and politics: “Previously, the individual conscious of his Jewish identity could not live his life as a Jew except through complete immersion in the Jewish collective—the religious community…. Our generation has created a framework for Jewish existence, which is not religious, which is not conducted by religious institutions, is not committed to religious values, and has no religious meaning. We must examine afresh the significance of religion for a Jewish person and for the Jewish people and its state…. only he who does not regard religion as a collective national-political manifestation, but views it as setting personal goals and values, is capable of surmounting the crisis…. if in the exilic history of the Jewish people the collective aspect of the Jewish religion was emphasized, it is our obligation today to emphasize its personal aspect.”
