

THE RETURN


Many are the stories of those who have left their Jewish faith behind, attenuated Jewish practice, and even abandoned Jewish identity as they entered the wider world. From the very onset of the emancipation, the story of departure, the journey away from tradition, the renunciation of identity and affiliation has been a central motif in the writings of assimilated Jews or those who converted to Christianity. Far more rare are the stories of those who have returned to Jewish faith. Yet, the paths of return to Judaism are many. In a tradition so rich and among a people so diverse almost every Jew who has deepened his or her Jewish identity, come closer to Jewish tradition or intensified his or her Jewish practice has a story to their transformation, or their return, to use the religious concept of teshuvah.


 For some, the return begins with political or philanthropic activities. For others it begins with deeds, with activities that take on the quality of mitzvoth, commandments. Still for others, the path begins with learning. Jewish literacy and a fluency with tradition are a starting point, and a religious model --actual or historical -- can be a guide. Martin Buber’s story of his return to Judaism may be instructive. So, too, are the stories of two of his younger contemporaries in Germany Franz Rosenzweig and Abraham Joshua Heschel.


Martin Buber’s path to Judaism was singularly his own. He was reared in an intensive Jewish environment and moved into a world where his Jewishness was quite marginal. His return to his people began with his political involvement in Zionism for from Zionism he moved to Jewish spirituality where he discovered the path that his life was to take, the moment where his fate became destiny.


His journey from assimilation to Jewish nationalism may be quite familiar to the middle generation of American Jews who experienced the resurgence of Jewish identity through their bonds with the state of Israel and political involvement with its survival, but now see that involvement as a way station. Politics could not sustain their Jewish identity as politics did not sustain Buber’s identity, most especially as he did not move to Palestine, but postponed his aliyah, his ascent to the Land of Israel, until it became essential to his survival. Vicarious support of brethren elsewhere does not provide sufficient nourishment of contemporary Jewish identity, most especially as the state of Israel prospered and became stronger militarily and economically. The more Israel could support itself, the more secure it became, the less precarious its survival, the less central support of Israel became in evolving Jewish identity.


Born in Vienna in 1878, Buber mother left home when he was only three and he was not to see her again until he was thirty. To describe their reunion, he coined the word “mismeeting.”
 He was not to learn of his mother’s disappearance directly from his father. It was shrouded in silence in his grandparents’ home where Buber went to live after his mother abandoned him. He was to learn of his mother’s permanent disappearance from an older girl, the daughter of his grandmother’s neighbor. “I cannot remember that I spoke of my mother to my older comrade. But I still hear how the big girl said to me: ‘No, she will never come back.’” Years later he wrote of that moment: “I suspect all that I have learned of genuine meeting in the course of my life had its origin in that hour on the balcony.”
 Even as a young child he understood the importance of the statement and the permanence of the severed tie.


However grave Buber’s personal misfortune, his spiritual development was shaped by the decision of his father Carl to send young Martin to live with his grandparents. Salomon and Adelle Buber were deeply rooted in Jewish tradition. They lived as landed gentry in Galicia among the Hasidim. His grandfather, Salomon Buber was one of the fine Midrashic scholars of the late 19th century whose encyclopedic knowledge of the Talmud, Biblical and Rabbinic sources, and self-taught familiarity with then contemporary scholarship enabled him to edit critical editions of the Midrash, Rabbinic legendary material. His scholarship was widely respected in his lifetime and is considered authoritative even today, more than a century after its publication. 

Martin Buber recalls:

The Midrash was the world in which Salomon Buber lived, lived with a wonderful concentration of the soul, with a wonderful intensity of work. He edited text after text of the Midrash, those books of Bible interpretation comparable to no other literature, abounding in legends, saying, and noble parable… The spiritual passion, which manifested itself in his incessant work, was combined with an untouchable, imperturbable childlikeness of a human nature and elementary Jewish being. When he spoke Hebrew… it sounded like the speech of a prince returned home from exile. He did not trouble himself about Judaism but it dwelled in him.

Martin Buber was to serve as the vehicle for transmission of Hasidism to the modern world, translating – and thus transforming the material -- rather than editing text after text, legend after legend in search of its most original, most pure form. His work in Hasidism -- as his grandfather’s work in Midrash -- concentrated on the legendary dimension of Jewish tradition and thus enriched the aggadic (legendary component) rather than the halachic, (legal) dimensions of Judaism. Salomon Buber approached the legendary material with the objective apparatus of a scholar. His grandson encountered Hasidism with the subjective engagement of a spiritual seeker.


Martin Buber’s grandmother, Adelle, performed many of the worldly and commercial tasks of the home, and thus freed her husband for scholarship and learning. The senior Bubers were affluent. They owned land and a phosphorus mine; they were also corn merchants. They provided financial security for Buber who did not experience economic need until he was well passed fifty when the imposition of Nazi policies in Germany and Poland ruined his family’s economic holdings. Adelle Buber too was to have great influence over young Martin, teaching him a love of German language and literature that was to endure a lifetime.  He was to reflect: “I learned even before I was fourteen what is means to really express something.”
 He was taught at home until the age of 10 and then sent to the Franz Josef Gymnaisum in Lvov. 


The language of the Buber’s home was German, the language of the streets was Polish, and the language of the Jewish community was Yiddish. Hebrew was reserved for the synagogue and for sacred study. Buber was to have an easy mastery over these and other languages. His mastery was so complete that as a child he would play a game of conducting a make-believe conversation between a German and a Frenchmen, between a Hebrew and an ancient Roman.


Much of what he learned in his grandparents home was in the ambiance of their home where he  experienced an intensity of scholarship and learning, a spiritual rootedness, an at-homeness with Judaism in its diverse manifestations. Home-schooled, he acquired a love of literature and language and a grounding in German classics -- all were to characterize Martin Buber’s work and life. He would accompany his grandfather and his father to Hasidic prayer houses, where he first sensed the power of the Hasidic movement. 


Buber’s father Carl had a more subtle influence on his son. He was to describe his own situation with a marvelous touch of irony. “I am only the son of my father and the father of my son.”
 The son of a scholar and the father of a philosopher, Carl Buber’s concerns were more modest but quite intense. He dwelled in the world of agriculture, interested in his farm and their crops and in the people who worked for him tending the land. Buber was to describe him as “an elemental story teller,”
 a gift he inherited as a writer if not as a conversationalist.


More than a half-century after his childhood, Buber would describe his way to Hasidism when his father took him to the nearby village of Sadagora

… Here however was another, an incomparable; here was, debased yet uninjured the living double kernel of humanity: genuine community and genuine leadership.

The palace of the rebbe, in its showy splendor, repelled me. The prayer house of the Hasidim, with its enraptured worshippers seemed strange to me. But when I saw the rebbe striding through the row of the waiting, I felt, “leader,” and when I saw the hasidim dance with the Torah, I felt, “community.” At that time there rose in me a presentiment of the fact that common reverence and common joy of soul are the foundations of genuine human community.

Whether these were Buber’s actual feelings as a young child we cannot know, but this sense of these early experiences dominate his recollection of his path to Hasidism. In their fascinating biography of Abraham Joshua Heschel: Prophetic Witness, Edward Kaplan and Samuel Dresner note that the “decadent” Hasidic court which Buber described so vividly was the home of Abraham Joshua Heschel’s paternal grandmother, Leah Rachel Friedman, whose father, Sholem Joseph, was the rebbe of Sadagora. Heschel was to become Buber’s younger colleague during the turbulent years of German Jewish history just prior to World War II.


Buber recounts: “so long as I lived with him [grandfather Salomon], my roots were firm, although many questions and doubts also jogged about in me.” At the age of fourteen, Martin Buber returned to live with his father who had since remarried. “The spirit of the age”
 caught hold of Buber. His transition from the world of his grandparents to the more secular and enlightened world of his father was not easy. One can sense the difficulty of the transition in a letter to Franz Rosenzweig written on the eve of Yom Kippur 1922, some thirty years later, when Buber retells the time his father took him to the Temple in Lemberg, Lvov, presently Lviv, Poland: 

I went [to the Temple] only when my father wished to lure me away from my grandfather who liked to take me to a small Hasidic Klaus. He, an ‘enlightened’ Jew, a Maskil, liked to pray among the Hasidim and used a [prayer] book full of mystical direction…

On the Day of Atonement I caused annoyance… by following the tradition of bending my knee and prostrating myself while reciting the word, “We bend our knee and prostrate ourselves.” 

Between my thirteenth year and fourteenth year (when I was fourteen I stopped putting on my Tefillin [phylacteries]) I experienced a day with a force unequalled by any other experience since. And do you think that I was a ‘child” at that time. Maybe less so than now, and this in a poignant sense; at that time I took Space and Time seriously. I did not hold back as I do now. And then when the sleepless night was heavy upon me and very real, my body reacting to the fast became as important to me as an animal marked for sacrifice. This is what formed me: the night and the following morning and the Day [of Atonement] itself, with all its hours, not omitting a single moment.

One can only imagine the sense of displacement young Martin felt among the Liberal Jews of Lemberg, seeking to acculturate into the surrounding society and to attenuate their religious practice. Hasidic piety and bourgeoisie decorum did not dwell comfortably together, then as now. 


In high school, Buber became alienated and estranged; he described it as a period of dwelling in the world of confusion. “Here I lived –-in versatile fullness of spirit but without Judaism, without humanity and without the presence of the divine.”
 His University education was diverse both in terms of schools and intellectual concentration. At the University of Vienna, he studied literature, the history of art and philosophy. At the University of Leipzig and the University of Zurich, he pursued studies in literature, psychiatry, classical philosophy and national economy. His Ph.D. thesis was profoundly religious but devoid of Jewish content. It dealt with Christian mysticism. Like many college students of his age and stage, he was alienated from Judaism. His choice of a bride, Paula Winkler who later became a prominent German novelist who wrote under the Nome de plume Georg Munk. Winkler, a non-Jew by birth, was perhaps but a further indication of Martin Buber’s distance from Judaism, yet his allegiance to Judaism was manifest in her then quite rare decision to convert to Judaism rather than having him convert to Christianity, a practice that was far more prevalent in Germany and one which had positive economic and social rewards – or so it seemed at the time. 


A brilliant student and promising writer, Buber was at home in the world of the theater and literature, philosophy and psychology, and deeply engaged in mysticism – Christian mysticism. He seemed on the brink of becoming a man of the world, distant at best from his religion of origin and from the ordinary Jews he had known through his grandfather, equally estranged from the scholarship that had been the center of his grandfather’s being.


For Buber, the path back to Jewish identity began with politics. Buber returned to Jewish consciousness only as a post-graduate student through Zionism, the movement for the establishment of a Jewish homeland that Theodore Herzl called into being in 1897 when Buber was but nineteen. Though far more grounded in Jewish tradition than Herzl, Buber appreciated the sense of dignity and majesty of Jewish history that Herzl invoked; he also cherished the vision of an independent Jewish nation that Herzl was holding forth for the Jewish people. It was as Buber recalls it “The restoration of connection, the renewed taking root in community.”
 Political activity on behalf of the Jews became Buber’s way back toward Judaism, a path shared by many Jews then as now. In an essay “My Way to Hasidism, Buber wrote only elliptically about this time:

The acknowledgement of a nation does not by itself transform a Jewish man; he can be just as poor in the soul with it as without it; even if, not so rootless as without it. But to him to whom it is not a satiating but a soaring, not an entering into a harbor, but a setting out to the open sea – to him it can indeed lead to transformation. Thus it happened to me.

I professed Judaism before I knew it.
 


Attracted to the Zionist movement by Herzl’s dynamic leadership, Buber was given an important role in Zionism as the editor of its major publication, Der Jude, while he was still in his early twenties. Herzl’s faith in the potential of the young thinker was not misplaced. He recognized Buber’s talent and assigned him a task that enabled him to grow and to achieve prominence in the Jewish world.  In return, Herzl expected absolute loyalty, the fidelity of a young man for his leader, for his mentor. Buber was to disappoint his leader. Buber broke with Herzl over the issue of political Zionism, the core of Herzl’s efforts. Political change in the Jewish condition was only one dimension of Buber’s vision. He sided with he famed Hebrew writer Ahad Ha’am, (Asher Ginzberg) who saw Zionism’s political agenda as a prerequisite for cultural transformation. Thus, Buber began more than three score years of dissent within the Zionist movement, first on the issue of cultural Zionism, and later on his concern for Arab rights and his advocacy of a bi-national state. Still Buber remained impressed by Herzl’s authority and magnetism. He was stunned by Herzl death in 1904 at the age of 44. Writing to his wife:

You have certainly heard of Herzl’s death; the funeral is tomorrow. It came so terribly unexpectedly and incomprehensibly. Yet for him it was the finest time to die – before all the inevitable disappointments and descents, still at the summit. What shape the movement will take from now on cannot yet be foreseen. But it is hard to think about that, so deep is the shock.


Buber’s political activities set the stage for a genuine spirituality that he discovered only through Hasidism, which he embraced wholeheartedly in his mid-twenties. We know very little about the inner ferment in Buber’s spirit as he pursued intensely his political activity and worked prodigiously and productively for the Zionist cause. But we do know the turning point, the spiritual conversion. Characteristically for a scholar, it came from a book. In keeping with what Martin Buber was to become, it came from the spiritual qualities of a man, the Baal Shem Tov, the Master of the Good Name, the founder of Hasidism. Buber read the following words:

He takes unto himself the quality of fervor. He arises from sleep with fervor, for he is hallowed and become another man and is worthy to create and has become like the Holy One, blessed be He, when He created His world.

Fervor, hallowed, creative -- these were the qualities Buber found in Hasidism and sought for himself. His transformation, his turning toward Judaism began with a quest for fervor, for a quality of hallowedness and for the creativity that comes from a soul inflamed.


Buber then withdrew from public life for five years to study and translate Hasidic texts, and dedicated the next five decades to interpreting Hasidism. Still, he could never become a Hasid. 

It would have been an impermissible masquerading had I taken on the Hasidic manner of life – I who had a wholly other relation to Jewish tradition, since I must distinguish in my innermost being between what is commanded me and what is not commanded me. It was necessary, rather, to take into my own existence as much as I actually could of what had been truly exemplified for me there, that is, that is to say, of the realization of that dialogue with being whose possibility my thought has shown me.

 Buber began in his twenties a spiritual task, which he described as a commission, a calling, a destiny to bring Hasidic teachers forth into a world beyond Hasidism, beyond Judaism, transmitting Hasidic stories into Western literature and into the heritage of Western religious tradition.


Buber’s return came from the quest for a religious quality absent in political activity. It came from the folk religious life of the ousjuden rather than the more refined and cultivated religious sensibilities of the German Jew. It came through an idea conveyed in a literature that most of his contemporaries had dismissed as primitive and irrational, unrefined and without substance, unworthy of a scholar, suggesting a religious path that was backward and inappropriate. Politics paved the way for spirituality, and spirituality that was based on emulation of the fervor and the quest for the sacred. He was never to abandon his politics, but the substance of his being was ever more removed from politics and found in the world of spirituality.


I have come to appreciate the modesty of Buber’s conversion. He saw in this Hasidic material “the stammering of the inspired witnesses,” the struggles to give voice to an experience, to comprehend the incomprehensible, to articulate what cannot be said, the desire to present an experience. He does not see himself as a man assured of God, but endangered before God, not as a Zaddik, one who dwells in the divine presence, but a more ordinary person, who has a sense of God’s presence and God’s absence and understands that it is we who are not always there, not always ready. In reading the accounts of those who have embraced fundamentalism, I am often disturbed by their certainty of the possession of divine truth, by the sense that it is apprehended in experience, comprehended at once, and made manifest in assured and established modes. I once read a bumper sticker that gave voice to this assurance. It said: 

God said it. 

We believe it. 

That settles it.

I would have felt far more comfortable if it had included a fourth line: “Now let’s discuss it.” Or if it had read two very different ways:

God said it! 

We believe it? 

That settles it?

God said it. 

We believe it. 

That unsettles it.

*  *  *  *


The spiritual biographies of religious thinkers, religious men and women, often recount a turning point, a moment of conversion. For some, the experience is one of spiritual death and rebirth, of agony so deep and of nothingness so intense that it calls forth the language of death. They have been reborn. They are one person before and another afterward. William James called it “twice born.” For some, the turning demands a renunciation of all that went before, a rejection of the life lead up to the moment of return and often an anger so intense at that early life that the religious person renounces all that was, rejects the world from whence he or she came. Buber’s movement was less intense, more welcoming of what he was to become than rejecting who he was. There is little of the anger or the bitterness, less of the scorn for the world in which he dwelled prior to the movement of return.


Among his peers, men of his generation and the generation of his students, such a moment of return to Judaism was not unknown, especially for those who came from assimilated or assimilating homes where the ties to Judaism were attenuated. Most prominent of all is Franz Rosenzweig, the brilliantly gifted Jewish philosopher who returned to Judaism from the portals of the Church, on the eve of his own conversion to Christianity.


For Rosenzweig, a young scholar of Hegel, the issue that precipitated his religious crisis was relativism. In a world of dialectic, where consciousness itself is in a state of flux, how is one to find the absolute, Rosenzweig pondered. How does one find a place to stand? Rosenzweig’s partner in dialogue was his distant cousin Eugene Rosenstock-Huessey, a distinguished jurist and scholar and prominent Protestant theologian of Jewish descent. Throughout 1913 they were engaged in intense dialogue. Rosenstock’s faith based on the absolute authority of revelation contrasted with Rosenzweig more relativistic position. In discussion, perhaps even in despair, Rosenzweig asked Rosenstock-Huessy what would you do when all answers fail. Rosenstock replied that he would go to the next Church, kneel and try to pray. The answer startled Rosenzweig. As Nahum Glatzer recounts it in his fabled biography, “He [Rosenzweig] had thought that faith existed, but not for the objective scholar. Now he learned differently.” 
 Simple faith could exist even among those with the most sophisticated of minds, the most developed of thinkers.


Rosenzweig resolved to follow his cousin’s path, to seek that faith. He decided to become a Christian, but with one decisive reservation. He would replicate the path of the first Christians, turning toward Christianity not from the pagan world but from the synagogue. He returned home to attend synagogue on the High Holidays and to tell his mother. Glatzer recounts:

He came down from his study into the living room with his mother: “I want to talk to you.” His mother, guessing what was on his mind, said excitedly: “You want to be baptized!” Franz pointed to the New Testament in his hand: “Mother, here is everything, here is the truth. There is only one way, Jesus.” His mother asked him: “Were you not in synagogue on the New Year’s Day?” “Yes and I will go to the synagogue on the Day of Atonement, too. I am still a Jew.” His mother said: “When I come in, I will ask them to turn you away. In our synagogue there is no room for an apostate.”
 

Assimilation was acceptable to Jews in Germany, acceptable, desirable, and seemingly inevitable -- but not conversion. Taken aback by his mother’s reaction, Rosenzweig could not return to the synagogue at Cassel for the Day of Atonement. Instead, he found himself in a small Orthodox synagogue in Berlin. What he experienced in the synagogue was deeply private, something which he guarded carefully. He spoke of it only indirectly: “It was no longer necessary to become a Christian, no longer possible.” For Rosenzweig the agitation leading to his return was so intense that even World War I, where he served, as front-line medic in the Balkans, could not touch him. “The war itself in no way represents an epoch to me: I experienced so much in 1913 that 1914 would have had to be a cataclysm to impress me.” 
 The War, which had transformed the thinking of Sigmund Freud, Martin Buber and Reinhold Neibuhr as well as a generation of his fellow soldiers, had left Rosenzweig untouched.


Gershom Scholem derisively dismissed the much-vaunted German-Jewish dialogue as a monologue. Instead of talks between Germans and Jews, these were one-way conversations among German Jews choosing different modes of accommodation with the dominant German Christian society, pretending that they were speaking to Germans, presuming that they were being heard. Certainly, the dialogue later published, as Judaism Despite Christianity, between Rosenstock-Huessy and Rosenzweig must be viewed as a discussion among family as to whether Judaism has any role in the Christian world. Rosenzweig’s discovery at the synagogue in Berlin was that believing Jews saw themselves in an ongoing relationship with God that was not mediated by the Christian experience, and not marginalized because they were not engaged in world historical experience. One may – and I believe one must -- take issue with Rosenzweig’s transformation of his observations of that synagogue into a theology of Judaism. 


Rosenzweig wrote that Judaism has the truth and is at the goal. “To a Jew, that God is our Father is the first and most self-evident fact- then what need is there for a third person between me and my Father in heaven?”
 Believing Jews can accept these affirmations, but would find Rosenzweig’s understanding of their implications rather strange. According to Rosenzweig: Jews have a direct relationship with God and call God the Father. We have forsaken history to dwell in eternity. Christianity has entered history in order to reach the heathens and put an end to paganism. The task of the synagogue is to fix its gaze on eternity and relinquish the domain of history to Christianity, which accepts the risk of contamination by history in order to convert the world to the fatherhood of God through the sonship of Christ. 


Clearly his language is odd to contemporary Jews who live at a time when the Jewish people have reentered history as a sovereign power in the state of Israel and at a time when states are conceived as secular and not religious and the domain of Caesar is rather different that the Church. But while few today accept Rosenzweig’s vision of a powerless Jewish people gazing at eternity and prepared to pay the price of martyrdom implied by that powerlessness, many – including the Church -- have come to accept his notion of the dual covenant. The role of Jews as witnesses to the divine presence did not end with the birth of Christianity. Even as Jews reject Rosenzweig’s depiction of the religion of powerlessness, they will be more appreciative of Rosenzweig’s path of return.


Rosenzweig’s path of return began with a feeling of uncertainty and irresoluteness, with an ability to find a place to stand and to stake his existence. His path back began with a simple gesture of authentic prayer. It was confirmed by the simple piety of Orthodox Jews on the most sacred of Jewish days. Beginning with a gesture, it would follow the path of gesture. Rooted in deed, it would take on the character of deeds. When asked if he observed a particular commandment, Rosenzweig would answer, “not yet.” By which, he meant that in his spiritual universe, each commandment could be a path of return to God, a means of reencountering Sinai, the paradigmatic moment of encounter between God and Israel.  Rosenzweig suggested a path of religious experimentation observing Jewish customs faithfully and progressively, and incorporating into one’s life those that led back to Sinai, the source of authority for all commandments. He increased his repertoire of observance, neither accepting the Orthodox notion that all commandments are commanded at once to each and every Jew, nor relinquishing Buber’s sense of personal commandedness.  While Buber’s return established a path for learning and spiritual seeking, Rosenzweig carved out a path of deeds.


Conversion is often a turning point in the spiritual autobiographies of the religious thinkers. For some conversion comes after the long dark night of the soul. It comes at the edge of the abyss. For others the moment of return was gentler. It represented not a path taken, but a path not taken. Abraham Joshua Heschel was 27 years younger than Buber, and some two decades younger than Rosenzweig. The scion of a distinguished Hasidic dynasty, he was named for the great Hasidic master Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel of Apt and was expected to follow the traditional, well-trodden path of his father and grandfather. Instead, as a young man after ordination and intense years devoted solely to religious study, Heschel entered a wider world. From Warsaw, he traveled to Vilna where already an ordained rabbi and prodigy, he could begin his secular high school education that would qualify for the University. His path was charted by Professor Fischel Schneersohn, a Hasidic psychiatrist and educator who himself had entered the secular world after ordination and partook of its learning while still remaining an observant Jew. Schneersohn guided Heschel and modeled a path as he journeyed from Warsaw to Vilna and then to the University of Berlin where he studied philosophy.


Heschel came to the University of Berlin with great hunger seeking to resolve the problem of ultimate meaning and to overcome some deep doubts. It was a time of profound bitterness. Heschel recounts: 

I became increasingly aware of the gulf that separated my views form those held at the university. I had come with a sense of anxiety: how can I rationally find a way where ultimate meaning, a way of living where one would never miss a reference to supreme significance.

But to my teachers that was a question unworthy of ultimate philosophical analysis.

The problem to my professors was how to be good. In my ears the question rang: how to be holy

In those months in Berlin I went through moments of profound bitterness:

I felt very much alone with my own problems and anxieties. I walked along in the evenings through the magnificent streets of Berlin... There were concerts, theatres and lectures by famous scholars about the latest theories and inventions, and I was pondering whether to go to the new Max Reinhardt play or a lecture about the theory of relativity.

Suddenly I noticed the sun had gone down, evening had arrived.

From what time may one recite the Shema in the evening? [The first words of the Mishna dealing with evening prayer).

I had forgotten God-I had forgotten Sinai – I had forgotten the sunset is my business—that my task is “to restore the world to the kingship of the Lord.”

…On that evening in the streets of Berlin I was not in the mood to pray. My heart was heavy. My soul was sad. It was difficult for the lofty words of prayer to break through the dark clouds of my inner life…

What I wanted to avoid was not only the failure to pray to God during a whole evening of my life but the loss of the whole, the loss of belonging to the spiritual order of Jewish living.

Heschel’s fear of loss kept him faithful to tradition. It restrained him from following the spiritual path of so many young Jews, brilliant sons of the Yeshivot, the Talmudical Academies of Eastern Europe, whose minds were promiscuous, seeking all forms of knowledge. For them, the migration westward meant more than a geographical abandonment of their land, their birthplace and their father’s home. It meant a spiritual abandonment of Jewish faith and tradition. For Heschel, the return was not in a path taken, but in the path not taken. Along with Orthodox leaders such as Joseph Dov Baer Soloveitchik, the leader of Modern Orthodox Judaism at Yeshiva University and Menachem Mendel Schneerson, who later became the Lubabitcher Rebbe, Heschel combined a secular education with religious piety. Seemingly, he came closer to the loss of faith, more tempted by secular thought and more engaged in liberal forms of Jewish life than his more Orthodox contemporaries.


Buber’s journey was from tradition to the world of confusion. His return was shaped by a growing consciousness of Jewish nationalism, which failed to offer him the spiritual content sought by the soul. A text offering a model of a spiritual being outlined the path of return. For Rosenzweig, the simplicity of faith could overcome his sense of drowning in relativism and meaninglessness.  Heschel was kept faithful by the fear of the loss of the whole. His career became a depiction of that whole, an ongoing description of the spiritual order of Jewish living, the religious role that one assumes in tension with the world and invitation to join him on that journey.
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