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(506). In Cohen’s opinion, then, sociology highlights the role of intellectual
forces, which therefore illustrates its methodological sophistication and caution
(506). At the same time, Cohen points out that because sociology seeks to
understand the various cultural forces, it often unconsciously asserts the view that
“the economy itself would like to be a product of intellectual ideas,” and not the
other way around as historiography proposes (506). Cohen states his disapproval
of historiography even further by asserting that the moral ideas of religion, which
he calls “the softest flower of intellectuality,” become nothing but rising
materialism if they are only seen as the product of economic forces (506).
However, for Cohen, because morality and religion are connected, religion is
another branch, along with that of economics, of the cultural forces and should not
be studied according to the methods and conclusions of economics (506).
According to Cohen, this means that the thought of divinity can no longer be
thought of as a deception of the priests, or as the means to their economic survival
(506). More importantly, for Cohen, this means that religion protects the moral
ideas of society, thereby making morality a central problem of culture, a topic that
we will explore later.

Before we analyze the centrality of morality for Cohen in his analysis of
Troeltsch’s work, we must note that Cohen reiterates in this discussion one of his
main points from “Die Eigenart der alttestamentlichen Religion:” that one of the
main achievements of Protestant theology and biblical scholarship is its
recognition of the intrinsic value of the prophets for moral thought (506). For
Cohen, in light of this achievement, Troeltsch’s choice of historiography over
sociology proper is surprising, especially since Troeltsch claims that he follows a

sociological methodology (506). More important to Cohen than what he sees as



192

PhD Thesis - Alisha Pomazon, Department of Religious Studies, McMaster University

Troeltsch’s incorrect appeal to sociology is his view that Troeltsch resists the
advancements of biblical research by interpreting the prophets under the influence
of historiography. Cohen argues that because of the influence of historiography on
Troeltsch, Troeltsch denies “the ethical meaning of monotheism, belittles the
ethics of the prophets as simple farm morals, and consequently, also reduces the
universalism of the teaching of God to the particularism of a tribal God” (506).
For his part, Troeltsch does not distinguish between historiography and
sociology, as he sees historiography as a sub-field of sociology. Thus, Troeltsch
does not have the same methodological concerns within the field of sociology as
does Cohen. At the same time, Troeltsch does have a significant methodological
concern for sociology—he does not think that sociology should be combined with
philosophy or morality. In fact, Troeltsch opposes Cohen’s attempts to do so. For
Troeltsch, Cohen’s methodology contradicts the material. According to Troeltsch,
the prophets were in no way philosophers (Troeltsch, 9), nor were they concerned
with questions of destiny (9). Méreover, Troeltsch argues that the morality of the
prophets did not concern the morality of humanity (15), nor were the prophets the
fanatics of monotheism as some scholarship (presumably that of Cohen)
maintains (16). According to Troeltsch, due to the utopian character of their views
(22), the prophets were actually indifferent to culture and even at times, hostile to
culture (5), bracing themselves against both cultural developments and political
necessities (22). This culturally indifferent attitude, Troeltsch asserts, meant that
the prophets had nothing to do with the ideals of their own culture, let alone with
the ideals of socialism, democracy, or even freedom and humanity that appear in
modern scholarship (18). Rather, the prophets propounded a system of laws that

were based on the rules of an agricultural kinship group (18), on the worship of a
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tribal god (20-21), and on a morality that was based on the fight of their god
against that of another tribal group (16). Troeltsch further argues that the God of
Israel could never become the god of other tribes because of his continued
personal relationship with Israel, which was reinforced through the concepts of
punishment and purification (10). Thus, for Troeltsch, Israel’s God never moved
past the Stammesgott (tribal god), and Israel’s God did not proclaim a universal
morality. Consequently, the Israelites’ worship of their god reinforces the
morality of Briiderlichkeit (brotherhood) (22), meaning the particularity of Israel,
through its focus on its own tribe. According to Troeltsch, these particular
characteristics of Israelite religion continued on in Judaism, and have come to
light with Zionism (26). Furthermore, Troeltsch argues that once all these
characteristics are seen together, it becomes evident that the prophets do not lay
claim to a universal world view. This claim, in turn, allows him to argue that only
with Jesus does a universal ethic unfold (22). For Troeltsch, then, the prophets do
not lend themselves in any way to Cohen’s universalistic vision, or to the
development of ethical monotheism, or to the development of social ethics.

To counter Troeltsch’s views, Cohen demonstrates that the particular
relationship between God and Israel is connected to the universal relationship
between God and humanity. He argues that with the prophets, Israel becomes the
“servant of the eternal one,” and that as the servant of God, Israel becomes the
servant of humanity (Werke 17, 507):

Thus we understand: Hear Israel, the eternal, our God, is one.>*
Israel must learn to understand that for God to be the unique one,

God becomes the God of all humanity. Our God is not just our

3* This is the first line of the Shema, Deuteronomy 6:4.
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God, rather, as the unique God, God is the God of all human
beings, and all peoples. (507)
If the God of Isracl were only the Jewish God, Cohen reasons, then Judaism
would not be a religion (507). Since this is clearly not the case, as Judaism is a
living, thriving religion, Cohen asserts that Troeltsch’s view is a devastating
attack on Judaism. Cohen adds that since some see Troeltsch’s view as stemming
from a completely modern and objective conception (507), Troeltsch’s view
becomes even more devastating. Cohen also thinks that in asserting that the
prophets are “culturally indifferent,” Troeltsch denies the prophets their rightful
place in the development of social ethics, and even robs the prophets of their
ethics and their value for religious morality (507), which Cohen would like to see
re-appropriated for present-day society. As a result, Cohen argues, humanity is
robbed of its tie to the divine, and the authenticity of the prophets’ ethical religion
is reinterpreted with an immature and awkward bias (507). Moreover, Troeltsch’s
arguments concerning the economically agricultural ground of the prophets and
their focus on their own kinship group instead of on the greater good of society
are completely mistaken in Cohen’s eyes. Cohen asserts that this line of thinking
leads to the conclusion that agricultural morality is in no way connected to social
ethics, and that the unique God is only the God of farmers, which is absurd as
these two assertions are obviously contradictory (507). Furthermore, according to
Cohen, Troeltsch’s conclusion confuses the concept of the unique God with that
of the particular, and asserts that because God is in a resolute relationship with
Israel, the God of Israel cannot possibly be the only God of humanity (507-8).
Thus, according to Cohen, Troeltsch’s view destroys Judaism as a religion,

because Cohen understands religion to consist of the universal relationship
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between God and human beings, and not just of the particular relationship
between God and an individual people (507). In essence, Cohen thinks that
Troeltsch’s arguments deny the traditional Jewish link between the prophets and
the continuing existence of the Jewish people precisely by emphasizing the
Christian bias that only Jesus established a universal religion. Cohen also
highlights the political dimension of Troeltsch’s misapprehension of Judaism.
Thus, he introduces the political situation of the Jews into his critique of
Troeltsch. Cohen asserts that because the Jewish situation in Germany is at the
gravest point in all its history, the main concern of religious Jews is to keep
Judaism’s teachings alive (508). Therefore, religious Jews fight against the
political slogans of Zionism, which argue for the nationalism of Judaism just as
Troeltsch does. For Cohen, the Jewish teachings about monotheism and humanity
are not only a comfort for Jews, but also prove Judaism’s historical and eternal
right to exist (508-9).

While we have already seen that Cohen uses the universal and messianic
vision of Isaiah to counteract the arguments that Israelite religion (and Judaism)
was only a nationalistic religion, Cohen points out in Religion of Reason the
various passages from the other prophets who also propound a universal message.
One of Cohen’s first examples is Micah 4:1-4; 11-13:

But in the end of days it shall come to pass that the mountain of the

Eternal’s house shall be established in the top of the mountains,

and it shall be exalted above the hills; and people shall flow unto it.

And many nations shall go and say; come ye, and let us go up to

the mountain of the Eternal, and to the house of the God of Jacob;

and He will teach us of His ways, and we will walk in His paths;
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for out of Zion shall go forth the law, and the word of the Eternal

from Jerusalem. And He shall judge between many people, and

shall decide concerning mighty nations afar off; and they shall beat

their swords into plowshares, and their spears into pruninghooks:

nation shall not life up a sword against nation, neither shall they

learn war any more. But they shall sit every man under his vine

and under his fig tree; and none shall make them afraid; for the

mouth of the Eternal of hosts has spoken . . . Now many nations

are assembled against thee that say: “Let her be defiled, and let our

eye gaze upon Zion.” But they know not the thoughts of the

Eternal, neither understand they His counsel; for He hath gathered

them as the sheaves to the threshing-floor. Arise and thresh, O

daughter of Zion: for I will make thy horn iron and I will make thy

hoofs brass: and thou shalt beat in pieces many peoples; and thou

shalt devote their gain unto the Eternal, and their substance unto

the Lord of the whole earth. (Cited in RR 270-271/315-316)
In his interpretation of this passage, several of Cohen’s key points about
universalism, messianism and the morality of the prophets emerge. First, Cohen
uses the reference to the end of days and the unity of all people in and under the
house of God as verification for his argument that the concept of the end of days
and its connection to morality is the beginning of the concept of universalism.
Second, Cohen stresses that God is the “Lord of the whole earth,” not just the
Stammesgott of Israel as Troeltsch has argued. Third, Cohen notes that God will
judge the Israelites and non-Israelites. Fourth, Cohen points out that a universally

messianic humanity is possible because nations will no longer be at war with each
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other, thus countering Troeltsch’s assertion that the prophet’s morality was based
on the fight of one tribal group against another. Fifth, according to Cohen, there
will be peace because political injustice will cease, which is, as we have seen
before, his definition of the true meaning of the Messiah (21/24).

Cohen clearly uses this passage from Micah to illustrate his universal and
messianic ideals, and he goes on to amass other passages to prove the
development of the universal messianic idea alongside moral ideals in the
prophetic writings. With Ezekiel, Cohen also connects the prophets’ messianic
and universal ideals to the development of the political message of salvation and
restoration. In Cohen’s opinion, Ezekiel’s connection of repentance with the
messianic idea takes the universal ideal to the next level. Cohen argues that
through Ezekiel’s notion of God’s universal judgment, the purification of Israel is
linked to the purification of the other nations (245/286) because in Ezekiel 36:22-

(119

32, the notion of the purification of Israel is connected to “‘the sanctification of
God’s name’ among the peoples of the world” (280/327). Ezekiel 36:23 reads: “1
will sanctify my great name, which has been profaned among the nation, and
which you have profaned among them; and the nations shall know that I am the
LORD, says the Lord GOD, when through you I display my holiness before their
eyes.” According to Cohen’s reading of this passage, the sanctification of God’s
name among the nations comes about through the purification of Israel (281/327).
Ezekiel 36:25-27: “I will sprinkle clean water upon you, and you shall be clean
from all your uncleannesses, and from all your idols I will cleanse you. A new
heart I will give you, and a new spirit [ will put within you; and I will remove

from your body the heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh. I will put my

spirit within you, and make you follow my statutes and be careful to follow my
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ordinances.”® In terms of Cohen’s overall argument about universalism in
Judaism, it is interesting that he did not cite Ezekiel 36:22, or 36:32, where God
tells Israel that this purification happens not just for its benefit, but is actually
done for the sake of the sanctification of God’s name among the nations.
Obviously, these passages are significant for Cohen’s theory of universalism, for
they verify not only the connection between Israel and the nations by having
Israel serve as God’s model for the nations, but also the connection between God
and the nations. Based on these passages, Cohen points out that nationalism is
“the most offensive antithesis to Messianism” (280/326). According to Cohen,
this can also be seen in Ezekiel 16:

“Son of man, cause Jerusalem to know her abominations, and say:

thus saith the Lord the Eternal unto Jerusalem: thine origin and thy

nativity is of the land of Canaanite; the Amorite was thy father and

thy mother was a Hittite” (Ezek. 16:1-3); and he repeats and even

completes this line of thought: “And thine elder sister is Samaria . .

. and thy younger sister . . . Sodom™ (Ezek. 16:46). And just as the

prophet refutes the self-conceit of nationalism, so it is typical, not

only for his poetic power but for his Messianism as well, that he

terminates his tidings of disaster for the peoples with a message of

salvation, in which the warm human hearts of the prophet beats.

(280/326)
For Cohen, then, Ezekiel’s message of salvation is tied to the salvation of all

humankind.

35 Cohen does not fully cite this passage in his text.
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Cohen uses Zechariah to sum up his arguments about universality,
messianism and morality. According to Cohen, Zechariah 14:9 contains “the great
statement of messianic religion” (288/335): “And the Eternal shall be king over
all the earth; in that day shall the Eternal be Unique and his name unique.”® For
Cohen, this is the greatest statement because it means that the Day of the Lord is
“transformed into the Messianic Age, which brings fulfillment to monotheism
through the uniform acknowledgment of the name of God” (288/335). Cohen ties
this statement to God’s admonition in Zechariah 8:16: “Speak ye every man the
truth with his neighbor; execute the judgment of truth and peace in your gate”™’
(288/335). To Cohen, the genuine messianic idea is clearly here, and it is based on
social justice (288/335). Moreover, he argues that the messianic idea completely
overcomes the nationalistic idea of election in the verses that follow (288/335).
Zechariah 8:22-23: “Many peoples and strong nations shall come to seek the
LORD of hosts in Jerusalem, and to entreat the favor of the LORD. Thus says the
LORD of hosts: In those days then men form nations of every language shall take
hold of a Jew, grasping his garment and saying, ‘Let us go with you for we have
heard that God is with you.”” According to Cohen, these verses are an
intensification of Zechariah 2:15: “And many nations shall join themselves to the
Eternal in that day, and shall be My people”™® (288/335). For Cohen, then,
Zechariah clearly connects all the ideas of monotheism, messianism, and morality,
and in doing so, reaches a new height for the messianic idea and completely

instills the universal goal of messianism (288/336).

36 Cohen’s translation and italicization.
37 , .
Cohen’s translation.

38 Cohen’s translation and italicization.
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Not surprisingly, Cohen finishes his argument with two notions from
Malachi. First, Cohen points out that Malachi 3:17°° draws on the notion of the
correspondence between those who fear [respect] God, and his own people (288-
89/336). Although Cohen does not explicitly argue for the movement from the
national to the universal that is inherent in this verse, along with its
correspondence to Isaiah and Ezekiel, we can see the connections between the
prophets that Cohen reinforces by choosing these verses. Second, Cohen draws
attention to the last two verses of Nevi’im, Malachi 3:23-24: “Behold, I will send
you Elijah the prophet before the coming of the great and terrible day of the Lord.
And he shall turn the heart of the fathers to the children, and the heart of the
children to their fathers” (288/336). According to Cohen, the mission of
reconciling of the family that is allotted to Elijah must precede the Messiah’s
reconciling the people of the world with God (288/336). We can see that with this
assertion Cohen brings to a close the “light to the nations” motif of Isaiah by
showing the political implications of Isaiah’s prophecy. For Cohen, the “light to
the nations” mission of Israel means that Israel is not a “nation” onto itself; rather,

its mission is to go out into the world for the sake of salvation of all other peoples.

3% Malachi 3:16-17: “Then those who revered the LORD spoke with one another. The LORD took
note and listened, and a book of remembrance was written before him of those who revered the
LORD and thought on his name. They shall be mine, says the LORD of hosts, my special
possession on the day when I act, and I will spare them as parents spare their children who serve
them.”

40 Cohen’s translation. There is a variation between the JPS translation and the NRSV for these
verses. The Jewish Publication Society translation, using the Masoretic text, reads: “Lo, [ will send
the prophet Elijah to you before the coming of the awesome, fearful day of the LORD. He shall
reconcile parents with children and children with their parents, so that, when I come, I do not
strike the whole land with utter destruction. Lo, I will send the prophet Elijah to you before the
coming of the awesome, fearful day of the LORD.” NRSV lists these verses as Malachi 4:5-6, and
reads as follows: “Lo, I will send you the prophet Elijah before the great and terrible day of the
LORD comes. He will turn the hearts of children to their parents, so that I will not come and strike
the land with a curse.”
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For Cohen, then, the morality of the prophets proves vital to his
understanding of Judaism’s status in the world. For Troeltsch to completely
disregard not only the morality of the prophets, but also the ability of modern
scholars to use the prophet’s moral teachings as a guide means for Cohen that
Troeltsch’s work totally contradicts the entire body of advanced research on the
biblical text. Moreover, if we recall that Cohen sees the major achievement of
biblical scholarship as the recognition of the role of the prophets in the
development of moral thought (Werke 17, 506), we can see that Cohen
understands Troeltsch to be counteracting the advancements of biblical
scholarship in general by relying on old stereotypes. In Cohen’s opinion, instead
of keeping abreast of the latest research, which sees the prophets in terms of their
contributions to the development of society and morality, Troeltsch clings to an
unscientific and non-objective view of the prophets that sees the prophets
according to their opposition to society. As Wendell Dietrich points out,
Troeltsch’s arguments profoundly disturb Cohen, because Cohen’s whole project
is based on “properly connecting the prophetic ethos with the prophetic
breakthrough to a universal ethical monotheism” (Dietrich, 31-32). Thus, for
Cohen, in denying that the prophets can be used as the moral ground of a just
society, Troeltsch rejects the possibility that the prophets can speak to modemn
man and modern German society (Dietrich, 31). Consequently, according to
Cohen, in perpetuating old stereotypes under the guise of objective science,
Troeltsch destroys the link between progressive scholarship and society, and the
link between Israel (Judaism) and the prophets. Troeltsch’s claim that the
prophetic ethos of ancient Israelite religion continues on only in Christianity, and

not in Rabbinic Judaism, because only Christianity can lay claim to a universal
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ethic (Troeltsch, 8), also is mistaken in Cohen’s opinion as Cohen thinks that an
argument such as this are solidly based in antisemitic claims and even further such
claims. According to Cohen, to argue that Judaism remains a nationalistic
religion, based on his conclusions about the prophets’ “brotherly” morality and
agricultural context, means that Troeltsch intentionally misses the universal and
moral significance of neighbor love in Judaism (Werke 17, 509-10) in his
argument that through the concept of the remnant, Judaism contracts further into
itself, and even becomes a pariah-people (Troeltsch, 26). For Cohen, Troeltsch’s
claims further negate Judaism as an ethical religion, deny the importance of
Judaism in Germany society, and again contribute to antisemitic propaganda.
Thus, Cohen sees Troeltsch’s scholarship as a biased reaction that masquerades as
science, and even makes a joke of science and religion (Werke 17, 510). For
Cohen, Troeltsch’s views not only counter biblical criticism, but also deny
Judaism its right to interpret its own texts. Moreover, in Cohen’s view,
Troeltsch’s work distorts the message of Judaism, and contributes to the desperate
situation faced by the Jews by disparaging the Jewish religion during a time when
a true understanding of Judaism would help alleviate that situation.

In Cohen’s concluding paragraph of this essay, he asserts the following:
“Genuine science, genuine methodical philosophy can lead in each case to
genuine and true religion” (510). Cohen’s point is clear—if one does not
participate in genuine science, which includes a proper methodology based in
philosophy, one will not understand religion, nor understand any of the world
religions. In this case, Cohen thinks that Troeltsch does not follow a proper
methodology and as a result cannot possibly understand Judaism. To Cohen, this

is an insult for science and an even worse insult for Judaism. Additionally, Cohen
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thinks that Troeltsch will never be able to follow a proper methodology or reach a
proper conclusion because of his bias. Cohen, however, by following what he
thinks is the proper methodology, asserts what he considers to be the truth about
Judaism:

The truth of our religion exists in our world religion. World

religion, however, can only be the religion of pure morality. “Then

where is a great people that has such statutes and rights?” [Deut.

4:8] Deuteronomy raised this signpost for our religion. And

because of it, we do not become confused by any other motto. Our

religion exists in our pure monotheism. And pure monotheism took

root in the pure love of humanity, as the love for the children of the

unique God, as everyone is, culminates in universal messianism.

(510)
Troeltsch, then, is for Cohen representative of those scholars who continue to
exhibit Protestant biases about Judaism, even when other scholars, both Jewish
and Christian, prove these arguments to be false. Moreover, this essay adds to
Cohen’s argument that only proper methodology can lead to proper conclusions,
and his assertion that prejudice can shape a field of study to such an extent that
scholars no longer pay attention to the ideals of science, proper methodology, the
advancements made by their own field, and the effects of scholarship in society at
large. The major point of significance for this essay, then, lies in the fact that
Cohen thinks that Troeltsch’s work is completely mistaken both in terms of
content and method. Whereas Cohen could support some of Wellhausen’s
findings and methods, Cohen could not do the same for Troeltsch. For Cohen,

Troeltsch’s methodology for the study of the prophets and his interpretation of the
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prophetic material were academically irresponsible. Furthermore, given that
Cohen thinks that scholarship on the prophets could contribute to a collegial
relationship between Christians and Jews also means that Cohen thinks that
Troeltsch is moving the relationship between Christians and Jews backwards and

not forward, which for Cohen, is doubly insulting.

Conclusion: The Significance of the Prophets in Cohen’s Thought

Cohen’s reading of the prophets, then, can be seen as the culmination of
what Cohen has learned through his interactions with biblical criticism. For not
only does Cohen’s scholarship on the prophets point to the strengths and
weakness that he sees in biblical criticism, but also uses them in orientating his
own presentation of Judaism. In other words, Cohen both learns basic facts from
biblical scholarship and tries to improve upon its weaknesses. By looking at
Cohen’s critiques of Wellhausen and Troeltsch and at Religion of Reason, we can
see Cohen working through the problems that he sees in biblical criticism, both in
terms of its methodologies and its base assumptions.

In Cohen’s critiques of Wellhausen, for example, we see that Cohen shares
in the base assumptions of many scholars of his time. As we saw earlier, Cohen
and Wellhausen assert the same basic periodization of the biblical text, analyze
the significance of sacrifice in the development of the Israelite religion, and draw
attention to the universal aspects of Isaiah’s prophecies. At the same time,
however, Cohen does not share Wellhausen’s interpretation of Judaism as a
whole. While Wellhausen argues that the Israelite religion degenerates with the
institution of the Priestly Code, Cohen understands the integrity of the Israelite

religion to be in its continuity, that is, its continuing development. Therefore, he
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does not agree with Wellhausen’s interpretation of decline. For Cohen,
Wellhausen’s overall interpretation of Judaism was not based on strong, scientific
methodology; rather, it came from a pro-Christian, or even anti-Jewish, bias.
Moreover, Cohen thought that this bias led Wellhausen to focus neither on the
right questions when dealing with the biblical text, nor on the problems and
message of the biblical text. Cohen extends these same critiques to Troeltsch.
According to Cohen, Troeltsch’s interpretation of the prophets misses the mark
completely because it does not take into consideration the latest in scholarship and
methodological advances. For instance, while some scholars assert that the
prophets are the soul of Judaism, Troeltsch presents the prophets as a counterpoint
to Judaism, which Cohen thinks is a result of Troeltsch’s bias against Judaism and
a methodology that does not privilege questions of philosophy and morality. Thus,
in Cohen’s opinion, like Wellhausen, Troeltsch does not look at the whole picture,
either in terms of biblical scholarship, or how scholarship relates to the real world.

The differences between Cohen on the one hand, and Troeltsch and
Wellhausen on the other, can be seen in their interpretations of the prophets. This
has both negative and positive implications for Cohen’s thought. First, we may
say that in asserting that Wellhausen and Troeltsch cannot grasp the message of
the biblical text because they do not focus on the right questions, Cohen is
imposing his own biases onto these scholars by denying their right to study the
material according to their own chosen methodology. At the same time, Cohen
points to the problems that result from scholarship that does not pay attention to
the real world and the damage that is done to Jews with anti-Jewish scholarship.
To counter this damage, Cohen puts forward a view of Judaism that does not rest

on anti-Christian biases. In doing so, Cohen shows what happens in biblical
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scholarship when Judaism is highlighted rather than denigrated. While this can be
seen as Cohen subverting Christian perceptions and presentations of Judaism, one
can also see that Cohen creates a bridge between Jewish and Christian scholars.
For Cohen, this bridge may be built by focusing on proper methodology, but it is
based on scholarship concerning the prophets, because he understands the
prophets to be the common ground between Christians and Jews. Thus, Cohen
emphasizes not only why scholarship on the prophets must be methodologically
correct, but also what this scholarship must consist of. Since Cohen uses the
prophets as the basis for his messianic arguments, which focus on the unification
of all the peoples of the world, we can see that for Cohen, scholarship on the

prophets represents the most basic problem for biblical criticism.
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Chapter 4: Continuity and Discontinuity: Cohen, Levenson and Kugel on the

Problems of Biblical Studies

Introduction

On March 26, 1903, Solomon Schechter gave a speech entitled “Higher
Criticism—Higher Anti-Semitism.”! In this speech, Schechter asserts that the
genesis of a “higher” type of antisemitism, that is, one of a professorial and
imperial nature (Schechter, 38), “is partly, though not entirely
contemporaneous with the genesis of the so-called Higher criticism of the Bible”
(36). Schechter’s speech does not contain an analysis of Higher Criticism, nor an
analysis of higher antisemitism, nor does it seek to analyze the relationship
between the two. Rather, the speech is a battle cry. Schechter asserts that in order
to fight against the antisemitic attacks of Christian biblical scholars and to protect
the Jewish raison d’étre Jews must fight for the Bible by using their own
intellectual and interpretative traditions because “this intellectual persecution can
only be fought by intellectual weapons™ (38). For Schechter, to fight this “battle
of duty” (38), Jews must “make an effort to recover our Bible and to think out our
theology for ourselves, [otherwise] we are irrevocably lost. . . . We have to create
a really living, great literature, and do the same for the subjects of theology and
the Bible that Europe has done for Jewish history and theology” (38).While
Schechter’s speech does not provide us with an analysis of the connections
between “Higher Antisemitism” and “Higher Criticism,” his speech does point to
the ever mounting concern in the early 20th century to establish Wissenschaft des

Judentums as a way to fight for the rights of Jews to interpret their own tradition

! Solomon Schechter, “Higher Criticism—Higher Antisemitism,” in Seminary Addresses and
Other Papers (Cincinnati: Ark Publishing, Co., 1915), 35-39.
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and to fight against antisemitism in general. In this, Schechter’s concerns mirrors
those of Cohen’s. At the same time, Schechter’s equation of what he called
“Higher Antisemitism” with Higher Criticism contrasts with Cohen’s assertion
that biblical criticism could effectively end antisemitism and could provide Jewish
scholars with the tools to establish Wissenschaft des Judentums in the academy.

In this chapter we will explore how and why Cohen argues for the
establishment of Wissenschaft des Judentums as a university discipline. In doing
so, we will bring Cohen into conversation with contemporary Jewish biblical
scholars James Kugel and Jon D. Levenson. Although Levenson, Kugel and
Cohen lived at different times (Kugel and Levenson today, Cohen a century ago),
engage in different types of study (Kugel and Levenson are biblical scholars,
while Cohen is a philosopher), and exist in different academic contexts (Kugel
and Levenson are a part of the university discipline of Jewish Studies, while
Cohen was not as Jewish Studies was not a part of the university during his
lifetime) all three scholars focus on the theoretical, and some may say,
theological, problems within biblical studies. Therefore, in this chapter, 1 will
bring these scholars together in order to see the light that Levenson and Kugel’s
projects shed on Cohen’s interactions with biblical criticism. We will look at
Kugel's “The Bible in the University™® and How to Read the Bible: A Guide to

Scripture, Then and Now,’ as well as Levenson’s The Hebrew Bible, the Old

% James Kugel, “The Bible in the University,” in The Hebrew Bible and Its Interpreters, eds.
William Henry Propp, Baruch Halpern and David Noel Freedman (Winona Lake, Ind.:
Eisenbrauns, 1990), 143-66.

3 James Kugel, How to Read the Bible: A Guide to Scripture, Then and Now (New York: Free
Press, 2008).
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Testament and Historical Criticism: Jews and Christians in Biblical Studies® and
“How Not to Conduct Jewish-Christian Dialogue.”” By looking at these works,
we will ask whether or not Cohen’s critiques are still relevant and resonate with
present-day discussions about problems in biblical studies. In asking this question
we will be able to determine both what the differences and similarities are
between Kugel’s and Levenson’s critiques and those of Cohen, and what these
differences and similarities tell us about Cohen’s specific concerns about biblical
criticism and Jewish education. In order to do this, we will look back to Cohen’s
critiques of Wellhausen and compare them with the critiques of Wellhausen that
Kugel and Wellhausen offer. We will also look at Cohen’s essays “Zur
Begriindung einer Akademie fiir die Wissenschaft des Judentums,”® “Zwei
Vorschlige zur Sicherung unseres Fortbestandes™ and “Salomon Neumann: Rede
bei der Gedachtnisfeier der Lehranstalt fiir die Wissenschaft des Judentums am
25. Oktober 1908,”® as in these essays, Cohen connects the problems of biblical
studies to his ideas about Jewish education and Wissenschaft des Judentums. This

chapter, then, will look at the specific problems of biblical scholarship that Kugel

* Jon D. Levenson, The Hebrew Bible, the Old Testament and Historical Criticism: Jews and
Christians in Biblical Studies (Louisville, Ky.: Westminister/John Knox Press, 1993).

* Jon D. Levenson, “How Not to Conduct Jewish-Christian Dialogue,” Commentary, December
2001, 31-37.

§ Hermann Cohen, “Zur Begriindung einer Akademie fiir die Wissenschaft des Judentums [1918]”
(On the Establishment of an Academy for the Science of Judaism), in Werke 17:625-35.

7 Hermann Cohen, “Zwei Vorschldage zur Sicherung unseres Fortbestandes [1907]” (Two
Proposals for the Assurance of Our Survival), in Werke 15:121-32.

# Hermann Cohen, “Salomon Neumann: Rede bei der Gedachtnisfeier der Lehranstalt fiir die
Wissenschaft des Judentums am 25. Oktober 1908 [1908]” (Salomon Neumann: Speech at the
Commemoration of the Lehranstalt fiir die Wissenschaft des Judentums on October 25, 1908), in
Werke 15:285-304.
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and Levenson point to, and then will investigate the continuity and discontinuities
of their critiques with those of Cohen’s. Finally, we will discuss the role of
education in all three scholars’ work as their thoughts on education provide us
with the solutions that all three scholars present for the problems in biblical

studies.

Kugel and the Problems of Biblical Studies

In this section we will begin to investigate how the critiques of Cohen and
Kugel can be seen as continuous with regards to the problems that both scholars
point to in biblical studies. To do so, we must look back at some of the problems
that Cohen sees in biblical studies. As we saw in previous chapters, Cohen
asserted that the problems of bias directly affected the outcomes of biblical
scholars’ studies. In arguing his point, Cohen looked at the prevalence of bias in
philological questions and the unwillingness of Christian scholars to either use or
acknowledge aspects of Jewish learning, especially in regard to philological
questions. Cohen also argued that Christian scholars often did not even question
how their biases affected their scholarship, resulting either in an embracing of
their biases (for instance, as was the case with Paul de Lagarde) or in naive forms
of scholarship (as Cohen argued in “Der Nichste”). In “The Bible in the
University,” Kugel investigates these problems as well by examining the origins
of biblical studies. This section, then, will look at Kugel’s analysis of the
problems in biblical studies and his argument that these problems stem from the
origins of biblical studies and are perpetuated through the continuing effects of its

origins.
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In “The Bible in the University,” Kugel examines “the origins of the
discipline known as modern biblical scholarship” because “biblical scholars often
show a surprising lack of interest in, or knowledge of, their own discipline’s
earlier years” (Kugel, 143). The problem with this lack of knowledge, Kugel
contends, is that without critical reflection on the history of the discipline, biblical
scholars study and teach the biblical text using methods and assumptions that may
no longer apply (164). According to Kugel, these methods, which grew out of
sixteenth-century religious polemics, now stand in contradiction to what we know
about the Bible and its history of interpretation not only because our knowledge of
the biblical text has grown, but also because sixteenth century religious polemics
no longer define the situation in which the Bible is studied (164). For Kugel,
using these methods to study the Bible, then, is not only somewhat
“wrongheaded,” but also biased because not everyone who studies the Bible bases
their methods upon the religious polemics of centuries ago (163). Kugel, however,
does not think that these biases are inherent in how the Bible is studied and
thought about. Thus, he seeks to show how the methods and assumptions of
present day biblical studies, which are grounded in past biases, can be overcome
by analyzing biblical studies in the past. That is, according to Kugel, how the
Bible was studied provides important clues for how people thought that the Bible
should be studied in the past, and how people argue for how the Bible should be
studied in the present.

The beginning of Kugel’s essay, to use a phrase of Cohen’s,’ already
stands in contrast to the “usual” way of presenting the past of biblical studies.

Kugel argues that unlike what is written in “many standard introductions, modern

Reference to Cohen’s essay on Baudissin, “Zwei Rektoratsreden an der Berliner Universitét.”
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biblical scholarship did not begin in the nineteenth century, nor yet in the
eighteenth, but in the sixteenth” (143). According to Kugel, sixteenth-century
innovations in the use of scholarly tools and the creation of new assumptions
“caused a whole new field of study to be born—the same field in which biblical
critics are engaged today” (144). For Kugel, the origins of biblical studies can be
seen in two distinct, but intertwined, historical movements—the Renaissance and
the Reformation—because these movements represented both a shift in
consciousness and a new way to read the biblical text.

Kugel argues, for instance, that the Renaissance contributed to a “shift in
consciousness” (148) that changed how the Bible was seen, interpreted and
studied. According to Kugel, the interest in ancient literature that the Renaissance
is known for gave rise to interest in the ancient languages (146). As Kugel
explains, interest in the Bible meant that a greater knowledge of Hebrew was
sought and this interest was encouraged by the invention of the printing press,
which enabled a “rapid diffusion of Hebrew texts of the Bible, Hebrew grammars
written in Latin, and dictionaries, lexicons, and even rabbinic texts and
commentaries published either in the original or in Latin translation” (144). The
resulting access to the Hebrew text created a class of scholars, who became
known as “Christian Hebraists.” For Kugel, the Christian Hebraists were
significant because as “these men sought to master every aspect of the Hebrew
Bible,” they not only wished “to read and understand the text in its original
language, but they undertook to translate it anew, no longer confiding in the
judgment of Jerome’s Vulgate and other received wisdom” (144). Accordingly,
they began to look for other sources on which to base their studies. Kugel argues

that because these scholars “generally assumed as axiomatic the continuity (just as
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some modern scholars have assumed the discontinuity) between biblical and

bEAN19

postbiblical Jewish civilization,” “the first place to look for the elucidation of a
difficult word or theologically troubling passage was among the ‘learned
Rabbins,” and Jewish tradition was, at least initially, consulted as a kind of ‘native
informant’ for all matters touching on the Bible” (145). As Kugel notes, these
scholars were also interested in the “reliability of the Masoretic text, the system of
Hebrew poetry, authorship and the unity of various books, [and] the nature of
prophecy and divine inspiration” (146). Kugel explains that these interests were a
result of the “new focus on the human (as opposed to the divine) side of the
biblical texts” (149). That is, Kugel asserts that as scholars began to connect
actual human beings to the different biblical texts leading to “an identification
between the exegete and the human transmitters of the Divine Word, so that one
of the most striking features of Christian biblical scholarship in the sixteenth
century was the imaginative comparison between past and present” (150).
According to Kugel, this focus on the humanity of the text allowed scholars to ask
what Moses or Isaiah meant by a particular passage in its original setting, and
what that meaning meant for the exegete’s present day circumstance (150).
Overall, Kugel argues, this new focus on the humanity of the text allowed
scholars a freedom to ask their own questions of the text, instead of relying on
Church tradition (150).

The freedom from Christian tradition that scholars gained during the
Renaissance, Kugel explains, was fostered and enshrined during the Protestant
Reformation (151). Indeed, as Kugel asserts, this freedom led biblical scholarship
to help “make the Reformers’ stance more than that of mere malcontents, just as it

was the newly established Protestant denominations that subsequently provided



214

PhD Thesis - Alisha Pomazon, Department of Religious Studies, McMaster University

biblical scholarship with its greatest on-going sponsor” (148). While he argues
that modern biblical scholarship and the Protestant Reformation essentially
“made” each other, Kugel notes that the extent of “this movement’s Protestant
character is still today largely ignored” (151), and biblical scholars have no real
idea that “biblical criticism is Protestant in its very attitude towards the text”
(152). According to Kugel, the Protestant movement “was predicated on the
unmediated encounter between man and God,” and so the “encounter between
man and text was the precise parallel of the encounter between man and God”
(152). Although the Renaissance quest for freedom from traditional wisdom
informed the Reformation’s emphasis on sola scriptura, Kugel argues that the
Reformation did not rely on Jewish sources for new learning (152-153). Kugel
points out that because the Reformers did not want to be corrupted “by the errors
of the past” (152), “eventually Jewish exegesis, and even Jewish philology,
chronology, and the like were banished from Protestant Bible study” (153). As
Kugel asserts, Jewish learning began to be seen as the product of the decline of
Judaism, and a line was drawn between the biblical “Israel” and the present-day
“Hebrews” (153), meaning that any study using the methods and “traditions” of
present day Jews was not compatible with Protestant ideals.

By the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, Kugel continues, Protestant
biblical studies had enshrined the Renaissance’s questions about the authorship of
the biblical text in Source Criticism (153). For Kugel, Source Criticism—that is,
the search for J, E, D, and P—also tried to flesh out the original meaning of the
biblical text by focusing not only on the figures who wrote the text, but also on
“what really happened” in and behind the text (154). According to Kugel, then,

the desire for an unmediated encounter between “man” and the text led to a deep
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interest in the history of the text (154). However, Kugel argues, “what really
happened” was not easy to determine because “the biblical books themselves were
composites and shaped by later editors possessed of their own theological or
political designs, [and so] the Bible could hardly be considered an adequate
account of what really happened” (154). Kugel explains that as a result of the
complicated history of the biblical text, and the rejection of tradition, along with
its apologetics (155), as a means of explaining the past, scholars began to search
for “an adequate history of what did happen” (154). Kugel cites C. A. Briggs'® in
order to underline the importance of historical investigation in biblical studies:

Ancient Jerusalem lies buried beneath the rubbish of more than

eighteen centuries. It is covered over by the blood-stained dust of

myriads of warriors, who have battled heroically under its walls

and in its towers and streets. Its valleys are filled with the débris of

palaces, churches, and temples. But the Holy Place of three great

religions is still there, and thither countless multitudes turn in holy

reverence and pious pilgrimage. In recent times this rubbish has in

a measure been explored; and by digging to the rock-bed and the

ancient foundations bearing the marks of the Phoenician workmen,

the ancient city of the holy times has been recovered, and may now

be constructed in our minds by the artist and the historian with

essential accuracy. Just so the Holy Scripture, as given by divine

inspiration to holy prophets, lies buried beneath the rubbish of

' Briggs was a professor of Bible at Union Theological Seminary. His work on the biblical text
led to the publication of a Hebrew lexicon with Francis Brown and Samuel R. Driver. The lexicon,
known as Brown-Driver Briggs, or BDB, is the standard Hebrew lexicon for students of biblical
Hebrew. Kugel takes this quote from Briggs’ General Introduction to the Study of Holy Scripture
(New York: Scribners, 1901).
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centuries. It is covered over with the débris of the traditional

interpretations of the multitudinous schools and sects. The

intellectual and moral conflicts which have raged about it have

been vastly more costly than all the battles of armed men. For this

conflict has never ceased. This battle has taxed and strained all the

highest energies of our race. It has been a struggle in the midst of

nations and of families, and has torn many a man’s inmost soul

with agony and groanings.

The valleys of biblical truth have been filled up with the débris of

human dogmas, ecclesiastical institutions, liturgical formulas,

priestly ceremonies, and casuistic practices. Historical criticism is

digging through this mass of rubbish. Historical criticism is

searching for the rock-bed of the Divine Word, in order to recover

the real Bible. Historical criticism is sifting all this rubbish. It will

gather out every precious stone. Nothing will escape its keen eye.

(Briggs, 531; cited in Kugel, 156).
Kugel cites Briggs extensively because in this quote, Briggs equates the history of
biblical exegesis with garbage that needs to be cleared away to get at the real
origins of the Bible, and the real message of the Bible that people could use (156).
For Kugel, however, Briggs’ arguments for finding the “real Bible” are
“hopelessly naive” (156). According to Kugel, not only has the Biblical bedrock
been “an elusive item™ (156), but also scholars are no longer sure that the
“original meaning” and “what really happened” really matter (157). Kugel notes
that scholars now have a newfound respect for the editorial activity and the final

shape of the biblical text (157). As a result, Kugel argues, scholars are now
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looking at the “area of ‘inner-biblical exegesis,” in which later biblical texts
patently seek to interpret, expand, or apply earlier materials™ to all the biblical
books (157). For Kugel, then, biblical studies has taken a new turn as it changes
its methods in order to reflect the knowledge that old methods has uncovered and
to show that biblical studies as a whole can grow and change as its material grows
and changes.

In our investigation, before we look at how Cohen and Kugel’s critiques
compare, which we will look at later in the chapter after we have discussed
Levenson as well, we will look at how Cohen can be seen in light of Kugel's
critiques of the past of biblical studies because Kugel’s interpretation of past
movements in biblical studies brings to the fore ways in which Cohen was
continuous and discontinuous with several movements in biblical studies. Cohen,
for instance, is continuous with movements that both focus on the importance of
the language of the biblical text, and then use that focus to question authority as
Cohen questions the authority of Protestant biblical scholars in their
interpretations of Hebrew in his essays “Der Nachste™ and “Gesinnung.” Cohen’s
interest in the history of sacrifice and the prophetic arguments against sacrifice, as
we saw in Chapter 3, also relies upon the assumption, as per Briggs, that one can
find out “what really happened” in history, and like other biblical scholars
stressed the need for Source Criticism as we will see later in this chapter.
Moreover, just as Kugel highlights the role of Jewish scholars within the quest for
knowledge of biblical Hebrew and the subsequent rejection of Jewish modes of
interpretation by Protestant scholars, so too does Cohen, as he argues that one of
the major weaknesses of Protestant biblical scholarship is its lack of dialogue with

Jewish sources and scholarship. Interestingly, while Cohen can be seen as
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continuous with biblical studies in that he also uses biblical scholarship to support
his arguments in order to keep from looking like a “malcontent,” just as early
Protestant biblical scholars did in their fight against Christian traditional
authorities, the fact that Cohen does so can be seen as one way in which he is
discontinuous with biblical scholarship traditions, because in doing so, Cohen
turns the traditions of Protestant scholarship against Protestant scholars. Cohen,
however, may not just be seen as discontinuous in this regard because Cohen is
actively disagreeing, just as Kugel does, with several aspects of biblical studies
that Kugel points to. For instance, as we have seen before, Cohen does not
approve of the quest to find “origins” in the biblical text; rather, Cohen is
interested in the process and progress of the biblical text. That is, Cohen focuses
on the cumulative meaning of the text and the relevance of inner-biblical exegesis
just as present-day biblical scholars do. As a result of this interpretive stance,
then, Cohen relies on tradition in ways that the Protestant scholars fought against,
while at the same time, participating in biblical scholarship that Kugel argues is
happening now.

By looking at the problems that Kugel sees in the origins and subsequent
history of how the Bible was seen and studied by biblical scholars, and then
looking at how Cohen’s work is both continuous and discontinuous with
movements in biblical studies as Kugel describes, we begin to see that Cohen’s
thought resonates with present-day discussions about the problems of biblical
studies. Cohen resonates with these discussions because Cohen himself can be
seen by Kugel as an example of both positive and negative aspects in biblical
scholarship. Cohen’s work is positive in that he tries to keep up on the latest

scholarship and points out the weaknesses and biases of biblical scholarship,
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therefore, pushing biblical scholarship to be better. At the same time, because
Cohen tries to keep up on the latest scholarship, Cohen’s work is negative because
he assumes, along with other nineteenth-century scholars, that one can find out
“what really happened.” Thus, in a very real sense, by putting Kugel and Cohen
into conversation here, we can see that Cohen’s work is precariously balanced, as
he both tries to fit into biblical studies, while also using his stance as an outsider
to critique the assumptions, tools and goals of biblical studies. In our next section,
we will look further into the light that contemporary critiques of biblical studies

can bring to Cohen’s work by turning to the work of Jon D. Levenson.

Levenson and the Assumptions of Biblical Studies

Levenson, like Kugel and Cohen, also investigates the problems in biblical
criticism in his book The Hebrew Bible, the Old Testament and Historical
Criticism: Jews and Christians in Biblical Studies. As we have seen earlier,
Cohen argues that theoretical deficiencies in the methods of biblical scholars
generally come from an unwillingness to understand the relationship between
scholarship and the wider world, and that biblical scholars mask their biases under
the ideals of scientific objectivity. Arguing along these same lines, Levenson
asserts that the theoretical deficiencies of biblical scholarship can be understood
by looking at the relationship between scholarship and the theological
assumptions behind the methodologies employed by biblical scholars. In this
section, we will look at Levenson’s analysis of the costs involved in the
methodological and theological assumptions of biblical scholarship.

In The Hebrew Bible, the Old Testament and Historical Criticism: Jews

and Christians in Biblical Studies, Levenson concentrates on the problematic
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assumptions in biblical studies by analyzing “the relationship between two modes
of biblical study, the traditional and the historical-critical” (Levenson, xiii). For
Levenson, studying this relationship is crucial for understanding not only the
history, but also the profession, of biblical scholarship (xiii). He argues that
studying this relationship does not usually garner much attention because it points
to the theoretical deficiencies in the history and assumptions of the historical
critical method (xiii). According to Levenson, because the liberal Protestant view
advocates “the replacement of traditional interpretation with the historical-critical
method” (xiii) without a critical reflection on that system, often historical-critical
interpretations of the Bible are deficient because they are only “rewordings or
recasting of traditional Christian views” (xiii). In so arguing, we can see that there
are commonalities between Levenson’s argument and that of Kugel. For instance,
we have already seen that Kugel asserts that “biblical criticism is Protestant in its
very attitude towards the text” (Kugel, 152), and that the Protestant emphasis on
sola scriptura enshrined the Protestant break with traditional Christian (and
Jewish) forms of interpretation (152-3). But whereas Kugel points out that the
Protestant character of the historical-critical method is largely ignored (152),
Levenson argues that most biblical scholars simply accept the method uncritically,
which amounts to “a blindness to the inability of a self-consciously universalistic
and rationalistic method to serve as the vehicle of any particularistic religious
confession” (Levenson, xiii). The consequence is that:

This, in turn, has meant that the continuity of the Hebrew Bible

with the ongoing Jewish tradition (and not with the church alone)

has been denied or, more often, simply ignored. And so, we are too

often left with Christianity trying to pass as historical criticism and
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with historical criticism severely distorted by unacknowledged

religious allegiance. (xiii)

At the same time, Levenson points out that the problem has been recognized and
that solutions for it have led in two main directions—the suspicion of religious
claims of continuance with the Hebrew Bible under the guise of religious
neutrality (xiii) and the privileging of the historical context at the cost of the
literary context (xiv). For Levenson, however, these solutions pose problems of
their own, which we will look in the following paragraphs.

As we saw above, Levenson asserts that there are serious deficiencies in
the liberal Protestant assumptions of the historical-critical method. Interestingly,
Levenson analyses these deficiencies by evaluating the arguments concerning the
method’s benefits. One such benefit is the collaboration and cooperation between
the Jews and Christians who study the Bible. According to Levenson, the ability
of Jews and Christians to cooperate within biblical studies stems from “the
phenomenon of ecumenical dialogue” (82). Levenson asserts that the idea that
Jews and Christians can work together in biblical studies does not just come from
religious ecumenism, but also comes from a new situation within biblical studies
itself. He uses the work of Lawrence Boadt to explain this point. Boadt, a Catholic
priest, explains in his introduction to Biblical Studies: Meeting Ground of Jews
and Christians'’ that our expanding knowledge of ancient history and civilization
has led to a greater understanding of the “semitic world,” which has “created a
scientific passion for capturing the original setting and sense of the biblical

books™ (Boadt, 3-4; cited in Levenson, 83). Levenson points out that this passion

'! Lawrence Boadt, “Introduction: Biblical Studies on the Fifteenth Anniversary of Nostra Aetate,”
in Biblical Studies: Meeting Ground of Jews and Christians, eds. Lawrence Boadt, Helga Croner
and Leon Klenicki (Ramsey, N.J.: Paulist Press, 1980), 1-15.
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for studying the original setting and sense of the Bible allows Boadt to assert that
“the relationship of the Hebrew Scriptures to the New Testament . . . must begin
with the premise that each speaks from its own complete integrity” (Boadt, 5;
cited in Levenson, 83). For Levenson, this leads to the popular conception within
biblical studies as seen in the work of Boadt that in recognizing the individual
integrity of the Hebrew Scriptures and the prevalence of the new ecumenical
movements, Christians and Jews will no longer be involved in the Jewish-
Christian disputations that have often characterized the “working” relationship
between Christians and Jews who study “the Bible.” Levenson, however, asserts
that the “idea that the historical study of the Bible has replaced Jewish-Christian
disputation with ecumenical dialogue has not historically been one with a
resounding resonance among Jews” (83). Levenson points out that one can
encounter the idea that “it is better to study Bible with a Jew hostile to Jewish
practice than with a Gentile deeply respectful of it” (83). At the same time,
Levenson notes, biblical scholars, both Christian and Jewish, have been
confronted with the question of religious commitment itself. That is, as Levenson
notes, scholars should be asked the following questions: 1. “In what way and to
what degree are the Jews who meet Christians in biblical studies Jewish?” (83-
84); 2. “What is Christian about the premise that the Hebrew Scripture ‘speaks
from its own complete integrity’ over against the New Testament?” (84).
According to Levenson, the fact that these questions have to be, or even are, asked
point to the problem that both Jewish and Christian biblical scholars often put
their religious commitments on hold when dealing with the “common ground”
between them—that is, when dealing with the Hebrew Scriptures. Levenson

argues that “to the extent that Jews and Christians bracket their religious
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commitments in the pursuit of biblical studies, they meet not as Jews and
Christians, but as something else, something not available in the days of
Nachmanides and Pablo Christiani” (84). For Levenson, then, although Christians
and Jews meet on common ground, that ground could be considered neutral rather
than common because they do not actually meet as Christians and Jews (84).
Levenson asserts that acknowledging the benefits of biblical studies—the rising
ecumenism and cooperation between Jews and Christians—exposes the costs and
limitations of the historical-critical method, which actually threaten the
burgeoning ecumenism of biblical studies in ways that are even more threatening
to Jews and Christians than bias and prejudice and that call into question the
benefits that were sought in the first place (84). Thus, according to Levenson, “a
method that studiously pursues neutrality [should not] be mistaken for the key to a
genuine and profound dialogue between these two great religious communities™
(84).

For Levenson, religious neutrality, then, is a central problem within
biblical studies. According to Levenson, the problem of neutrality has serious
ramifications for both methodologies and justifications of biblical studies, and
points to problems that exist from the very beginning of modern biblical studies to
the present day. Levenson argues that the problem of neutrality in biblical studies
stems from the origins and assumptions of modern biblical studies itself. He
begins his analysis by asserting that one of the pioneers of biblical criticism,
Baruch Spinoza, launched a program for the study of the Bible that relied upon a
position of neutrality that was to some extent dictated by the Reformation agenda
to use the Bible as “its own interpreter (interpres sui ipsius),” which “requires no

ecclesiastical or other traditionary mediation™ (91). Levenson explains that in
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using the text as its own interpreter, as per the Reformation fight against
ecclesiastical authority, Spinoza based his program for the study of the Bible, as
found in Tractatus Theologico-Politicus, on the following statements:

1. Our knowledge of Scripture must then be looked for in Scripture only.

(Spinoza, 100; cited in Levenson, 91)12

2. the authority of the Hebrew high-priests [is not a] confirmation of the

authority of the Roman pontiffs to interpret religion, [but] rather tend[s] to

establish universal freedom of judgment. (Spinoza, 119; cited in

Levenson, 91)
Levenson asserts that Spinoza was partly able to question the authority of
traditional interpretation of the biblical text because he denied not only the divine
authority of the priests, kings and prophets (96), but also the divine authority of
the text itself. Moreover, according to Levenson, Spinoza “denied supernatural
revelation altogether” (92). For Spinoza, Levenson asserts, human reason was
“the primary cause of Divine revelation” (92) and so Spinoza argues that “the rule
for [biblical] interpretation should be nothing but the natural light of reason which
is common to all—not any supernatural light nor any external authority”
(Spinoza, 119; cited in Levenson, 92). For Levenson, then, Spinoza’s arguments
mean that the Bible was just another book (93). Accordingly, he points out that
Spinoza asserts that “the meaning of a scriptural passage is the author’s meaning
alone, not God’s” (93). Since Spinoza focuses on the purely human origin of the
Bible, Levenson notes that Spinoza concentrates on “the life, the conduct, and the

studies of the author of each book, who he was, what was the occasion, and the

12 Benedict de Spinoza, 4 Theological-Political Treatise and a Political Treatise, trans. R. H. M.
Elwes (New York: Dover Publications, 1951).
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epoch of his writing, whom did he write for, and in what language™ (Spinoza, 103;
cited in Levenson, 93). With this statement, Levenson argues, we can see that
Spinoza begins the “preoccupation with dating and authorship that dominated the
distinctly modern study of the Bible until this generation and continues to
flourish™ (93). Spinoza’s program, in Levenson’s analysis, becomes a program for
neutrality because Spinoza does not have to refer to any traditional authority when
looking at the biblical text, as Spinoza argues that any type of religious orientation
distorts the biblical text.

According to Levenson, Spinoza’s program for religious neutrality in
biblical studies was based on his growing skepticism about the political order. He
assumed that “spiritual systems are really only political” (94), and therefore his
goal was to “free the political order from subservience to religion™ (95). At stake
for Spinoza was the creation of an order in which new religious alternatives could
be accepted, and in which differences and divisions would no longer matter, thus,
Spinoza tried to create a neutral, or free, space for this to happen. Levenson
argues that Spinoza grounded his vision for a free political order in two ways.
First, he displaced the authority of religion with philosophy, which thereby
relativized Judaism and Christianity (94). In Spinoza’s view, both Testaments
were equals; thus, Levenson asserts, Spinoza argued that their characteristic
features cancelled each other out (94). As Levenson explains, what is left after the
differences are neutralized are a “few vague moral imperatives, namely, the
practice of justice and charity and obedience to the state™ (94). According to
Levenson, these moral ideals were “the substance of the universal and immutable
philosophical religion with which Spinoza hoped to replace Judaism and

Christianity and thus to end the political turmoil and insane bloodletting that
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Christian sectarianism had inflicted upon his country and the rest of Europe”
(94)."* Second, Spinoza replaced the divinity of the biblical text with humanity
and history. As we saw above, Spinoza argued against the divine nature of
revelation and the Bible. He asserted that, as Levenson notes, “the law revealed
by God to Moses was merely the law of the ancient Hebrew state” (Spinoza, 8;
cited in Levenson, 94), and a law that was no longer binding after the state’s
downfall (Spinoza, 8; Levenson, 94). Thus, according to Levenson, Spinoza
sought to free politics from religion by attaching “religious documents
inextricably to a vanished political order” (95), thereby rendering these documents
useless in the new order, and severing the relationship between political authority
and divine mandate. In effect, as Levenson points out, because Spinoza respected
neither the claim that the Bible was divinely inspired, nor the claim that kings,
priests and prophets were divinely ordained (96), Spinoza asserted that both the
text and its ideals were human products. Levenson argues that in doing so,
Spinoza pioneered “the systematic transference of the normativity of the Bible
from its manifest text to its underlying history” (96). For Levenson, the “Bible in
Spinoza’s naturalistic theology becomes another political text, and its real
meaning lies not in its textuality, but in its historical message, of which its own
authors may have been unaware” (96). Spinoza’s task, as Levenson explains, was
to uncover this message, “which belongs to the contemporary moralizing

historian™ (96).

'3 Interestingly, Spinoza’s privileging of morality over religion in order to end political strife
somewhat parallels Cohen’s own motivations for privileging morality and the neighbor because,
like Spinoza, Cohen also wanted to free the political order from subservience to religion. Unlike
Spinoza, however Cohen did not give up anything Jewish in his work, nor did Cohen argue for
freeing society from religion in general because Cohen sought equality for Judaism and
Christianity in society, not the dismembering of “religion.”
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Interestingly, while Spinoza sought to neutralize the differences between
Judaism and Christianity in order to stop political and cultural persecutions by
recognizing Jewish and Christian equality, as neither had a right to authority,
Levenson argues that Spinoza’s program for biblical studies did effectively
undermine religion itself. For Levenson, the reason for this is because the method
that Spinoza asserted is “historical and therefore privileges the period of
composition at the expense of all later recontextualizations™ (96). That is, in
privileging the original text, the method undermines the religions—the
recontextualizations—for which that text is authoritative. Levenson argues that
because the method of historical criticism that grew out of Spinoza’s program
sharply distinguishes between what the Bible meant in its own time, what the
Bible means now, and or at any point in its history, the method drives a wedge
between the past and the present (97). Or to be more specific, the method can
drive a wedge between the past and the present. According to Levenson, the
method itself is neutral—it can either heal the rupture caused by the historical
consciousness of the difference in time periods, or, it can “aggravate the rupture
and help in dismantling tradition™ (97). Levenson argues that whether the rupture
can be healed or aggravated depends on the scholar, or the scholarly community
at large:

To the extent that historical critics restrict themselves to

descriptive history and avoid thorny questions of contemporary

appropriation, they contribute, even if inadvertently, to the
dismantling of tradition rather than to the healing of the rupture.

For historical criticism so restricted subtly fosters an image of the

Bible as having once meant a great deal but now means little or
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nothing. It tells us that the current meaning of the text is better

discovered by people only minimally involved in the historical

investigation of its composition. (97)

He argues that most often the scholars who practice this restricted type of biblical
scholarship, or those who are the most outspoken debunkers of traditional beliefs,
had lives that were once dominated by religion, and who now have disassociated
themselves from religious institutions (98). We can see that for Levenson, the
movement from belief to skepticism in the lives of biblical scholars often parallels
the view of some biblical scholars that the Bible itself meant something once, but
not anymore. Although Levenson points out that there are scholars with active
religious lives, he asserts that even these scholars focus on the past instead of the
present, and that, like the non-religious scholars, they divorce theology from the
historical study of the text (98). In doing so, Levenson explains, “Judaism and
Christianity have become historical contingencies, relativized by historicism and
replaced as indications of absolute truth not by philosophy but by the amorphous
secular liberalism that dominates the academic world” (98). According to
Levenson, this liberalism often leads to “a trivializing antiquiarianism, in which
the bath water has become more important than the baby, and the enormous
historical and philological labors are not justified by reference to any larger
structure of meaning” (99).

Levenson points out that “religious” scholars also contribute to the
problem of neutrality in that if “the remarkable pluralism of the field rests on a
foundation of historicism, and the cooperation of diverse groups is purchased at
the cost of the tacit agreement on the part of all that the diversity matters so little

that if can safely be privatized and thus excluded from academic discourse,” then
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the “Jewishness” or “Christianness” of the participants is only vestigial and
therefore lacks any relevance (98). Yet, Levenson also points out that if we take
each tradition’s claims seriously, “there will come a moment in which Jewish-
Christian consensus becomes existentially impossible” (104). According to
Levenson, then, there are inherent tensions in present-day biblical studies between
the costs and benefits of religious neutrality because while one benefit is that
neutrality enables the meeting of Jewish and Christian scholars on common
ground, one cost is the relativizing of those traditions. Moreover, Levenson notes
that if biblical studies focuses on the differences between Christianity and
Judaism, then biblical studies cannot be a joint venture between Jews and
Christians because there will never be common ground for the traditions to work
on (104). However, if biblical studies is grounded in the commonalities between
Jews and Christians, then their differences no longer matter, their religions
become bracketed, and both Judaism and Christianity may vanish in the process
(98). For Levenson, there is no clear-cut solution as both sides—the side for
commonality, and the side for difference—have their benefits and limitations, and
so one side cannot be sacrifice for the sake of the other.

For Levenson, then, the problem of neutrality stems directly from the
problems of religious difference. That is, according to Levenson, biblical studies
assumes a stance of neutrality in order to move beyond the political, cultural, and
religious differences between Christians and Jews. Levenson asserts that Jews and
Christians have made real attempts to overcome these differences. On the
Christian side, Levenson argues that there has been “a dramatic shift in the

Christian teaching about Judaism” (Levenson, 2001, 31)"—Christians have

'* Jon D. Levenson, “How Not to Conduct Jewish — Christian Dialogue.”
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reexamined their “teaching of contempt,” affirmed the connections between
Judaism and Christianity, acknowledged their indebtedness to Judaism, and
apologized for “the long history of anti-Jewish persecution, including the
Holocaust” (32). Jews, for their part, Levenson explains, have often helped in the
Christian reexamination of history and theology, and have participated in
interfaith dialogue (32). At the same time, however, Levenson asserts that while
this willingness to move beyond their differences has instilled a new respect
between Christians and Jews in biblical studies, there are significant costs and
risks to Jews, Christians and biblical studies in general that result from the
perceived need to gloss over these differences. In essence, Levenson’s argument
is that in minimizing religious difference, in terms of its theological, historical and
literary contexts, biblical scholars minimize actual methodological problems. In
the following paragraphs, we will examine these problems by investigating
Levenson’s exploration of how the assumptions of neutrality affect not only
methodologies in biblical studies, but also the justifications of these studies.

The first major problem with regard to methodology that Levenson points
to is that despite claims to the contrary, the Hebrew Bible is not the same book for
Jews and Christians'> (35). The differing canonical order of the Hebrew Bible,
along with the different theological positions that are demonstrated in a traditions
ordering of the Hebrew Bible, Levenson argues, makes it clear that generally
speaking one must ask “Whose Bible?” will be studied (Levenson, 1993, 104).
Thus, in the context of biblical studies, if one is to take seriously both traditions
views of scripture, the question of whose sense of scripture is to take precedence

becomes a major theological and methodological question. Levenson, however,

'* The canonical order of the Hebrew Bible also differs among various Christian denominations.
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asserts that “pleas for a ‘Jewish biblical scholarship’ or a ‘Christian biblical
scholarship’ are senseless and reactionary” because the religious traditions
themselves affirm the meaning of the text in several different contexts, and
periods, at once (104). As Levenson states: “Just as the text has more than one
context, and biblical studies more than one method, so scripture has more than
one sense” (104). Thus, for Levenson, biblical scholars ought to be able to deal
with both Christian and Jewish interpretations in their studies.

The second problem that Levenson points out is that the origins and
assumptions of biblical studies were motivated by a theological world view that
was couched in terms of religious neutrality. As a result of this “neutrality,” which
came from the ideas to neutralize religious persecutions and place religious
authority in the hands of individuals instead of traditions, biblical studies was
marked from the beginning by an irresolvable tension. That is, some, if not most,
early biblical scholars asserted a theologically Protestant program of biblical
studies that sought to break the hold “traditional” religion had upon the biblical
text and to separate religious authority from political authority, thereby creating a
neutral, or free, space for individuals to interpret the biblical text themselves. In
creating this space, Levenson argues, biblical scholars transferred “the
normativity of the Bible from its manifest text to its underlying history” (96) in
order to facilitate their goals of wresting authority from traditions and place it in
the hands of individuals. In the process, however, Levenson notes that biblical
scholars ultimately undermined the religious traditions from which they came and
destroyed “the literary context that is the Bible (either Jewish or Christian) as a
whole and often even the smaller literary context that is the book, the chapter, or

whatever” (100). At the same time, they used these religious traditions to justify
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their studies because as Levenson notes, “in all cases, what scholars study and
teach is partly a function of which practices and beliefs they wish to perpetuate”
(110). For Levenson, these scholarly choices, which are theological in nature, are
at odds with the basic claim of historical criticism that “one may legitimately
interpret scripture against one’s own tradition and personal belief” (109).
Furthermore, he asserts, the “two-sidedness. . . of biblical scholarship in the
historical-critical mode” (109) means that “the very value-neutrality of this
method of study puts its practitioners at a loss to defend the value of the enterprise
itself” (109).

Levenson argues that this value-neutrality results in further
methodological confusion, for while a program of neutrality highlights the
historical contexts of the text, religious interpretations of the text often rely on the
literary context of the Bible instead of the historical. This methodological
confusion of historical context vs. literary context leads to another significant
problem because the historical contexts and the literary contexts of the Bible are
different for Christians and Jews, and as we have noted above, biblical scholars
generally choose one religious context over the other. Levenson argues that this
choice causes yet another problem, for in awarding monopoly to one interpretive
lens over another, the modern interpreters privilege themselves not only over
“their own contemporaries, but also, and more revealingly [over] the very material
that they are seeking to understand” (114). According to Levenson, scholars who
privilege themselves, or their own interpretive lens, are “actually asserting a
secular analogy to a religious revelation: they are claiming to have a definitive
insight, not empirically derived, into the meaning of things, even things that they

have never directly experienced and that are interpreted very differently by those
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who have” (115). The result of this action, Levenson asserts, is that the scholar
assumes that his or her observations are “truer than the practitioner’s practice,”
which sets up a hierarchy with the scholar on top (115), and also validates the
distance between the scholar and the material that “neutrality” and “scientific”
objectivity depends upon. For Levenson, since it is the “outsider” who has “the
clarity of vision” (115), the locus of truth shifts “from the practicing community
to the nonpracticing and unaffiliated individual” (116). While Levenson thinks
that the type of thinking dominant in this model “is a secular equivalent to
fundamentalism” because it, “by definition, can never be in error” (117), the more
pressing problem is that it both ignores and insults the communities on which it is
based—as Levenson argues, “the vitality of their rather untraditional discipline
has historically depended upon the vitality of traditional religious communities”
(110). Furthermore, because a canon is “never generic, never universal,”
Levenson argues that scholars must face the fact that “the object of their study
cannot. . . be detached from specific religious communities and from traditions
that are postbiblical” (122), as to do so is to “attack their own project” (122).
According to Levenson, in trying to invalidate the traditions on which their work
is based, they “cast considerable doubt upon the ongoing importance of the book
to which they have devoted their life’s work” (122).

For Levenson, then, the “polarization of scripture and tradition™ (46) that
results from the preference for the historical over the literary context, and for
neutrality and secularism over religion, in biblical studies has separated the
traditions who claim the Bible as a foundational document from the document
itself. In our present context of multiculturalism and religious plurality, the

justifications for studying the Bible become even more precarious. Levenson
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asserts that to justify biblical studies in a “secular” and “neutral” context, that is,
in the university rather than in seminary, scholars often resort to the argument that
we should study the Bible because it is “the foundational document of our
culture” (109). However, according to Levenson, this reason is not enough
because western culture cannot be separated from its Judeo-Christian context,
whether the embracing of these religions, or the rejection of them that secularism
and neutrality represents. As Levenson points out, to “replace an authorative
culture founded upon that book is still to make a claim that goes beyond the limits
of historical description” (109). Moreover, the claim that the Bible is a
“foundational document” for culture is, for Levenson, “to imply more cultural
homogeneity than many believe to be warranted” (109), especially in our
“multicultural society.” Thus, Levenson asserts, to take the present day religious
community out of the “historical” picture of the Bible means that biblical studies
either has nothing left to stand on, or it attacks the very means by which it is
legitimized—the religious community itself—for without them, there would be
nothing to study. Levenson explains further: “In short, biblical studies inevitably
(indeed, by definition) involves the affirmation of certain religious judgments—if
not for the present, then at least as a legacy of the past with continuing normative
effects” (125-6). In this quote we can see that Levenson points out that despite the
fact that biblical studies depends on a program of “neutrality” in a “secular”
context, secularity “is no guarantee of religious neutrality” (126). Therefore, for
Levenson, the assumptions concerning “history” and the method of “historical
criticism” in biblical studies is often at odds with the past of biblical studies and

the results that biblical studies wish to find because neutrality and religiosity both
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skew the results in favor of their own methodological and theological
assumptions.

With these points we can now bring Cohen into conversation with
Levenson because while Cohen himself argues that scientific objectivity should
play a part in the methodologies of biblical studies, Cohen can be understood to
be making some sort of theological choices in his given studies. He, after all, does
argue in Religion of Reason that Judaism is the primary origin of the religion of
reason (RR 34/39-40). Cohen, then, is obviously not interested in “religious”
objectivity. He feels no need to bracket his religiousness in his pursuit of biblical
studies. Cohen, however, does argue that all studies must have a question that can
be verified through objective study. That is, one must approach one’s sources with
a concept, which must be laid “as a foundation in order to be instructed by them
and not simply guided by their authority,” and then verify that concept with
reference to the sources (4/4-5). Cohen, then, offers a counterpoint to Levenson’s
account that stresses how biblical scholars often assert the need for religious
neutrality, or “objectivity.” That is, Cohen would be, for Levenson, an example of
how one can pursue biblical studies without compromising one’s religiosity. For
us, this means that Cohen and Levenson represent continuity in critique because
the critiques of biblical criticism that Cohen had are also found in Levenson. For
instance, even though they focus on different aspects of religiosity in biblical
studies, both Levenson and Cohen speak about the impact of secularism and

neutrality in biblical studies.
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Cohen and Our Biblical Scholars

Now that we have looked at the respective critiques of Levenson and
Kugel and have brought them into conversation with Cohen, we will look further
at the similarities and difference in our scholars’ critiques of biblical studies. We
will focus on the problems of bias, context and contemporary appropriation in
order to get at how Cohen’s critiques can be seen as continuous, or in some cases,
discontinuous with the critiques of Levenson and Kugel. We will begin our
analysis with where this chapter started—bias, as bias, in our investigation is seen
to shape presuppositions, methods and results in biblical criticism. The bias that
we will deal with is the anti-Jewish and antisemitic biases of Protestant biblical
science by looking at our scholars’ respective critiques of Julius Wellhausen. The
question of antisemitism itself, however, is not the subject of our analysis so much
as it helps us understand Cohen, Levenson, and Kugel’s critiques of bias in
biblical studies. We will then look at the ways in which our scholars seek to solve
the problems that they see within biblical studies.

In the beginning of this chapter we saw Solomon Schechter’s equation of
higher criticism with higher antisemitism. For Cohen, however, neither
antisemitism nor anti-Judaism were inherent characteristics of Protestant biblical
science. As we saw in Chapter 2, he thought that biblical criticism would be the
best antidote to antisemitism (Werke 15, 100). Furthermore, according to Cohen,
the Protestant bias against Judaism does not necessarily lie in the methods that
were used for biblical study; rather, he asserted that bias often shapes the ways in
which the results from those studies are interpreted. In Chapter 1, for instance, we
see Cohen’s critiques of how material is interpreted with regard to bias in his

participation in Section 166 trials, his interactions with Rudolf Kittel, his concept
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of the neighbor, and his arguments against the Protestant bias that Judaism was a
“particularistic” religion that had neither inner morality nor a conception of
universality. In Chapter 2, we examined Cohen’s assertions that proper
methodology could eliminate bias. The subject matter of Chapter 3—Cohen’s
critiques of Wellhausen—will be further expanded upon in this chapter as it is
useful in comparing the views of our scholars on religious bias in scholarship not
only because Wellhausen is considered to be a pioneer of biblical criticism, and
therefore receives attention from Cohen, Schechter, Kugel and Levenson, but also
because Cohen’s treatment of Wellhausen points to the complex nature of
antisemitism and anti-Judaism in nineteenth-century biblical criticism. For
instance, Cohen, unlike Schechter, does not equate Wellhausen with antisemitism,
and even argues that the friendship that he shared with Wellhausen could serve as
an example of collegiality between Jews and Christians in the academy. Why,
then, does Cohen offer a different picture of Wellhausen than does Schechter,
Levenson, or even Kugel? To answer this question, we will focus on how Cohen,
Kugel and Levenson explain anti-Jewish biases in Protestant biblical studies by
looking at Wellhausen’s theory of history.

Kugel, for instance, notes that in his Documentary Hypothesis,
Wellhausen argues that we can trace the “hardening” of Israelite religion into
doctrines, laws and theories (Kugel, 2008, 298).16 According to Kugel, because
Wellhausen thinks that the Priestly source (P) was completely divorced from the
real world and enshrines “tedious priestly rules and procedures,” it lost the
spontaneity that originally defined Israelite religion (299, 325). Kugel argues that,

for Wellhausen, as Israelite religion “morphed into a thing of laws and priestly

' James Kugel. How o Read the Bible: A Guide to Scripture, Then and Now.
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ceremonies” as seen in P (297), the “great religion was on its way down” (299).
While Kugel does not explicitly link Wellhausen’s arguments concerning the
degeneration of Judaism with antisemitism per se, the implication of bias is
nonetheless clear. Levenson is just as careful. After describing Wellhausen’s
portrayal of the developmental stages of Judaism, Levenson argues that in
Wellhausen’s view, with the triumph of P, Judaism can be seen as “Israelite
religion after it has died” (Levenson, 11). Levenson cites the following two quotes
from Wellhausen as proof:

1. When it is recognized that the canon is what distinguishes

Judaism from ancient Israel, it is recognized at the same time that

what distinguishes Judaism from ancient Israel is the written

Torah."!

2. Yet it is a thing which is likely to occur, that a body of

traditional practice should only be written down when it is

threatening to die out and that a book should be, as it were, the

ghost of a life which is closed. (Wellhausen, 405 n. 1; Levenson,

11)
In calling attention to these two passages, Levenson argues that, for Wellhausen,
“the Torah defines Judaism, and Judaism is the ghost of ancient Israel” (11). For
both Kugel and Levenson, the Protestant bias that Judaism is degenerate and
therefore had to be superseded by Christianity is evident in Wellhausen’s claims.
According to Levenson, this bias can most clearly be seen in Israelitische und

Jiidische Geschichte where Wellhausen asserts that the gospel is the fourth stage

'7 Julius Wellhausen, Prolegomena to the History of Ancient Israel, (Gloucester, Mass.: Peter
Smith, 1973), 410, cited in Levenson, 11.
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of development in Israelite religion (12).'® Thus, according to Wellhausen,
Levenson asserts, the spirit of the Israelite religion did not “continue on” in
Judaism, but in Christianity.

As I showed in Chapter 3, Cohen also does not shy away from identifying
the bias in Wellhausen’s presentation of the stages of Israelite religion, and his
assertions about the degeneration of Israelite religion into “law.” Cohen, however,
does not explicitly critique Wellhausen’s portrayal of the stages of development.
Along with Kugel, who asserts that Wellhausen’s main theory that there are stages
of development remains uncontested in biblical criticism (Kugel, 42), Cohen does
not question Wellhausen’s basic methodology. As we saw in Chapter 3, Cohen
uses Wellhausen’s periodization of the Israelite religion in order to track the
changes of sacrifice in Israelite religion. What Cohen does do, like other biblical
scholars who came after him (Kugel, 306),"® is modify Wellhausen’s conclusions
in order to bring them more in line with his (Cohen’s) own methodological
assumptions, as well as with what he asserts should have been the results of
Wellhausen’s study. According to Cohen, “development” in history must be
understood as forward progress. For Cohen, Wellhausen’s arguments that the
“developments™ of Israelite religion resulted in degeneration, not progress, are
plainly absurd. Thus, Cohen seeks to prove that Judaism is not the degeneration of
Israelite religion, but the progression of it. For us, Cohen’s modification of
Wellhausen’s theory shows that while Cohen agreed with Wellhausen’s basic
assumptions that the Israelite religion did develop and change over time, Cohen

did not think that Wellhausen’s results were adequate because they were not the

'® Julius Wellhausen, Israelitische und Jiidische Geschichte, 2nd ed. (Berlin: Georg Reimer, 1895),
356.

' Kugel, however, does not explicitly mention Cohen.



240

PhD Thesis - Alisha Pomazon, Department of Religious Studies, McMaster University

“obvious” outcomes of the method. Thus, as we saw earlier, Cohen thinks that
Wellhausen does not have the ability to follow through with his own method
because he is not a historian and actually misunderstands the “purpose” of history
as a discipline. That is, history as a discipline must be scientifically objective and
free from value judgments. For Cohen, this means that history must be thought of
in accordance with a concept, which Cohen asserts should be continuity (RR,
177/206), and since Wellhausen asserts a concept of degeneration, Cohen thinks
that Wellhausen’s presentation of Israelite history should be called into question.
For our purposes in this chapter, we can see here that Cohen alludes to the point
that Wellhausen’s conclusion that Israel degenerated into Judaism is a conclusion
that is not based on scientific historical principles but on religious bias.

At the same time, Cohen does not explicitly assert that Wellhausen’s
scholarly weaknesses stem from his religious biases. Kugel and Levenson,
however, argue that Wellhausen’s results can be seen as based on the Protestant
theological stance, or in their terms, bias, that Judaism was superseded by
Christianity. Levenson, for instance, explains that for Wellhausen, “no choice
between historical description and normative theology was necessary, since he
thought history showed a development toward the theological affirmation that
claimed his allegiance” (Levenson, 15). Therefore, because Wellhausen already
thought that the Torah was no longer important because it had been replaced by
the New Testament, Levenson argues that Wellhausen’s theory about the
degeneration of the Israelite religion fit with his Protestant biases. Kugel makes a
similar point. According to Kugel, Wellhausen’s presentation of Judaism
corresponded to his theory of the evolution of Christianity; therefore, Wellhausen

would have favored the certain presentations of the Documentary Hypothesis that
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pitted the evolution of Christianity against the degeneration of Judaism (Kugel,

302). Levenson calls attention to Wellhausen’s autobiographical reading of the

Torah by extensively citing from the introduction to the Prolegomena:
In my student days I was attracted by the stories of Saul and David,
Ahab and Elijah; the discourse of Amos and Isaiah laid strong hold
on me, and I read myself well into the prophetic and historical
books of the Old Testament. Thanks to such aids as were
accessible to me, I even considered that I understood them
tolerably, but at the same time was troubled by a bad conscience,
as if [ were beginning with the roof instead of the foundation; for I
had no thorough acquaintance with the Law, of which 1 was
accustomed to be told that it was the basis and postulate of the
whole literature. At last I took courage and made my way through
Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers. . . . But it was in vain that I looked
for the light which was to be shed from this source on the historical
and prophetic books. On the contrary, my enjoyment of the latter
was marred by the Law; it did not bring them any nearer to me, but
intruded itself uneasily, like a ghost that makes a noise indeed, but
is not visible and really effects nothing. . . . At last, in the course of
a casual visit in Goéttingen in the summer of 1867, 1 learned
through Ritschl that Karl Heinrich Graf placed the Law later than
the Prophets, and almost without knowing his reasons for the
hypothesis, I was prepared to accept it; I readily acknowledged to
myself the possibility of understanding Hebrew antiquity without

the book of the Torah. (Wellhausen, 3-4; cited in Levenson, 12-3)
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According to Levenson, Wellhausen argued that the only way the Law made
sense was if it was later than the rest of the Old Testament, and discovering “this
point of chronology thus proved to be the great liberating experience of
Wellhausen’s intellectual life” (13). Levenson, then, asserts that Wellhausen
himself points out his own confessional reading of the text as he explicitly notes
that he uses this reading to orient his studies. We can see, then, that Levenson’s
and Kugel’s analyses agree with Cohen that Wellhausen’s conclusion that
Israelite religion degenerates is a non-scientific argument that finds its support in
confessional bias rather than scientific objectivity.

By looking at Levenson’s and Kugel’s critiques of Wellhausen, we see
that while Cohen questions Wellhausen’s theory of history, he never explicitly
questions Wellhausen’s Protestant bias even though he questions the biases of
Paul de Lagarde and Rudolf Kittel. Given that Wellhausen clearly outlines his
theological reading of the “Old Testament” in his work, the fact that Cohen
ignores the confessional Protestant aspect of Wellhausen’s thought is somewhat
odd. Why then does Cohen not call attention to Wellhausen’s admitted bias?
There are a few possible answers to this question. On the one hand, if we use
Levenson’s perspective, we may say that Cohen may have either missed, or may
even have been wrong about what the significance of Wellhausen’s bias would be
for the history of biblical studies. As Cohen himself states, only later will “it be
made clear how much value this method had for the pioneer of biblical criticism”
(Werke 17, 618). However, even if Cohen missed the significance of
Wellhausen’s bias as explained by Levenson, Cohen did not think that
Wellhausen himself was antisemitic (620), and therefore did not search for

something in Wellhausen’s work that he did not expect to find. Moreover, by the
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time that Wellhausen and Cohen were colleagues in Marburg, Wellhausen no
longer was a professor of Old Testament theology as he had moved on to studying
Semitic languages and Islam. Kugel, for instance, notes that Wellhausen became
“increasingly agitated” with his Documentary Hypothesis because it undermined
his sense of the unity of Scripture and eventually left his position at a Protestant
theological faculty as a result (Kugel, 300). Cohen, then, may not have spoken to
Wellhausen directly about these theories, even as he had access to them. On the
other hand, because Cohen argued that Wellhausen’s work on the prophets was
methodologically sound (Werke 17, 618), we may be able to say that Cohen did
not want Wellhausen’s methodological breakthroughs on the prophets to be
overshadowed. Or, more specifically, we can say that by ignoring Wellhausen’s
biases, if Cohen, like Levenson, did think that Wellhausen had them, Cohen was
able to appropriate Wellhausen’s work for use in his greater purpose—to prove
that Judaism was not the degenerate religion that Wellhausen concluded it was by
specifically using the methods that Wellhausen himself asserted.

As we saw earlier, Michael Zank also argues that Cohen endorses
Wellhausen’s theory of stages in Israelite history by using this theory to inform
his own methodology (Zank, 110-113), and by using this theory as a catalyst for
his own thought. One of Zank’s points is particularly significant for us. He asserts
that where “Wellhausen sees degeneration and decay, Cohen finds a sequence of
institutions and ideas that testify to a common ground that provided the
foundation for the work of further development™ (126). This point is important
because when we combine it with our analysis of Levenson’s and Kugel’s history
of changes in biblical criticism, we can see that just as Cohen develops his theory

of ideas and institutions to argue against Wellhausen’s interpretation of history (as
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we saw in Chapter 3), Cohen also implicitly uses his theory of ideas and
institutions to argue for reform in biblical studies. Cohen, for example, argues that
new ideas can only take hold if they are bound to old institutions, and through the
process of development, the old institutions are transformed (RR, 176/205).
Cohen’s argument, then, parallels his quest for the transformation of biblical
studies as Cohen tries to validate his ideas about reform in biblical criticism by
linking them to the ideas of the founder of modem biblical criticism—there was,
after all, no one better for him to base his ideas on. That is, Cohen tries to show
how the positive aspects of Wellhausen’s work do not need to be overshadowed
by the negative, and once the negative aspects are removed, or reworked,
Wellhausen’s methods can be used as the basis for a proper methodology. Thus,
Cohen uses Wellhausen to show that true reform is both desirable and possible
within biblical studies itself. Moreover, by the time he writes Religion of Reason
and his eulogy for Wellhausen, Cohen no longer has to exhaustively analyze all
the weaknesses he sees in biblical criticism as he had already done so in the past
with his other writings and these critiques were now givens in his thought.
Therefore, he could now focus entirely on transforming the “old” institutions with
his “new” ideas.

In their respective analyses of Wellhausen’s theory of history, Cohen,
Kugel and Levenson, then, focus on different aspects of Wellhausen’s thought.
They do so because they each have a different purpose for which they write.
Kugel and Levenson look to the history of Protestant biblical theology to explain
Wellhausen’s theory because they are interested in presenting an analysis of bias
and methodological problems in biblical criticism. Cohen, on the other hand, as

we saw in Chapter 3, stresses the methodological implications of Wellhausen’s
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theory because he is trying to argue for the need for philosophical orientation in
biblical studies that calls attention to the bigger picture in which biblical studies is
situated. In a certain sense, because Levenson and Kugel are interested in
presenting an analysis of the history of biblical criticism, which was mainly
practiced by Protestant biblical scholars, they justifiably do not pay attention to
Cohen the philosopher, and so do not bring Cohen into this conversation
themselves. I argue, however, that Cohen, the author of Religion of Reason Out of
the Source of Judaism and the advocate of Wissenschaft des Judentums, should
be. For instance, in studying Cohen’s critiques of biblical studies, we are provided
with a counter-history—a counter-history wherein Cohen subverts the biases of
Protestant biblical studies in his efforts to establish Jewish studies.”® For Cohen,
that meant using a philosophical methodology that highlighted the relationship
between society and biblical studies to argue for necessary changes in biblical
studies by presenting his own biblical hermeneutic that was a based on both
Jewish and Protestant forms of biblical analysis. Or, put differently, Cohen was
trying to transform the “old” institutions with his “new” ideas. Interestingly,
Kugel notes that Wellhausen himself, in leaving the field of Old Testament
theology behind, left room for scholars to do with his work what they will. For us,
this means that we can see that Cohen was being able to appropriate Wellhausen’s
scholarship and rework it within the context of his own theories, especially those
concerning sacrifice, which we saw in Chapter 3, thereby providing Cohen with
the opportunity to subvert the biases of biblical studies and transform “old”

institutions with “new” ideas.

% This is one of the subjects of Christian Wiese’s Challenging Colonial Discourse.
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If we see Cohen in the light of Kugel’s analysis of Wellhausen’s reasons
for leaving biblical studies, the counter history that Cohen provides us with
becomes clear. According to Kugel, Wellhausen himself was not prepared to deal
with the “fallout” that came from his Documentary Hypothesis because it
undermined the basic idea of Scripture (Kugel, 300). Kugel explains that
acknowledging the different sources of the biblical text, along with the
contradictions that result, was to highlight “the absence of agreement between one
part of the Bible and another,” which in turn, “necessarily undermined the notion
of the common divine origin of the whole” (664). Kugel asserts that one answer to
the problem was to embrace the humanity of the text, its historical context and its
human terms and purposes (665). If we see Cohen along these lines, we can see
that Cohen seeks to answer the problem of textual unity in the human terms that
biblical criticism set forth, all the while making slight modifications to them.
Cohen, for instance, embraces the humanity of the biblical text in two ways. First,
in Religion of Reason, as we have seen earlier with reference to Wellhausen in
Chapter 3, Cohen explains the significance of the prophets’ fight against sacrifice
by investigating the historical problems that the prophets were trying to solve.
Second, Cohen’s project as a whole—discovering the “religion of reason out of
the sources of Judaism”—relies on reading the sources of Judaism in accordance
with an understanding of reason and its place within religion. At the same time, as
we saw in “Der Nichste,” Cohen does not agree that biblical scholars should
search for the biblical text’s origin in order to locate the “truth” or meaning of the
text. According to Cohen, the “truth” can only be found in the cumulative

meaning of the text, which includes looking at the literary product that is the
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biblical text as a whole,?' as well as the tradition and the community that
developed it, not just at the individual parts of the biblical text and their original
meaning or setting. Kugel, too, stresses that looking for origins is not the best use
of one’s time because in doing so, one misses that “the original meaning and even
the original genres of Israel’s ancient texts were subtly modified, reconfigured by
a whole new way of reading” that was developed by the ancient interpreters (671).
Further, he asserts that what became the Bible was a book of “changed meanings
that was the original Bible” (671). Thus, according to Kugel, the “original”
meaning of the Bible is not the meaning as first written down, but the meaning
that the redactors of the Bible gave to it, and therefore, the Protestant search for
the “original” meaning, the “bedrock™ of the Bible, has actually found the history
of a rewritten Bible (671). For Kugel, then, the search for origins overlooks what
the text is actually telling us about its own development. If we apply Kugel’s
insight to Cohen’s work, we can see that Cohen too interprets the developments
within the text as evidence for the gradual evolution or development of the
Israelite religion. In “Gesinnung,” for example, Cohen argues that the changes in
the wording of Decalogue result from the deepening of morality, a deepening that
had to be reflected in the biblical text (Werke 15, 395). Thus, he interprets the
changes in the text (changes, as per Kugel, that came from the redactors) as
evidence for the gradual evolution or development of Israelite religion, changes
that can only be seen if one takes the idea of textual unity seriously—that is, that
the entire, cumulative, text speaks to the history of the Israelite religion, and not

just the individual parts.

2! Cohen would include the New Testament for Christians, and the Oral Torah for Jews.
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The problem of textual unity is also a concern for Levenson. Levenson,
however, casts his discussion of this problem in a slightly different way.
According to Levenson, the problem of textual unity shows up in the preference
of scholars for either the historical or literary contexts. As we saw earlier,
Levenson argues that the Hebrew Bible is always subject to some type of
recontextualization, whether literary or historical, Christian or Jewish, past or
present. Often, Levenson continues, one context is sacrificed for the sake of
another. Thus, when the historical context is studied, the literary context is lost
(Levenson, 97, 100), or when the history of a tradition or text is studied, the
contemporary appropriations of that text or tradition are lost (97). Moreover, the
question “Whose Bible” reflects how historical criticism chooses one religious
tradition over the other because the Hebrew Bible is not the same for Christians
and Jews, both in terms of the order of the books (104), and in terms of the place
that the Hebrew Bible holds within their respective traditions (105). Cohen, unlike
Levenson, does not ask the question “Whose Bible” as his interest in canon is not
in whose canon should be studied, because during Cohen’s time, the Bible was
understood as containing both the Hebrew Scriptures and the New Testament.
Cohen’s interest, then, is in developing a methodology that can apply to all parts
of Scripture, while still keeping them separate. Thus, in “Der Néchste,” Cohen
argues that biblical scholarship must “grasp and research Holy Scripture as a
formation of a national literature subject to all the effects of the history of its time,
and of all the myriad international intellectual and political interconnections”
(Werke 16, 53). That is, Cohen asserts that biblical criticism must understand the
Bible as a collection of literary products that were produced in specific historical

circumstances according to specific styles—naiveté for the Hebrew Bible, and
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critique for the New Testament (54). For Cohen, to read the biblical texts in such
a way pays respect to both parts by not confusing them. Consequently, Cohen
argues that one cannot ask the same questions of the New Testament that one asks
of the Hebrew Bible and vice versa as often these types of questions do not let
each testament speak for itself (54). Thus, for Cohen, there is no doubt that the
Hebrew Bible and the New Testament need to be seen through different lenses
because they are different historical and literary products. At the same time, both
Levenson and Cohen acknowledge the tension between the historical and literary
contexts of the Bible. As we saw above, Levenson argues that to study one means
that the other is sacrificed. For Cohen, literary questions must understand the
text’s outside world—its political and historical situation—otherwise the message
of the text, the point for which the text was written, is lost. For Levenson, this
concern relates to the question of textual unity because when one chooses the
historical context over the other, the text is dismembered. However, Levenson
points out that if one chooses the literary context over the historical, historical
criticism assumes that a judgment must be made about what literary context,
Christian or Jewish, a particular text should be viewed by (Levenson, 104).
Levenson and Cohen, then, both argue that although there exists a tension
between the historical and literary contexts of the text, one cannot sacrifice one
context for the other, for in doing so, the text will unravel. Levenson tries to solve
this problem by asserting that historical criticism must learn that the biblical text
can be understood in many ways at the same time as the religious traditions
themselves affirms the many senses—historical and literary, past and present—of

Scripture (104).
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According to both Levenson and Cohen, one of the reasons that biblical
criticism cannot, or at least, does not, understand the many senses of either
Scripture or the biblical text is that biblical scholars ignore what Cohen calls “the
bridge” between the past and the present (Werke 16, 70). As we saw above, Kugel
points out that the Protestant ideal of sola scriptura plays a major role in the
methods of biblical criticism, thus the scholars are able to have an unmediated
experience with the text and do not need a bridge. What, then, does Cohen mean
by “bridge,” and why does he think it is important? For Cohen, and for Levenson,
“the bridge” is tradition. Since Protestant ideals provide the foundation for
Protestant scholars to argue against the deteriorating effects of tradition, tradition
therefore does not play a role in their study of biblical texts.”* This method of
textual study, then, does not take into consideration either the Jewish idea of
Scripture or Jewish methods of textual study because they are grounded in
“tradition.” Accordingly, as both Levenson and Cohen point out, Protestant
Scriptural study does not take into account relevant material that is found in
rabbinic literature. According to Cohen, to ignore rabbinic Judaism in Hebrew
Bible studies, while interpreting the Hebrew Bible through the prism of the New
Testament, contradicts scientific objectivity and proves confessional bias (Werke
16, 57, 70). Cohen argues that biblical studies must take rabbinic literature
seriously because, if one is looking for history in a text, then one must look at all
historical material found in other related texts. Moreover, as we saw before,
Cohen explains that the canonization of the Hebrew Bible and the New Testament

coincided with the time during which Midrash and Mishnah was written;

2 One may argue, however, that the way, or how, the text is studied can be considered
“tradition”—the tradition of historical criticism.
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therefore, in attempting to find the historical meaning of the Hebrew Bible,
through finding the meaning of the words, by using the New Testament and
Arabic material, and not rabbinic literature is absurd (70). According to Cohen,
rabbinic Hebrew and rabbinic literature provides a bridge from the present to the
past, and so one must use this bridge if one want to understand the meanings
found in the biblical text (70). Or, as Levenson explains, cutting off the Hebrew
Bible from rabbinic literature handicaps “real” study because “one cannot be a
competent scholar of the Christian Bible without a solid command of rabbinic
literature and rabbinic Hebrew (and Aramaic). Hebrew did not die on the cross”
(Levenson, 21). We can see in these arguments Cohen’s concept of continuity in
history. In Religion of Reason, for instance, Cohen argues that one cannot study
history without a concept of continuity, as continuity neither makes historical
judgments nor is dependent on “contingent and external matters as before and
after” (RR 177/206). That is, continuity is independent of the value judgments and
confessional biases that one normally brings to the study of the biblical text,
where historical judgments take precedence over the literature and makes the text
say something it does not.

The question of textual unity for both Levenson and Kugel leads to the
question of contemporary appropriations. While we have seen that Levenson and
Kugel both point to the problems that result from both bias and neutrality in
biblical studies, these two scholars note that biblical studies must to some extent
address the fact that the biblical text does belong to communities that consider it
to be sacred scripture in the present, not just the past. That is, both scholars deal
with the theological and philosophical questions that result from question of how

best to deal with the results of biblical scholarship while taking seriously the
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claims of the religious communities to which the biblical text belongs, an
endeavor that Cohen also emphasized in his assertions about the need to look to
the cumulative text instead of the text’s origins. In looking at the ways in which
scholars deal with these theological and philosophical questions, Kugel and
Levenson investigate the relationship between the past and present views of the
biblical text, and in doing so, help us to explain the theological position that
Cohen takes while looking at the biblical text.

Kugel, for instance, draws our attention to the compromises that modern
scholars make between modern and ancient methods of biblical interpretation.
Kugel argues that liberal theologians, which Cohen can partly be described as,
“attempt to find a compromise between scholarship and what the commentators
themselves would still like the Bible to be” (Kugel, 677).23 For Cohen, modern
scholarship cannot be ignored; however, he still wants Scripture to be, in Kugel’s
words, a “guide and a source of still-relevant teachings” (677). Thus, Cohen
attempts to apply modern scholarship to his view of the biblical text as a guide.
While we can see this as putting Cohen into what Kugel calls on the one hand, the
“uncomfortable position of wanting to have [his] Bible and criticize it too” (677),
a description that Kugel applies to most modern biblical scholars and not Cohen
in particular or at all, Cohen’s scholarship just may offer the bridge between
ancient and modern scholars that Kugel wishes for on the other hand—a bridge
that incorporates the events of the past and the present with the words of Scripture
(677-78). Or, a bridge that takes seriously both the biblical text and the religious
communities to which the text belongs. According to Kugel, one way that modern

scholars attempt to build this bridge is by showing how meaning is altered within

B3 Kugel, however, does not look at Cohen in his analysis.
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the biblical text itself (678). As we saw above, Cohen attempts to do this by
pointing to the changes of wording in the Decalogue (in “Gesinnung”), the
changes in sacrifice (in Religion of Reason), and in the changes to the status of
non-Israelites, or the neighbor, in the love command of Leviticus (as argued in
“Der Nichste”). It is possible, then, to see Cohen’s work in the same vein that
Kugel points to—Kugel, for instance, argues that scholars must not erect a border
between ancient interpreters and modern scholarship (678)—and Cohen’s method
may be understood as moving in the right direction because Cohen does not erect
this border and tries to build a bridge between the past and the present. Cohen, as
we have seen, can be seen as building this bridge by looking at the cumulative
meaning and final form of the biblical text. However, Cohen does not argue for
studying the final form of the Bible in explicit terms, rather, he focuses on the
cumulative form of the Oral and Written Torah. In doing so, Cohen sees, as does
Kugel, the freedom to interpret scripture within scripture itself (681). For Cohen
and Kugel, this shows the dynamism of Torah in Judaism, which according to
Kugel comes into inevitable conflict with modern biblical scholarship because
“the modern program rules out of bounds precisely that which is, for traditional
Jews, the Torah’s ultimate significance and its definitive interpretation” (681).
Neither Kugel nor Cohen, however, is content with these “irreconcilable
differences™ because “what Scripture is, and always has been, in Judaism is the
beginning of a manual entitled 7o Serve God, a manual whose trajectory has
always led from the prophet to the interpreter and from the divine to the merely
human” (685). Kugel explains that because the commandment “to serve the
LORD your God with all your heart and all your soul” (Deut. 10:12) is “the

purpose of all of Scripture and all later interpretation,” to leave the text alone
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without any modern interpretation would make the text fossilized, outmoded and
obsolete (685). We can see this point in Cohen as well for he argues that worship
of God is connected to morality and ethics within the biblical text (RR, 171/199-
200); therefore the biblical text is the means by which people know how to serve
and worship God. Thus, both Kugel and Cohen engage in modern biblical
scholarship because they are open to changing interpretations of Scripture—and
modern biblical scholarship can be seen as one of the new interpretations of the
Bible. Moreover, as Kugel argues, studying the Bible is “the most accessible
avenue to the world” of changing interpretations of what it means to serve “God
in daily life” (Kugel, 687). Kugel’s sentiment finds its counterpart in Cohen’s
assertion that “Genuine science, genuine methodical philosophy can lead in each
case to genuine and true religion” (“Der Prophetismus und die Soziologie,” Werke
17, 510). For Cohen, without genuine science one can neither understand religion,
nor understand what the purpose of religion is—which Cohen argues is the
worship of God by all peoples. According to Cohen’s view, to engage in biblical
scholarship is a way to remain true to God’s message and to the mission of Israel
as a light to the nations because biblical scholarship is a way to spread the
message of Judaism, while also keeping that message alive.

As we have noted earlier, Cohen obviously is not interested in “religious”
neutrality, or in Kugel’s words, singing about the Bible without singing the song
of the Bible (682). That is, Cohen does not shy away from questions of
contemporary appropriation. Neither does Levenson. Levenson, for instance,
argues that while Christian recontextualizations of the Bible often promote biases
in how the text is read and skews the results in favor of those recontextualizations

(Levenson, 20), to “the extent that historical critics restrict themselves to
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descriptive history and avoid thomy questions of contemporary appropriations,
they contribute, even if advertently, to the dismantling of tradition” and foster “an
image of the Bible as having once meant a great deal but now means little or
nothing” (97). Therefore, according to Levenson, only when one brings the text
into the present by asking contemporary questions can one show that the text is
still meaningful. Cohen would agree with Levenson, as after all, he argues that it
is the present day interpretations of the text that means something for
contemporary Jewish circumstances, especially since it is the “present” day
Christian interpretations of the text that contribute to the “dark times” that the
Jews are facing in Germany (“Die Eigenart der alttestamentlichen Religion,”
Werke 16, 26). Thus, Cohen asserts that Jews must fight against these Christian
interpretations with their own textual interpretations and traditions, all while
having an eye on how their problems can be answered by the biblical text itself.
Cohen, for example, focuses on the messianic message of the biblical text in order
to fight against antisemitic trends in Germany and in biblical criticism—his
arguments about the neighbor and the universal message and mission of the
[sraelites counter the Protestant arguments that Jews are “particularistic,” lacking
in morality and have no inner religious soul. For Cohen, then, the biblical text has
present day cultural and societal import. Levenson also argues for this point as
well. He asserts, for instance, that because there is “no communication that is
altogether outside culture... and no culture that is outside history” (Levenson,
110), recontextualization is “the hallmark of historical criticism™ (110). Since
recontextualization involves historical judgment on behalf of the scholars, the
question is whether or not a judgment has been made poorly or well, a question

which, Levenson argues, can only be answered by examining how the scholars
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face their own “particular temptations” (111). Or, as Cohen, argues, whether those
judgments can be verified by using the concept of continuity and asking whether
or not the text itself supports the result. Cohen, then, can only argue for his
messianic vision if the text itself supports this recontextualization. Therefore, for
Cohen and Levenson, recontextualizations exist, and so how those
recontextualizations are justified become of paramount importance, as they can be
done badly or well.

At this point, it may be useful to ask if Cohen faced his own particular
temptation well. Did he, as Levenson asks of biblical scholars, use the biblical
text as a cipher, or an ideological reading of political power, for his own purposes
(111)? In one sense, Cohen most definitely does; however, the reasons why he
does so may bring him in line with what Levenson is actually arguing for. Cohen,
as we have seen, uses his messianic reading of the Hebrew Bible to assert that a
Jewish reading of the Hebrew Bible must be included in biblical studies in order
to fight against political antisemitism and religious anti-Judaism. Therefore, just
as Levenson argues against “interpreting the text as ideology, that is, as only a
justification for political arrangements” (111), Cohen argues that one cannot use
the biblical text for validating antisemitism and anti-Judaism, an argument that we
have seen in “Die Néchstenliebe im Talmud.” For Levenson and Cohen, using the
text as the basis for ideology and political arrangements in a Christian majority
would skew the biblical text towards Christian interpretations of the Hebrew Bible
and completely distort Jewish interpretations. Thus, they assert that any method
used for studying the biblical text must do justice to both religious traditions—one

cannot insult or ignore one tradition, even while remaining true to the other,
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because the biblical text belongs to both traditions and therefore cannot justify
political ideologies that do not support, to some extent, both sides.

Thus, we can see that at the heart of Cohen and Levenson’s arguments is
the religious tradition that is being studied. Any method for studying that
community that is at odds with, or undermines, the community should not be
used. For Levenson and Cohen, this means that secularism in biblical studies is
another problem. According to Levenson, when biblical scholars bracket their
religious traditions, they undermine those traditions (98). For Cohen, as we saw
with “Die Néchstenliebe im Talmud,” not paying attention to religion is a problem
when biblical scholars do not pay attention to the consequences of their studies in
the real world. Thus, Cohen asserts in “Julius Wellhausen: Ein Abschiedsgruf3”
that Jews and Christians must learn to work with each other so that the results of
biblical criticism are positive for both Christians and Jews (Werke 17, 622).
Levenson, however, questions whether or not Jews and Christians can meet
productively in biblical studies, because there comes a point in time when the
truth claims of both traditions come into conflict with each other (Levenson, 79).
Levenson explains: “In short, Judaism and Christianity differ from each other not
only over ‘what it [the Bible] means’ as opposed to ‘what it meant’; they also
differ over the antecedent of ‘it,” and this difference, crucial to the shape and
identity of those communities, can never be resolved by historical criticism” (81).
At the same time, Levenson does argue that Jews and Christians can work
together to investigate the meaning of the smallest literary units:

Only within the limited area of the smaller literary and historical

contexts is an ecumenical biblical theology possible, and only as

awareness grows of the difference that context makes shall we
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understand were agreement [between Judaism and Christianity] is

possible and where it is not, and why. (81)

The question, then, for both Levenson and Cohen is how Jews and Christians can
work together in biblical studies while respecting differences and without losing
their religions in the process.

In this section, then, we have seen that in their respective critiques of
biblical studies, Cohen, Kugel and Levenson focus on the same problems in
biblical studies in order to find the best principles, that, when applied to biblical
scholarship, will yield the best results. According to these scholars, these
principles must be consistent with biblical studies methods and goals. Moreover,
all three scholars assert that biblical studies cannot be reliant on bias (whether
religious or secular), but still must take the religious tradition that one is studying
seriously by not placing oneself above it. The continuity in critique that these
three scholars represent, however, is off-set by the fact that to some extent, Cohen
does not always fit into the picture of biblical studies that Levenson and Kugel
present, for at times, Cohen contradicts their arguments, as we have seen in the
case of Wellhausen. Further, while the pictures of Levenson and Kugel, to be
sure, are not the same themselves, Cohen’s project can be seen as the idealized
version of their more “practical” arguments. That is, Cohen is fighting for
something that actually exists for Levenson and Kugel—the establishment of
Jewish studies in universities and the ability for Jews and Christians to work
together in biblical studies—and so, Cohen must work within a context that is not
really his. Thus, Cohen writes about what should be, rather than what is, as Kugel

and Levenson do. In the next section, we will be able to see how their different
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situations, both academic and historical, play a role in their critiques of biblical

studies more fully.

Biblical Studies: Views of Education

Before we can continue with our analysis, let us point out that, since
Cohen lived in a different time period than Levenson and Kugel, he has different
concerns than they do. These very differences, however, may be used to
investigate each scholar’s solutions for the problems that they see in biblical
criticism by analyzing how the Bible is taught in universities. This section, then,
will focus on the fact that Cohen lived before Jewish Studies was admitted into
the universities and actively worked towards its acceptance, while Levenson and
Kugel deal with the problems that occurred after Jewish Studies was admitted.
Thus, we will continue to look at whether or not Cohen’s solutions can be seen as
continuous with Levenson and Kugel’s by exploring their views of education.

The first scholar we will deal with is James Kugel. As we noted earlier,
Kugel's analysis in “The Bible in the University” leads him to assert that a quest
for the original meaning of the biblical text has led to a greater respect for the
editorial activity of the redactors of the Bible and the final shape that the Bible
took. He argues that, as a result of this greater respect, biblical scholars are now
exploring the texts of Qumran, the apocrypha and pseudepigrapha of Hebrew
Bible, and examples of “inner-biblical exegesis™ in efforts to understand the
interpretive process in Israel’s literary, social and political history that went into
the final version of the biblical text (Kugel, 157-58). Kugel, however, asserts that
although biblical scholars are expanding their fields of research to include the

above mentioned areas of study, these areas are often not taken account of in how
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the Bible is taught in the university (158). According to Kugel, this means that
“our whole notion of how to teach the Bible in a university is still lopsided and
fundamentally confessional in character: the things that we do teach are certainly
valuable, but they are far less than what ought to be taught, and they are presented
with an unspoken order of priorities that translates perfectly the Protestant
program” (158). Kugel explains that courses that are taught under the titles of
“Introductions” to the Old Testament or Bible usually only focus on the history of
ancient Israel, that is on “what really happened” when the spirit of Israel was at its
“most present” (158-9). While Kugel thinks that these types of courses are
important, they only provide half of the story and are often skewed towards a
certain confessional bias (159). To complete these incomplete classes, Kugel tries
to “rethink a Bible course from the ground up, one that would try to present all the
material rigorously and above all historically, but without the slanting things to
conform to any particular confessional orientation” (159).

He proposes the following course: The Hebrew Bible in the Making.
Kugel describes the purpose of the course as one that seeks to tell the “story of
how the Bible came to be, and more precisely how it came to be read, from the
earliest beginnings of its constituent texts to the time when these came together as
... the sacred book of early Judaism and early Christianity” (159-160). He asserts
that this course would trace the construction of the Bible “from its earliest
building blocks until its completed form™ (160). For Kugel, the final form of the
biblical text would be the logical end of the course because what was
institutionalized in this final form was not just a “fixed body of Scripture,” but
also a “peculiar way of reading these ancient texts,” which combined to make “the

Bible for Judaism and Christianity for a very long time” (160). Kugel, however,
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points out that this type of class will have its detractors for several reasons
ranging from simple disinterest in the material to lack of training to arguing that
the class is “nothing more than the project of canonical criticism” (162-3). For
Kugel, rejections to this class leads to the following question:

Is there not something biased and rather wrongheaded in the way

we currently conceive of the task of teaching the Bible, a

wrongheadedness whose origins are all too obviously located in the

religious polemics of the sixteenth century and which, having been

institutionalized by the modern scholarly movement and passed on

from teacher to pupil for generations, now stands more clearly than

ever in contradiction both to what we know about the Bible’s

earliest origins and to what we have come to glimpse of the origins

of biblical interpretations (and radical rereading) within the biblical

period itself? (163-4)
Kugel’'s program for teaching biblical studies in universities, then, shows both the
strengths and weaknesses of biblical studies itself. While this program fights
against the biases of Protestant biblical criticism by proposing an inclusive way of
studying the Bible that does justice to the Jewish and Christian communities for
whom the Bible is Scripture, it embraces and emphasizes the work that biblical
studies has accomplished in uncovering the history of the literature and the
religion of the Bible, not to mention the traditions that grew out and up with the
Bible.

Kugel’s program can be connected to Cohen’s early 20th-century call for
Jewish education. For example, Kugel considers the both the ancient and modern

knowledge of all the sources of the biblical text to be the necessary basis for any
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accurate and meaningful study of the biblical text. Cohen, too, argues for this, as
we have seen in his essays “Der Néchste” and “Die Nachstenliebe im Talmud.”
For Cohen, as for Kugel, biblical studies must take into account all relevant
material in order to produce accurate results, and new knowledge and methods
must be incorporated into the discipline of biblical studies. As we have seen
earlier in “Der Néchste,” Cohen argues that biblical studies must take a look at
rabbinic sources (Werke 16, 58), while also incorporating knowledge from other
disciplines such as literary history and philosophy (54-5). Both Kugel and Cohen,
however, point out the lack of knowledge about Jewish sources within the
teaching methods of biblical studies. Kugel, for instance, as we saw above, asserts
that due to the Protestant preference for sola scriptura, which cuts out tradition
and what is the basis of Jewish sources, such as Talmud and Midrash, teaching the
biblical text becomes an exercise in teaching Protestant ideals rather than teaching
about the biblical text and how it came to be “the Bible.” Cohen goes one step
further than does Kugel and connects the lack of knowledge of the Jewish, as well
as Christian, sources in biblical studies to Jews themselves. Cohen, therefore, is
concerned about the precarious state of Jewish religious education and
scholarship, or Wissenschaft des Judentums. For instance, in “Zur Begriindung
einer Akademie fiir die Wissenschaft des Judentums,” Cohen asserts that Jewish
religious education and scholarship is at a crisis point (Werke 17, 625), partly
because Jews have separated religious learning from scientific learning (626-627).
He argues that this is an artificial bifurcation because the one depends on the
other, the one can only exist with the other; therefore, Jews cannot afford to
separate religious learning from scholarship on Judaism (629). While Cohen

argues that the lack of scientific learning is partly due to the reliance on the
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rabbinate, which in Cohen’s opinion does not support “modern” learning (625-
627), Cohen asserts that Jews must take account of “modern” learning because
Jewish existence is dependent upon the integration of scientific learning with
religious learning (632). Cohen has argued this point before. In “Salomon
Neumann,” a speech that Cohen gave for the memorial celebration of the
Lehranstalt fiir die Wissenschaft des Judentums, for instance, Cohen connects the
problem of Jewish learning to a lack of knowledge about Jewish sources. Thus, he
calls for more scientific learning on the Jewish sources by Jews themselves
(Werke 15, 294).

For Cohen, then, the lack of source knowledge is one of the greatest
problems facing Jewish education. Cohen argues that “it must become our
endeavor to establish Wissenschaft des Judentums in the universities” (“Zwei
Vorschldge zur Sicherung unseres Fortbestandes,” Werke 15, 130), and he asserts
that this would only be possible if the studies are based on source research
(Quellenforschung). According to Cohen, “without the knowledge, without the
mastery, without the methodical competence and certainty in the treatment of the
source material, there is no genuine science” (“Salomon Neumann,” Werke 15,
294). He therefore calls the task of research on the Jewish sources “the greatest
task of our institute” (the Lehranstalt fiir die Wissenschaft des Judentums) (295).
Cohen argues that if Jews do not undertake this research, they are abandoning
their own Scripture to the Protestants:

Or should we have left the study of our Bible to Protestant

theology; and should we not only, as we do, recommend to our

auditors to attend these lectures at the university, but rather also

demand it from them and confine them to that? Fairly and
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understandably, no one can doubt that a still-living religion . . .

may never again entrust the study of its own sources to a science

that is actually and programmatically by no means simply

scholarship, but rather through this scholarship wants to establish

and strengthen its own religion, another religion. We will always

remember with deep gratitude the merits that Protestant academic

theology acquired for itself regarding biblical criticism, but in

doing so we may not be untrue to our own obligation, which is

imposed on us by the tending of our own most possession. (295)
In this quote we again see that while Cohen thinks that Protestant biblical
criticism has something to offer Jews, he also thinks that Protestant biblical
criticism shows how important it is for Jews to undertake their own source
criticism. According to Cohen, if Jews do not do this work, they are being untrue
to their own tradition and are letting the Protestant scholars say whatever they
want about Judaism. Further, Cohen argues that source criticism should be a
religious as well as scientific task because in learning about the sources, Jews
have the opportunity to learn more about their religious tradition (296). Thus,
Cohen is again arguing that religion and science should not be separated in
Judaism. Moreover, he asserts that because of the unbroken continuity of the
Jewish tradition (296), one cannot assume that biblical Judaism can be separated
from post-biblical and contemporary Judaism (296).>* Rather, Cohen argues,

biblical Judaism is fundamentally “a dead island” without its connection to post-

* We can see here that Cohen operates with the assumptions that Kugel applies to ancient
interpreters.
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biblical and contemporary Judaism (296).2° For Cohen, the scholarship on Jewish
sources is vitally connected to the theory of continuity that we have seen
previously in Chapter 3, because continuity—as the idea of historical progression
that is not grounded in any type of value judgment—provides the justification for
Wissenschaft des Judentums. According to Cohen, the historical connection
between Jews and their literary sources is precisely the problem that justifies the
method of Wissenschaft des Judentums, as their source material reflects Judaism’s
history, morality and uniformity (296). Therefore, Cohen asserts: “The continuity
of the Jewish sources in this historical sense is the methodological ground for the
specialty of Wissenschaft des Judentums” (296-7). While we may see this essay as
part of Cohen’s fight against antisemitism and his quest to get Wissenschafi des
Judentums into the university, Cohen himself clearly states that his goal is not an
apologetic one (296). That is, Cohen is not interested in simply defending the
methods and relevance of Wissenschaft des Judentums. Rather, Cohen asserts that
the methods and subject matter alone justifies Wissenschaft des Judentums
because Jews must be granted the ability to study their own texts in the university
as these texts are a vital part of Jews themselves, thus any defense of Wissenschaft
des Judentums is unnecessary (296).

Cohen’s theory of continuity also comes into play in his arguments for the
establishment of Wissenschaft des Judentums in the university. For Cohen, the
continuity of Judaism lives in the fact that it is a living religion, with a real history

and real adherents. As a result, in “Zwei Vorschlige zur Sicherung unseres

25 I L] »

We can also see here that Cohen does not shy away from “contemporary appropriations” of the
text, but in fact, argues, just as Levenson does, that without contemporary appropriations of the
text, the religions that are based on the text are dead.
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Fortbestandes,” Cohen asserts, Wissenschaft des Judentums is a Jewish science
and should be taught by Jews:
Judaism is our living religion; it is not merely a field of the study
of antiquity, nor of Christian theology, nor simply of the history
and philosophy of religion—both of which, even in gatherings of
Orientalists and religious congresses, regard Judaism as a
preliminary stage of Christianity. A person of a different faith
cannot lecture on the science of our living religion. A living
religion can only be scientifically presented by someone who is
part of it, with his inner religiosity. This is distinguished from
denominational bias by the scientific attitude and its public
supervision. But a person with a different faith in his heart cannot
scientifically represent the essence of a living religion. The time
will come when the state will find itself forced to recognize the
scientific representation of our religion as its own task, first in the
interest of its Jewish citizens, but also out of the duty toward
scientific truth. But, however near or far this time may be, we
cannot now measure. Instead, especially in this field, we have to
deal with the intention of eradication. (Werke 15, 130-1; cited in
Wiese, 355)
The last line of this quotation is especially significant for us. According to Cohen,
the problem in biblical studies is not extreme or overt antisemitism, but Christian
attitudes towards Jews in general, even when that attitude is one of sympathy and
concern for “our poor Jews,” as all attitudes are partially grounded in a wish for

Jews to disappear (Werke 15, 123).
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Christian Wiese, in Challenging Colonial Discourse: Jewish Studies and
Protestant Theology in Wilhelmine Germany and “‘The Best Antidote to Anti-
Semitism’? Wissenschaft des Judentums, Protestant Biblical Scholarship, and

3,7% seeks to situate Cohen squarely

Anti-Semitism in Germany Before 193
within the fight of Wissenschaft des Judentums to enter the scientific academy and
in the fight over the “legitimacy of Judaism’s continuation.””’” For instance, as
Wiese points out, in the essay “Emanzipation,”*® Cohen argues that the principle
and fact of emancipation meant that:
the complete intellectual, scientific care and development of our
religion 1s admitted in its politically acknowledged relevance as a
cultural task of the state. [. . .] We have correspondingly to assume
the demand that Jewish studies is represented in the universities by
scientifically free adherents of our belief. The science of our living
religion is not to be taught as a historical fossil, but rather on the
basis of the scientifically free conviction of the truth inherent in
Judaism. (Werke 15, 616-7; cited in Wiese, 359)
Therefore, as Wiese explains, Cohen argues that if the state is to take its own
statutes seriously, including the 1812 emancipation edict, thanks to which

Judaism “went from being a protected religion to a faith equal to the Christian

% Christian Wiese, ““The Best Antidote to Anti-Semitism’? Wissenschaft des Judentums,
Protestant Biblical Scholarship, and Anti-Semitism in Germany Before 1933,” in Modern Judaism
and Historical Consciousness: Identities, Encounters, Perspectives, ed. Andreas Gotzmann and
Christian Wiese (Boston: Brill, 2007), 145-92.

?7 This quote and the information for this and the subsequent paragraphs come from the title for
Chapter Six in Wiese’s Challenging Colonial Discourse.

® Hermann Cohen, “Emanzipation: Zur Hundertjahrfeier des Staatsbiirgertums der preuBischen
Judentums (11 Mérz 1912) [1912]” (Emancipation: On the Century of the Citizenship of Prussian
Jews), in Werke 15:607-19.
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denominations” (Wiese, 359), the state must no longer officially privilege
“Christian theology by paying for theology departments, while Jewish Studies [is]
deliberately barred from the universities” (358). According to Wiese, Cohen’s call
for a chair in Jewish Studies in at least one university, which Cohen argues should
be held only by a Jew, counters a model of emancipation that leads to “Jewish
assimilation and gradual dissolution by only granting equality in a long, delayed
process” (359-60). Building on Wiese’s interpretations, we can see that for
Cohen, since the placement of Wissenschaft des Judentums in the university is the
obvious outcome of a real commitment to emancipation, the continued barring of
Wissenschaft des Judentums from the university is not a passive commitment that
will eventually lead to Jewish destruction, but an active “war of extermination”
(“Zwei Vorschldge,” Werke 15, 123).

Wiese connects Cohen’s above argument with his participation in the 1910
“World Congress for Free Christianity and Religious Progress,” which was held
in Berlin. According to Wiese, this congress provided Cohen with “the
opportunity to effectively and directly express Jewish-liberal identity and the
religious and cultural claims of contemporary Judaism before the forum of
German Liberal Protestantism” (Wiese, 2005, 314). According to Wiese, while
the purpose of the Congress was to look at Liberal Protestant theology in
Germany, the organizers invited speakers from other free church movements and
world religions to present their religious ideas on religious progress (315). Cohen,
who was a former colleague of Martin Rade, a Protestant theologian and one of
the organizers of the Congress, was invited to participate. Wiese argues that
Cohen was invited as a representative of Liberal Judaism, instead of a rabbi,

because he was considered to be a scholar who had the same scholarly status as
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the leading participants of the Congress and who was also “acknowledged by
broad segments of German Jewry as an authority and who embodied the will to
preserve a unique Jewish identity” that was “closely intertwined with modern
German culture” (316). Cohen’s speech, entitled “Die Bedeutung des Judentums

»2% Wiese explains, sought to teach

fiir den religiosen Fortschritt der Menschheit,
“the value of Jewish ethics for the progress of humankind” (318).%° Wiese argues
that Cohen’s participation in the Congress emphasized the fact that for some
Protestant scholars there was a desire to create a genuine encounter between
themselves and Wissenschaft des Judentums (320). Moreover, Wiese asserts,
“Cohen’s impressive speech made some Protestant scholars aware that Liberal
Judaism had developed an understanding of itself that they simply could not
interpret as a rapprochement to Christianity and that they could not deny a certain
respect” (320). In fact, Martin Rade includes praise for Cohen in his report in Die
Christliche Welt:
For many, Cohen’s clear and sharp speech was one of the most
important events at the Congress. I cannot recall intellectual
Judaism in Germany ever appearing so scientific and religiously
aggressive as in this speech. In all contact with the Protestant and
Kantian culture, which can hardly be more strongly approved, but

with the energetic assertion of what the world owes to Judaism and

the advantages of Judaism over Christianity.*'

* Hermann Cohen, “Die Bedeutung des Judentums fiir den religiosen Fortschritt der Menschheit
[1910]” (The Meaning of Judaism for the Religious Development of Humanity), in Werke, ed.
Hartwig Wiedebach (Hildescheim: Georg Olms, 2009) 15:431-54.

30 Wiese gives a detailed account of the speech on pages 317-20.

*! Die Christliche Welt 24 (1910), No. 34, 803, cited in Wiese, 320. Martin Rade was the editor of
Die Christliche Welt from 1886-1931.
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According to Wiese, Rade, influenced by Cohen’s theories, proposed that a
Jewish theology department be established in the new university in Frankfurt am
Main, a department which was to include chairs for rabbinic literature, biblical
exegesis, philosophy of religion, practical theology and biblical exegesis (398-
99). Wiese asserts that Rade opened new doors by “insistently indicating
Christian theology’s responsibility to understand Judaism and its history as a
living religion, which is based in its Jewish roots, and therefore wanting to
establish Jewish Studies firmly as an acknowledged university discipline” (402).

Wiese points out that Rade faced major opposition. Hermann Gunkel, one
of the participants in the 1910 Congress, was one opponent, and he wrote the
following to Rade:

Are you really familiar with contemporary Jewish Studies? Do you

know whether it has progressed so far that it can assume a position

of honor in a Prussian university? . . . . What I personally know of

Jewish “Studies™ has never inspired me to any particular respect.

Most of our Jewish scholars have not yet experienced even the

Renaissance! Instead, the fact is that Protestantism is still the only

denomination in which the academic spirit is truly possible.**
Wiese argues that Gunkel’s letter illustrates the privileged Protestant position that
claimed scientific objectivity, and a true scholarly nature, only for itself, while
“degrading Jewish Studies as an apologetic discipline, trapped in prejudice and
hence unworthy of integration into the university” (403). Moreover, Wiese also

notes a later letter to Rade, in which Gunkel argues that because of political

32 Hermann Gunkel to Martin Rade, March 26, 1912. Martin Rade Papers, University Library
Marburg. Cited in Wiese, 402.
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ramifications, Protestant theologians generally do not want contact with Jewish
scholars (404).*® As a result of this type of opposition, and because the Jewish
community did not contribute money towards the establishment of the
department, Frankfurt University opened in 1914 without a Jewish theology
department, or even a chair in Jewish Studies (409). Wiese notes that in 1920,**
the Jewish community of Frankfurt did request that a special lectureship for
Judaica be founded in conjunction with the department of philosophy. The
position was originally offered to Franz Rosenzweig, who declined due to his
illness. In 1924, the lectureship was realized when Martin Buber began to teach in
the areas of Jewish ethics and religious studies (409 n. 151).

Cohen’s goal of establishing Wissenschaft des Judentums as an
independent university discipline, then, was not achieved during his lifetime.
Although Berlin’s Lehranstalt fiir die Wissenschaft des Judentums was granted
the status of Hochschule in December 1918, which was also after Cohen’s death,
the Hochschule once again became a Lehranstalt in 1924 (421 n. 191). Wiese
explains that during the years of the Hochschule, “its scientific achievements were
recognized de facto, and it was considered to be a private institution that
corresponded to a theological department” (421 n. 191), meaning that at least
temporarily Wissenschaft des Judentums did achieve some form of acceptance in
the German academy. However, Wiese notes that the renaming of the Hochschule
as a Lehranstalt reflects the declining “position and fate of the Jewish community

in Germany” (421 n. 191). According to Wiese, by the time of the Third Reich,

3 Hermann Gunkel to Martin Rade, June 3, 1913. Martin Rade Papers, University Library
Marburg,

* 1920 also saw the opening of the Freies Jiidisches Lehrhaus, which was run by Franz
Rosenzweig and Martin Buber.
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Cohen’s hope “for an ‘antidote to anti-Semitism’ embodied by an enlightened
Christian biblical scholarship had proved to be a dream: the grand endeavor to
legitimize Judaism’s right of existence in modernity through a counterhistory
based on modern scholarship was brutally destroyed by an inhuman society”
(Wiese, 2007, 192).

While Wissenschaft des Judentums was destroyed in Germany, Jewish
Studies programs were established in Israel and the United States during the
1920’s. Although Cohen himself may not be a direct influence on the
establishment of these programs, his call for equality between Jews and
Christians, for better Jewish education, especially on the Jewish sources, and for
theoretical and methodological sophistication was part of an overall movement
that eventually found success. In light of Cohen’s call, we can see that Levenson
is in a certain sense heir to Cohen’s interest in the theoretical presuppositions
involved in the evolving Wissenschaft des Judentums in two main ways. First,
Levenson himself critiques the theoretical underpinnings of biblical studies as
Cohen did. Second, Levenson is a Jewish biblical scholar in the vein that Cohen
hoped would emerge, as Jewish Studies is now an official discipline in the
structure of several universities across the world. But while Levenson can be seen
as heir to what Cohen was fighting for, some of Levenson’s critiques about
biblical studies may not actually support Cohen’s major contribution to
Wissenschaft des Judentums—the connection between philosophy, history, and
biblical studies.

Levenson, for instance, may perhaps charge Cohen with overstepping his
boundaries in two ways. First, Levenson argues that questions regarding the

conceptual framework of a discipline or discourse belong to philosophy and not to
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biblical studies proper as biblical studies only needs to focus upon the biblical
material (Levenson, 124). Cohen as a philosopher, however, would disagree
because he, as we have seen, asserts that the task of philosophy is to discover the
prevailing principle and enlighten historical research with it (“Nichstenliebe im
Talmud,” JS I, 147). Cohen, then, may argue that Levenson misses the facts that
philosophical orientation is necessary for the success of any study and that
disciplines are not static. Rather, disciplines must crossfertilize each other—just
as Levenson argues that historical and literary contexts must complement each
other. That is, Levenson, in a sense, dismisses two of Cohen’s major problems
with biblical studies—its lack of methodological sophistication and its inability to
look beyond its own borders. On the other hand, from Levenson’s point of view,
Cohen may be imposing his own brand of philosophical historicism on the
biblical material in order to perpetuate a particular position (Levenson, 123).
Cohen, after all, chooses his material—morality and the neighbor—in order to
argue against Christian biases in biblical studies and for Jewish equality in both
Germany and the academy. In doing so, Cohen systematizes Jewish thought and
engages in biblical theology, a field which seeks to find an overarching concept
that unifies the whole of the biblical text. Levenson would see Cohen’s
participation in biblical theology and his systemization of Jewish thought as yet
another way that Cohen may go beyond his borders. Levenson points out that
Cohen and Maimonides are the only real exponents of systematic Jewish theology
as systematic theology is more at home in Christianity than in Judaism (51);
therefore, as Cohen may be seen as engaging in Christian, rather than Jewish,
pursuits. Moreover, Levenson asserts that Jews are generally not interested in

biblical theology (33), as the Jewish “impulse to systemize finds its outlet in law,”
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not theology (51). At the same time, Levenson argues that “one can, of course,
attempt constructive Jewish theology with special attention to the biblical
sources—and I believe there is a great need for such studies” (38). However, for
Levenson, biblical theology is not a Jewish endeavor, because constructing a
Jewish theology out of the biblical text is “closer to what Christian faculties call
‘dogmatics’ or ‘systematics’ than to ‘biblical theology’” (38).

Cohen does indeed seem to be walking the line between biblical theology
and “constructive Jewish theology.” While he bases his messianic vision upon the
prophetic books, thereby doing the type of study Levenson calls for, Cohen’s
focus on messianism as the overarching unity of Judaism, even if in Religion of
Reason Cohen’s focus is limited to the biblical books, fits into Levenson’s
characterization that biblical theology highlights widespread themes in the biblical
text in order to make assertions about an “overarching unity” (36). Furthermore,
for Levenson, Cohen’s very orientation to the biblical text is more theological
than historical because Cohen can be seen to be taking, as Levenson describes, the
“theologians’ stance of ‘faith, identification, acknowledgment of value and
meaningfulness, of taking a personal stand in the present, which draws
nourishment from the same spring from which the teachings (t6rot) of the past
flowed™™ (37).35 Thus, seen in the light of Levenson’s description, Cohen’s work
is not based on history, but on his personal theological stance. That is, Cohen’s
arguments about messianism are directly related to how he views his present
situation and the place of his religion within it.

We must ask, however, if Cohen is actually participating in biblical

theology. Cohen is, after all, a philosopher, and as we saw earlier in chapter 2,

35 Levenson’s quote comes from Moshe Goshen-Gottstein’s “Jewish Biblical Theology and the
Study of Biblical Religion” (in Hebrew), Tarbiz 50 (1980/81): 37-67, 45.
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Cohen prefers the method of History of Religions over that of biblical theology,
which Cohen calls Old Testament Studies. On the other hand, Cohen’s analysis of
Baudissin and Bertholet leads him to propose that Eigenart—that which is
specifically Israelite—can be used as a way to trace the developments of Judaism.
That is, Cohen uses an overarching theme to trace developments of religion,
thereby combining the methods of Old Testament Studies and History of
Religions. More specifically, however, Cohen’s combination of these methods is
motivated more by philosophical than theology. Cohen is trying to find the “truth”
of the methods of Old Testament Studies and History of Religions in order to find
the philosophical principle that can orient both studies. Thus, while Cohen
participates in both Old Testament Studies and History of Religions, he does so
only for his philosophical arguments, meaning that he does not actually
participate in either area of study.

So while neither we nor Levenson can actually characterize Cohen as a
biblical theologian, Levenson’s investigations into biblical theology and historical
criticism nevertheless further elucidate Cohen’s use of Christian areas of study in
order to supplement his position that philosophical orientation does have a place
in biblical studies. That is, in arguing that philosophy grounds proper
methodology, Cohen demonstrates how bias skews both methodology and results.
Simply put, Cohen uses Christian forms to subvert Christian bias. Levenson’s
analysis also validates Cohen’s interest in the methods of biblical studies beyond
his political motivations. For instance, Levenson argues that “the truth of a
method must be logically distinguished from the uses to which it is put™ and that
“Protestant biases are not only unnecessary to the historical-critical method, but,

in fact, contradict its assumptions” (88). In this argument we can also see Cohen’s
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assertions that biblical criticism is not inherently antisemitic and could actually be
the best antidote to antisemitism (“Religion und Sittlichkeit,” Werke 15, 100). We
can also see Cohen’s argument from “Die Nachstenliebe im Talmud” that bias is
not a part of method; rather, bias is a part of how scholars interpret their results.
Therefore, just like Cohen, Levenson, as a Jewish scholar, has no problem
working within a method that was once described as “higher antisemitism” by
Schechter, because, for him, the method is not inherently antisemitic. Moreover,
Levenson’s investigation into the secular and neutral assumptions of historical
criticism shows that the method of historical criticism masks religious bias by
relocating commitment to affirmations of secularity, or political ideology rather
than being bias itself (Levenson, 124-5). According to Levenson, “secularity is no
guarantee of religious neutrality” (126), but is rather merely a relocation of
religious commitment. Levenson argues, then, that scholars must not bracket their
own religious commitments if they have them. Thus, Levenson’s argument
mirrors those of Cohen, who opposes taking “religion” and “religiosity” out of
biblical studies because to do so is to deny the stake that religion has in society
(“Julius Wellhausen. Ein Abschiedsgruss,” Werke 17, 618). According to Cohen,
this error not only denies Jews the right to interpret their own tradition, but also
contributes to political antisemitism, which is far more dangerous than religious
anti-Judaism because it combines religious anti-Judaism with racial prejudice,
thereby creating a more dangerous problem for Jews (“Zwei Vorschlidge,” Werke
15, 122-3).

In this section, we have seen how Kugel and Levenson help us understand
how some of Cohen’s critiques are historically motivated or contextually

contingent by pointing to how political motivations and practical questions of
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method have played a role in biblical studies. For instance, we have seen how
Cohen’s fight for Jewish equality and for the academic establishment of
Wissenschaft des Judentums plays a major role in his attitudes towards and uses of
biblical studies. At the same time, Levenson’s argument that there is no longer a
need for a Christian biblical studies and a Jewish biblical studies (Levenson, 104-
5) both verifies Cohen’s desire for equality in biblical studies, while contrasting
with Cohen’s argument that only Jews can teach about Judaism. For Levenson,
since biblical studies is now able to support the equality of Jews and Christians,
Jews no longer have to fight, as Cohen did, for the right to scientifically study
their own religion because Jewish Studies is a part of the university. Thus, we can
see that equality is now a part of biblical studies due to the persistence of scholars
like Cohen, who also pointed to the need for integrated studies in the areas of
method, text and tradition, not to mention the need for respect, objectivity and the
elimination of bias. At the same time, Kugel’s arguments help us to point out that
Cohen’s call for specific avenues of Jewish learning played an important role in
the quest for Jewish equality in biblical studies. For instance, as we saw earlier,
Kugel notes that as Protestant scholars gained their own knowledge in various
areas of biblical studies, they relied less and less on Jewish teachers, and
eventually did not need Jewish teachers at all. If we apply Kugel’s description of
the relationship between Protestant and Jewish scholars in the past to Cohen’s
ideas. we can see that Cohen’s call for Jewish source criticism follows along the
same lines—as Jewish scholars gain source knowledge, they will no longer need
Protestant scholars to provide them with basic information, and Jewish scholars
will therefore be able to operate on the same level as Protestant scholars. The

practical ramifications of Cohen’s argument can be seen in Kugel’s program for
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biblical studies. Kugel’s class “The Hebrew Bible in the Making” and his book
“How to Read the Bible: A Guide to Scripture, Then and Now” illustrate how
source criticism has helped equalize Jewish and Christian biblical scholarship as
Kugel’s program for biblical studies relies heavily on the results of source
criticism. According to Kugel’s program, biblical scholars need to focus on the
differing interpretations and historical aspects of the text, aspects and
interpretations that can only be recovered through source criticism. Thus, Kugel
shows us that if source criticism had not become part of Jewish Studies, then his
program for biblical studies would not have the proper material and
methodological underpinnings, which would have left the methods of biblical

studies unchanged and firmly in the hands of Protestant scholars.

Conclusion

The critiques of Cohen, Levenson and Kugel, then, can be seen as both
continuous and discontinuous. These critiques illustrate the individual concerns
and interests of our scholars, while also pointing to how developments within
biblical criticism play a role in shaping these scholars’ concerns and interests.
Moreover, we have also seen that our scholars’ concerns and interests shape
biblical studies in turn. Specifically, however, by bringing Levenson and Kugel
into conversation with Cohen, we better appreciate several key points about
Cohen’s critiques of biblical criticism by looking at the similarities and
differences between Cohen’s critiques and those of Levenson and Kugel.

We will first look at the similarities in their critiques. For instance, all
three of our scholars begin their critiques of biblical studies with an analysis of

the confessional biases that are apparent within biblical studies. Kugel argues that
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“biblical criticism is Protestant in its very attitude towards the text” (Kugel, 152).
Levenson makes a similar point when he asserts that in biblical studies “we are
too often left with Christianity trying to pass as historical criticism and with
historical criticism severely distorted by unacknowledged religious allegiance”
(Levenson, xiii). Cohen too asserts that religious bias also plays a role in biblical
studies as it often affects the ways in which results from biblical studies are
interpreted and disseminated. Levenson, Kugel and Cohen all note that as a result
of Protestant bias, biblical studies has often either ignored Jews and their studies
of the biblical text or have perpetuated Christian prejudices about Judaism—
including the belief that Judaism is the degenerate form of Israelite religion while
Christianity is its true heir. Moreover, all three scholars disagree with the search
for the origins of the biblical text because this search ignores both the
communities for which the text is scripture and the development of the biblical
text itself. Levenson’s argument that respect for literary context, tradition and
community needs to be central in biblical studies is therefore continuous with
Cohen’s assertion in Religion of Reason and “Der Nichste” that community and
cumulative meaning must ground all studies of the biblical text. Kugel’s class
“The Hebrew Bible in the Making,” can also be seen in conjunction with Cohen’s
assertions that the cumulative text not only needs to be respected, but also that the
traditions themselves play a role in the creation of the text. Further, we can link
Levenson’s and Kugel’s arguments to Cohen’s in that Cohen focuses on the
literary questions that the biblical text itself asks, that is, questions and concerns
that the biblical text has and tries to solve. While Levenson and Kugel discuss the
question of literary context in biblical studies in different ways—Levenson by

analyzing the differences between studying the historical context versus that of
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the literary context, Kugel by highlighting the changing interpretations of the text
throughout history—their discussion of literary history highlights Cohen’s focus
on the interpretation of the Jewish sources through the use of philosophy and
literary history.

Cohen’s, Kugel’s and Levenson’s attention to education show us the
continuing significance of the theoretical and methodological underpinnings of
Cohen’s arguments. Cohen, for instance, argues that without education and
attention to the sources, Jews will not be able to establish Wissenschaft des
Judentums in the academy, or even justify the methods of Wissenschaft des
Judentums in general. We can see in this argument that Cohen connects his
theoretical and methodological arguments about how the biblical text should be
studied—all relevant material needs to be studied and source criticism (which
looks at all relevant material) should become the basis for education because only
with source criticism can Jews produce scholarship that is equal to Protestant
scholarship without depending on Protestant scholarship. We can also see that
with this argument, Cohen participated in changing the ways in which the Bible
was studied that Kugel and Levenson outline in their programs for biblical
studies. That is, Kugel’s program for “How to Read the Bible” and Levenson’s
argument that scholars must look at how Scripture has always left room for the
manifold senses of the text relies on the findings of source criticism as it allows
both Kugel and Levenson to understand how the text was developed, seen and
interpreted throughout its history.

While Cohen’s similarities to Kugel and Levenson point to the resonance
that Cohen’s critiques of biblical studies still has today, the differences in Cohen’s

arguments as compared to those of Levenson’s and Kugel’s shed light on the
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particular interests of Cohen’s. Cohen’s critiques of Wellhausen as opposed to
Levenson’s and Kugel’s critiques show us that Cohen’s appropriation and
reworking of Wellhausen’s theories rest partly on Cohen’s argument that Jews
should be grateful for advancements in scholarship that Protestant studies have
made and should use these advancements to spur on their own scholarship.
Cohen’s argument, however, also rests, to some extent, on a different
understanding from Levenson and Kugel about the meaning behind Wellhausen’s
scholarship. That is, while Levenson and Kugel stress that Wellhausen’s
theological assumptions about the biblical text played a major role in his
conclusion that Judaism was the degenerate form of ancient Israelite religion,
Cohen focuses on the methodological weaknesses of Wellhausen’s arguments
instead of their theological basis. In their focus on different aspects of
Wellhausen’s work, we can see that their respective perspectives on Wellhausen
are, for the most part, historically contingent—while Cohen uses Wellhausen to
help him fight for the establishment of Wissenschaft des Judentums in the
academy, Levenson and Kugel critique Wellhausen now that Jewish Studies is a
discipline in the university, and note how Wellhausen represented a stream of
thought that kept Jewish Studies out of the university in the first place.

By placing Cohen into conversation with Kugel and Levenson, then, we
can see that Cohen critiques of biblical studies point to perpetual problems in
biblical scholarship. Furthermore, in this chapter we have seen that the similarities
and differences of Cohen’s critiques with those of Levenson’s and Kugel’s point
to Cohen’s nuanced response to Protestant biblical scholarship. For as just as
Cohen argued against the methodological weaknesses in biblical studies, he also

incorporated some methods of biblical studies into his own work and used certain
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biblical scholars to motivate methodological growth within Wissenschaft des

Judentums.
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Thesis Conclusion

Hermann Cohen’s interactions with biblical criticism were complex
because although he was not a biblical scholar, he was intensely aware of the
stakes involved in the study of the biblical text for Jews and Christians alike.
Indeed, Cohen’s entrance into the debates surrounding the proper methodologies
for biblical studies came about because he understood that the ties between
scholarship and society often dictate the ways in which the biblical text and the
religions for which the biblical is authoritative are presented. While “Die
Nichstenliebe im Talmud” focused more on the proper study of the Talmud than
on the proper study of the Bible, Cohen did not see the study of the Talmud and
the study of the Hebrew Bible in different lights. Rather, because both the Hebrew
Bible and the Talmud were sacred Jewish texts, Cohen thought that they should
be studied according to the same methodologies. That is, for Jews to study the
Hebrew Bible and the Talmud is analogous to Christian studies of the Hebrew
Bible and the New Testament. At the same time, Cohen came to focus on the
proper study of the Bible rather than on the proper study of the Talmud and the
New Testament. In our study we have seen that there are two reasons for this.
First, the Hebrew Bible is a shared text between Christians and Jews, while the
Talmud and the New Testament are not. According to Cohen, this meant that
studies of the Hebrew Bible could, or more accurately, should, inform the
methodological principles for governing the studies of the Talmud and the New
Testament, rather than the other way around. That is, Cohen did not approve of
the way that New Testament studies, or theories, dictated the way that the Hebrew
Bible was studied because the Hebrew Bible was not just a Christian text, but a

vital part of the Jewish tradition as well. Moreover, Cohen did not agree with the
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practice in biblical studies of cutting the Talmud off from the Hebrew Bible
because the Talmud was as connected to the Hebrew Bible for the Jews as the
New Testament was for Christians. Thus, as we have seen in Chapter 1, Cohen
argues against Paul de Lagarde’s remark that one no more insults Jews by
insulting the Talmud than one insults Lutherans by insulting Luther’s Table Talk
because, for Cohen, the Talmud is not a mere epilogue to the Hebrew Bible for
Jews, just as the New Testament would not be for Christians (“Die Nichstenliebe
im Talmud,” JS 1, 166). Second, because Christians were studying the Hebrew
Bible in an academic setting while Jews were not able to, Cohen argued that
Christians did not take Jews and Jewish learning seriously, which stemmed from
anti-Jewish and antisemitic biases in society and academia, and led to further bias.
According to Cohen, these biases were problematic because they also distorted
the studies of the Hebrew Bible, rabbinic literature and the New Testament. For
Cohen, however, a proper methodology for the study of the Hebrew Bible, which
would pursue and be guided by scientific ideals and the quest for truth, could help
to eliminate these biases and institute Jewish Studies as a university discipline.
Thus, he sought to establish this methodology by first critiquing the
methodologies and biases of biblical scholars, and then by applying what he had
learned from his studies to his own theories on the proper study of the Bible.

As we have seen, Cohen’s task was not an easy one. As a philosopher and
a Jew, Cohen did not fit in with Protestant biblical scholarship and therefore had a
distinct lack of real dialogue partners within biblical studies. Cohen, however,
capitalized on the contacts that he had, scholars such as Wellhausen and Rade,
and used his established authority as a philosopher to aid in his goals. In fact,

Cohen asserted that his position as a philosopher gave him the ability and duty to
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discover prevailing principles and apply them to historical studies (JS I, 146-47).
Thus, Cohen, the philosopher, was able to gain entry into the world of biblical
scholarship because of his contact with Martin Rade, who not only supported
Cohen, but also invited him to participate in the 1910 “World Congress for Free
Christianity and Religious Progress.” Christian Wiese argues that by participating
in this congress, Cohen was “provided [with] the opportunity to effectively and
directly express Jewish-liberal identity and the religious and cultural claims of
contemporary Judaism before the forum of German Liberal Protestantism”
(Wiese, 2005, 314) because he was considered to be a “scholar of equal status,”
who also “embodied the will to preserve a unique Jewish identity” that was
“closely intertwined with modern German culture” (316). Cohen’s involvement
with biblical scholarship was grounded in his position as a philosopher, and in his
philosophical ideals; and he used his position as a philosopher to critique biblical
studies. Furthermore, Cohen argues that there is a link between philosophy and
religious literature because often “the same authors are devoted to independent
philosophy and to Bible exegetics” (RR, 29/34). Therefore, Cohen asserts,
“philosophy is unintentionally brought into religious literature™ (29/34). We can
see here that Cohen justifies his participation in biblical studies because as per his
argument, the link between philosophy and religious literature has already been
formed and philosophers can indeed also participate in biblical exegetics.

In participating in biblical exegetics and the quest for proper
methodologies for studying the Hebrew Bible, Cohen focuses upon the concepts
of monotheism, messianism and morality. In Chapter 1 we saw that these
concepts were the starting point for Cohen’s critiques of biblical studies.

According to Cohen, these concepts formed the overall message of the Hebrew
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Bible. Thus, Cohen seeks to explicate not only these concepts, but also how these
concepts could be used as the basis with which to critique the work of other
biblical scholars. Cohen argues that since monotheism, messianism and morality
form the basis for the main messages of the biblical text, any study of the Bible
had to take them into account. In Chapters 1 and 2, Cohen’s particular examples
for nationalism, universality and the neighbor were used to illustrate how Cohen’s
general themes of monotheism, messianism and morality were applied to his
critiques of biblical scholars. For instance, on one hand, Cohen argues against de
Lagarde’s, Kittel’s and Ziegler’s interpretations of Israelite morality, the general
Protestant prejudice that Jews lack universality and philological studies of the
Hebrew words rea ‘ and ger. On the other hand, Cohen asserts that if studies were
to take seriously the concepts of monotheism, messianism and morality, as was
done in the studies by Baudissin and Bertholet, the work of biblical scholars could
lead to real methodological breakthroughs. According to Cohen, writing on
Bertholet, the biggest breakthrough that biblical scholars have made by using
these concepts is the discovery that the prophets are the soul of the Jewish religion
(“Die Eigenart der alttestamentlichen Religion,” Werke 16, 25). For Cohen, this is
a methodological breakthrough because it recognizes that the prophets both
embody the particularity and the universality of the Israelite religion and are the
basis for our knowledge of monotheism, messianism and morality. Moreover,
Cohen argues that this discovery means that the prophets should become the light
by which the entire biblical text should be seen and studied (25). Thus, according
to Cohen, the concepts of monotheism, messianism and morality could become

the basis on which biblical studies could build something positive instead of
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something negative in the relationship between Jews and Christians in academia
and society.

For Cohen, then, scholarship on the prophets becomes the measuring stick
by which he critiques the work of biblical scholars. In Chapter 3, we also saw that
Cohen’s reading of the prophets represents the culmination of all that he has
learned in his interactions with biblical scholarship. In his critiques of
Wellhausen, for instance, Cohen not only points out that Wellhausen has
contributed greatly to the overall understanding of the prophets, but also that
Wellhausen’s interpretations of individual prophets were problematic because
Wellhausen did not understand the basic tenets of prophetic messianism. In his
critiques of Troeltsch, however, Cohen argues that because Troeltsch does not
take the latest scholarly developments into account—that is, the breakthrough that
the prophetic message should be the basis for interpretations of the biblical text—
Troeltsch misinterprets the meaning of the prophets, thereby exposing the
Christian biases against Judaism and his own methodological weaknesses. Thus,
we can see that for Cohen, scholarship on the prophets emphasizes the importance
of proper methodology for the study of the biblical text, for if one does not
understand the concepts that rule the text, then one’s study is called into question.

In Chapter 4, Cohen’s argument that one needs to understand the ruling
principles of the biblical text becomes the basis for his arguments concerning the
need for better education on the biblical sources. According to Cohen, if one does
not understand these ruling principles the whole biblical text will be
misunderstood, and will continue to be studied in a biased manner. Thus, we saw
in this chapter that Cohen calls for more extensive Jewish learning on the biblical

text. According to Cohen, if Jews do not participate in source education, the
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biblical text may be lost to the Christians, and the Jewish voice will be lost. At
this point, we see the convergence of many of Cohen’s arguments concerning
biblical scholarship. First, we see the importance of education and scholarship in
Cohen’s thought as he argues that education is vital to the survival of Jews in
Germany because it is the avenue on which Jews are able to assert their religious
and political equality with Christians. Second, Cohen does not argue that Jews
should abandon their own interpretive traditions and methodologies and take up
Protestant scholarly ideals. Rather, according to Cohen, scientific ideals should
govern scholarship, and Jews should not ignore scholarly advances just because
they come from Protestant scholars. Cohen further asserts that some of the
advances of Protestant scholars could actually lead to bettering the Jewish
situation in Germany because the more Protestant scholars learn about Judaism,
the better Judaism will be understood. Although Cohen did not live to see the
establishment of Wissenschaft des Judentums as a university discipline in
Germany, Jewish Studies departments became established across the world in the
decade following Cohen’s death. The scholarship of James Kugel and Jon D.
Levenson attests to the success of the call for Jewish education on the Bible that
Cohen was a part of. More importantly, their respective critiques of biblical
studies point to the continuing relevance of Cohen’s ideas about biblical
scholarship and his specific concerns when dealing with biblical scholarship.
Cohen’s reading of the biblical text, for instance, both in his essays and
Religion of Reason, stresses his idea that one needs to look at the whole text in
order to determine the questions and concerns (including methodological, societal,
philosophical and philological) that the biblical text itself points to. Cohen then

uses these questions and concerns as the basis for interpreting the text’s material.
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In doing so, Cohen shows that, like present-day biblical scholars, the biblical text
must be seen in the light of its historical and literary contexts. Thus, Cohen argues
that the biblical sources must become the major focus of biblical education so that
one can understand these contexts and how asking questions concerning one
context could shed light on the other. Moreover, Cohen’s reading of the Hebrew
Bible illustrates the importance of respect for religious traditions and the
theoretical and theological underpinnings of the study of the Bible that scholars
such as Levenson and Kugel continue to point to. For example, all three of our
scholars look at the ways in which scholarly and religious ideals (and biases)
affect one’s study of the biblical text. At the same time, just as Cohen argues that
biblical studies, particularly studies on the prophets, can be the meeting ground
for Christians and Jews, so too do Levenson and Kugel. But while Levenson and
Kugel point out that further problems result from joint study, which Cohen does
not, even as they argue that there is no need for a separate Christian and Jewish
biblical studies, Cohen stresses the need for a Jewish voice in biblical studies.

The basic methodological grounding of Cohen’s study of the Bible and
Judaism, then, comes from his philosophical view that one must use real-life
experiences as the basis for one’s studies (RR, 237/278). We can therefore see
that Cohen’s theories of messianism, monotheism and morality do more than just
provide orienting questions for biblical studies, as they are also the reasons that
Cohen is interested in biblical studies in Germany. Cohen’s theory of messianism,
for instance, is Cohen’s answer to the suffering of Jews in Germany because if
one is to take monotheism seriously, then one must be committed to unifying
humanity under the worship of one God. As we have seen earlier, Cohen equates

the worship of God with the ability to act morally and justly in the world. For
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Cohen, social justice must therefore be the objective of both Christians and Jews,
and with the establishment of social justice in the world, injustice and suffering
will cease. According to Cohen, this is the reason why the Jewish voice must be
heard in biblical studies, for if it is not, Jews will never be able to bring about the
end to social injustice in both the academic sphere and society at large. If we
connect Cohen’s messianic vision to his philological arguments concerning the
ger and the rea‘, we can see that Cohen uses his theories and his philological
arguments in order to argue that biblical studies needs to interact with philosophy
and with Wissenschaft des Judentums, which will then lead to strangers becoming

neighbors in an equal society.
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