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%0 The History of an Idea

Fews. He Left it, too, the legacy of a strong Seminary, with a remarkable group of
scholars, and the United Synagogue. One of his more remarkable achievements was
that, by dint of kis personality, his outlook, and his frestige he interposed a counter-
weight to the Reform movement in the early years of the ceniury and .3&& as a.
rallying poini for N«En of a Conscroative tendency.

In reading the proofs (of this volume) I have been struck by
the fact that there is assumed in them a certain conception of the
Synagogue which, familiar though it be to the Jewish student, may
appear obscure and even strange to the general English reader.
For brevity’s sake I will call it the High Synagogue, though it does

not correspond in all details to what one is accustomed to under-

stand under the term of High Church. The High Synagogue has a
history which is not altogether without its points of interest.

Some years ago when the waves of the Higher Criticism of the
Old Testament reached the shores of this country (England), and
such questions as the heterogencous composition of the Pentateuch,
the comparatively late date of the Levitical Legislation, and the
post-exilic origin of certain Prophecies as well as of the Psalms
began to be freely discussed by the press and even in the pulpit,
the invidious remark was often made: What will now become of
Judaism when its last stronghold, the Law, is being shaken to its
very foundations?

Such a remark shows a very superficial moaﬂmmwﬁwuno with the
nature of an old historical religion like Judaism, and the richness of
the resources it has to fall back upon in cases of emergency.

As a fact, the emergency did not quite surprise Judaism. The
alarm signal was given some 150 years ago by an Italian Rabbi,
Abiad Sar Shalom Basilea, in his pamphlet The Faiih of the Sages.
The pamphlet is, as the title indicates, of a polemical character,
reviewing the work of the Jewish rationalistic schools; and after
warming up in his attacks against their heterodox views,- ‘Basilea
exclaims: g@éﬁ%ﬁﬁ%ﬂ@%@m@% »
By “nature and simple meaning” Basilea, who wrote in Hebrew,
understood what we would call Natural Science and Philology.
With the right instinct of faith, Basilea hit on the real sore poinis.
For though he mostly argues against the philosophical sysiems of
Aristotle and his commentators, he felt that it is not speculation
that will ever sericusly endanger religion. There is bardly any

=iy
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metaphysical system, old or new, which has not in course of time
been adapted by able dialecticians to the creed which they hap-
pened to hold. Tn our own time we have seen the glorious, though
not entirely novel spectacle, of Agnosticism itself becoming the
rightful handmaid of Queen Theology. The. real danger lies in
“pature” (or Natural Science) with its stern demand of law and
regularity in all phenomena, and in the “simple meaning” {or
Philology) with its inconsiderate insistence on truth. Of the two,
the “simple meaning” is the more objectionable. Not only is it
very often at variance with Tradition, which has its own code of
interpretation, but it is constantly increasing the difficulties raised
by science. For if words could only have more than one meaning,
there would be no objection to reading the first words of Genesis,
“In_a heginning God evolned.” The difficulties of science would then
be disposed of easily enough. Maimonides, who was as bold an
interpreter as‘he was a deep metaphysician, hinted plainly cnough
that were he as convinced of the eternity of maitter as he was
satisfied of the impossibility of any corporeal quality in the Deity,
he would feel as little compunction in explaining (figuratively) the
contents of the first chapter of Genesis as he did in allegorising the
anthropomorphic passages of the Bible. Thus in the end all the
difficulties resolve themselves. into the one great difficulty of the
“sirnple BnmﬁEm » The best way ﬂc meet this difficulty was found
daism and to place it in the
secondary meaning, thus making religion independent of philology
and all its dangerous consequences.

This shifting work was chicfly done, perbaps not quite con-
sciously, by the historical school which followed upon that of
Mendelssohn and his first successors. The historical school, which
is still in the ascendant, comprises many of the best Jewish writers
who cither by their learning or by their ecclesiastical profession as
Rabbis and preachers in manm.ﬂ communities have acquired some
jmportant position among E rethreng The men who have in-
augurated this moventent S.a-.n -w._...—JMWNH 785-1841), Rapoport,
(1/790-1867), and ZuhZ| H.ww»lmmmmu

It is not 2 mere coincidence that the first representatives of the
historical school were also the first Jewish scholars who proved
themselves more or less ready to join the modern school of Bible
Criticism, and even to contribute their share to it. The first two,

L
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o The History of an Idea
world a_theological programme of jis own. By the nature of its

task, its labours are mostly conducted in the field of philology and
archaeology, and it pays but little attention to pure dogmatic
- questions. EELEEEE»RE&SEE
defined as an_enlightene nch
conservatism which is-no ly. devoid of a certain mystcal
touch. As far as we may gather from vague remarks and hints
thrown out now and then, its theological ﬁoﬂcou may perhaps be
mu:m defined: — It is not the mexe at_is of fixst
E%Erééng&og
in other words, as it is interpreted by Tradition. The Talmud, that
wonderful mine of religious ideas from which it would be just as
_ easy to draw up a manual for the most on.muoaoun. as to extract a
vade-mecuri for the most sceptical, lends some countenance to this
view by certain controversial passages — not to be taken sericusly
—- in which *the words of the scribes” are placed almost above the
words of the Torah. Since then the-interpretation of Scripture or
bﬂ%ﬁ%&gﬁg@hﬁﬁ&
ally re-
@%%Fﬁgﬂﬁ%ﬁ EETEN
its being in_touch with the ideal aspirations and the
%ﬁ%&%@ﬁgﬁ%&ﬁm of the
nw%uﬂ%aggﬁﬁ%@%
‘ orate priesthood, or Rabbi-
g&iﬂnﬁﬂﬂﬁ@%@ﬂwﬁﬁ&&%
bodied in_the Universal Synagogue. The Synagogue “with iis
long, continuous cry after God for more than twenty-three cen-
turies,” with its unremittent activity in teaching and mmqnmowﬁm
the word of God, with its uninterrupted succession of wuu.om&nmu
Psalmists, Scribes, Assideans, Rabbis, Patriarchs, Interprefers,
Elucidators, Eminences, and Teachers, with its glorious record of
saints, martyrs, sages, philosophers, scholars, and mystics; this
Synagogue, the only true witness io the past, and forming in all
ages the sublimest expression of Israel’s religious life, must also
retain its authority as the sole true guide for the present and the
future. And being in communion with this Synagogue, we may also
look hopefully for a safe and rational solution of our present theo-
logical troubles. For was it not the Synagogue -which even in
antiquity determined the fate of Scripture? On the one hand, for

, g&h&:@%ﬁ%&@hw Hol
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example, books like Ezekiel, the Song of Songs, and Ecclesiastes,
were only declared to be Holy Writ in virtue of the interpretation
put upon them by the Rabbis: and, on the other hand, it was the
veto of the Rabbis which excluded from the canon the works that
now pass under the name of Apocrypha. We may, therefore, safely
frust thay the Synagogue will again assert its divine right in passing

: mﬁamﬁnﬁgﬁggggbgoﬁhﬁg

‘Gad who has chosen the Torah, and Moses His
mhuﬁm,ﬁhnwﬂﬁmnmnﬁmﬁ people.” But indeed God’s choice invariably.
rnmlom.lum% erfo nlnu mhlﬂwa ings”
:E%E&E of the

i E@Ei
to_the Book of
i&mﬁ%ﬂ above what Israel has accepted
below.’

( g&ﬁ%@ﬁuﬁﬁ?éﬁw&@bﬁ%&%ag is that

itive Judaism, but general custom
rit as well as history,
aw of Moses was never fully and

ahsolutely put_in_practice. Liberty was always given to_the great
teachers of every generation to make modifications and innovations
in_harmony with_the spirit of existing institutions. Hence a return to
Maosaism wonld be illegal, pernicious, and indeed impossible. The
norm_aswell as the sanction of Judaism js the practice actually in
vogue. Its consecration is the consecration of eneral use, — or, in
other woxds, of Catholic Israel. It was probably with a view to this
communion that the later miystics introduced a short prayer to
be said before the performance of any religious ceremony, in which,
among other things, the speaker professes his readiness to act “in
the name of all Israel.”

. It would be out of place in an introductory essay to pursue any
mE.Enu this interesting subject with its far-reaching consequences
upon Jewish kife and Jewish thought. But the foregoing remarks

may suffice-to show that Ewﬁﬂhﬁ.%n remain_quite inactive at
hich our nbn..mnob has

renewed reverence for instituiions.
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