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Course 
Schedule  

Class 1: Intro to Buber and Dialogue
Class 2: Hasidism, Mysticism, and God
Class 3: Revelation and Law: Martin 

Buber’s Relationship with 
Franz Rosenzweig 

Class 4: I and Thou
Class 5: Buber’s Theo-Politics: 

Mahatma Gandhi and the 
Israel/Palestine Question 

Class 6: Biblical Humanism and the 
Dialogical Community

“Circles in a Circle,” by Wassily Kandinsky, 
1923.



Today’s 
Agenda

7:00 p.m. Welcome

7:05 p.m. Review of Last Class: The Move from Mysticism to 
Philosophy

7:15 p.m. Franz Rosenzweig and Martin Buber’s Relationship

7:25 p.m. Breakout Room #1

7:45 p.m. Introduction to Terms: Revelation, Law, Supernatural and 
Natural Jew

7:50 p.m. Living in the Shadow of the Enlightenment: Immanuel 
Kant’s Critique of Judaism 

8:00 p.m. Buber’s Response to Kant; Rosenzweig’s Response to 
Buber; and “The Builders"

8:20 p.m. Breakout Room Discussion  #2

8:40 p.m. Plenary 

8:45 p.m. I-It/I-Thou: A Second Look

8:50 p.m. Parting Thoughts

9:00 p.m. Adjourn
@ICJSbaltimore



A Few Guiding 
Questions for 
Today’s Class

1. Technology has fundamentally 
changed the way human beings relate 
to one another. How should religious 
traditions respond to these changes?

2. Can law similarly change the way 
people relate to one another? 

3. What does it mean for God to be a 
lawgiver? 

4. What is the difference between a law 
and a commandment?



A Few Take-
Aways from 
Today’s Class

1. The Buber-Rosenzweig debate is about 
the role of  law in Jewish religious life. 

2. Both thinkers advocate for a renewed 
vision of  Judaism.

3. For both thinkers, revelation is not 
legislation. God does not reveal law. 

4. Revelation does not have any content. 
5. Religious life is relational. 



Three Encounters: 
1913-1921

1. Zeit Ist
2. The Star of 

Redemption 
3. The 50th

birthday of 
Rabbi Nehemiah 
Anton Nobel



The Move from 
the Communal to 
the Individual

Capitalism as Religion 
1. Economists –clerisy of prophets

2. Business leaders—priests

3. Advertising-–artistic expression

4. Public Relations—iconography 

5. Political theology – life is understood 

as a natural outcome of some human 

behavior to the point where social and 

economic hierarchies are perceived as 

natural and moral. 

Walter Benjamin, 1892-1940



A Friendship in Letters

“Dues est mortali invare mortalem… 
ascribed to the first century 
Roman scholar Pliny the Elder, is 
to be properly understood as ‘God 
exists for a Mensch [to the extent] 
that he serves [his fellow] 
Menschen.’”
Buber to Rosenzweig. August 9, 
1913

“Yes, I can calmly say: The fact 
that you belong in such a manner 
to Franz and he to you, makes my 
present life possible, just as it joins 
in sustaining Franz.” 
Adele Rosenzweig to Martin 
Buber on the occasion of  Buber’s 
50th birthday. Feb 2, 1928



Rosenzweig to Buber, Sept. 1925
Dear Friend,
I have learned that every beginning is 
an end.
Free of the burden of writing, I wrote 
[the closing words of the Star of 
Redemption] “Into Life”– After 
scarcely two years
The hand ready for work grew lame,
The tongue for speech already stood 
still,
So only  writing [Schrift] was left to 
me.
But this end became a beginning for 
me:

What I wrote
Has not—thanks to you [dir], beloved 
friend—
Remained mere writing.
We have written the Word of the 
Beginning,
The Initial impact that pledges the 
meaning of the end.
And thus the [translation of the] Holy 
Writ [Schrift] began. 



From Sie to Du It is not difficult for me at all; in thought I 
have used the familiar Du in addressing you 
all too often for that. The distance between 
us is not so much caused by the difference in 
our age, for you at age twenty were already a 
public figure, while I will still dancing to 
Rumpelstiltskin’s jingle when I was thirty. 
Rather it is due to a feeling in me to which I 
have hitherto been able to give expression 
through the customary form of address [Sie] 
in my letters. I am almost sorry that this 
would not be in good taste now; but it will 
remain as my secret undertone, like the tacit 
Du has been until now. 



Breakout Room 
Questions:

1. Let’s analyze Pliny the Elder’s maxim: 
God exists for people in order to teach 
them that they serve others. What do you 
think about this idea? 

2. To what extent does the law (whether 
religious or secular) have the power to 
change an individual’s orientation to the 
world and toward other people?

3. Can you think of  a religious teaching or 
law in your own tradition that can/should 
radically change the way we live in the 
world?

Statue of Pliny the Elder on the facade of Cathedral of  S. Maria 
Maggiore in Como, Italy. 



Part 2 1. The Natural and Supernatural Jew
2. Terms: Revelation and Law
3. Living in the Shadow of the 

Enlightenment: The Legacy of 
Immanuel Kant

4. Buber: “Revelation is not Legislation”
5. Rosenzweig, Buber, and “the Builders”
6. Breakout room discussion #2 

Paul Klee’s Bauhaus Ausstellung
Weimar 1923



The Natural and 
Supernatural Jew

1. The Supernatural Jew is beholden to the 
timeless vocation of the Jewish people as 
defined by the divinely revealed Torah and 
rabbinic tradition.

2. The Natural Jew is subject to the vagaries of 
history and social circumstance.

3. Until the Enlightenment, the quotidian 
interests of the Natural Jew had been 
subordinate to Israel’s supernatural calling.

4. With the Emancipation—with access to new 
social and economic opportunities-–the 
Natural Jew gained preeminence and the 
attendant struggle against antisemitism and 
for full political equality often led to the 
eclipse of the Supernatural Jew.

Arthur A. Cohen (June 25, 1928-Sept 30, 
1986)



A Cultural, 
Spiritual, and 
Political Renewal 
of Judaism 

1. Buber sought to reintegrate the Natural 
and Supernatural Jew.

2. While attentive to Jewish struggles for 
political and social dignity, he insisted that 
the politics of the Natural Jew—
particularly expressed in Zionism—should 
be guided by the foundational ethical and 
spiritual principles of the Supernatural 
Jew.

3. He sought a balance between the 
particular and the universal: A Jew’s 
fidelity to the Jewish people need not 
undermine his or her abiding 
cosmopolitan and transnational 
commitments, and vice versa.



Revelation and 
Law
(Revelation) 1. Revelation as doctrine

2. Revelation as history 
3. Revelation as inner experience 
4. Revelation as dialectic 
presence 
5. Revelation as inner awareness 
6. Revelation without Content 
7. Hermeneutical Revelation 



Revelation and 
Law (Law)

Halakhah is divided into 3 
categories:
1. Mishpatim—laws between 
people; justice-oriented.
2. Zekher—laws of  remembrance; 
reminds people of  God’s 
awesomeness. 
3. Khokim-–statutes; laws, because 
God said so!



Living in the 
Shadow of the 
Enlightenment

Reading of Voltaire’s tragedy of 
the Orphan of China in the salon of 
Marie Thérèse Rodet Geoffrin, by 
Lemmonier

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Marie_Th%C3%A9r%C3%A8se_Rodet_Geoffrin


The Enlightenment: 
“Dare to Know”
“The Enlightenment is humanity’s exit from 
its self-incurred immaturity. Immaturity is 
the inability to make use of  own’s 
own understanding without the 
guidance of  another. Self-incurred is 
this inability if  its cause lies not in the 
lack of  understanding but rather in 
the lack of  the resolution and the 
courage to use it without the guidance of  
another. Sapere audi! Have the courage 
to use your own understanding! is thus 
the motto of  the Enlightenment.”
Beantwortung der Frage: Was ist
Aufklarung?” 1784



Immanuel Kant: 
The Religion of  
“mere” or
”Naked” Reason

Rational Religion is depicted as 
“naked,” whereas institutional religion is 
described as inappropriate clothing: they 
are misleading ways of  grasping religious 
truths.

**Kant levels a philosophical, moral, 
and—implicitly—political critique of  
Judaism focuses on its purported legalism. 

1724-1804



Judaism and Jewish law are not reasonable

(1) Philosophically, Jewish laws do not derive from universal 
reason but supposed revelation, and so cannot be willed 
autonomously.

(2) Jewish laws do not encourage moral effort; rather, they incite 
hostility between Jews and non-Jews.

(3) Jewish laws are vestiges of  a failed polity and thus militate 
against the inclusion of  Jews as citizens into universal, that 
is, European, societies and states. 

(4) Judaism is particularistic political law instead of  universal 
truth.



Buber: 
“Revelation is 
not legislation"

(1) Jesus and Hasidism offer Jewish
ways to rebel against hegemony and 
tradition.
(2) Buber supported the Romantic 
distinction between “Religion” and 
“Religiosity.” 
(3) “I-Thou”—”ready, not seeking”
(4) “Each finding is not an end of  the 
way but only its eternal center. It is a 
finding without seeking.” 



True Revelation (1) It offers “the whole abundance of  actual 
reciprocity.”
(2) It offers “the inexpressible confirmation of  
meaning.”
(3) Meaning belongs to “this our world, and it 
wants to be demonstrated by us in this life and 
this world…The meaning we receive can be 
put to the proof  in action only by each person 
in the uniqueness of  his being and in the 
uniqueness of  his life. No prescription can 
lead us to the encounter, and none leads us 
from it… I neither know nor believe any 
revelation that is not the same in its primal 
phenomenon… The eternal voice sounds, 
nothing more.” 



Herut: On Youth and 
Religion 

“ ‘God’s writings engraved on tablets–
read not harut [engraved], but herut
[freedom].”
Pirke Avot 6.2



Rosenzweig’s 
Response to 
Buber

“And all thy children shall be taught of the 
Lord, and great shall be the peace of thy 
children (Isa. 54:13). Do not read 
‘banayaikh,’ your children, but ‘bonayikh, 
your builders.”



Rosenzweig’s 
response to 
Buber

“You have liberated the teaching from this 
circumscribed sphere and, in so doing, 
removed us from the imminent danger of 
making our spiritual Judaism depend on 
whether or not it was possible for us to be 
followers of Kant. And so it is all the more 
curious that after liberating us and pointing 
the way to a new teaching, your answer to 
the other side of the question, the question 
concerning the Law: ‘What are we to do?’—
that your answer should leave this Law in the 
shackles put upon it—as well as the 
teachings—by the nineteenth century. For is 
it really Jewish law with which you try to 
come to terms?” The Builders, 77.



Rosenzweig: 
“God is not a 
law giver. But He 
commands”

“Whatever can and must be done is not yet 
deed, whatever can and must be commanded 
is not yet commandment. Law [Gesetz] must 
again become commandment [Gebot] which 
seeks to be transformed into deed at the very 
moment it is heard. It must regain that living 
reality [Heutigkeit] in which all great Jewish 
periods have sensed the guarantee for its 
eternity. Like teaching, it must consciously 
start where its content stops being content 
and becomes inner power, our own inner 
power…which in turn is added to the 
substance of the Law. ” The Builders, 85.



Buber Responds

“If I am able to write an answer, it will contain nothing in disagreement 
with its details. I agree to what follows from the letters premises, but 
not to those premises themselves. It is my faith that prevents me from 
doing this. You know, my friend, that I do not use this word lightly, and 
yet here it is quite appropriate. I do not believe that revelation is ever a 
formulation of law [Gesetzgebung]. It is only through man in his self-
contradiction that revelation becomes legislation… I cannot admit the 
law transformed by man into the realm of my will, if I am to hold myself 
ready as well for the unmediated word of God direct to a specific hour 
of my life. It is part of my being that I cannot accept both together.” 



Summary 1. For Rosenzweig, ”God is not a lawgiver, 
but [God] commands”: One may follow 
the mitzvot without belief in the 
historicity of Sinai. 

2. For Buber, religious observance was an 
all or nothing proposition. 

3. For Buber, the turning of revelation 
into law is the process of turning 
religion into a series of “I-It relations.”

4. Buber is more interested in nonlegal 
readings of the Torah.

5. Both thinkers argue that we need to 
radically reorient our sense of religion 
and of the religious. Wassily Kandinsky, Yellow-Red-Blue, 

1925. Musée National d'Art
Moderne, Paris.



Breakout Room 
Questions:

Let’s wrestle with a few of  Buber’s 
views:
1. Is divine revelation necessary to 

inspire us to do what is right and 
good?

2. How might Buber’s views be 
received in your own religious 
community? 

3. Is Buber spiritual and not 
religious? If  so, how? If  not, why?

Paul Klee, Senencio, 1922. Kunstmuseum
Basel, Basel


