
Jewish Philosophy: Past, Present, and Future? 
By Samuel Lebens 
 
This book opens with Philo. It is a good place to start. Philo can certainly lay a claim to 

being the first committed Jew, well versed in Western philosophy, to attempt a systematic 
articulation of his Jewish commitments in the language of that philosophy. And yet, there’s a 
sense in which this book could have begun, right at the beginning, with Abraham. 

According to the standard Jewish narrative, Abraham was born among idolaters, and 
came to have faith in monotheism. A famous midrash (Genesis Rabbah 38:13) reports that 
Abraham was left, one day, in charge of his father’s idol shop. He took the opportunity to destroy 
all the idols, leaving only one intact. When his father returned, Abraham protested his innocence, 
and claimed that the remaining statue was the one that had destroyed the others. His father was 
unimpressed. Statues can’t move! Abraham felt he had proved his point. And thus, the text sets 
Abraham up, quite literally, as the first iconoclast. 

Indeed, whatever the actual facts of his life, Abraham has become a symbol: the founder 
of monotheism. Perhaps this renders him a philosopher. Maimonides certainly thought so. He 
paints the following picture (Mishne Torah, Hilkhot Avodat Kochavim 1:3): 

 
Abraham was forty years old when he recognized his Creator. When he 
recognized and knew, he began to reply to [the questions of] the inhabitants of Ur 
Kasdim and engage in discussion with them, telling them that the path they were 
following was not the path of truth… When the people would gather around him 
and ask him about his words, he would explain [his ideas] to each one of them 
according to their understanding, until he had turned them to the path of truth. 
Ultimately, tens of thousands gathered around him. These are the “men of the 
house of Abraham” [alluded to in scripture]. He planted in their hearts this great 
fundamental principle, composed texts about it, and taught it to Isaac, his son. 
 

Abraham here is not merely an iconoclast. He also debates. He teaches. He writes books. He 
sounds like a philosopher. 

Abraham’s “fundamental principle” wasn’t an intellectual sideshow. The great 
philosopher and historiographer, R. G. Collingwood (1889-1943) argues—convincingly—that 
monotheism was a pivotal step forward for human inquiry (An Essay on Metaphysics, 2002, 
Oxford: Clarendon Press). Collingwood distinguishes been polymorphic and monomorphic 
sciences. A polymorphic science posits discrete sets of scientific laws to govern over discrete 
phenomena. For example, a polymorphic science might think that the laws of water and the laws 
of fire are completely unrelated. To be an expert in one set of laws would offer us no insights 
into the other. Monomorphic science, by contrast, suggests that all of the local laws of nature—
the laws that govern water on earth, say, and the laws that govern fire on earth—are merely local 
variations of a single set of general rules that apply in all places and times, throughout the entire 
universe. The aspiration to find that grand “theory of everything” still plays a role in motivating 
theoretical physicists today. 

Collingwood argues that monotheism was a key step in the rise of monomorphic science. 
When polytheism captured the human imagination, the idea that water had its own god, and that 
fire had a different god, made the search for unifying principles seem futile. But once we came to 
believe that all of the distinct phenomena of the cosmos were governed by one single God, 



scientific inquiry could move forward. Ever since, scientists have been bringing diverse 
phenomena together under overarching theoretical explanations. The theories that explain the 
motion of billiard balls on earth can also explain the birth of stars in distant galaxies. 

One shouldn’t exaggerate the point. Clearly, plenty of scientists are not theists. And 
religious authorities have an ignoble history of sometimes stifling free inquiry, and the progress 
of the sciences. Notwithstanding these facts, Abraham’s monotheism did, likely, play a key role 
in creating the scientific method to begin with.  

If Abraham were alive today, what would he think of the state of contemporary Jewish 
philosophy? What would Saadia Gaon think? Or, the fathers of Hassidism?  

Such questions may be perilous. There is no way of truly knowing what they might think 
were they to (say) return to life. Moreover, intellectual schools that survive for generations are 
allowed to shift their views. Plato wouldn’t recognize or agree with much of what philosophers 
would today call Platonism. That doesn’t stop it from being Platonism. The Talmud itself 
imagines Moses not recognizing the teachings attributed to him by Rabbi Akiva (Menachot 29b). 
The Talmud doesn’t mean to say that Rabbi Akiva wasn’t teaching the Torah of Moses. 
Intellectual schools evolve. As Professor Tamar Ross would put it, Torah is an expanding 
palace. 

And yet, despite these reservations, I ask these questions about Abraham and the others 
because I think that there were (at least) two constant threads that linked every stage of Jewish 
thought—threads that are essential to the identity of Jewish thought—and in light of some 
contemporary trends I worry about their future. 

The first thread, I could call “encounter.” Rabbi Eliezer Berkovits made the notion of 
encounter a central part of his philosophy, founded on the notion that the Jewish people 
encountered God at Sinai. The revelation wasn’t merely the communication of text, law, or 
scripture. The revelation was a human-divine encounter in which we became aware that God 
cares for us. Martin Buber made the encounter of an I and a Thou central to his philosophy, and 
Emmanuel Levinas gave a foundational place to the notion of a face-to-face encounter. 
According to all of these thinkers, Judaism is supposed to be living and animated rather than 
formulaic and dry. But more often than not, in today’s intellectual climate, Jewish thought is 
taught as history. Intellectual history is important and valuable, but it is no substitute for 
philosophy. Where is Jewish philosophy conducted today? In the Jewish studies departments of 
the universities, Jewish thought tends to be taught as history. 

One of my teachers talks about museum exhibit philosophy. It occurs when you wheel a 
lifeless statue of a philosopher into the view of your students, so that you can discuss what 
motivated this thinker, what led him to think his thoughts, and what influence he had on others, 
before wheeling him out again. Museum exhibit philosophy isn’t philosophy at all. It’s 
intellectual history (which has its place), but it isn’t an encounter. 

Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik writes (And From There You Shall Seek, 2008, New York: 
Ktav Publishing House, p. 145): 

 
When I sit down to learn Torah, I find myself immediately in the company of the 
sages of the [tradition]. The relations between us are personal. The Rambam 
[Maimonides] is at my right, Rabbenu Tam is at my left, Rashi sits up front and 
interprets, Rabbenu Tam disputes him; the Rambam issues a ruling, and the 
Rabad objects. They are all in my little room, sitting around my table. They look 
at me affectionately, enjoying arguing and studying the Talmud with me, 



encourage and support me the way a father does. Torah study is not merely a 
formal, technical matter embodied in the discovery and exchange of facts. It is a 
powerful experience of being friends with many generations of Torah scholars, 
the joining of one spirit with another, the union of souls… When I solve a 
problem in the Rambam’s and Rabbenu Tam’s writings, I see their glowing 
faces… I always feel as if the Rambam and Rabbenu Tam are kissing me on the 
forehead and shaking my hand. 
 
He describes an encounter. The Jewish God Question hasn't been a trip through a 

museum. It's been about engaging with arguments, and encountering their proponents. I worry 
that Jewish thought, as an academic discipline, is too rarely about this sort of an encounter. It 
takes human thinkers from Jewish history, and turns them into lifeless museum statues; the very 
thing that Abraham set out to break with his hammer. 

In Rabbinical seminaries, the notion of encounter is alive, but much more emphasis is put 
on learning the Talmud than on learning Jewish philosophy per se. Talmudic study tends to 
emphasize the legal side of the Jewish intellectual tradition. We are not raising a generation of 
philosopher-theologians, neither in the universities nor in the seminaries. Abraham would be 
dismayed by the proliferation of statues. 

The second constant thread of the Jewish tradition, which I fear for, is the belief in 
objective and ultimate truth. It's true that Rabbinic law allows for a surprising degree of 
pluralism, but pluralism about legal facts is one thing: pluralism about brute facts is another. 
When it comes to the brute fact of God's existence and of His commanding us, Jewish thought 
has not traditionally made room for much dissent. Biblical critics and scholars of the ancient near 
east may complicate the story, but I will say this: Rabbinic Judaism (whether it’s historically 
accurate or not) doesn’t recognize anything other than monotheism from Abraham onwards.  

Monotheism played a central role in undergirding the rise of monomorphic sciences, with 
its bold claim that there are fundamental truths; that all of the disparate perspectives, experiences 
and phenomena of this world bottom out into one fundamental purpose, governed by one 
fundamental law, and animated by one fundamental will. But today, the notion of absolute truth 
is under attack. 

We see this on both sides of the political spectrum. The populist right has developed an 
antipathy towards experts, science, and data, which they associate with the liberal elites, from 
whom they feel alienated. And the far left has been so concerned to promote safe-spaces for the 
persecuted, that freedom of speech is regularly brought under attack, in a phenomenon that has 
been described as the “closing of the American mind.” If ever there was a message that unites all 
of the great movements of Jewish philosophy, however, it was that there are (at least some) non-
negotiable rights and wrongs, that there are facts, and true grand narratives, and that with patient 
study and discipline, they could help us to explain the world around us. 

Immersed in a “post-truth” climate, even Jewish thinkers have begun to experiment with 
intellectual traditions that question the notion of objective truth: namely, postmodernism, 
poststructuralism, postcolonialism, and others. They do this, often, for the best of reasons. They 
worry that there is no way to reconcile the teachings of Judaism with the knowledge that we have 
today: how can we reconcile the Jewish tradition with the respect that we now recognize is due 
to other religious outlooks, and to people of different communities; how can we reconcile the 
Jewish tradition with our newfound perspective on gender and sexuality; how can we salvage 
traditional Jewish life without giving up on personal autonomy; and, how can we make sense of 



continued Jewish commitment in the face of empirical evidence (from the natural sciences, to 
Biblical studies and archaeology) that seem to undermine it? These questions are serious and 
pressing. Postmodernism can seem like an attractive option. There are no hard and fast truths. 
Each person can have her own truth. Conflict here is an illusion generated by taking the notion of 
objective truth too seriously. 

And yet, however well motivated this turn may have been, I find it deeply troubling. In a 
recent essay describing the work of Rabbi Shagar (Shimon Gershon Rosenberg), who borrowed 
heavily from postmodernist thinkers, one scholar wrote: “‘Logical’ or ‘rational’ modes of 
dialogue hold no superior qualities to other interpretative motifs but rather are pretentious ‘meta-
narratives’ only applicable to some people and in particular contexts.” But if logical modes of 
dialogue hold no superior qualities to other motifs, how am I even supposed to scrutinize the 
rationality of the claim that, “‘Logical’ or ‘rational’ modes of dialogue hold no superior 
qualities”? Am I supposed to scrutinize it illogically? I worry that I am sounding pretentious 
now, but really, can it be pretentious to want to scrutinize thoughts in accord with logic and 
reason? And if we don’t, then doesn’t anything go? Aren’t all bets off? 

What is more: postmodernism will only ever, in truth, appeal to a vanishing elitist 
minority. Despite the popular disregard for the so-called “fake news,” and for experts, and the 
liberal elite—very few people are truly able to disregard the notion of truth. Postmodernism 
doesn’t fly in science departments, or in the workplace; in places where facts still matter. A 
conservative Rabbi recently wrote that religious affiliation is like brand loyalty. “There are many 
ways to God,” he said, “I just happen to like this one because I grew up with it!” In truth, I doubt 
that this is a message that will engender long-term commitment from his congregants and the 
generation of children that they will raise in a market of many competing brands. Abraham’s 
strident defense of objective truth is beginning to wither.  

What does the future of Jewish philosophy hold if it loses the central notions of 
encounter and objective truth? Can these strands be saved? 

One of the last vanguards in the humanities against the postmodern attack on truth has 
been in the philosophy departments where (especially in English-speaking countries) the last 
century has seen the rise of a new school of philosophy: analytic philosophy. 

What is analytic philosophy? In its first flush of youth, in the days of G. E. Moore (1873-
1958) and Bertrand Russell (1872-1970), analytic philosophy could be characterized in terms of 
certain specific doctrines. But over time what has emerged, far more essentially, and what really 
unites analytic philosophers into a single tradition, is (as Professor Michael Rea has pointed out) 
a style of philosophizing, and a shared intellectual history. That characteristic style includes the 
following features: writing which expresses philosophical positions in sentences that can be 
formalized and logically manipulated; writing which prioritizes precision, clarity, and logical 
coherence; writing which avoids non-decorative use of metaphor and other rhetorical flourishes; 
and working with well-understood primitive concepts, and defining very clearly new terms and 
concepts. If there’s no single shared doctrine, one can still sense the values underlying this 
tradition: logic, reason, and clarity, the very values that postmodernism derides as a “pretentious” 
“meta-narrative.” 

When an analytical philosopher looks to the philosophers of the past, she doesn’t engage 
merely in intellectual history—though she has to do some of that in order to understand their 
words. Primarily, she is interested in engaging with the philosophers of the past. Can she 
improve upon their arguments? Can she find new ways of articulating their insights? Can she 
find new counter-arguments? Can she defend them against later critics? She engages in a live 



encounter with the past. And she does so with an appreciation of the value of truth. The Jewish 
God Question has attempted to do just this, by presenting its thinkers as speaking directly to you, 
as if contemporaneous, aiming to engage you in the conversation. 

I contend that if this generation is to produce any Jewish philosopher-theologians to carry 
the tradition forward, it will have to happen in the world of academic philosophy. But the 
challenges are gargantuan. Jewish philosophy, whatever its ideological coloring (be it 
Spinozistic, Reform, Conservative, Orthodox, Zionist, or anti-Zionist), can only truly be 
considered Jewish to the extent that it engages with the evolving canon of Jewish literature, and 
brings the discussion forward. The requisite degree of Jewish literacy is hard to come by. But to 
be truly rigorous, and to be couched in the philosophical vernacular of this age (just as Philo and 
Maimonides worked in the philosophical vernacular of their age), practitioners will also have to 
be well trained in the rigors of analytic philosophy. 

I can count on one hand (two at a stretch) the number of well-trained academic 
philosophers with a serious degree of Jewish literacy. Most are struggling to find secure work in 
academia, and some have already left to pursue other careers because they can’t support their 
families as academic philosophers, especially if they dedicate too much time to the sub-field of 
constructive Jewish philosophy. 

Jewish culture and identity have shown tremendous tenacity over the millennia. I have no 
doubt that a new generation of Jewish philosopher-theologians will emerge: philosophers who 
commit themselves to an honest encounter with the Jewish philosophers of old (and with God); 
who commit themselves equally to the values of intellectual honesty, objectivity, logic, and 
reason; who speak the intellectual language of their age, just as Abraham communicated in the 
vernacular of the residents of Ur Kasdim. But for this to happen, the Jewish community must 
take it upon itself to support the endeavor. The Jewish community has generously supported 
departments of Jewish studies (where intellectual history takes place), and it has supported 
Rabbinical seminaries (where legal scholarship takes place, and religious leaders are trained). 
But now Jewish philosophy, our ancient tradition, is in need of similar support, to continue the 
legacy of Abraham. 

 


