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Repetition and Renewal: Kierkegaard, Rosenzweig,

and the German-Jewish Renaissance

(David Groiser, Oxford)

I.  Introduction

The renaissance of German Jewry in the first three decades of the twentieth century is in many ways unthinkable without the figure of Franz Rosenzweig (1886-1929). His was a central and leading role. In practical terms, this was clear from the outset. Somewhat later his stature grew as a consequence of the increasingly serious engagement with his writings. His involvement in the revival of Jewish learning has been recounted many times, from early, sometimes hagiographical accounts by students and ‘disciples’ through to more recent historical, critical, and comparative study of the movement that he helped to launch.
 A memorable and central document in this regard is Rosenzweig’s letter of early December 1922 to Rudolf Hallo (1896-1933) (I, 849-72).
 Hallo, at the time still relatively young, was about to inherit from Rosenzweig practical responsibility for running the Freies Jüdisches Lehrhaus in Frankfurt, from which Rosenzweig’s increasing ill health forced him to withdraw. The Lehrhaus experiment with a new form of Jewish educational institution is set out at length in this letter, both its adventures up to that point and the hopes which its founder still cherished for its future.

I wish here simply to summarise the main elements of this activity. Rosenzweig’s idea of a house of study will figure in more detail later, when we consider the ways in which his practical activities might be more closely bound up with his thinking than is commonly supposed. The closing words of his main work, Der Stern der Erlösung (1921), which motion us from the book ‘into life’ (ins Leben), capture only one aspect of this connection. In addition to Rosenzweig’s central argument about the necessity of what is true being confirmed, made real through ‘Bewährung’, there is another, equally crucial idea at stake here: the relationship to tradition. The idea of renewal structures the appropriation of tradition and guarantees its reality. Tracing the figure of renewal through Rosenzweig’s writing thus allows us to recover the foundation of his move towards traditional learning and practice. Renewal is the fundamental category. Without renewal, no renaissance.

His first foray into the area of educational reform came in October 1916 with the essay ‘Volksschule und Reichsschule’, written while Rosenzweig was serving on the Balkan front and published under the pseudonym Franz Hesse. Demonstrating his acquaintance with natural science (Rosenzweig initially studied as far as his first medical examinations), it has been called the last ‘Bildungsplan’ set out by a German thinker.
 The essay is pitched very generally, and the question of Jewish education is, by design, not accorded separate, explicit treatment. Rosenzweig claims that he lacked the ‘autobiographical impulse’ (autobiographische[r] Antrieb) to discuss Christian religious instruction, while for its Jewish counterpart there was no place in this context (I,321). 
The avoidance of the Jewish education question is part of a larger omission from the essay. For a thinker such as Rosenzweig was to become, religious instruction is here conspicuously marginal, and by early 1917 he was already asserting that he would for this reason now rewrite entirely the section dealing with Greek. It is also around this time that he arrives at a crucial realisation concerning the undiminished religious relevance of the ancient Greeks. What he comes to call the ‘Klassizität’ of classical Greece is not principally to do with its important place in German cultural and linguistic history, with Weimar Classicism or what Rosenzweig often abbreviates as simply ‘1800’ (III, 384-5). Rather, it derives from its ongoing vital importance for Christianity. As elsewhere (I, 297,306), Rosenzweig argues that Greece is relevant for contemporary Europe through its reception by the likes of St. Paul, Augustine, and Luther (I, 439). In November 1916, he already lamented his mistake in failing to appreciate that Greece’s significance, also for ‘1800’, is its role as ‘“thorough-going” non-Christianity’ (das “dezidierte” Nichtchristentum) (I, 297).
 

With defeat and the end of war, ‘Volksschule und Reichsschule’ was, in Rosenzweig’s opinion, passé, since it had been conceived as a school programme for a Mitteleuropa whose dream has collapsed (I,612). If ‘Volksschule und Reichsschule’ was general and German enough to be known among his family and close friends as ‘das blonde Putzianum’ (after Rosenzweig’s cousin, the classicist Victor Ehrenberg (1891-1976), whose nickname among the family was Putzi), Rosenzweig’s next excursion into educational politics the following year, ‘Zeit ists…’ (1917), merited the pet name of ‘das schwarze Putzianum’: a companion piece it certainly is, but quite contrasting and, above all else, definitely Jewish (I,258). Here Rosenzweig unfolds his vision of an integrated Jewish curriculum, a Wissenschaft des Judentums for life, not for the library, and as a first step towards this an academy fostering a new kind of scholar-teacher. This call led, with the help of Hermann Cohen (1842-1918), to the founding of the Akademie für die Wissenschaft des Judentums in 1919, directed by the historian Eugen Täubler (1879-1953).
 However, the Akademie fell far short of Rosenzweig’s expectations, emerging as, in his eyes, yet another research institute removed from the life of the Jewish community. In 1919, meetings with the charismatic Frankfurt rabbi Nehemia Anton Nobel (1871-1922) lead to Rosenzweig’s appointment as head of a new institution for Jewish adult education in Frankfurt am Main.

The Freies Jüdisches Lehrhaus in Frankfurt opened its doors in October 1920 and would remain active until 1926. The Lehrhaus was understood by Rosenzweig as positioned polemically against the Volkshochschule (e.g. I, 855, 857), though in reality the Lehrhaus shared many of that movement’s innovations.
 

Smaller study groups were, for Rosenzweig, always the core of the Lehrhaus and the only justification for the more popular lectures by eminent intellectuals and public figures. The structure of these classes was intended to foster a reciprocal dependence of teacher and students (I, 863). It was seen as crucial to foster a catholic breadth of programme and of those lecturing in it. To the extent that he involved himself in determining the content, Rosenzweig placed the emphasis firmly on the sources of Judaism and on Hebrew. Yet he also wanted to avoid what he saw as the precipitous and dangerous ‘salto mortale’ back into tradition, a sudden and total immersion, involving the wholesale abandonment of the only culture which his target audience knew: German Kultur and Bildung.
 His starting point was the premise of alienation from tradition, and he sought to encourage participants to bring the culture in which they were presently at home, their Bildung, with them into this encounter with Judaism. Accordingly, many of the courses at the Lehrhaus brought together Jewish and general topics.

Even as from 1922 onwards paralysis increasingly gripped him in the form of muscular dystrophy, Rosenzweig remained engaged with both the Lehrhaus and broader developments in the Jewish community. His copious and often intensive correspondence continued unabated, and he also participated in two further important projects of Weimar intellectual life. One attests to his commitment to an inclusive vision of religious renewal: his instrumental   support and role as eminence grise to the editorial collaboration between Viktor von Weizsäcker, Joseph Wittig and Martin Buber –  a Protestant, a Catholic and a Jewish religious thinker, respectively – in bringing out issues of the journal Die Kreatur, whose influence was disproportionate to its short-lived publication.
 The other, the translation of the Bible on which he embarked with Martin Buber in 1926, places him firmly in a line of key Jewish reformers and pedagogues in the modern period. As for  such predecessors as Moses Mendelssohn and Samson Raphael Hirsch,  this enormous task was essayed out of a conviction that the traditional texts of Judaism must be made to live for the community as a whole.

Yet it would seem that there is, at the same time, a lack of connection, even a tension, between this very practical engagement in the Weimar renaissance of Jewish life in Germany and Rosenzweig’s thinking. Stated most comprehensively and self-sufficiently in Der Stern, this thinking is usually held to emphasize a subjective immediacy of faith based on revelation and to be at least ambivalent about, if not markedly allergic to, normative Judaism, that is, to halakhah
 and historical Jewish practice. By contrast, his Lehrhaus and other activities during the 1920s seem to embody a considered retrieval, if in a modern key, of Jewish sources and tradition.

Yet the difficulty of connecting these two facets of Rosenzweig’s work – the theoretical analysis of religion renewed, in particular of Judaism renascent, and the practical work of renewal – is only apparent. In fact, I should like to suggest that his investment of word and deed in the project of a Jewish renaissance emerges directly and consistently out of the fundamental structure of his thinking and writing. As, for example, the notion of conjunction, that is, the idea of a conjunctive relationship between two terms, which interanimate each other without ever being reducible one to the other, it inhabits the movement of his thinking centrally. Jewish renewal in a practical sense was not merely a useful vehicle for Rosenzweig’s ideas, but a necessary extension of his thinking at core.

II.  A conceptual figure: the example of conjunction

In Rosenzweig’s writing, the paradigm of relation based on a conjunctive logic informs at least three central elements. First, in his understanding of the structure of faith all attempts to resolve the poles of human and divine into a single term are held to be flawed and false, since they seek to overcome the difficulty, a difficulty which must be endured within time, of the dynamic movement between transcendence and immanence. Pantheism, atheism, materialism, indeed all monisms or attempts to furnish a simple account of a reality that is not simple, but multiple, fail to meet Rosenzweig’s basic measure of faith. Der Stern is structured around the conjunction ‘Und’, which – surely indebted in part to Leo Baeck’s notion of polarity and its complementary paradoxes – stands in explicit opposition to the synthesis of Hegel’s dialectical system (II, 124, 256).

Second, the idea of a conjunctive relation works itself out in his view of symbiosis. Rosenzweig’s vision of a symbiosis of Jewish and German worlds within the individual, and in the corresponding groups,  is a vision of two spheres, experienced as realities or what William James called ‘live options’, coexisting to the enhancement of both.
 Whatever historical and social causalities might be at work in his arriving at such a position, there is no doubt that it represents the perfect analogue at the level of culture to his philosophical writing about belief. However hard it is to live with such dualities, however much and often we may be tempted to seek to liberate ourselves from them prematurely, we are enjoined by Rosenzweig to tarry with a complex, plural reality. Doing it justice has, after all, apart from the not inconsiderable virtue of being true, everything to recommend it. In a similar sense, cultural symbiosis promises a richer relation to both elements of one’s identity.

The third form which conjunctive thinking takes in Rosenzweig’s writing is Jewish thinking itself. His appreciation of the philosopher Hermann Cohen is exemplary here. Rosenzweig is no pious respecter of academic life. He reserves much of his best and bitterest humour for professional scholars, including almost all of those who taught him. One striking exception to this generally negative portrayal is Cohen, who became Rosenzweig’s teacher and mentor later in his life, at the time when he was moving towards a conclusive break with the university, culminating in 1920 in his turning down the offer to do his Habilitation with Friedrich Meinecke.

In his personal recollection of Cohen, ‘Ein Gedenkblatt’ (1918), Rosenzweig draws attention to ‘das enge Beieinander des kühlsten Gedankens und des heißesten Herzens’, adding: ‘vielleicht gibt es nichts Jüdischeres als diese Übergangslosigkeit’ (III, 240).
 In letters from 1917 onwards, he returns more than once to this co-existence in Cohen of what ought to be incompatible, even intolerable pairs, such as pathos and irony or sobriety (I, 403, 442 (‘wirklich bloß ein Nebeneinander’), 456 (‘den, arisch gesehen: unvermittelten, Übergang’)). The lack of mediation is glossed as ethnic distinctiveness. It is held, moreover, to be a feature of collective Jewish identity: ‘die übergangslose Mischung von Nüchternheit und Pathos, die wir alle haben’ (I, 403).

In Der Stern, similarly, such a coexistence of contraries is something which Rosenzweig considers a particular defining characteristic of the Jewish people. Jewish piety, he contends, refuses to take what, in his presentation, is the simplifying religious path of Christianity, for example, the bifurcation of God’s might and love into the distinct ways of son and father. Instead, Jewish religious sense holds on to the dualities of creator and redeemer, the personal God of forgiveness and the remote God of judgement, as facets of the one God. It holds on to them in a single thought and melds them in a single prayer. Jewish religious consciousness is thus characterised by sudden, yet seamless shifts between these different levels: 

Der Gegensatz zwischen schöpferischer Macht und offenbarender Liebe, […] im engeren Sinn jüdisch nur in den zuckenden unberechenbaren Übergängen zwischen seinen beiden Seiten, dieser Gegensatz schmilzt in der Innenwärme des jüdischen Herzens zur Anrufung Gottes als ‘unser Gott und Gott unsrer Väter’ (II, 448). 

This glissando faith is, for Rosenzweig, the everyday Jewish consciousness of God; immediate and naïve, just as Cohen’s analogous piety is described as ‘childlike’ (kindlich) (I, 403; III, 240). The association between Cohen and something admirably childlike or youthful is a recurrent one in his remarks on the philosopher.
 The peculiarity of such belief is its deferred fusion of the poles of religious consciousness: it resists theologically a merging that it can then effect in prayer.  What is neither ‘melded’ (verschmolzen) (I, 442) nor conclusively separated out in the idea of God can, therefore, ‘melt’ (schmilzt) (II, 448) together in the invocation of prayer, which identifies the personal God of the present community with the God of generations past.

In addition to the repeated direct identification of an essentially childlike side to Cohen, there are also suggestions that this may have been connected with Rosenzweig’s own experience of Cohen as a paternal figure and his feelings of filial gratitude and obligation. A letter from the full version of the recently published correspondence between Rosenzweig and Rosenstock-Huessy shows him locating the encounter with Cohen in a second period of ‘childlike receptivity’, one that made what he learned from Cohen almost as ‘self-evident’ and certainly as ‘secure’ as the elements of tradition within which he grew up. 

[…] Cohen. Da ist mir in einem zweiten kindhaft empfänglichen Zeitpunkt meines Lebens abermals eine Quelle der Tradition aufgetan worden; was ich an ihm erlebt habe, sitzt mir ebenso fest und selbstverständlich (oder fast ebenso) wie daswas ich als Kind noch habe erleben dürfen.

The surrogate paternal role which this seems to confer on Cohen is rendered additionally plausible and complex by related aspects of Rosenzweig’s development. Rosenzweig appears to have experienced his personal return to tradition as a movement back before  his father. In particular, his uncle is in this respect a crucial figure, for Rosenzweig, representing a modicum of continuous Jewish tradition that the parental generation had abandoned. The mention here of traditional sources that were available to him as a child almost certainly refers to his uncle. The locutions used elsewhere to describe this aspect of his childhood are strikingly similar. Cohen assumes an important place next to Rosenzweig’s uncle, and alongside the importance ascribed to the bond between ‘scion and ancestor’ (Enkel und Ahn) in Der Stern (II, 384), as another link with a practice, learning and wisdom no longer transmitted through the immediate family setting. Whether as the experience of conjunctions of faith, the conjunction of seemingly remote generations, the conjunction of ages within one person, the difficult conjunction of identity in the modern state – these and other forms of conjunction permeate Rosenzweig’s writing in all its facets and frequently crystallise around the figure of Cohen.

Though there are undoubtedly more, the fourth and final form taken by this figure of conjunction that I wish to mention here can be seen in the primacy which Rosenzweig accords language. For language is, in his view, the organon of relation. To be real, language must relate one term with another, and it has meaning and reality only inasmuch as it bridges the gap between two distinct terms. It does so – and this is worth remembering, given the terms in which Rosenzweig is frequently championed – not only in the immediate form of dialogue, but as narration and chorus as well, the forms, respectively, of past and future, according to the central account of language in Der Stern. By virtue of its ability thus to articulate time, language is uniquely capable of doing justice to a reality seen as essentially temporalised and dynamic – essentially inessential, then, we might say, inasmuch as experience of reality is said to be not of static essences, but of the ‘Brückenschläge’ (III,150), the bridgings, between the elements of reality. Talk of elements, which might appear to beg the question, occurs only within a carefully controlled environment. They are made visible only by being distilled in what is an advertised abstraction, a thought experiment or back-formation from reality. The anti-foundationalism of Rosenzweig’s account is not compromised by such heuristic abstractions, the ‘language’ of mathematics furnishing their description just as language is the vehicle of experience proper.

Thus we see that it is possible to trace varying forms in which such a central figure manifests itself in Rosenzweig’s writing. Similar patterns could be reconstructed for other figures, such as ‘Umkehr’ or, in a more abstract sense, that of the star itself.
 In what follows, I shall attempt to sketch the varieties of another idea at the heart of Rosenzweig’s thinking, one whose presence indicates the extent to which renaissance as a form of understanding and self-understanding penetrated to the heart of writing by German Jews at this time.
 In the final part of this paper, I want to suggest how it might be related more directly to Rosenzweig’s activities in the 1920s during the height of the German-Jewish renaissance.

The fundamental proposition is that, for Rosenzweig, renaissance is paradigmatic and not simply programmatic. In other words, it is not a contemporary - and ultimately, therefore, also contingent - form for faith. Rather, as ‘renewal’ (Erneuerung) and its cognate ideas, it is one with the form of belief itself. Rosenzweig’s relationship to tradition may be viewed in the same way: that is, not as something to be suspended, at least provisionally, under the sign of suspicion, modern and subjective, but as the ground of revelation, belief, the moment. The New Thinking and the New Learning with which he is associated are intimately bound up with each other – not only because they are both new, but because they are both at heart movements that aim not to replace, but to renew.


III.  Repetition

There is a strange, or at least apparently strange, idea which we encounter at several points in Rosenzweig’s work. In its barest form, it states that what is real is real inasmuch as it occurs twice. Conversely, anything which occurs only once is judged wanting. Whether recurrence may be multiple, whether, in other words, the important thing is that something occur at least twice, but may occur more often, and what precisely the status of such subsequent recurrences might be, are questions that require further work to determine. More often, the reference is to the second occurrence as such, rather than to a potentially endless series. Given the strong possibility which must be conceded that recurrences are not allied sequentially, but each recurrence entertains a direct relationship to the origin that it renews, the question could in the end be otiose.

For now, let us stay with the proposition in its simpler form: that only what occurs twice is real, and hear it in this form: ‘Alles Wirkliche bewährt sich als wirklich, indem es ein zweites Mal geschieht’ (III, 633). This sentence is found in the eighth lecture of the series titled ‘Die Wissenschaft von Gott’ (III, 619-42), which Rosenzweig gave at the Lehrhaus from October to December 1921. The lecture itself was held under the name ‘Die Antwort: Gottes Walten’.

It might seem as though reality, or at least the confirmation of something as real, were being equated with repetition. As an extension of this, truth appears to entail repetition. For by occurring twice, something is said to be not only actual (or factual, ‘tatsächlich’, a ‘Tatsache’, as Rosenzweig will often write), but also somehow true. The lecture already quoted continues: ‘Das zweite Mal ist […] die Bewahrheitung’ (III,633). The true is the real, then, but only as the doubly real, only insofar as reality is actual in repetition. Clearly something is meant here other than a collapse of the distinction between fact and value; of the kind frequently and doubtfully ascribed to Hegel’s speculative proposition regarding truth and actuality. As Rosenzweig himself, ultimately no friend of Hegel’s, recognised in the study based on his doctoral thesis, the customary form in which this idea appears – namely as the rationality of what is real – constitutes a distortion of the delicate balance achieved by Hegel’s juxtaposition and careful sequencing of the two sentences: ‘Was vernünftig ist, das ist wirklich; und was wirklich ist, das ist vernünftig’

How is this idea of repetition to be understood? Clearly not in any simple sense. Rather than attempt here the larger and important task of reconstructing the diverse conceptions of repetition that would have been available to Rosenzweig in his thinking about this question, we shall focus briefly on one source alone. Within the history of writing about repetition – ancient and modern, philosophical, historiographical, psychological and anthropological – it is the influential account of repetition found in the work of Søren Kierkegaard which will be taken here as particularly illuminating for understanding the place of repetition in Rosenzweig’s work.

IV.  Kierkegaard and Rosenzweig on repetition

The work Repetition (1843) by the pseudonymous author Constantin Constantius distinguishes between the movements of repetition and recollection. It establishes an influential contrast, which Freud will later reformulate as a distinction between mourning and melancholy. The distinction is formulated laconically in Constantius/Kierkegaard’s text:

Repetition and recollection are the same movement, except in opposite directions, for what is recollected has been, is repeated backwards, whereas genuine repetition is recollected forwards. Repetition, therefore, if it is possible, makes a person happy, whereas recollection makes him unhappy – assuming, of course, that he gives himself time to live and does not promptly at birth find an excuse to sneak out of life again, for example, that he has forgotten something.
 

Repetition is on this account neither nostalgia for the old nor hope for the new, in an absolute, unprecedented sense. Constantius opens his report with an anecdote that merits repeating:

When I was occupied for some time, at least on occasion, with the question of repetition […] I suddenly had the thought: You can, after all, take a trip to Berlin; you have been there once before. And now you can prove to yourself whether a repetition is possible and what importance it has. At home I had been practically immobilized by this question.

His preamble to the tale of the unhappy poet-lover concludes: 

He alone is truly happy who is not deluded into thinking that the repetition should be something new, for then one grows weary of it. It takes youthfulness to hope, youthfulness to recollect, but it takes courage to will repetition.[…] Indeed, what would life be if there were no repetition? Who could want to be a tablet on which time writes something new every instant or to be a memorial volume of the past? […] If God himself had not willed repetition, the world would not have come into existence. Either he would have followed the superficial plans of hope or he would have retracted everything and preserved it in recollection. That he did not do. Therefore, the world continues, and it continues because it is a repetition. Repetition – that is actuality and the earnestness of existence.

In Repetition, the idea of recollection, repetition backwards, recapitulates Greek anamnesis. Wisdom comes through unforgetting. By contrast, repetition, or recollection forwards, is identified with the modern condition, with the moment, with happiness, if such be possible. Repetition is eternity in the moment, thus paradoxical. In the words of Either/Or, it is ‘living in eternity and yet hearing the hall clock strike’.
 The poetic young man in Repetition refuses to live as even Constantius advises; Constantius himself being one of the personae of the aesthetic writings who have at most an intimation of religiousness, of repetition in the religious sphere.

Philosophical Fragments (1844) by the pseudonymous Johannes Climacus replays this contrast at a higher level; though, by his own admission, not yet a Christian one. Pitting Socratic wisdom against the paradox, it asks whether it is possible to learn, put more generally, whether there can be something new. However, the issue remains essentially the same. ‘The dialectic of repetition’ was expressed in Repetition as follows: ‘that which is repeated has been – otherwise it could not be repeated – but the very fact that it has been makes the repetition into something new’.
 The abstract proposition of the opening is given an existential sense: ‘When the Greeks said that all knowing is recollecting, they said all existence, which is, has been; when one says that life is a repetition, one says: actuality, which has been, now comes into existence.’

In the more directly religious setting of Philosophical Fragments, this becomes the difficulty of whether what is possible, by having become actual, becomes more necessary than it was. The change from possible to actual, if real, must be free, not determined or necessary.
 The aim here is to awaken us (to say ‘reawaken’ would run counter to the reflection) to the momentousness of the moment, the significance of something occurring within time, and the freedom of that occurrence or coming into existence, whose exemplary instance will later emerge as the incarnation of Christ. Only along this path lies an answer to the question with which Climacus begins, or attempts to begin: how can an historical moment become the basis of an eternal happiness? In other words, how should faith relate to history? How should belief relate to the historical actuality of events in which, paradoxically, it finds something more than history, something whose own relation to history is one of incomprehensible freedom? Yet this freedom remains within a relation. History persists. Socratic recollection, by contrast, effectively exits time and history, by assuming that what maeutics brings us to discover lay in us all along. The occasion in time for such knowledge is accidental. 

Climacus seeks ‘eternal consciousness’ and ‘eternal happiness’, but he seeks them in an ‘historical point of departure’, one that is ‘of more than historical interest’.
 An eternal faith ‘built on historical knowledge’ differs from one that leaves behind or renounces history. It is precisely pagan, Socratic consciousness for which the historical site of faith is meaningless. ‘The temporal point of departure is a nothing, because in the same moment I discover that I have known the truth from eternity without knowing it, in the same instant that moment is hidden in the eternal’.
 By contrast, the moment – category of belief – is decisive in both time and eternity.

Combined with an openness to tradition, this historical faith is at the heart of Kierkegaard’s vision no less than Rosenzweig’s. Faith is, Climacus avers, ‘a sense for coming into existence’, a quality which gives the present its ‘historical character’.
 Eternity is ‘inflected into the dialectical qualifications’ of becoming, and the believer repeats this moment in making its fact the historical object of faith.
 Overcoming a dichotomy between eternal and historical is what distinguishes faith from knowledge. The moment of true learning or change is not indifferent to time or to the occasion. Something is added, comes into existence. Put another way: there is, in repetition, a relation that moves not only forwards, but also outside.
 Kierkegaard’s early journals offer two senses of recollection: one is anamnesis, the other is modern thought, which is viewed as essentially pagan (something that Rosenzweig will also maintain), in considering itself ‘a calling to mind [Sig-Besinden] of what is already given in consciousness’.
 Ancient and modern paganism both fail to break with the immanence of consciousness. Repetition is the way for religion within modernity.

In Philosophical Fragments, we see repetition at work, even though by this stage the term itself hardly figures.
 Moreover, there are profound affinities between the form which repetition takes in Kierkegaard’s work – largely under cover of terms such as ‘the paradox’ and ‘the moment’, which dominate from 1844 onwards – and the way in which repetition figures in Der Stern. In both cases, this is as much performative as it is propositional, in response to the difficulty of narrating faith.

Kierkegaard and Rosenzweig may usefully be compared in terms of the structure of their works. We are thinking here of their shared reflection on the problem of beginning; a reflection that locates them not just within modern philosophical writing in general, but more specifically within a modern, post-traditional, non-dogmatic articulation of belief. Structure also includes the question of the voice, in their case, voices. Both Philosophical Fragments and Der Stern are texts with masks. They use intrigues, provisional personae, deploy generic discourses (such as philosophy, mathematics etc.) with less – one might equally say more – than full conviction, in other words, as stages or moments, in order to conduct us from where they take us to be – in unbelief or a misconceived belief – into the precincts of faith proper.

Interpretation of Rosenzweig’s oeuvre benefits from an appreciation of the complex contract established between belief and its exposition, faith and philosophical form. Multiple homologies emerge between the relations obtaining within experience and those within its systematic elaboration. The challenge for Rosenzweig scholarship is to correct the tendency to partial reading or misplaced emphasis, by tracing these analogies, the intricate connections which they generate, and their consequences for the life of faith. In Rosenzweig’s account, in Der Stern, the relationship between revelation, creation and redemption is indissoluble and fundamental. This maps on to and expresses, in part implicitly, the relationship between the individual, uniquely urgent commandment, the law as a whole, and their perceived universal realisation. It informs the dynamic joining personal belief, historical tradition and eschatalogical hope. 

Similar, though not identical, is the configuration of the revealed world, the pagan or philosophical anterior world (‘Vorwelt’), and the communally anticipated ‘hyper-world’ (‘Überwelt’) of redemption. These three worlds constitute the three parts of the curiously systematic statement that is Der Stern. Their relations with one another parallel those of faith, yet occupy another sphere. Part One schools the reader in central facets of Rosenzweig’s method: inversion, renewal, the refusal of enduring dichotomies, the recuperation of secular, pagan energies for the movement of faith. Seen in this light, his project of reintegrating philosophy and theology appears more than merely a hopeful gesture, rather as a promise kept in the performance of the text.

Narrating faith involves, as we noted earlier, the difficulty of beginning. Rosenzweig begins twice, thus revealing a significant affinity with the expository structure, the hypothetical opening, of Philosophical Fragments. If the moment of belief is to be truly significant, faith cannot be where we already are. If faith is our presupposition, it must be suspended when narrating its formation. Such suspension of belief does not aspire to a doubtful impartiality, free of presuppositions - for Nietzsche, an unthinkable paralogism;
 for Rosenzweig, the dangerous myth of the Hegelian system (II, 5-7); for William James, an impossible agnostic abstention from ‘living’ options for belief.
 Faith’s suspension awakens recognition of what it must have taken to get, and be taking to keep, us there. The momentous difference between the pagan and revealed worlds - a break that is, through the movement of inversion, also continuity - measures the miracle of belief. It requires that we begin twice, first mythically. In faith’s primordial ‘once upon a time’ begins a journey which enacts the drama of belief.

If it is to provide a strong conception of renewal, then repetition must be more than mere recurrence. This insight was already written into the programme of renaissance as it was announced and pursued by Martin Buber at the turn of the twentieth century. In one of his earliest texts, which simultaneously describes and calls for the ‘Jüdische Renaissance’ of its title, he is at pains to distinguish the renaissance from a mere return to earlier forms or even their slavish revival. Eager to free it from this mistaken assumption, Buber characterises the renaissance as ‘renewal’, ‘rebirth’, an orientation towards the future, whose prefixes ‘Wieder-’ and ‘Re-’ indicate, not a reinstatement of religious forms that have, in Buber’s eyes, rightly had their day, but the ‘resurrection’ (one might say discovery) of vital subterranean currents that have run within the Jewish people’s life from the beginning. Paradoxically, then, what is now being claimed for the Jewish present and future is held to be at once age-old and unprecedented: ‘ein Neuschaffen aus uraltem Material.
 These are things hidden since the foundation of the Jewish world. The rallying cry is to a renaissance that ‘nicht Rückkehr, sondern Wiedergeburt bedeutet: eine Wiedergeburt, eine Erneuerung des ganzen Menschen’.
 Though futural by instinct, renaissance should, according to Buber, not be confused with a shallow optimism about the human condition. It is thus pitched carefully between the mistaken extremes of nostalgia and a progressivism along Enlightenment lines. In a piece dated to 1903 and published as part of a larger essay in 1916, Buber pointedly distinguishes the Jewish renaissance, and its larger namesake, from straightforward repetition, from simply restoring or recovering connections that have been damaged: ‘Erneuert: nicht wiederholt. Die jüdische Renaissance ist […] mehr als eine Neuknüpfung zerissener Fäden.’

This certainly bears comparison in more than one sense with Buber’s understanding of renaissance or renewal, in which what was latent, or subterranean is actualised and brought to light. Although the paradox of renewal, its inextricable compound of old and new, is already evident in his description of it as ‘ein Erwachen, das ein Wunder ist’, Buber, particularly in his earlier writings, seems instinctively more concerned by the dangers of this ‘new creation from ancient material’ than by the opportunities which it might offer.
 Hence he prefers to leave the definition of what is to be renewed vague at best, often cloaked in the language of Lebensphilosophie or völkisch thinking, as currents, energies, the essential life of the people. In ‘Jüdische Renaissance’, for example, this assumes various evocative, yet imprecise forms: ‘Ströme des Volkslebens’, ‘Samenkörner des Volkstums, die sich Jahrtausende lang in dumpfen Königsgräbern ihre Keimkraft bewahren’,
 ‘schlummernde Welten’,
 ‘latente Energien’, ‘Eigenschaften unseres Stammes’, ‘das einheitliche, ungebrochene Lebensgefühl des Juden’.
 There is a development in this regard, even in Buber’s thinking, as it will later become comparatively, if still tentatively, more open to a positive conception of rabbinic authority and the law.
 For the most part, however, Rosenzweig demonstrates a far greater readiness to contemplate exterior forms, rather than simply vitalist metaphysics and metaphors, for the idea of what renewal works.

Repetition in the conventional sense, as simple recurrence, falls under the sign of what Hegel called bad infinity, while that, in turn, in its immanent other (infinity), would be viewed by Kierkegaard and Rosenzweig as falling short of the tension of the moment, in which eternity, though irreducible to time, is present. Depending on whom we listen to, the other names of repetition as recurrence might be recollection (Kierkegaard), eternal recurrence of the same borne valiantly and joyously by will the power (Nietzsche), compulsion or melancholy that are equally stuck (Freud). By contrast, repetition as renewal means the fulfilment of something already announced. Necessarily, then, renewal is repetition with a difference. ‘Die Bewährung bringt, obwohl sie “nur” Bewährung ist, etwas zu dem zu Bewährenden hinzu, nämlich eben sich selbst, die Bewährung’ (III, 633); in Climacus’ terms: ‘the very fact that it has been makes the repetition into something new’. 
 The moments are discernible enough to be non-identical. Difference within renewal might be said to develop impulses of a liturgical understanding, transposing the articulation of tradition and time within liturgy on to an account of the experience of faith.

Rosenzweig terms this structure of anticipation and confirmation ‘miracle’. It is prophetic, one term, at one time, always being present to experience by proxy. Thus the past is recovered: philosophically (the principal mode in Der Stern); hermeneutically, through the language of liturgy (also present in Der Stern); or traditionally, in learning and practice or observance (in that order, for Rosenzweig). The later writings explore more openly how engagement with Jewish sources can serve to mediate between the extremes of Orthodoxy (or neo-Orthodoxy) and an individualised, thus ultimately capricious and subjective form of Judaism. It seeks to avoid what Rosenzweig calls a politics of all-or-nothing. Moreover, just as the past is renewed, so the future is invoked proleptically.
 The non-identity in renewal is precisely discernible as prophecy and its fulfilment. Miracle is not more of the same.

V.  Figures of repetition in Rosenzweig’s writing
We may look more closely now at the forms which this figure of renewal takes in Rosenzweig’s writing.

V.1  Creation redeemed

Framed most generally, the figure of renewal captures the idea of a novel restoration, the paradox of a redemptive repetition that is also creation or completion. As such, it features often, when Rosenzweig wishes to emphasise the human agency involved in redemption: from the daily morning liturgy and its appeal for a renewal of creation through to mystical and apocalyptic visions of a renewed Davidic kingdom going hand in hand with the renewal of nature and the 

cosmos itself.

This idea of human participation in the redemption of the world is one that he shares with, and will to some extent have taken from, Buber, whose reworking of Hasidic lore had sought to recover religiously meaningful agency for Jewish faith, in line with the proto-existential ideas of the ‘deed’, die Tat, and a religion of the deed widespread at the time. Even more than Buber, Rosenzweig expands this notion by integrating it into a mystical framework. Just as Buber found in Hasidism the activist channelling of mystical energies, an ‘Ethos gewordene Kabbala’,
 so Rosenzweig infuses his account with mystical conceptions – largely, it should be noted, those also current in the mainstream rabbinic corpus. In this way, redemptive acts can be understood as, simultaneously, completing the work of creation. Such complicating of the distinction between origin and effects in this idea of renewal echoes ideas abroad at the time seeking to rediscover a dynamic evolution of tradition, the covenantal revelation at Sinai from which the tradition springs being understood not as a finished event, but as ongoing, an event whose unfolding is the work of every generation.

Revelation is said to renew primordial creation in the present (II, 123). As already mentioned, Der Stern is structured according to this figure. The movement between its three parts (roughly, from creation to revelation to redemption) involves not a negation or overcoming of the previous state, but its transformation. ‘Umschaffung’ or ‘Umkehr’, teshuvah, are among renewal’s cognate terms. Hence the signs designating creation undergo an inversion (II, 130). The connection between anticipatory sign (‘Vorzeichen’) and sign (‘Zeichen’) constitutes providence (II, 135). Just as renewal describes the relationship of revelation to creation, so theology, the new theology, renews philosophy as religion renews paganism. The entire content of revelation, Rosenzweig claims, is already present in philosophy, but as revelation’s precondition, as its ‘Vorher’, precisely as created and still unrevealed (II, 120). In this way, the prophetic criterion of miracle is met. His essay in self-commentary, ‘Das neue Denken’ (1925), makes this clear: ‘Die Offenbarung zerstört ja das echte Heidentum, das Heidentum der Schöpfung, mit nichten, sie läßt ihm nur das Wunder der Umkehr und Erneuerung geschehn’ (III,153). More specifically, paganism’s relegation is justified on the grounds that Judaism and Christianity renew the revelation to Adam. Death, as the completion of created life, forms a transitional symbol of this miraculous renewal of creation (173).

V.2  Factuality

Renewal is tied to redemption even more firmly in terms of the notion with which we began: factuality. Redemption, on Rosenzweig’s view, is the conferring of eternity on the world, taking what is transient and giving it ‘Dauer’.
 These religious strategies of duration involve grounding revelation in the world. What endures cannot be private illumination, guarded against the world, or simply the persistence or preservation of something past. Factuality in the redemptive sense is neither the fact nor the act alone, since both look backwards only. Rather, since redemption is a process, eternity is oriented towards the future, and redemptive work must do likewise. 

‘Alles was noch unmittelbar an seinem Anfang hängt, ist noch nicht im vollen Sinne tatsächlich […]. Wahre Dauerhaftigkeit ist stets Dauer in die Zukunft hinein und auf die Zukunft zu. Nicht was immer war, ist dauerhaft: die Welt war immer; auch nicht was allzeit erneuert wird: das Erlebnis wird allzeit erneuert; einzig was ewig kommt: das Reich. Nicht die Sache, nicht die Tat, erst die Tatsache ist sicher vor dem Rückfall ins Nichts’ (II, 269-70). 

Rosenzweig understands such redemptive factuality in mystical and distinctly activist terms.
 ‘Realität oder wie die jüdische Mystik des Hochmittelalters für “Welt der Realität, der Dinghaftigkeit” sehr schön sagt: “Welt der Tathaftigkeit, der Faktizität” und wie ich deshalb hier auch lieber sagen will: die Welt der Tat’ (I, 253). ‘Daher erst seit der Tat-sächlichkeit der Welt ihre Tat-sächlichkeit vollkommen geworden ist’ (I, 426). Only the world in and upon which we are commanded to act, as its renewal and completion, is tangibly real.

V.3  Confirmation and time

Renewal is often attended by the notion of ‘Bewährung’, confirmation: this stands at the heart of Rosenzweig’s theory of miracle and truth, culminating in the ‘Messianic epistemology’ at the end of Der Stern. It is connected with the primacy of the deed and frequently supported with reference to the Pesiqta de Rav Kahana 102b, as in Rosenzweig’s 1914 essay, ‘Atheistiche Theologie’: ‘Gott spricht: wenn ihr mich nicht bezeugt, so bin ich nicht’ (III,696). Shmuel Hugo Bergmann’s essay ‘Die Heiligung des Namens (Kiddusch Haschem)’ (1913) – a piece whose significance for Rosenzweig is underrated – characterises the being of God as independent, not to be grasped externally, like some object; ‘So fragt denn der Jude: Wie ist Gott also für mich? Und antwortet: indem er in deinem Leben zu deiner Tat wird. Indem du ihn bewährst, ist er in deiner Welt Wirklichkeit geworden’.
 Renewal, although not simply historical, needs and wants time. Rosenzweig contrasts proof (Beweis) and confirmation through renewal (Bewährung). The traditional form of the proof aspires to dispense with time, proving on the spot what we already knew, whereas confirmation is creative (synthetic) and, he argues, one of the reasons why the New Thinking ‘takes time seriously’ (Ernstnehmen der Zeit) (III, 152).

V.4  Law

The question of Rosenzweig’s understanding of traditional Jewish law, of halakhah, is too large and involved to be discussed more than partially here.
 The question of the law is understood both practically and theologically. There is justified debate about the extent to which Rosenzweig wanted to see halakhah renewed and to play a part in such a return to tradition. Generally, he is held to have undergone a form of second religious ‘conversion’; the first conversion, so named by Nahum Glatzer, being from a position of assimilation and near-conversion to Christianity to one in which Judaism was embraced spiritually, but practically reappropriated with considerable caution.
 This second ‘conversion’ is said to mark his shift from a largely antinomian conception of religion, and even of Judaism, in which law, das Gesetz, is vilified and replaced with commandment, das Gebot, to increasingly strong and outspoken support for orthodox religious observance. 

In fact, both positions are caricatures; neither does justice to the complexity of his thinking. While this thinking certainly develops, it does so in this instance, as in most others, not by leaps and paradigm shifts, but – as we might be forgiven for expecting from a single human being – in such a way that what went before and what came after remain in at least some sort of dialogue. When we examine Rosenzweig’s understanding of law, we are not even confronted with a surface disjunction. Put most extremely, it is a case of a shift in emphasis, a rearrangement of pieces, nearly all of which were on the board from the start. If Rosenzweig later became ever more receptive to the role of law in a contemporary, renewed Judaism, this was not in contrast to some previous allergy to all things halakhic. Inasmuch as his increasing sympathy for traditional practice was not news from nowhere, his earlier thinking, embodied in Der Stern and other writings, may be expected to contain at the very least seeds of this later development, if development it truly is.

It will perhaps then be less startling to learn that, in earlier writings as well, the notion of law is made productive within the context of renewal. For on the customary reading of this phase of Rosenzweig’s thinking, a positive response to the idea of law or repetition should be almost unimaginable. Validity should be granted at this stage exclusively to all that exemplifies singularity; in the case of law, this would be the commandment, unique and resisting any fixing in form, structure, any law. Here we have the basic ingredients of the mainstream Rosenzweig reception that has contributed substantially to the suspicion that he engages in a Pauline depiction of faith and of Judaism, one that is apologetic to its core, notwithstanding its proclaimed disdain for apology. If we attend to the figure of renewal, we find, instead, an awareness of the centrality of law and its renewal – renewal as law, not somehow against law, in the form of an anarchic commandment – which anticipates the more visible and vigorous claims for law audible as we move through Rosenzweig’s writings of the 1920s.

The basic structure of Der Stern requires the movement of renewal. It is important to remember, amid the work’s celebration of singularity and formlessness, that Rosenzweig ultimately advocates neither. The structure of miracle is the experience (Erlebnis) of revelation. This experience is positionally and, it appears at first, also spiritually, the fulcrum of Der Stern. Rosenzweig seems to confirm this impression when he describes it as ‘das Herzstück’ and advises uncertain readers to begin with this section of the book. Yet this must be viewed within the context of his rhetoric of awakening. Like most reformers and enlighteners, Rosenzweig sought to reassert the inner life of forms which had, or seemed to many to have, become ossified and thereby to renew their native connection to a perceived inner spiritual core. 

As such, it becomes less difficult to see why he should have chosen to call the book not Der Stern der Offenbarung, but Der Stern der Erlösung, emphasising redemption rather than revelation. As finally emerges clearly towards the end of the work, the geometrical figure of the star also expresses this rediscovery of form. It is a form now purged by having passed through the fire of revelation, satisfied the criterion of immediacy. But form it still is, and crucially so. Rosenzweig is unambiguous on this point: without the renewal of form, all that is won in the moment of revelation remains incomplete and risks being lost again. The form in which revelation is anchored and becomes finally real is, on Rosenzweig’s account, twofold: Christianity and Judaism. His description of Judaism – or, to use his preferred term, the Jewish people – is certainly marked by a bias towards liturgy and prayer. Nevertheless, it is important not to disregard the presence of the law (halahkah) in this picture of religious form, even if it remains in this text comparatively muted. Admittedly, Rosenzweig conceded, in 1924, that the law receives insufficient treatment in Der Stern (‘Daß das Gesetz bei der Darstellung des Judentums im Stern zu kurz gekommen ist, ist wahr’ (I, 914)), that he could only have done it minimally, and even now, only very ‘sketchily’ (I, 951) – and this to no less a person than Isaac Breuer (1883-1946), grandson of Samson Raphael Hirsch (1808-1888), the great renewer of German Orthodoxy. To less formidable correspondents, however, he is able to claim that the final part of the book already contains the ‘law’ (I, 639), and that his halahkic theory was already extant: ‘die liegt vorweg, die habe ich im Stern gegeben’ (I, 984). Indeed, he even considers this first statement, in Der Stern, to express a more orthodox and intolerant self than he had become by 1922, the period of ‘Die Bauleute’, his most sustained reflection on the question of law and teaching in Judaism. ‘The dangerous book’, he writes of Der Stern, was his ‘armour’, thankfully completed before confronting figures such as Nehemia Nobel, who broadened his conception of what being Jewish could encompass (I, 747). Rosenzweig’s halakhism is, in other words, in some sense already established in Der Stern. This argues for qualification of the general criticism, by contemporaries and later scholars, that his system cannot generate such central Jewish ideas as justice or ground normative tradition. Certainly, the idea that Rosenzweig came late to a realisation of the importance of law in Jewish life cannot stand.

V.5  Contexts and contemporaries

The model of rupture and recovery is occasionally suggested as a model for understanding renaissances such as that of German Jewry in the early twentieth century. It is not clear, however, that this is relevant for the Jewish context. Since the kind of rupture which such a model assumes is less easily located, there might not be the same need for recovery. If it is true to say of eighteenth-century Jewish reform and its textual or ethical fundamentalism that there is at least as much continuity as change, if not more, it also holds for the Jewish renaissance of the early twentieth century. Rosenzweig, in his innovation, wishes to break through the obscuring layer of the nineteenth century: its obsession with Bildung, in general, and its religious Reform and neo-Orthodoxy, in particular. The self-understanding of the renewer is not that something has been ruptured and must now be recovered. Rather, it is that there has been a temporary obfuscation of the true way. The project is to bring to light once again the thread of tradition that has run unbroken, but sometimes darkly so.

The way in which this revelation of continuity occurs may, of course, itself represent discontinuity. Movements purporting to defend or return to tradition frequently employ distinctly untraditional means to achieve their ends. To a certain extent, they are condemned from the outset to follow the law which dictates that the conscious attempt to continue, to resist change, unavoidably introduces the thing it would deny. The difference between traditional and traditionalist rests on such historical irony. Certainly, if we look at the history of neo-Orthodoxy in Germany, it is clear that this law obtained. For the return to tradition which Rosenzweig helped to inspire, it seems no less telling. Notwithstanding the animus against the nineteenth-century Liberal attempt to confessionalise Judaism and the neo-Orthodox attempt to make the law stand still, the approach which Rosenzweig and those around him developed bears the imprint of many of the changes which these movements had brought about. A saving feature in Rosenzweig’s case may be his awareness that it was impossible to repristinate past forms. Whilst the ambition to recover a superficially interrupted tradition is certainly present, it does not entail wishing away the intervening period or wishfully assuming that one can find neutral ground from which to begin. This realism informs at every turn Rosenzweig’s conception of renewal and the shape which he sought to give it in the ‘new learning’.

We find this figure of renewal often enough in the period to speak of something approaching a discursive constant. In part, it might be said that this mainstream rabbinic idea is accentuated by the disclosure of Judaism’s mystical traditions, above all in the work of Scholem, especially the centrality of notions such as tikkun (‘mending’) or yichud (‘unifying’), which surfaces emphatically in several writers under the name of ‘Einung’.
 In Bergmann’s ‘Die Heiligung des Namens’, we read that humankind sustains the world and that its moral actions renew creation.
 In ‘Vollendung und Spannung’ (1923), Leo Baeck, in the characteristically Kantian formulation of an asymptotic ethical task, sees the universal tension between creation and revelation overcome in religious consciousness based on the commanded act, the deed by which we create our world.
 Finally, in ‘Schöpferische Freiheit als religiöses Prinzip’ (1920), Felix Weltsch, similarly enamoured of the contemporary watchwords Tat and Werden, adumbrates an idea of worldly sanctification that he opposes to other-worldly negation: ‘Hier soll die Welt umgeschaffen, weitergeschaffen werden […]. Hier ist Welt-Tat, dort ist Welt-Flucht.’
 Contrasted with contemplative speculative theology, the via activa appears repeatedly in the form of active renewal.

VI.  Renewal: conceptual figure and historical programme

How may we connect this conceptual figure of renewal in Rosenzweig’s writing with the vision and activities of Jewish renaissance in the inter-war years? In other words, what can we say about the link between the conceptual figure of renewal and the historical efforts at renewal in the early twentieth century? In conclusion, I shall offer some suggestions as to the kind of connection which might conceivably be drawn.

VI. 1  Sources

The return to the sources and languages of Judaism for which Rosenzweig worked so tirelessly is understood as a renewal of those sources. This can be seen in Rosenzweig’s writing: Der Stern itself is understood as renewal, exploiting on several occasions within its own textuality the implicit renewal structure of commentary, both biblical and liturgical, the best example being the commentary on the Song of Songs which makes up the central section on revelation. It can also be seen in his activity at the Lehrhaus, which is based on a conviction about tradition (Jewish and Christian) as fulfilment, as repetition (the Talmud and New Testament (II, 129). Creation, as the ground of revelation, is embodied and experienced by us in tradition. Thus creation is linked to textuality, to the capacity of traditional texts to be repeated. Rosenzweig’s multiple references to the ‘Wiederholbarkeit’of tradition, to Mishneh Torah and Maimonides, indicate that this appropriation of tradition – obviously, for those whose predicament necessitates appropriation – is through the recovery of a textual tradition from which they are presently removed. 

The dynamic of return is thus not backwards, but forwards; as repetition recollects forwards rather than repeating its way back. It is not the nostalgic flight back into an ancestral, tribal identity, of the kind which Friedrich Meinecke thought he saw at work when Rosenzweig declined his offer of a university career, in order to devote himself to Jewish renewal. Meinecke wrote in his obituary for Rosenzweig: ‘Der Weltkrieg machte ihn irre an dem zuerst verfolgten Weg, die Höhen der deutschen protestantischen Kultur zu erforschen; darum flüchtete er in die Welt seines Bluts’;
 and after the war, with similar scepticism: ‘Ich nenne weiter...Franz Rosenzweig, der...nach dem Kriege, erschüttert über diesen, wie er fürchtete, endgültigen Zusammenbruch deutscher Ideale, in einem vergeistigten Judentum seine angestammte Bestimmung wieder zu finden glaubte’.
 Kurzweil points to the contrast between Rosenzweig’s less doctrinaire conception of symbiosis and Hirsch’s ultimate primacy of Torah over derekh eretz (the way or law of the land), and shows the radical effect this had on Rosenzweig’s pedagogy, which still represents a model (conservative) mean that avoids both Orthodox dogmatism and Liberal caprice.

The ba’alei teshuvah, the returners to Jewish observance, among whose number Rosenzweig was usually counted, were not trying to sneak out of the present and of history, but to return tradition to the present. Renewal stands, then, for the attempt to dynamise a tradition which, in their view, had become ossified, defensively frozen against the profound changes that characterised the unfinished period of Enlightenment and Jewish emancipation.

This is central to Rosenzweig’s understanding of the renewal of Jewish learning and tradition. It must not be renewal that is negatively positioned, for example against conversion or marrying out or similar epiphenomenal threats to Jewish identity. Whatever the actual portion of tradition that a returner may be able to appropriate, take on and make their own, at any one time, it is imperative that they keep in view the widest possible range of traditional alternatives.
 The guiding ideal is not defensive, it is expansive: not only that ‘nichts Jüdisches ist mir fremd’ – as Rosenzweig writes, echoing Terence – but also that everything which at present lies outside one’s Judaism is to be colonised by belief. Secular denotes something provisional. It is a category of position, not essence. In Kierkegaard’s language, the sublime must come to infuse the pedestrian. Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik, a figure similarly concerned to rethink the separation of profane and religious space, writes that tradition considers the market place as fitting and important a site as any established religious forum for realising truth.
 Although Rosenzweig appears, controversially, to cede the ground of history and spatial expansion to Christianity, envisaging Judaism as increasingly indrawn and removed from the vicissitudes of time and temporal politics, he proposes and works for an economy of symbiosis in which precisely this restless drive towards a total religious existence is dominant. 

If there is a sense in which it is right to group him with others responding to the fragmentation of modern society, it is arguably inasmuch as he, too, expresses that hunger for wholeness which has been taken as a hallmark of Weimar culture. Curiously, however, we witness this hunger at work perhaps less in the regeneration of community in which Rosenzweig participated – the community imagined is, in many respects, too complex and dynamic to slot neatly into a nostalgic model along the lines of Ferdinand Tönnies – than in the search for a form of life and lived belief that reintegrates the human being. The appearance in his writing of strains that clearly partake of the decisionism and voluntarism of the time – though, importantly, without the usual attendant irrationalism – bespeak this desire to identify mental and propositional attitudes in which the individual’s entire being is involved, is at stake. It is in his urge to understand faith as a movement of the whole person, beyond the divisions into natural and moral, emotional and rational, heteronomous and autonomous, that Rosenzweig seems, differences of articulation aside, closest to the mainstream thinking of his day.

Renewal leads us to tradition and leads tradition to us, to our here and now. Rosenzweig emphasises the idea of making the past present, rather than taking the present back into the past: an exemplary instance of liturgical remembrance is taken from the Seder meal at Passover (II, 351-4). This replays the contrast between repetition and recollection: the movement of repetition is forwards (recollection forwards), that of recollection is backwards (repetition backwards). Repetition therefore concerns the present remembering forwards, opening on to the future.

The fact that Rosenzweig’s tendency towards an emphasis on ‘die Entscheidung’, decision or resolve, as opposed to choice (‘liberum arbitrium’); on ‘der Augenblick’, the moment; and on ‘die Tat’, the act or deed, does not entail the usual attendant irrationalism is a further indication of his unstinting search for a mode of authentic belief that has objective grounds, is anchored in the world. 

It is important to note in this context that the Lehrhaus and similar ventures were not traditional, but part of a new forum for giving access to old sources. They represent an untraditional way of opening up tradition. Rosenzweig was candid about this in the 1920 address at  the opening of the Lehrhaus, whose refrain the editor of the 1937 edition of his Kleinere Schriften turned into its title: ‘Neues Lernen’. Old learning led from Torah into life; the new learning is to lead from life back to Torah. The question is: what does ‘back to Torah’ mean in the context of the world of acculturated German Jews? Clearly, it implies not just knowledge, but the forging of a German Jewish identity.

Notwithstanding its adoption of titles such as beth ha-midrash, the Lehrhaus was something new; as Rosenzweig notes, ‘eben ein modernisiertes Beth ha Midrasch’ (I, 852). The need of the qualifying adjective ‘jüdisch’ marks as well as anything perhaps the distance travelled. The desire for the tonal colour of ‘frei’, in addition to its bald sense of gratis, likewise. For the same reason that the Lehrhaus could no longer be assumed to be Jewish, the Jüdisches Lehrhaus risked implying a narrowness vis-à-vis the wider, freer air that German Jews now breathed.

In its pedagogical form, even more obviously than in its focus or subject matter, the Lehrhaus drew heavily on more general developments in Germany, such as the growing adult education movement. Rosenzweig’s priority was to overcome divisions within the Jewish community, by bringing together both lay and learned from as many factions as possible (I, 855). As he wrote to Rudolf Hallo, in the letter mentioned at the beginning of this essay: ‘Das Arabbinische und das antighettohaft Universelle des Programms, darauf kommt es an’ (I, 862). The two impulses signalled here – freedom from rabbinic authority and the aspiration towards a universality transcending narrowly conceived Jewish matters – seem to place Rosenzweig and the Lehrhaus within the tradition of initiatives beginning in the late eighteenth century in Germany, which sought to modernise Judaism and bring it into dialogue with the wider culture. In this respect, at least, he would seem the worthy descendent of Samuel Meyer Ehrenberg and his Samsonschule in Wolfenbüttel, a pedagogical vanguard of the Haskalah or Jewish Enlightenment; however much Rosenzweig, like many of his contemporaries, came to criticize Enlightenment and the project of emancipation whose contract it had shaped. 

The precise way in which the Lehrhaus movement sought to bring back to life the sources of Judaism was intended to counteract developments in Jewish life since emancipation: not just the diminution of Jewish knowledge that resulted from acculturation during the nineteenth century, but also the preservation, and perceived mummification, of that knowledge as historical scholarship, in the Wissenschaft des Judentums. If there is a general (albeit partial) truth in the claim that, in the modern period, history became ‘the faith of fallen Jews’,
 and if Germany might well qualify as the new Jerusalem of historicised Judaism, it is evident that, without wishing to forfeit the insights of such scholarship, Rosenzweig and like-minded contemporaries fought to recover a relationship to tradition whose structure of memory and time operates on a different axis.

In terms of what was studied at the Lehrhaus, there is an unmistakeable commitment to bringing traditional learning back in, often under cover of much distinctively new material. Inasmuch as its emphasis was on learning, irrespective of observance, the Lehrhaus undoubtedly belongs to that shift from Kultusgemeinde to Kulturgemeinde, exemplifying the dual ‘restorative and innovative elements’ about which Michael Brenner has written.

There is a legitimate social-political critique of such movements of return and religious renewal. Contemporaries and later commentators, especially those associated with the Frankfurt School, see the movement as part of a reactionary anti-modernism, fleeing the present in a symptomatic response to the ills of modern society without any analysis of its causes. Yet it can be argued that Rosenzweig’s solution is historical, and historically aware. It constitutes a response specifically for a generation caught on the cusp of post-traditional modernity: sceptical, scientific, legally (if not socially) emancipated, seriously acculturated. Certainly, it did not attempt to engage with the structural material conditions of the time, or to provide an analysis of how these might be connected with social and psychological phenomena, such as alienation, anomie etc.. Yet in their emphasis on repetition or renewal, Kierkegaard and Rosenzweig may be seen as responding to the challenge of forging authentic historicality in a post-traditional age, where the presuppositions of identity – unity of being and thought – are held to have fallen away and made recollection inadequate as a category of historicality. The crisis of historicism in which Rosenzweig’s intellectual formation may usefully be viewed is a crisis of recollection as a category for life.
 From at least Nietzsche onwards, history’s use or disadvantage for life becomes, again perhaps, a real question. Just as historicism is frustrated by its necessary incompleteness in time, so recollection fails to find the repose from which a complete retrospect would be possible. At least, it fails, for us, who inhabit time. Kierkegaard writes in a journal entry of 1843: ‘It is quite true what philosophy says: that life must be understood backwards. But then one forgets the other principle: that it must be lived forwards. [...] temporal life can never properly be understood precisely because I can at no instant find complete rest in which to adopt the position: backwards’.
 Repetition is the answer to the question of history and life, being and becoming, within time. Recollection (repetition backwards) works for tradition. We might compare it to the form of understanding reconstructed by Yerushalmi under the title Zakhor, in which new events are comprehended by assimilation to established patterns, emphasising the oldness of the new. By contrast, repetition is when what is old becomes new, renewed, the newness of the old.

VI.2  Objectivity

Rosenzweig argues that the order of creation, revelation and redemption is dynamic, and revelation therefore emerges out of a ground of creation and redemption (community, both actual (Jewish) and anticipated (humankind)), without which it would be the ahistorical and suspiciously, unscientifically subjective revelation criticized in Part II of Der Stern, and, elsewhere, as unanchored and fanatical. If belief is in this sense not the forecourt to tradition, but its inner courtyard, only visible once one passes through tradition’s halls, then the renewal of Judaism and Jewish faith cannot be left to the vagaries of religiosity. Here, in its basic form, is the burden of Rosenzweig’s difference from Buber. The world – in Buber, the ‘Es-Welt’, inimical to the pure relation of encounter or dialogue – is here essential. It cannot be consigned to the role of foil – however necessary – of correlate to the privileged sphere of the ‘Ich-Du’ relation. This is not because religiosity is contingent and unpredictable (that, after all, is its very virtue for its champions: that it cannot be planned for, routinised), but because, according to Rosenzweig’s demanding criteria, it is impossible, not belief proper. The world is not rampant inauthenticity, but a resource. It is the ground and the renewal of faith, its confirmation and guarantee of objectivity.

The renaissance of Jewish learning and Jewish community, as it took shape in the hands of Rosenzweig, expresses directly his conviction that there is no hope for a faith which is in the world, but not of it; for a faith which suffers itself to be compartmentalised within the individual and within the world, adopting a nervously oppositional stance to science and secular life; above all, no hope for a faith which, out of a genuine concern for authenticity, mistakenly believes that it must reinvent itself at every moment, reinvent rather than renew, and views tradition, law, form, indeed any kind of objectivity, with mistrust.

Renewal, mediated through learning, seeks to satisfy the requirements of a modern sensibility, while avoiding the fear of premature form or objectification that haunts, for example, the thinking of Buber. It frequently produces an ambivalence towards tradition, on occasion even outright antinomianism. Yet at the same time, renewal as figure and programme grasps the indispensable resources offered by tradition, developing, in response to this, a complex idea of appropriation.

VII.  Conclusion

To return, then, to our opening proposition: What is renewed, not what is new, is real. What is renascent, not born of the moment alone, acquires a factuality that has its feet in the world. Such factuality is the possession of the many, rather than of the one, and as such is something which may certainly be contested, but which, precisely in the fact that we can argue about it, constitutes community in action. Jewish renaissance, in the form of the renewal of Jewish learning, strives to give belief a landscape, both in space and in time. It is not propaganda for something that could as well live in isolation. Rather, the renaissance of learning is an essential moment in making belief real. Studied tradition recovers the ground of belief in the present and avoids a fanaticism that renders faith a kind of indisputable taste. The form of that renewal of learning was no pure restoration of previous forms, and was never intended to be such. Restoration would be repetition in the conventional sense (what Kierkegaard termed recollection); something which neo-Orthodoxy could not represent, and which no conscious reassertion of tradition can represent. Renaissance and renewal denote repetition with difference. Reaching for a metaphor, we might say that it is a variation on a theme, where the theme is tradition and the instruments are learning, old and new, and thinking, old and new. Rather than being simply a vehicle by which Rosenzweig hoped to disseminate his new thinking, the Jewish renaissance was – as the closing words of Der Stern, ‘ins Leben’, suggest – the necessary environment for the renewal of Jewish belief. 
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