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Introduction: Origins
 

In “The Non-Jewish Jew,” the Polish social revolutionary Isaac Deutscher, 
who began his education as a yeshiva student, argued that those who re-
jected their ancestral religion and their people in favor of secular universal-
ism had historical precursors. In a paradoxical formulation that captured 
something of his own identity, Deutscher wrote: “The Jewish heretic who 
transcends Jewry belongs to a Jewish tradition.”1 This “Jewry” is Judaism—
not only the religion but all of the traditions built up over nearly three 
millennia. Yet, in transcending Judaism, the heretic finds himself or herself 
in a different Jewish tradition, a tradition no less Jewish for being antitradi-
tional. Secular universalism for these heretics paradoxically became a kind 
of Jewish identity.

Many of these ideas originated in the European Enlightenment, but they 
also often had a Jewish provenance or at least were believed by secular Jews 
to have such a provenance. Deutscher, for example, started his famous essay 
on an autobiographical note, remembering how, as a child in the yeshiva, he 
had read the story of the heretic Elisha ben Abuya (or Aher—the Other—
as he is known). Elisha’s favorite student, Rabbi Meir, became one of the 
towering legal authorities of his generation, yet he never renounced his 
wayward teacher. By raising the question of the relationship of the Ortho-
dox Rabbi Meir and the heretic Elisha, Deutscher implied that even the 
heretic remains somehow connected to that which he rejects, for the source 
of his heresy may lie within that tradition. For Deutscher, Elisha was the 
prototype of his modern heroes: Spinoza, Heine, Marx, Rosa Luxemburg, 
Trotsky, and Freud. They were all heretics, yet their heresy might be under-
stood as a rejection that grew out of the Jewish tradition itself.

Like Deutscher, I want to argue that Jewish secularism was a revolt 
grounded in the tradition it rejected. The relationship between the pre-
modern and the modern, in which the first is associated with religion and 
the second with the secular, remains one of the most fraught for students 
of religion. According to a common master narrative of the Enlightenment, 
also sometimes called “the secularization theory,” modernity represented 
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a total rupture with the past as innovation was privileged over tradition, 
science over superstition, rationalism over faith. In what Mark Lilla has 
called “the Great Separation,” religion was divorced from the state, with the 
secular sovereign taking the role of God.2 Religion may continue to exist 
in modernity, but it has become one choice among many and is no longer 
hegemonic.3 All of us are free to choose and if such choice is an inherent 
meaning of secularism, then even those choosing to be religious are, in a 
sense, secular.4

In recent years, this dichotomous break has come under new scrutiny, 
especially given the persistence of religion in the modern world.5 The con-
temporary resurgence of religion is clearly a complex response to secular-
ism, just as secularism was—and still is—a response to religion. These two 
mortal enemies are very much defined by and through the other. And not 
only does it appear that religion and secularism in modernity are deeply im-
plicated in each other, but it may well be that their contemporary entangle-
ment owes something to the way the secular emerged out of the religious, 
not so much its polar negation as its dialectical product. 

One example of this process can be found in the history of the very word 
“secular.”6 The term comes from the Latin saeculum, meaning “century” or 
“age.” Christian theology held that between the First and Second Com-
ings, the world was in a “middle age.” Following Augustine’s City of God, the 
church saw itself existing apart from this age, wandering on the earth but 
not a part of it. That which belonged to this age belonged to the earth. Thus, 
to be a part of the saeculum meant to belong to the unredeemed world. The 
term conflated time and space: a “temporal” power was a power pertain-
ing to this world (the Hebrew word olam carries a similar double meaning: 
“world” and “eternity”). But “secular” also distinguished those clergy who 
were “of this world,” as opposed to those who took “religious” (i.e., monas-
tic) vows. Seculatio referred to the process of leaving the monastery. In this 
sense, “secular” in the medieval vocabulary could not be divorced from the 
context of religion. 

By the seventeenth century, the word began to lose its linkage with a 
religious context and came to stand in sharp opposition to it. As the seven-
teenth-century Cambridge Neoplatonist Henry More wrote: “The Sun and 
the Moon have either a Spiritual signification or a Secular.”7 As a product 
of modern scientific thinking, this world became detached from the divine, 
the natural from the supernatural. Seventeenth and eighteenth-century 
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political theorists also began to use the word “secular” to imagine a state 
free of religion (however, the word “secularism” was a nineteenth-century 
invention). And, finally, with the Reformation, the Wars of Religion and the 
French Revolution, “secularization” took on the meaning of church prop-
erty appropriated by the temporal power. Thus, the word “secular,” origi-
nating in a medieval religious milieu, came to signify a world opposed both 
metaphysically and politically to religion. 

A number of scholars have accordingly argued for a dialectical path that 
secularism followed out of religion. Amos Funkenstein used the term “secu-
lar theology” to describe this relationship.8 According to his argument, the 
seventeenth-century proponents of rationalism and the scientific revolu-
tion adopted the medieval scholastic divine attributes—God’s omniscience, 
omnipotence, and providence—and invested them with earthly meaning. 
The desacralization of the world was thus accomplished with the tools of 
theology. Similarly, Karl Löwith proposed that the secular idea of prog-
ress owes much to the secularization of Christian apocalypticism.9 And Carl 
Schmitt argued that modern “political theology” secularized the power of 
a transcendent God in the power of the state.10 If these scholars found the 
origins of modernity primarily in medieval Catholicism, Peter L. Berger, 
building on Max Weber, suggested that the roots of the secular lay rather in 
Protestantism, which had shrunk the medieval realm of the sacred and cre-
ated a heaven empty of angels.11 Berger also observed that this Protestant 
move, in turn, had its roots in Old Testament monotheism, since the ancient 
Israelites had already banned the gods from the world: monotheism thus 
became the first step toward secularization. 

This last argument—albeit without specific reference to Berger—found 
a thoroughgoing exponent in Marcel Gauchet in his challenging book, The 
Disenchantment of the World.12 In a magisterial account of human history, 
Gauchet argued that the secular began with what Karl Jaspers called the 
“axial age,” when Judaism, Zoroastrianism, and Buddhism banished the 
idols. Thus, the emergence of the “major” or “universal” religions was the 
first stage in the eventual disintegration of religion: the greater and more 
transcendent the god, the freer are humans. Monotheism dissolves the 
unity of the world into oppositions: God versus the world, the one versus 
the many, the sensible versus the intelligible. In this way, the modern di-
chotomy of “secular” versus “religion” is itself a product of religion. For 
Gauchet, monotheism by itself did not destabilize religion since Judaism 
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and Islam assumed God’s continued presence in the world. Only Christian-
ity, in its doctrine of incarnation, postulated God’s radical otherness, which 
required the mediation of God’s son. Only Christianity created a religion of 
interiority and abdicated the world to its secular rulers. The monotheistic 
religions—and Christianity in particular—thus produced their own secular 
subversions.

All of these sweeping arguments suffer from a notable defect: they as-
sume that secularization was a homogeneous process rooted in Christianity. 
But even within Europe itself, different local conditions created different 
types of secularization. Puritan England gave rise to a different form of the 
secular than did Lutheran Germany. Catholic Poland scarcely secularized 
at all until a late date, while Catholic France cut off the heads of its clergy 
when it underwent its revolution. Moreover, this focus on Christianity—
and particularly on its western European expressions—fails to acknowledge 
that secularism has many and varied manifestations outside of Europe. In 
far-flung places like China, India, and Turkey, modern secular movements 
reflect, in one form or another, the religious contexts—Confucianism, Hin-
duism, and Islam—out of which they sprang. To attend to secularisms in the 
plural is to pay attention to the specific traditions that they reject but that 
inevitably shape their character.13 

In this book, I will argue that Jewish secularism is a tradition that has 
its own unique characteristics grounded in part in its premodern sources. 
While the Christian origins of the word “secular” are connected to the di-
chotomous way Christian theologians saw the “City of God” and the “City 
of Man,” Judaism never made such a sharp distinction: the profane world 
is not irredeemably polluted. While traditional Jewish sources repeatedly 
hold that this world is not the same as the next (or the one above), neverthe-
less, a strong worldliness informs much of the biblical, rabbinic, and medieval 
philosophical traditions. Even the Kabbalah, the most theosophical genre 
of Jewish literature, held that forces within this world mirror those above 
and vice versa; the two worlds can never be separated.

The origins of the Hebrew word for “secular” suggest this cultural speci-
ficity. One of the biblical roots for “polluted” or “defiled” is hol, which came 
to mean “secular” in modern Hebrew. 14 But hol in the Bible can also mean 
something intermediary between the sacred and the polluted, namely, the 
profane. So, for example, when David demands bread from the priest Ahime- 
lech, he is told: “I have no profane bread (lehem hol), only consecrated bread 
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(lehem kodesh).”15 In the later rabbinic division of the week, the days other 
than the Sabbath or festival days are referred to as hol. The profane is merely 
that which is everyday, neither holy nor defiled. 

The Bible also makes a strict distinction between priests and nonpriests. 
It refers to the latter as a zar, or stranger (i.e., one who is a stranger in 
the domain of a temple). Onkelos, who translated the Bible into Aramaic, 
rendered this term as hiloni, the word that Joseph Klausner, the twentieth-
century historian of Hebrew literature, adopted to refer to secular Jews, a 
usage that soon entered the vernacular of modern Hebrew.16 In the midrash 
on Leviticus, a high priest tells a hiloni that he can only walk with the priest 
if he consents not to enter graveyards, which are forbidden to priests.17 This 
“secular” Jew thus occupies an intermediary status between the priest and 
someone who is ritually defiled. The secular here is part of a continuum that 
presupposes the holy, not its negation. 

Another word that demonstrates the continuum between past and pres-
ent is apikoros, one of the key rabbinic terms for a heretic. The word apikoros 
is evidently derived from “Epicurean,” but it probably did not carry the 
later meaning of “hedonist.” Instead, the philosophical followers of Epi-
curus believed in the existence of the gods but denied that they interfered 
in or interacted at all with our world. The world was made up of atoms, 
which collided with each other in random fashion. If the rabbinic apikoros 
had such a philosophical outlook, he not only would have denied revelation 
but would have professed something like an ancient version of materialism. 
Since an early rabbinical text says that one should study in order to “know 
what to answer the apikoros,” we can assume that the rabbis of late antiquity 
faced a real challenge from such heretics.18 In the talmudic discussion of the 
Mishnah, the rabbis generally understand the apikoros as one who insults 
the rabbis: “what use are the rabbis to us, they study for their own benefit” 
and “what use are the rabbis since they never permitted us the raven nor 
forbade us the dove” (the point here is that the Torah already contains all 
the knowledge necessary for its interpretation).19 The apikoros is therefore 
the one who rejects the rabbis as superfluous authorities, foreshadowing the 
attack by modern secularists on latter-day rabbis. 

While we should not automatically equate the apikoros as defined here 
with modern secularists, the similarities are nevertheless striking and have 
to do in part with the similarities between some forms of Greek philosophy 
and modern sensibilities. As Berger has suggested, the heretic of premodern 
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times becomes the secularist of the modern era: insofar as we autonomously 
“choose” (one of the original meanings of the Greek haireisis) our orienta-
tion to religion, we are all heretics.”20 

As Berger and Gauchet both insist, the Hebrew Bible represented a 
decisive moment in the prehistory of secularism. But is the appeal to the 
Hebrew Bible a sufficient explanation for the particular character of Jew-
ish secularism? After all, the strict monotheism that Judaism shares with 
Islam did not predispose the latter to a secular revolution. It was specifi-
cally where the Jews had contact with European modernization—either in 
Europe itself or in areas under the influence of European colonialism—that 
Jewish secularism developed. The historical tradition may have provided 
the kindling, but the European Enlightenment lit the match. The argument 
that I will make does not preclude these external influences but is aimed at 
revealing how secular Jewish thinkers built their philosophies on the reli-
gious tradition they sought to replace.

That the earlier tradition fueled and shaped the particular form of Jewish 
secularism does not, however, mean that the two are identical. To say that 
they are, as Gauchet seems to at times, effaces what is new and revolution-
ary about modernity. But I want to argue that aspects of premodern thought 
not only anticipated their modern successors but at times even furnished 
arguments that might be appropriated, adapted, and transformed to fit a 
secular agenda. Even if these ideas in their original contexts were not in-
tended for such a purpose, the social context of modernity cast them in a 
new light, making it possible to view them as genuine precursors. To use a 
different metaphor, these premodern ideas were like genes that required 
the social and political environment of modernity before they could be ex-
pressed. They were less the proximate causes of Jewish secularism than they 
were providers of the dominant mentalité—the language and particular fla-
vor—of that secularism when modern forces caused it to emerge.

While the processes of modernization and secularization were typically 
experienced as ruptures, rather than as continuities with the past, no revolu-
tion takes place in a vacuum. The new is always incubated in the old. It is 
also in the nature of rebels to search for precursors, to legitimize their inno-
vations in traditions of their own. Whether identified by actors themselves 
or by later observers, the nexus between religion and secularism forms a 
crucial element in any story of modernization. 
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Let us consider one of the most famous stories in the Talmud, in which 
the second-century sage Rabbi Eliezer finds himself in a minority of one in 
opposition to the other rabbis.21 He invokes various miracles on his side, but 
the majority is unimpressed. Finally, he insists that if the law is according 
to his opinion: “let the heavens prove it.” Immediately, a bat kol, a heavenly 
voice, affirms that his reading of the law is the right one. Against this seem-
ingly iron-clad defense, Rabbi Joshua, the leader of the majority, stands on 
his feet and declares, quoting Deuteronomy 30:12: “It [the Torah] is not in 
the heavens.” The Talmud asks: “what does ‘it is not in the heavens’ mean?” 
A later authority, Rabbi Yermiya explains: “Since the Torah was given at 
Sinai, we no longer listen to a heavenly voice.” The Torah is now on earth 
and, so, it is the majority—a majority of rabbis, that is—who will decide its 
meaning. The text finds the principle of majority rule in another biblical 
quotation: “according to the majority you shall incline” (Exodus 23:2). It is 
thus the Torah itself, the divine revelation, that both affirms a secular prin-
ciple (“it is not in the heavens”) and teaches majority rule. 

This story is sometimes cited as evidence of a rabbinic declaration of in-
dependence from God. And it is indeed that, but it is also more complicated. 
The rabbis enact their independence not only in the story itself but also in 
the quotations they bring from the Torah to support their case. The verse 
in Exodus utterly contradicts the rabbis’ use of it. In its original context it 
says: “You shall not side with the many to do wrong, nor shall you pervert 
your testimony by following after the many.” The verse clearly means that a 
witness should adhere to what he believes right rather than following after 
the majority opinion. But the rabbis turn this negative statement into a 
positive one: one should incline after the majority. It is almost as if to declare 
their independence from heaven, they needed to radically subvert heaven’s 
own revelation.

Through the lens of this pregnant story, we can witness the tensions in 
rabbinic thought between divine revelation and human autonomy. But this 
is hardly secularism avant la lettre. Subvert the Torah the rabbis do, but they 
are far from discarding it altogether. They clearly believed that some com-
munication from heaven is possible: hence, the bat kol.22 In addition, they 
argued that their own law—the oral law—was revealed at Sinai together 
with the written law. Their legislative innovations were not mere human in-
ventions but were grounded in revelation. It was probably this last idea that 
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undergirds the Rabbi Eliezer story, since if rabbinic interpretation—major-
ity rule—had its origins in Sinai, then a belated heavenly voice must surely 
count for less. Moreover, no one in this story—or in others—doubts either 
the existence or the authority of God. Immediately after Rabbi Joshua’s 
statement, God is said to laugh: “My sons have defeated me, my sons have 
defeated me.” God acquiesces in his own defeat. So, the majority, too, in-
vokes a divine voice, but this time on its own side.

In addition, as Jeffrey Rubenstein has rightly pointed out, the larger 
story in which this passage is embedded belies the seeming secularism of the 
text.23 Following their victory, the rabbis ban Rabbi Eliezer and burn every-
thing that he declared pure. Yet the Talmud clearly takes the side of Rabbi 
Eliezer since various miraculous catastrophes occur after he is banned. The 
point seems to be that the victorious majority must not shame the minor-
ity. Otherwise, divine punishment will be visited on those who do so. If the 
rabbis claim sovereign authority for themselves, their own text undermines 
that claim.

However, we should not be too hasty in minimizing the radical import 
of our text. The story reveals a sense that the destruction of the Temple cre-
ated a new world in which human autonomy loomed large, an idea that we 
might usually associate with modernity. The rabbis asserted that, without 
the Temple, prophecy had ceased, left only to children and fools.24 The end 
of prophecy guaranteed their interpretive monopoly, at least if they could 
suppress other voices. And then there is the very legal dialectic itself: the 
law was not given definitively but is instead open to contradictory interpre-
tations, each of which, to quote another famous story, is “the words of the 
living God.”25 In all of these expressions, the Torah has now become the 
property of its human interpreters.

The relationship between this text and modern Jewish secularism is 
therefore not direct, in the sense that it neither leads to nor causes the 
revolt by later secularists against the tradition. One might argue that it is a 
symptom of a certain mentality, a willingness to stake out an independence 
from scripture, even in the thick of a traditional culture. It is this mentality 
that may have predisposed certain Jews, once they became infected with 
modernity, to break from the religion. And the text is also available to those 
moderns who would use it to give their philosophies a historical pedigree, 
much as Isaac Deutscher’s invocation of Elisha ben Abuya is an example of 
such a search for a secular forebear among religious heretics. 
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The religious tradition may have prepared the ground for modern secular-
ism in other ways. For example, Gershom Scholem famously argued that the 
antinomian seventeenth-century messianic movement led by Shabbtai Zvi 
sowed the seeds of the Jewish Enlightenment by shattering rabbinic author-
ity. Here, the relationship between the premodern and the modern might 
be called dialectical since one of the most mystical movements in Jewish 
history becomes the ground for its opposite, modern rationalism. Another 
example of this type, to be examined later, is Moses Maimonides’ “negative 
theology,” in which God becomes so transcendent that a later thinker—Spi-
noza—could turn him into his opposite, the equivalent of the world. 

Since the creators of Jewish secularism were intellectuals, some of them 
products of yeshiva education, it was only natural that they would find their 
inspiration in books, starting with books from within the religious tradition. 
Later, the books of earlier secularists, notably Baruch Spinoza, fulfilled a 
similar role. Jewish secularism as an intellectual tradition is therefore the 
product of the writers of books basing themselves on other books even as 
they rejected the books on which they were raised. Intertextuality is the key 
to this literature. 

What we find here is the Jewish analogue to another of Funkenstein’s 
definitions of secular theology: nontheologians practicing theology. In the 
Jewish case, these literati, starting with Spinoza, were often not rabbis; in-
deed, they were self-conscious rebels against the rabbis. This literary chain 
reaction had a peculiar character. The creators of Jewish secularism were 
primarily Ashkenazi (i.e., northern and eastern European Jews). Theirs was 
a revolt of sons against traditionalist fathers. But the tradition in which they 
found inspiration was often that of the Sephardic (Spanish) Jews, especially 
the philosophical tradition mediated through Islam.26 One might argue that 
in revolting against their fathers, they turned instead to their “uncles.”27 
The most prominent of these uncles was Moses Maimonides, the towering 
figure whose thought will figure prominently in the chapters to follow. 

This uncle-nephew relationship continued with the adoption of Spinoza, 
the Sephardic son of Marranos, as their radical progenitor. Isaac Deutscher 
related that one reason he came to question religion was that his father gave 
him Spinoza to read. Deutscher’s father had himself earlier written a book 
on Spinoza and had thus already embarked on the road away from reli-
gion before his son.28 The younger Deutscher’s path to secularism through 
Spinoza was not unique, and the enigmatic Dutch philosopher will, not 
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surprisingly, be a central figure for much of this book. Spinoza stood on the 
cusp of modernity, indeed, arguably as the first secular philosopher. While 
he would no doubt have resisted the title “secular Jew,” since he evidently 
relinquished all ties to the Jewish people, he was embraced by generations 
of Jewish secularists as their model and precursor. 

Because Spinoza was not only the first modern philosopher but equally 
the last medieval one, he points back to the premodern Jewish tradition 
before he points forward to his modern inheritors. It was often by adopting 
Spinoza as one’s spiritual father that later Jewish secular thinkers indirectly 
came into dialogue with the medieval tradition, even if they never explicitly 
mentioned it. Spinoza will therefore serve as a fulcrum for the first three 
chapters of this book, providing the bridge between the religious tradition 
and its secular progeny.

I have used the term “secularism” repeatedly without having defined it, 
and a preliminary definition would seem to be in order. Since, as I have al-
ready suggested, there are many varieties of secularism depending on their 
cultural context, we may be justifiably hesitant before giving a global or 
essential definition of Jewish secularism. Such a definition will instead have 
to emerge phenomenologically from the sources. But, following Talal Asad, 
we can distinguish two separate, if related, meanings of the word.29 In his 
vocabulary, “secular” refers to a metaphysical position: the rejection of the 
supernatural in favor of a materialist view of the world. The word “secu-
larism,” on the other hand, refers to the political doctrine of separation of 
church and state.30 For the secularist, following Immanuel Kant, law should 
derive not from an external divine source but from autonomous human 
decisions. To remove religion from the state means to leave humans in full 
command of their political fate. While materialism thus defines the meta-
physical philosophy of the secular, humanism defines the political theory 
of secularism. 

These categories are not entirely adequate by themselves, and adop-
tion of one does not necessarily entail adoption of the other. Consider, 
for example, the eighteenth-century Enlightenment philosopher Moses 
Mendelssohn, who certainly believed in the existence of the deity and in 
its role in the world but who nevertheless outlined a secularist theory of 
the separation of religion from the state. Moreover, there are many Jews 
today—as well as in the past—who claim to believe in the existence of God 
but also define themselves as secular, by which they mean that they do not 
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identify with any of the religious movements of Judaism and do not follow 
the revealed law. To translate a modern Christian term, they are the “un-
synagogued.” These Jews are religious in terms of abstract belief but secular 
in terms of practice. On the other hand, there are those who do belong to 
synagogues and practice Jewish law but are secular in their beliefs. One can 
reject God’s existence but still live according to his law.

For many of the thinkers we will consider, the metaphysical and the po-
litical went hand in hand. Zionist thinkers will necessarily play a major role 
in this book since the movement originated as a profoundly secular revolu-
tion against the perceived religion of exile. But Zionism as both a political 
and cultural movement was itself the product of a moment in history—be-
fore and after the turning of the twentieth century—that produced many 
ideological challenges to traditional life. Fed by mass emigration, urban-
ization, and economic upheaval, social revolution and nationalism in both 
their Jewish and non-Jewish forms captured the Jewish street. Bundism, ter-
ritorialism, communism, and liberalism joined Zionism as political answers 
to the crisis of late-nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century Jewish life. All 
sought salvation in some form of politics, and all did so in conscious opposi-
tion to traditional religion.31 The power of such politics was such that even 
the Orthodox felt compelled to form their own political movements, if only 
to defend themselves against the antireligious alternatives.

In addition to the metaphysical and political “formations of the secu-
lar,” two others seem critical: history and culture. Secular Jews often de-
scribe their relationship to their identities in terms of history. They may 
identify with the Hebrew Bible not as a work of religion but, instead, as a 
prescription for social justice or as a document of culture. They may find in 
the narrative of Jewish history a collective past that informs who they are 
today, even if their beliefs and practices have no connection with Judaism 
as a religion. This attention to history is not, however, merely academic or 
antiquarian. Rather, it is a form of what Maurice Halbwachs called “collec-
tive memory.”32 Although Jews have always defined themselves according 
to mythic memories—the Exodus from Egypt, the destruction of the Tem-
ples—modern Jews have created their own secular versions of collective 
Jewish memory, often grounded in nontheological readings of the Bible as 
well as in later history.33 

Moreover, for many modern Jewish intellectuals, this past was prologue 
to a secular Jewish culture in the present. The fin de siècle was as much a 
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moment of cultural revolution as it was political. Secular writers sometimes 
claimed that the historical culture of the folk, as opposed to that of the rab-
bis, could inspire a nonreligious renaissance of Jewish culture in the mod-
ern period. Others translated the non-Jewish cultures of their surroundings 
into a Jewish idiom. To do so, some argued for a secularization of Hebrew, 
the ancient language of the Jews that had long been associated with the 
religion of Judaism. Others found salvation in the Jewish dialects of Yiddish 
and Ladino. And, finally, there were those who created a new Jewish cul-
ture in European languages, whether Russian, German, English, or French. 
Divorced from religion, language became the handmaid of history for con-
structing a secular culture.

Judaism as a religion is a modern invention no less than Jewish secu-
larism. In an effort to define this religious formation, many modern Jew-
ish thinkers have searched for an “essence” or “essences” of Judaism, a re-
duction of its many beliefs and practices to an eternal core. Already in the 
Middle Ages, philosophers tried to articulate “principles of belief,” ranging 
from thirteen to one. The Zohar, the chief work of the medieval Jewish 
mysticism, proposed a tripartite definition, proclaiming that “Israel and the 
Torah are one,” that God and Israel are identical, and that the Torah is 
nothing but God’s name.34 In this fashion, a kind of Jewish version of the 
trinity emerged. The trope took on new life in the modern period. Updat-
ing the Zohar’s argument, a range of thinkers suggested that Judaism rests 
on three concepts: God, Torah, and Israel. Thus, for example, the American 
Jewish theologian Mordecai Kaplan, in his Judaism as a Civilization, refers 
to the “well-known trilogy, God, Israel and Torah.”35 Or more recently, the 
Reform rabbi Leo Trepp writes: “The Covenant unfolds through the inter-
action of God, Israel and Torah. They are one and inseparable: God has an 
ongoing direct relationship with Israel, structured by Torah.”36 

Jewish secularists typically reject the idea that Judaism has an essence. 
The past is no more harmonious or homogeneous than the present, and 
indeed, the secularist insistence on the pluralism of the past can serve as 
an argument for pluralism in the present. Nevertheless, I will argue that 
these three originally medieval categories provided the questions to which 
secular thinkers responded with new answers. To quote Hans Blumenberg, 
“the [modern] philosophy of history is an attempt to answer a medieval 
question with the means available to a post-medieval age.”37 In this way, 
even if a modern thinker did not explicitly invoke the past, it was often that 
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historical tradition that provided the very structure for the Jewish “post-
medieval age.”

 The chapters that follow are therefore organized around the categories 
of God, Torah, and Israel. Each chapter starts by examining how the tradi-
tional categories might have contained in a nutshell the source of their later 
secularizations. In chapter 1, we will see how the God of the Bible lost his 
personality in the philosophy of Moses Maimonides and then became na-
ture in the renderings of Spinoza and his disciples. The medieval Kabbalah 
provided the source for another modern vision of God, as “nothingness” 
or “void.” And, finally, paganism suggested another alternative to the God 
of tradition. In chapter 2, we turn to secular readings of the Bible, but first 
pausing to observe how the Bible itself and some of its medieval interpret-
ers already prepared the ground for such readings. Stripped of its status as 
revelation, the Bible now emerged as a historical, cultural, or nationalist 
text. Chapters 3 and 4 treat the final category, Israel. Chapter 3 concerns 
itself with the new definitions of Israel as a nation, a definition that has 
its roots in earlier Jewish history. But the way secular thinkers shaped this 
definition was equally grounded in modern ideas: race, nationality, and the 
state. Chapter 4 turns to another way of defining the traditional category 
of Israel: history, language, and culture. Culture in particular is a modern 
concept that, in the hands of Jewish secularists, comes to take the place of 
religion. In the modern transformations of each of these traditional catego-
ries, we will find the Jewish analogues of Funkenstein’s secular theology, the 
construction of secular ideas with the tools of theology. 

Although the argument of this book is that secularism has its dialectical 
ground in the tradition it overturns, not every thinker I discuss necessarily 
spelled out his or her debt to the tradition. But by offering secular answers 
to the questions raised by the categories of God, Torah, and Israel, I want 
to claim that all these thinkers are in dialogue, however implicitly, with 
premodern Judaism. Moreover, not all these thinkers necessarily addressed 
all three categories. Some struggled profoundly with the question of God, 
while others were indifferent to it. The tradition of secular Jewish thought 
might perhaps better be called traditions, in the plural.

Jewish secularism may be seen as the attempt to fashion a countertradi-
tion,38 an alternative to Judaism as a religion that has its own intellectual 
lineage. While it may sometimes seem as if the story of secularization is a 
narrative of the world we have lost, secularism is not only a negative; it is 
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also an effort to fashion a new identity out of the shards of the past. This 
lineage consists of a chain of ideas that arose in rejection of the religious 
tradition yet were still tied to that which they overturned. It is my aim in 
this study to make explicit the warp and woof of this countertradition and, 
in so doing, illuminate the identity that Jewish secular thinkers have sought 
to create. 
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