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ISAAC BREUER SYMPOSIUM:
INTRODUCTION

When Adam was called upon to name all extant wildlife (Genesis 2:19),
he initiated a process of simultaneous identification and characterization.
This is the way Ramban understands that verse: "all beasts of the field
and fowl of the heavens (were brought J before Adam and he divined their
nature and assigned names to them, that is to say, an appropriate name
descriptive of their nature." This approach, with vestiges evident to this
day in surnames originally applied to trades and craft people (e.g.,
shoemaker, miller), is also found in the Talmud. For example, "His name
is not Rabbi Meir but Rabbi Nehorai. Why was he called Meir (enlight-:
ener)? Because he enlightened the eyes of the sages in halakha" (Eruvin
3b). Indeed, the Rabbis have gone so far as to suggest that shema garim, a
reversal of the process, and it is the name which is a causative factor.!

Modern communal institutions, however, have used "naming" as a
means of recognizing especially worthy philanthropic activities. This
inversion, from object to progenitor, means that it is the donor who is
identified, and sometimes characterized, not the named institution or
program. One can no more tell a program by its name than a book by its
cover.

Thus Yeshiva University was following established custom and prac-
tice when it decided to acknowledge and record a munificent benefaction
by Mr. & Mrs. Hermann Merkin by renaming a major undergraduate
school to honor Mrs. Merkin's revered father. And the Teacher's Institute
for Men, originally established in 1917, a premiere undergraduate training
institution for teachers and scholars of Judaica, became the Isaac Breuer
College of Hebraic Studies. But what was unusual and especially pleasing
to members of the University family was the fact that this name would not
only honor the donor and identify the school, but it could, indeed, well
serve to characterize it. For Isaac Breuer is a role model, par excellence,
for our students and graduates.
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Breuer described himself as a Talmudic Jew and is known to have
rigorously adhered to a daily schedule of Talmudic study.2 He was firmly
bound to the past, deeply committed to tradition and able to write to his
nephew, "My thinking is always grounded in that of my forbears and
teachers. "3 But he was fully integrated into the full scholarly life of his
times, attending the Universities of Strassburg, Berlin, and Marburg,
preparing for his vocation (law), and becoming a devoted admirer, inter-
preter of and authority on Kant.

He had a special relationship with youth and some very clear ideas
about the importance of education and how it should be structured to
advance Jewish commitment. "Jewish law," he wrote, "does not presup-
pose conviction; but rather aims at educating to the point of conviction. "4
And, uniquely for his milieu, he had a passionate love for the land of
Israel and the language of IsraeL. This love was not abstract or theoreticaL.
He made aliya in 1936 and became an even more fervent proponent of
Israel under Torah. In a widely disseminated paper,5 he proposed eleven
fundamental principles for a Jewish State and the word Torah appears in
the first nine. He wrote and lectured about a Torah State with eloquence
and fervor. In an address to Yeshiva University students in 1940, he is
reported by the student newspaper to have pointed out that "the problem
of the relationship between Torah and the Jews' activity in the modern
world arises mainly in the Diaspora because the Torah cannot be enforced
there. . . . The connection between Jewish law and daily life is not a mere
academic question but is an historical fact which must be faced."6

The fit is perfect on all vital issues: the centrality of Torah and Torah
learning, adherence to and reverence for law and tradition, love of Israel,
the land and the language. Isaac Breuer was everything we want our
students and graduates to be.

But if he were to become a central figure for academia, one minor
problem would have to be overcome. He was relatively unknown to the
world of critical scholarship. His works did not claim the attention of the
reviewers and analyzers and there were no critical evaluations of his
writings as there were for contemporaries such as Buber and Rosenzweig.
Rivka Horowitz believes that this is because "he had no real follower who
could explain his importance to the public and serve as a mediator." 7 If he
were to serve our university community as a model, as a projected ideal,
we would have to get to know him better.

So it came to pass that a conference on the thought of Dr. Breuer was
held at Yeshiva. It was under the joint sponsorship of the college which
now proudly bore his name und Tradition. The confcrcncc cxamincd his
work and thoughts from two perspectives: historical and philosophicaL.
The all-day gathering was attended by hundreds and attracted very wide
interest. It was certainly responsible for a spate of articles which appeared
in the press, and it may have triggered other academic conferences and
activities.
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All but one of the papers at that conference are printed here. It is
hoped that this wide dissemination will catalyze other thoughtful reac-
tions to and interest in a truly great leader and visionary whose works are
increasingly seen as timeless.

NOTES

1. See, for example, Berakhot 7b and stories based on this maxim.
2. Testimony of his son, Dr. M. Breuer, in HaMa 'ayan, Tammuz 5743.
3. Hebrew letter to Moshe Klein, reprinted ibid., p. 1.
4. The New Kuzari, p. 43.
5. Prepared for the Research Institute for Post War Problems of Religious Jewry. The paper

appeared in 1948 and was reprinted in Yavneh (Jerusalem) in 1949.
6. This quote is from the Commentator, March 1940. It is not clear whether these are Breuer's actual

words.
7. Rivka Horowitz, "An Unsuccessful Attempt at a Theocracy for Eretz Yisrael," Tradition, 15:1-2,

Spring-Summer 1975, pp. 204-208.
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