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ISAAC BREUER

BREUER THE LEADER

Isaac Breuer was born in 1883 in Papa, a small town in Western Hungary,
to the town rabbi. In 1890, his father moved to Frankfurt-am-Main, where
his father succeeded his grandfather, Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch.

Breuer studied at the yeshiva founded by his father. There he met
students from Eastern Europe and began to see and feel the differences
between East and West, the old world and the new. The ghetto walls were
long broken, and the Orthodox Jewish community created by his grand-
father had already become well established. Like all establishments, it
was set and settled in the ways of the bourgeois middle class life of
gemutlichkeit described so well in the novels of Thomas Mann (especially
Buddenbrooks). Jews were culturally assimilated and considered them-
selves Germans of the Jewish faith. Orthodox Jews also felt this way,
although they observed the Shulhan Arukh with punctilious perfection.
Breuer, however, tells us in his autobiography that, as a young boy in the
Hirsch primary school, he refused to sing the songs in which teachers and
students identified with the German nation.

Breuer's yeshiva training formed his personality as a talmid hakham
and determined his life and thought. He wrote: "My ambition is still to
conquer a page of Talmud by the same method as my father studied a
blatt. My father made no distinction between halakhic and aggadic sec-
tions. His aim was to teach the student how to learn, how to thoroughly
examine each line in the text and in Rashi, how to approach the rishonim
and evaluate the aharonim. This was for me the perfect pattern of real
Jewish scholarship and, as such, remains for me a model even after
coming under the influence of non-Jewish scholarly methods. The Talmud
proved my mainstay on the road to God." Throughout his life, he
conducted a Talmud shi 'ur, claiming that nothing gave him more
satisfaction.

This essay was adapted from remarks made at the dedication of the Isaac Breuer College.
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While at the yeshiva, he prepared for his college entrance examina-
tion and entered the university. He studied history and philosophy, espe-
cially Kant, who was a major influence on his thought. He was attracted to
law, especially its philosophical foundations and its relationship with
society and state. He was the founder and spiritual mentor of the Bund
Judisher Akademiker (League of Jewish Students), which stimulated him
to respond to the religious problems of the Orthodox Jewish student and
to organize and publish his ideas.

Already in 1910, he had published a historical critical study of the
nature of Judaism ("Doctrine, Law and Nation"), where he threw down
the gauntlet for a battle that he was to wage the rest of his life: the battle
against individualism. Breuer saw obedience to be the Jew's supreme
duty, and hence he viewed the Renaissance's replacement of human

responsibilities with human rights as fateful for Judaism. Breuer, himself
a Renaissance Man and an individualist, spent his life and his consider-
able talents fighting individualism. He argued that the individual Jew is
subject to the law by reason of his membership in the Jewish nation.
Doctrine becomes the final goal for the Jew, not his or her starting point.
Through proper education, Jews transform the heteronomy of the law into
a perfect autonomy of deepest personal conviction, when law and doctrine
finally become one.

God Himself is not merely the object of conviction, but the real
power-factor in parochial life. The divine doctrine becomes the law which
gathers the heads of the people to it, binds the people into a unity and
forges them into a nation of the law. The Jewish people are not merely a
religious community with a divine mission; they are also a nation like the
French or German. It differs from other nations in that it did not shape its
law. Rather, the Jewish nation was shaped by the law which it received
outside the country and before the foundation of its state.

Jews achieved national unity through acceptance of the law with
which they enter the land and found the state. Yet, it remains the nation of
the law. The law, and not the state, is sovereign. When the state broke up,
the law did not crumble. The nation remained the nation of the law, and
the land remained the land of the law. It is therefore impossible to be a
national Jew without being loyal to the national law. The primary duty of
Jewish education, says Breuer, is to implant and nurture this national-
constitutional character of the law. Jewish youth must be educated to
become national Jews, that is, Jews of the law.

After receiving his J.D. degree in 1912, Breuer returned to Frankfurt
to begin a successful law practice and to continue his scholarly and

literary interests. That year he participated in the founding conference of
Agudath Yisrael and became one of its leaders. Despite his differences
with its program, he remained loyal to the party until his death.
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After the upheaval of the first world war, the Balfour declaration and
the subsequent mandate for Palestine were overwhelming experiences for
Breuer. They influenced the rest of his life and colored all of his thinking.

In Das J udenproblem, Breuer argued that Jews are not united by
race, by religion (in the Western individual sense of the word), by hate, or
by love of each other. Rather, they are united by their common history and
the awareness that they share a common fate and historical destiny. This
unity is embedded in their national culture, their law. On the one hand, the
Reform Movement denied the nation and hence its law. On the other, the
Zionist Movement failed to recognize the law as its national culture and
separated the Jewish nation from its religion. Both thereby forfeited its
claim on the Jewish people.

Yet, in this very book, we find what I think is the best appraisal of
Theodore Herzl ever written. Breuer was fascinated by Herzl. Zionism
irresistibly attracted him and yet repelled his conscious historic-political-
religious sensibility. Breuer had the makings of a Herzl, and they, in fact,
shared many common traits. Both were highly cultured, creative, imagi-
native, determined, bold, and eloquent. Had the masses in Agudah fol-
lowed him, we might have had another revolutionary movement.

Breuer understood the message of Herzl and its inner light. He saw
the good, the true, and the beautiful in him and the movement he founded.
Breuer was courageous in expressing his thoughts, and that is why he
stood taller than his colleagues in the Agudah in the 30's and 40's, and
surely in the 80's. He was totally committed to his father and grandfather,
but he was a man of this century who understood the historical and
spiritual forces it unleashed. He stood on their shoulders and therefore
saw more clearly and much further. He understood, in depth, both the
theory and realities of Zionism, and knew its light and shadows and its
great challenge to the people of the Torah.

The program of the first world congress of Agudath Yisrael in 1923
was "to solve, in the spirit of the Torah, all problems that wil arise in the
life of the Jewish people." Said Isaac Breuer: "This slogan says every-
thing; therefore it says nothing. It is static and not dynamic. It removes
itself from historical reality, because there will never be a need to change
it. At Sinai, God did not say, 'And you shall solve all your problems in the
spirit of the Torah.' God said, 'You shall become a kingdom of priests and
a holy nation.' No more and no less."

Breuer himself had formulated a program for Agudah "to prepare
the people of God and the land of God for their union into a state of God
under the law of God." It was never accepted. Not in 1923, 1929, nor in
1937.

For Breuer, Zionism was an instrument by the God of metahistory to
make the Jewish nation take a more active step to its predestined goal. In
the Balfour declaration and the Mandate, Breuer saw the splendid task set
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by God for his people. "Land and people everlastingly bound together by
Divine Law, separated by Divine Will for 2,000 years, both call out to us,
'Awake, bring us together, so that the Divine Presence may unite us once.¡ , "more, i-orever . . .

At the third Agudah convention in 1937, Breuer pleaded for an

unequivocal answer to the question: Is the Mandate a divine challenge?
No answer came forth. In retrospect, the proper response is clear. We must
prepare and mobilize Jewish youth to see the hand of God in history, to
hear metahistory's call, to listen for the steps of the Messiah, and to be
able to respond "We are ready." It is for this that Breuer has prepared us.

BREUER THE PHILOSOPHER

In 1916, Breuer published an essay, "The Concept of Miracles in Juda-
ism," in which he analyzed the concept of miracle and its relationship to
the theory of cognition. He argued that we cannot recognize a miracle
with our usual means of perception, which are based on a priori catego-
ries. The principles of causality is part of our natural mindset; we seek a
natural cause for every observable effect. We do not call a phenomenon a
miracle just because we don't know its cause; we call it a problem to be
solved. "The breaking of causality is synonymous with the breaching of
our capacity for perception. Thus, either a miracle is imperceptible or it
ceases to be a miracle the moment we perceive it." To experience a
miracle is to experience a partial creation of God and, at that moment, to
become a prophet. Every miracle is thus a revelation.

Consider, for example, Moses' encounter with the burning bush.
Moses is neither a desert hermit believing in miracles nor a shepherd boy
with a fertile imagination. Moses stands on the firm ground of critical
reason; he sees the fire with human perception. In his amazement, he
establishes that this is "a great sight," not a miracle, and goes to investi-
gate it. He classifies the event in a meaningful context of existence and
justifiably asks: Why is the bush not consumed? Only when God reveals
Himself does Moses hide his face. If you see a burning bush that is not
consumed by fire, you can safely go and look with your own eyes. But if
God reveals Himself, then you must cover your face and stand in expecta-
tion of God's revelation.

Breuer developed this theme of divine phenomena being beyond
human perception in a book published in 1926, Die Welt als Schopfung
und Natur (The World as Creation and Nature). Creation here is seen as a
breach in the system and context of the natural and hence cannot be

comprehended by perception. Using the Kantian distinction of phenom-
ena and noumena, Breuer identifies phenomena, Erscheinungen, with the
world as nature, which is accessible to our means of perception.
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Noumena, the thing-in-itself, Der Ding-an-sich, is identified with the
world as creation, which is beyond our powers of comprehension.

In equating noumena with the "world as creation," which is the
world as it is given to us by Torah, Breuer is following Schopenhauer. He
had equated the thing-in-itself with the world as will, which, in turn, is the
world as it is given to us as the result of our inner sensing, that inner

consciousness that one has of oneself as wilL. Hence the name of the book:
Die Welt als Schopfung und Natur was patterned after Schopenhauer's
major work, Die Welt als Wille und Vorstellung (The World as Will and
Idea). Creation corresponds to will and is accessible to it; nature corre-
sponds to idea and is comprehensible by it.

A knowledge of the European philosophical tradition is necessary in
order to appreciate Breuer as a philosopher and metaphysician. In his

autobiography, Breuer tells us that he got to know Kant by hard work and
not by listening to lectures. "I applied to him as much mental efforts as I
did for a difficult sugya. That is how I mastered Kant." Breuer made a
berakha over Kant: "Blessed be God Who in His wisdom created Kant!"
he said. Every real Jew who seriously studies The Critique of Pure Reason
is bound to pronounce "Amen."

Human wil is central to Breuer's thought, and he devoted his
greatest work to it. Der Neue Kusari, his dazzling and profound modern
sequel to Yehudah Halevi's masterwork, dramatically illuminates his
major ideas. This was his last work in Frankfurt before he went on aliya in
1936.

In the last decade of his life, the practical demands of leadership
predominated. Among his last efforts was his outline of a constitution for
the Jewish State whose declaration he anticipated but did not live to see.
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