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The Hebrew novelist Shai Agnon is said to have once quipped that a Jewish intel-
lectual is an individual who reads the biblical Psalms without a tear in his or her
eyes. An ironic obiter dictum to be sure. But it does capture the ambiguous relation
of individuals who caught in the whirl of modern secular culture who have loss an
easy access to primordial Jewish religious sensibilities.

Sebastian Venske’s masterful portrait of Gustav Landauer as a Jewish intellec-
tual may be viewed as an individual of Jewish provenance who acknowledges the
loss of access to the tradition of his ancestors, which he periodically sought to re-
claim it. Inspired by Martin Buber’s conception of a Jewish Renaissance, first pro-
pounded in an essay of 1901, which bespoke of the restoration of the foundational
spiritual pathos of Judaism in secular expressions of self-understanding such as
art, dance and theatre. Buber would soon conscript George Simmel’s concept of
religiosity, autonomous religious values which inflect our intersubjective life be-
yond the bounds of the precincts of institutional religion. So conceived, religiosity
marks for Buber “the unique relationship to the Absolute” as exemplified by the
biblical Jew. Thus, he emphatically declares, “I said and mean religiosity. I do not
say and do not mean religion.”* Buber would develop a concept of secular religios-
ity, a religious reflex which is not necessarily mediated by formal religious prac-
tice and theological dicta, a teaching which ultimately informed his philosophy of
dialogue and I-Thou relations.® “In every sphere [of life], through each process of
becoming that is present to us we look out toward the fringe of the eternal Thou;
in each we are aware of a breath from the eternal Thou: in each Thou we address
the eternal Thou.”* Hence, “if communal life were parceled out into independent
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realms, one which is spiritual life [...] it would rob the spiritual completely of re-
ality.”®

Landauer typified the modern Jewish intellectual: living in the secular cosmo-
politan era, in which one’s “soul” is nurtured by multiple cultural sources, forever
compounded, modified, and continuously revised in the quest for knowledge, epis-
temic and existential truth. How is one, then, to gain cognitive stability as an intel-
lectual? How is one to anchor one’s Jewish identity if it too is buffeted by ambigu-
ity attendant to the pull of other equally compelling loyalties? Intellectual stability
as well as an anchor of one’s identity as a Jew are to be attained paradoxically
through continuous revision borne hy ever evolving questions inflected by new in-
sights and perspectives. Hence, it is said that when the Archbishop of Canterbury,
the head of the Anglican Church of England, approached the chief rabbi of the
United Kingdom and asked in an ecumenical spirit for reference to a book on sys-
tematic Jewish theology, the rabbi replied that “we Jews don’t have a theology, and
if we had, it surely would not be systematic.” Indeed, rabbinic teachings ideally
honor new questions. In the secular iteration of this tradition, the Hebrew poet
Abba Kovner, dying of cancer, wrote one last poem, in which he pleaded with Tha-
natos to allow him “one more question”:

Another Question.

One more.

Answers don’t count. Only questions

Are allotted to men. And do not conclude.
Do not conclude for God’s sake.®
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