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e.- _.~ The Relevance of Secular Studies 
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to Jewish Education f"'! 

In our program booklet for last year we set down some thoughts 
about the role of Hebrew study in general education. The purpose of 
that essay* was to promote a better understanding of how Jewish stud
ies, which set our school apart from other educational institutions, 
can contribute to general education and culture. We sought to give 
wider circles an insight into the close relationship that exists between 
training in the moral and spiritual values of the Jewish nation and the 
objectives of general secular and humanistic studies. We attempted to 
demonstrate how the study of the Hebrew language and of Jewish law 
can widen the student's intellectual horizon and enhance his training 
for practical life. We set out to refute the preconceived notions of those 
who might argue that the cultivation of this special field of study i~ 
bound to encroach upon the obligatory program of secular education 
that must be completed by students at our institution. We endeavored 
to show that, on the contrary, the introduction of our youth to the 
language and to the sacred texts of the literature of the Jewish nation, 
more than most other academic studies, will serve only to enrich the 
education of the young for the demands of adult life and citizenship. 

In our previous essay we have already touched upon the other 
side of the question, namely, the relevance of the elements of general 
education to Jewish studies, and we reserved our discussion of this 
point for the present essay. 

* The Pole of Hebrew Study in General Education (Ed.) 
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At first glance, our answer to this question in the pages that follow 
might be of interest primarily to the Jewish circles closest to our own. 
There are proponents of Jewish studies who view any attempt to give ," 
our youth a secular education as a sacrifice of time and energy that 
should be devoted to things Jewish. They may sanction this sacrifice as 
a concession to the demands ofthe present day, but they will deplore it 
and will feel deeply concerned about the influence that an educational {
element they consider alien to Judaism will have on the future Jewish 
attitude and lifestyle of our youth. In view of the fact that our institu
tion gives the same earnest and devoted attention to general education 
as it does to Jewish studies, * and, indeed, has explicitly stressed the 
study of both of these two elements as part of its educational outlook, 
it would be important to demonstrate to the Jewish friends of our insti
tution the close connection between these two fields of education and 
the significant benefits which secular studies have to offer to the future 
philosophy and lifestyle of our Jewish youth. 

However, in the interest of explaining our efforts to the broader L 
community, it would seem desirable to demonstrate the close relation
ship between these two fields of study also to wider circles, so that 
they, too, may gain a better understanding of our objectives. The ques
tion whether a school embraces all its fields of study with equal enthu
siasm out of a deep inner conviction, or because it is forced to do so by 
circumstances beyond its control, certainly cannot be a matter of indif
ference to those whose trust the school hopes to obtain for its endea
vors. Only ideas rooted in genuine conviction will be received with 
enthusiasm. Products of compromise can expect no more than grudg
ing acceptance forced by considerations of expediency. r 

On the very day our institution first opened its doors fourteen 
years ago, there were those who felt called upon to turn public opinion 
against our school by claiming that Orthodox Jews would never give 
sincere support to secular education. Today, fourteen years later, we 
can look back with gratification on those "good luck" wishes from our 
adversaries, all the more so since we can happily note how soon many 
of these skeptics came to jettison their prejudiced view to give full 

* See for further study R. Hirsch's Commentary to Leviticus 18,5 (Note by Dr. 
Naftali Hirsch, son of the author and editor of the original German edition of the Colleel
ed Writings). 
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THE RELEVANCE OF SECULAR STUDIES 

credit to our institution for its accomplishments in the field of secular 
studies. As a result, our reflections today can be truly and calmly 
objective; thank God we no longer have any need for apologetics. 

We should not be surprised to note that initially some sincere, 
inspired disciples of Jewish studies and Jewish life viewed the introduc
tion of the young to the realm of secular education with a measure of 
alarm that has not subsided in certain circles to this very day. We are 
certain that these apprehensions are based only on preconceived 
notions. They take root wherever two supposedly antithetical elements 
of education are seen from a narrow, one-sided point of view, and 
neither can therefore be understood in terms of its true significance. 
Lack of understanding always breeds prejudice. 

To understand the roots of the notion that Jewish studies and secu
lar education conflict with one another, we must go back to the begin
ning of the present century, when the sons of the Jewish people 
emerged from centuries of enforced isolation, and, after hundreds of 
years, resumed contact once again with the elements of secular knowl
edge. (We say "resumed" and "once again" because this isolation and 
estrangement from the secular world was never a condition of 
Judaism. This can be amply demonstrated by the shining annals of 
Jewish culture and literature left to us from happier times.) When the 
Jews were free to leave the ghettos, they found that the elements of 
secular education were in conflict wi.th their religious traditions, 
indeed with the views of religion in general. Even in our own day, 
when we have long passed the middle of our present century, this con
flict still acts as a ferment, constantly exercising the minds of the Gen
tile world, with supporters rallying to either side of the struggle 
between faith and knowledge, between the Church and science. 

Given the keen intelligence of that generation of Jews, should it 
come as a surprise to us that as soon as Jews made contact with the 
elements that had bred the notion of a struggle between religion and 
knowledge, the notion of this conflict should have spread throughout 
the Jewish camp? Should we be surprised to note that this develop
ment, of necessity, caused such a violent upheaval particularly in the 
Jewish camp, where "religion" does not concern itself only with one 
aspect of human life but embraces the totality of moral, spiritual and 
social existence? Should we really be surprised that the younger gener
ation should have given themselves unquestioningly to what they per
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ceived as the spirit of a new age, heralding their liberation, at long last, 
from oppression and indignity and social prejudice? Should we be 
surprised that, as a consequence, they should have followed the lead of 
this new spirit also when it declared war on what it branded as out
dated religious notions? It was only natural that, under the spell of this 
perverted view of religion being in conflict with knowledge, the young
er generation of Jews soon turnyd against the spirit of the religion of 
their fathers, regarding it as the spirit that had kept them in social 
enslavement. 

Should we be surprised that the older generation, particularly the 
acknowledged guardians of our ancestral religious heritage, reacted 
with consternation to this onslaught of the new era? The younger 
generation of Jews were declaring war upon everything that, for thou
sands of years, had given their people the knowledge, the inspiration 
and the moral stamina that enabled them to survive, even in the face of 
oppression and degradation, and to triumph over the ordeals that 
marked their path through history. Should we blame that older gener
ation for rejecting a new era which, by deliberately encouraging the 
neglect of Jewish studies, raised Jewish youth to despise the heri
tage of its ancestral religion, so that eventually this youth went so far 
as to denounce the literature of the Jewish religion to the governmental 
authorities as "inimical to culture"? Precisely this is what happened in 
our own city of Frankfurt. In response to denunciations from Jews, the 
city fathers, with the best intentions in the world, lent their authority 
to an effort to stifle the ancient religion of Judaism by restricting and 
even prohibiting the activities of Jewish educational, cultural and reli
gious institutions. Almost 50 years of struggle had to pass before our 
lsraelitische Religionsgesellschaft could emerge and re-establish the 
time-honored religious communal life that had been so wantonly 
destroyed.* 

Should it surprise us, therefore, that the older generation perceived 
the spirit of the new culture, which had been used as a vehicle to attack 
their ancient heritage, as the cause of all their troubles? Was it surpris
ing that the elders considered it their duty to keep away from the new 
culture and to make sure that their followers, too, should have nothing 
to do with it? Can we fault these elders and their disciples for their 

• See the author's essay "Religion Allied with Progress" in Vol. VI of the Collected 
Writings. (Ed.) 
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THE RELEVANCE OF SECULAR STUDIES 

refusal to trust the elements of a culture whose bearers were hostile to 
religion? 

In light of all the foregoing, should we be surprised that these two 
tendencies became increasingly alienated from one another, to a point 
where they lived in complete ignorance and misapprehension of each 
other's character and objectives? The "educated" and "cultured" Jews 
simply ignored Jewish life and scholarship, while those who remained 
loyal to these Jewish values completely misjudged the true spirit of 
genuine culture. And so there developed that rift within Judaism, that 
spiritual wound from which our own contemporaries are still bleeding 
today. 

True, we should not be suprised at what happened, but we must 
deplore the conditions that caused these developments. The social 
renaissance of the Jewish nation, ushered in by the beginning of the 
present century, came about under the impact of such unexpected, 
world-shaking events that when the Jews were plunged from their 
former isolation into the mainstream of modern European culture, 
they were thrown into a state of complete shock in both directions. It is 
sad to think that the Jewish leaders of that period allowed themselves 
to lose their awareness of the character and intellectual depth and clar
ity of Judaism in both theory and practice, which certainly cannot be 
viewed as contrary to the essence of anything genuinely good and true 
produced by human civilization through the ages. We should be filled 
with sadness at the thought that, because the political position of their 
people forced them to isolate themselves from the intellectual tenden
cies of the world outside, the giants of Jewish learning, of whom there 
certainly was no lack in those days, were prevented from examining 
these intellectual tendencies at first hand. Had they been in a position 
to do so, their broad vision surely would have enabled them to wel
come everything good and true in general culture as eminently com
patible with the views of Judaism. They would then have been the first 
to see to it that their disciples, too, became familiar with all that is 
good and true in genuine culture. It is sad to think that the idea of a 
conflict between faith and knowledge, which might have been justifia
ble in the case of some other creeds, was cavalierly applied also to 
Judaism without considering whether it was indeed applicable to 
Jewish thought and practice or whether, given the uniqueness of the 
Jewish faith, the notion of such a conflict would lose its relevance. 

The truth is that the attitude of Judaism toward all other religious 
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faiths and all human intellectual pursuits differs basically from the 
attitude of other religions. Judaism is probably the only religion that 
does not declare extra me nulla salus [there is no salvation outside 
myself], that happily welcomes any intellectual or moral advance, no 
matter what its origin. Indeed, the timeless words of the Jewish proph
ets look with firm assurance to the ever-growing, ever-spreading spiri
tual and moral ennoblement not only of the Jews but of all mankind. 
Judaism is probably the only religion that teaches its followers to view 
not only the early light of dawn, the blossoms of springtime, the dark
ness of thunder, the flashes of lightning, not only the sight of anything 
beautiful, sublime, powerful or beneficial in nature, but also the sight 
of any human being great in wisdom or knowledge, no matter what his 
nationality or religion, as a revelation of the Divine. Whenever Jews 
behold such an individual, they must pronounce a blessing in praise of 
God Who has "given of His wisdom to mortals." 

In the view of Judaism, truth is one and indivisible, just like its ori
ginal Source, the one God. Therefore the perception of truth, too, 
must be one and indivisible. Judaism addresses all its beliefs, including 
its most basic tenets, to the spirit of men striving after knowledge. All 
the fundamental beliefs of Judaism concerning the existence of God, 
His almighty intervention in the developments of nature and history 
and His sovereign rule that educates both men and nations to meet the 
lofty standards set by His moral law, have been confirmed by momen
tous happenings that the Jewish nation has experienced in its own 
history. These are happenings that should enable even the remotest 
posterity to understand the origins of the Jewish people and its sur
vival as a nation through the ages. 

Judaism believes that these momentous national experiences, 
even ts that are generally described as "miracles," which have revealed 
to all mankind the role of God in nature and history, are not random 
events. They are the most rational consequences of God's sovereignty 
with which He educates all mankind. Man would actually be unaware 
of this postulate of Divine sovereignty if it were not set down in the 
history of God's Kingdom on earth. In fact, Judaism believes that 
nature and history can be properly understood only in the context of 
these national experiences, which attest to the role of God in nature 
and history. Nay, more, the rational view of nature and history could 
take shape only after this Jewish concept of God, revealed in various 

ways, had 
all of natu~e ~o ::: 
plan of OIle. ;;:jj 

natural scie:-_~':5: ' 
existence w:::: e"i 

or a law c:' ...l~:J 

insist that ::'e::-: 
tence cf one GC) 
nomen a 005:::-'::::: 
and forces c;-=::-~ 

scientist wi:, ::;:: 
tence whe::e',;;: 
abstract f:c= :JJ 
tory. The :e2;;:U 

Now , ... :~ . .!I 

faiths: A£2.~--: ..h 
sume to re:g:::. S-l 

as an ins::::_... e:! 

obeyed ~ ::;, 
cal ad\'a:r:;;~ :::-,:J 
every sue: ::::.-:! 
sian on e2.'''':. 1 
comparee :: :.:J 

mother w:: ::'e"i 

daugh:ers :':" 
proof th2.: :;:- !II 

She :.::. 1 

nobilit: :::,.:.:c 
ings :1;:'0:': ::.! :1 

righ~ :0 ::-e: -~~ 
~,~ .:\,: 

hun"," :'~;;:JC' 
:: _ - ; 1 

~ne :;cr::;~ :.l 
Div!::e::.-x~=-'"';'.J: 

'\c.... ":::'e J 
sh:-j!":.( :"~,:"-- ~ 

.;:.:~:~:-~ .S -ess 

11 



L 

87 

::-,,2 lS: :ally from the 
religion that 

, s.2.1\-ation outside 
.: ~ =2 ~ai advance, no 
:; ':-::. e Jewish proph
;.. e-, e~-5preading spiri
JS-~: of all mankind. 
ts _:..3 :'211owers to view 

,_ ..!;t:me, the dark
~ ,.::;; of anything 
:-~;;. ;.,.~: also the sight 
~-= .. - . ::".atter what his 
"y.:.;;. Whenever Jews 
! .:. :- .;;S5:ng in praise of 
L' 

"'-~,.::-.e. :1Jst like its ori
';",:' : .. of truth, too, 

. :s :)diefs, including 
If .:.:·:e~ knowledge. All 
[ .:: :'~istence of God, 
, :: ::2::;re and history 
L:.: ::.:.:lons to meet the 
;.::::::med by momen

in its own 
l::e e'· en the remotest 
:;:: ;: e.::ple and its sur

::.::. :~..:: nal experiences, 
,:,;. ::l~h have revealed 
1:.5:: ~" art' not random 
.es::' God's sovereignty 
(.:. 2.~::;aliy be unaware 
:r: ::0: set down in the 
. : __ ,,-,-;m believes that 

in the context of 
: -~:e of God in nature 
l:_=e and history could 
,-':" =evealed in various 

THE RELEVANCE OF SECliLAR STliDlES 

ways, had taught the spirit of man, knowingly or unknowingly, to view 
all of nature as the work of one, sole Creator and all of history as the 
plan of one, sole Ruler of the Universe. Judaism knows that even a 
natural scientist who denies the existence of God actually confirms His 
existence with every new insight he gains from an idea, a mechanism, 
or a law of nature he observes in the course of his research. He may 
insist that there is no God, but his own discoveries attest to the exis
tence of one God Who embodied His thoughts in the particular phe
nomena observed by the scientist, and Who has made the substances 
and forces operative in these phenomena subject to His Law. Truly, a 
scientist who denies the existence of God actually confirms His exis
tence whenever he sets out to study particular phenomena in order to 
abstract from them the concepts and laws that govern nature and his
tory. The teachings of Judaism have nothing to fear from science. 

Now what about the attitude of Judaism toward other religious 
faiths? Again, Judaism is probably the only religion that does not pre
sume to reign supreme over all other religions. Judaism perceives itself 
as an instrument working for all mankind but not as a dictate to be 
obeyed by all men on earth. It welcomes any human, spiritual or ethi
cal advance brought about by other religious faiths; indeed, it hails 
every such triumph of truth and goodness as a triumph of its own mis
sion on earth. The attitude of Judaism toward other religions may be 
compared to that of a true mother toward her daughters. A truly good 
mother will never look with envy upon the accomplishments of her 
daughters but will consider all the good her daughters have done as 
proof that her educational work with her daughters has been a success. 
She rejoices in the reward assured her by every seed of goodness and 
nobility that her daughters have taken from her hands to scatter bless
ings upon the rest of the world. Similarly, Judaism rejoices, and has a 
right to rejoice, in the harvest of light and goodness produced by its 
daughter religions in the civilized world for the benefit of universal 
human happiness and culture, just as if the accomplishment had come 
directly from Judaism. Judaism regards these advances as triumphs of 
the concepts that are to be brought to the rest of mankind by the 
Divinely-selected Jewish people. 

Now if the Judaism for which we are educating our young need not 
shrink from contact with the intellectual elements of any other true 
culture, it is essential for the future of our youth as citizens, and there



----- -

gg PRINCIPLES OF EDUCATION 

fore it is a true religious duty, for us to give them a secular education. 
A secular education is a most beneficial help to our young in under
standing the times in which they live and the conditions under which 
they will have to practice their life's vocation; hence it is most desirable 
also from the Jewish religious viewpoint and consequently deserving of 
warm support. But at the same time, and even more important, a good 
secular education can give our young people substantial new insights, 
added dimensions that will enrich their religious training. For this 
reason, too, secular education deserves the support of the religious 
educator. 

There is no need to cite specific evidence that most of the secular 
studies taught at higher educational institutions, including our own, 
are essential to the future vocational careers of the students. There 
seem to be no differences of opinion in this respect. However, any 
supporter of education and culture should deplore the fact that when 
these secular studies are evaluated in terms of their usefulness to the 
young, too much stress is often placed on so-called practical utility 
and necessity. Under such circumstances, the young are in danger of 
losing the pure joy of acquiring knowledge for its own sake, so that 
they will no longer take pleasure in the moral and spiritual benefits to 
be obtained from study. 

There is only one point we believe we must mention in support of 
the utilitarian view of secular education: the training of the young in 
skills that will earn them a respectable livelihood as adults is a sacred 
duty also from the Jewish religious point of view. According to Jewish 
tradition, a father who fails to give his child such training himself, or 
fails to provide for such training, is to be considered as one who 
teaches his child to become a dishonest adult. Thus, the general educa
tion of our youth should be conducted with religious punctiliousness 
even from the viewpoint of his future vocation. 

But it seems to us that no thinking Jew, aware of his mission as a 
Jew, should deny that, quite aside from considerations of vocational 
and professional education, it is also essential that young Jews, parti
cularly those of our own times, should learn about the factors that 
influence the life of modern nations; in other words, that they should 
be introduced to those branches of study that will enable them to 
acquire this knowledge. This would hold true even if we were not so 
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fortunate as to be living at the dawn of an era, * at the beginning of a 
new humaneness, signified, first of all, by a purer sense ofjustice, invit
ing also the sons of the Jewish people to join actively in all the humane, 
social and political endeavors of the nations. Even if our present-day 
contacts with general culture were merely passive, as they were in the 
days of our parents, it would be of vital religious importance for us to 
see that our young people should be gl.lided toward that high level of 
insight which would enable them to evaluate, from the vantage point 
of truth and justice, all the personal, social, political and religious 
conditions under which they would have to discharge their duties as 
Jews and as citizens. But now that our young people will be given an 
opportunity to participate in the public affairs of the land in which we 
live, how much more important is it that they should receive the 
education they will need in order that they may enthusiastically 
embrace all that is good and noble in the European culture of our day, 
within whose context they will have to perform also their own mission 
as Jews. Only knowledge, the ability to realize when we have erred in 
judging our fellow men, can guard us from prejudice. Lack of knowl
edge always breeds illusion and prejudice. 

If only non:Jewish schools were to acquaint their students with 
Jewish knowledge, with Jewish life and with the conditions under 
which Jews live and work, to a degree even remotely approaching the 
diligence with which students at Jewish schools are taught about the 
spirit and the aspirations of the non-Jewish world! If only non-Jewish 
youth were taught about the spiritual and practical life of the Jewish 
world with the same respect and appreciation as the Jewish youth, in 
their schools, learn to respect the non-Jewish world, past and present, 
by studying the literature and history of that world and its outstanding 
figures! If this wish were to come true, then all that is most human and 
Divine within man would unite to build a bridge of love and respect 
between man and man; one spirit would learn to respect the other, one 

* The author refers to the Emancipation of his time during which the political, social 
and economic conditions for Jews were far easier than during the Middle Ages. He felt 
that this was the beginning of a new era in terms of goodness and kindness in human 
relationships. (Ed.) 
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heart would learn to love the other, and the radiant, warming light of 
knowledge would gradually dispel the darkness of prejudice that still 
envelops so much of the world today. 

In light of what has just been said, it is clear, even from the reli
gious point of view, that if our young people are to cope successfully 
with the practical aspects of their mission as Jews, everything possible 
must be done to introduce them to various areas of general studies. 
But there is also a spiritual harvest that can be won from secular stud
ies, even for those who seek to grow in the theoretical knowledge of 
the Jewish religion. Our understanding of the philosophy of life and 
the Weltanschauung taught in the sacred writings of the Jewish religion 
is dependent in no small measure on our insights into the character 
and the development of nature and society. Any knowledge that serves 
to enrich the intellect in any manner will also enhance our insights into 
the philosophy of Judaism. 

In our previous essay we attempted to demonstrate the impor
tance of Jewish education, both theoretical and practical, as a factor in 
general culture. As we indicated in that essay, the ability of Hebrew 
studies to enhance general education rests primarily on the fact that 
the sacred writings of Judaism are not so much dogmatic or theologi
cal in content as they are legal and anthropological in substance, so 
that their teachings are directly related to general human knowledge. 
We noted that, accordingly, Jewish studies are very clearly relevant to 
secular learning. We should therefore have at least some idea how and 
why, conversely, the quest for general knowledge can have a beneficial 
effect also in the acquisition of Jewish religious learning. 

In the present essay we will not go into detailed explanations to 
demonstrate that a serious study of Jewish scholarship requires fami
liarity with many areas of general human knowledge. Anyone even 
superficially acquainted with, say, Rabbinic literature knows about 
the significance of mathematics and astronomy, botany and zoology, 
anatomy and medicine, jurisprudence and ethics in the deliberations of 
our Sages. He will therefore not underestimate the extent to which 
disciples of Talmudic learning can benefit from familiarity with these 
fields of general knowledge. 

In this essay, we are concerned not with in-depth Jewish scholar
ship but only with that amount of Jewish learning that is basic to 
Jewish education and that represents a fundamental component of the 
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instruction given to the students entrusted to our school. Our purpose 
is to show how greatly even these Jewish studies can be enhanced and 
supplemented by the elements of general education, which our institu
tion cultivates with the same devoted attention as it does its program 
of Jewish studies. 

We believe there is no need to demonstrate the benefits which for
mal instruction in any subject will yield for any other field of study, 
and which the study of general, secular subjects will likewise yield in 
the case of specific Jewish studies. In this essay we will confine our
selves to examining, in closer detail, the manner in which the specific 
subjects of Jewish studies offered at our school are enriched by the 
secular subjects we teach. We will attempt to illustrate the significance 
of this exchange of intellectual gifts by describing the contribution 
which the mathematics, science, history and literature taught to young 
people can make to Jewish studies. 

In our previous essay we attempted to show the significant contri
bution of Hebrew studies to the general secular education of our 
young people. Our essay made a point of stressing the intellectual exer
cise provided by instruction in the Hebrew language and by the acqui
sition of a Hebrew vocabulary. We cited numerous examples showing 
how thy Hebrew language names things and phenomena in terms of 
direct objectivity, and that Hebrew words reflect not the sensory 
impression created by the object but the character of the object. We 
can see immediately how the deliberate and scientific contemplation of 
an object aids in the correct understanding of this particular language, 
Only after our students have acquired practice in distinguishing the 
essential characteristics of things from their nonessential qualities, in 
using the essential characteristics to construct generic terms and in 
recognizing these characteristics in the generic forms will we be able to 
make them understand, for instance, why the Hebrew for "kind" and 
"portion" (rl.:) and ;'lll.:), respectively) are derived from the same root, 
and why the verb 1::ll, "to recognize," is derived from the same root as 
1~I (strangeness), so that "to recognize" an object is defined as ren
dering the object strange [Le., identifying the features that make the 
object "different" or "alien to all others"]. Only after our students 
have learned, in plant physiology, the functions of roots, stems, leaves 
and blossoms, and how a fruit develops, will they understand why a 
root (vnw) is defined as an "agent that acquires plant nutrients" 
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(n1l11-to serve), why the vessels of the plant stem are described as 
"intermediates in attaining the goal" (n~:lt-shoots, growths), and 
why leaves, blossoms and fruits are described as parts of the plant 
that "strive after more and more freedom" (1'f711-leaf, ascend; n,o
blossom and ',o-fruit, from N,o-freedom). And only once they have 
learned, in animal physiology, the functions of the blood, the muscles 
and the nervous system will they understand why blood (0') is 
described as an assimilated nutrient (1'f1~,-similar), and the muscles 
and nerves (1111::l-flesh) are described as "messengers" ('lII::l-to bring 
news) that carry messages from the brain to the world outside and 
from the world outside to the brain. Only if our students know that a 
straight line is the shortest distance between two points will they 
understand the reason for the phonetic affinities that link the Hebrew 
words '111' (straight), 1111i' (connection) and ,:ltp (short), and only if they 
know the geometric properties of a circle will they understand why a 
circular line is described as "fleeing" from the tangent ('l"ID, from '0
flee). Once their studies in physical geography have shown them the 
effect of woodlands on the humidity of surrounding areas, our stu
dents will better understand why the Hebrew language calls a forest ,11' 
(lit., "gatherer of water"), phonetically related to 'N' (river) and l"I,l1P 
(bowl). And only once they know from their physics how rays oflight 
can be broken up into distinct color prisms forming a spectrum from 
red to violet, will they understand why the Hebrew language refers to 
the three primary colors, red, green and violet, as "the nearest" (red, 
C1N, related to l"I1)', similar), "removed," (green, p,.. throw off) and 
"end," (violet, n7:m, related to n'7:m, goal). 

Thus, we see that everything new that the student learns about the 
nature and structure of things is an aid to his understanding of the 
Hebrew language. These few examples should be enough to show us 
how the teaching of the Hebrew language stands to gain from the 
various areas of secular studies. 

This relationship becomes even more apparent if we now introduce 
our young people to the sacred literature written in the Hebrew lan
guage and read the "Book of Books" with them in its original Hebrew 
text. The purpose of this instruction is not (at least not in the upper 
grades) merely to hone their linguistic skills but to promote its original 
purpose, i.e., to be a light unto our spirit and a staff to support us as 
we pursue our God-ordained moral path on earth. 
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THE RELEVANCE OF SECULAR STUDIES 

Consider the very first pages of the Pentateuch. Think how much 
more readily the light from the wisdom reflected in these pages and the 
moral strength nurtured by them will find their way into the hearts and 
minds of our young students if, before reading the Bible, they have 
already learned to perceive the world as an abundance of forces oper
ating in accordance with certain laws and if they already know some
thing of the history of men and nations. They will then be in a better 
position to picture the context of time and space upon which this Book 
of Books seeks to shed light with the rays of the concept of God. The 
purpose of this light is to help mankind as a whole, and Jews in partic
ular, find their proper place in the world order arranged by God. 

Reflect upon the difference which a background in the natural 
sciences can make in the student's understanding of the Biblical state
ments that describe the creation of the universe in terms of the exis
tence of God: "God created heaven and earth;" "And God said: Let 
there be light!" It was God Who "divided" and "called." It was He 
Who created that universe full of contrasts: heaven and earth, light 
and darkness, waters above and waters below, oceans and continents, 
and all the forms of life whose development is subject to His own 
omnipotent "law of species" (Genesis 1,11-12,21, 24-25). It was He 
Who created divisions between these contrasts and differences, and at 
the same time united them all into one harmonious unity by assigning 
to each its sphere of life and work as part of His universal plan. Con
sider the impact these words can have on the minds of our young stu
dents if, before reading them, they have already learned something 
about the laws revealed in the great universe, in worlds and atoms, 
seedlings and mature lives, in the "twofold there," (this is the literal 
meaning of 0'1:)117, from OIV) and in the abundance of living things on 
earth (1'11(, related to f'1', "run," showing how these living things "run" 
through the course of their lives on earth). 

Consider how much more profound our childrens' understanding 
of the rest of the Biblical text will be if, by the time they read it, their 
knowledge of natural sciences and learning of Genesis will have made 
them aware that the whole world, down to the minutest form of mat
ter, down to each fiber of every living thing and every component of 
that fiber, represents the realization of one single thought, the product 
of one single command. And think of the impact all this knowledge 
will have upon our students when the Book of Books then teaches 
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them to perceive and to worship God as the Thinker of all these 
thoughts, the Deviser of this plan, the Giver of these laws, and to 
regard every creature and every phenomenon on earth as a 11C;7.), a 
"messenger" of God, as i1:lIC;7.), one of God's created works, each a 
servant assisting in the fulfillment of God's purpose! Consider the 
emotion with which our students will then look to God for the Law 
that is meant to govern their own lives. Picture them, now amidst the 
chorus of the whole universe, worshipping God in accordance with His 
Law, and later, from hearts quiet but radiant before God, pledging 
Him their personal Hallelujah by obeying the Law He gave them to 
observe in their lives. 

Consider the new understanding with which the students who have 
a background in natural sciences will read such reflections on nature as 
the one uttered by Job (26, 7), whose praise of God's almighty power 
so long ago bears such an uncanny resemblance to a Newtonian 
thought thousands of years later: ;'O';::l;~ l''''1C ;,;m, literally, "He keeps 
the earth suspended by forces that act to limit one another" (c,::l
restrict). Think of the new understanding with which they will hear the 
Psalms of David, which make man, as he contemplates the starry skies, 
realize how small but yet how great he is (Psalm 8), which proclaim 
that even as the word of God is revealed in nature, so, too, the Law of 
God has been revealed to man (Psalm 19), and which extol all of 
nature and history as one single chorus "reflecting" the glory of the 
one, sole God (this is the meaning of ;?i], related to ;'20-to shine, to 
radiate) (Psalm 148). Consider the new understanding with which they 
will then hear the Psalmist proclaim: "The Lord has established His 
throne in the heavens; His dominion rules over all things! Bless the 
Lord, 0 His messengers, armed with strength that fulfill His word, to 
obey the voice of His word. Bless the Lord, all His hosts, His servants 
that do His Will. Bless Him, all His creatures, in all the places of His 
dominion; and you also, 0 my soul, bless the Lord!" (Psalms \03, 
19-22). 

However, the ultimate purpose of God's Scripture is not to orient 
us in the .ealm of nature, not to have us recognize only the phenomena 
and effects of the physical universe as revelations of God, the Creator, 
Arranger and Lawgiver of heaven and earth. Rather, after its first 
chapter, Scripture closes the book of nature in order to open for us the 
book of the history of mankind, teaching us to behold the workings of 
God and God's nearness not only in the eternal harmony of all that is 
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great and glorious in physical existence but also, indeed even more so, 
in the history of men and nations. It means to show us that God's 
work of physical creation has come to an end but that His work for the 
moral education of mankind, the training of men and nations to obey 
God's moral law of their own free will (while all other creatures were 
given physical laws to obey blindly, without a will of their own) has 
barely begun and will continue until the end of time. 

Scripture sets before us the "tree of the knowledge of good and 
evil" as representing the point of departure, and at the same time the basic 
problem, for the entire history of human civilization. The course of 
history can be described in simple terms as one long series of free
willed decisions by men and nations that continues to this very day. 
Man has the freedom to choose. He can behave like a beast, judging 
"good" or "evil" in terms of what will best satisfy his physical appe
tites. Or, he can conduct himself in a manner worthy of a human 
being, electing to obey God, to do that which is morally good even 
though it may run counter to his momentary physical or material 
desires, and to shun evil though it may tempt his senses with promises 
of pleasure and personal gain. 

Scripture tells us how an entire generation of mankind perished 
because they allowed their physical appetites to enslave them, but that 
the new world and the new generation of men emerging after the 
destruction were given to see the seven-colored rainbow of reconcilia
tion, the symbol of God's educational covenant with mankind. The 
colors of the rainbow bear a symbolic message of profound signifi
cance: The newly-restored generation of mankind will break up into 
many different shadings and nuances. But even as the last, darkest 
shade in the broken ray of light is still a product of light, not of dark
ness, so, too, the ray of the Divine in man will never be lost. The spark 
of Godliness will continue to function even within the most alienated, 
broken, "darkest" son of mankind, and the educating hand of Him 
Who is the Father of all mankind will not abandon His children until 
they will band together once more to form one single, pure ray of light, 
one united whole under His dominion. 

Scripture has preserved for us the oldest prophecy in the history of 
the world that still guides us like the beacon of a lighthouse upon the 
banks of a turbulent sea, amidst the confusion and instability pro
duced by the history of nations. These prophetic words (Genesis 9, 27) 
speak of three distinct features that would characterize the future 
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nations of the world after the Flood: '1'1" ow '!mK::l l::lW" nil'? O'i'?K nil' 
,tl? "f::lJ TJl::l "God will open the spirits [of men] to Yapheth, but He will 
dwell in the tents of Shem, and Canaan will bow to [both of] them in 
homage." 

In this characterization of the three sons of Noah and their pos
terity, Scripture portrays both active and passive ethnic prototypes in 
the history of world civilization: The Yapheth-type nations that will 
seek to have men worship beauty; the Shem-type that will endeavor to 
bring the kingdom of God to earth by winning the allegiance of the 
human spirit for goodness and truth; and the sensuous Hamite-type 
that will bow to the spiritual and emotional influences of the two 
others, increasingly permitting itself to be shaped by them. 

Next, Scripture takes us to that day of historic arrogance on which 
men declared ow 'l? 1'IWJl, " Let us make a name for ourselves" (Gene
sis II, 4). In joining to build the Tower of Babel, mankind chained 
itself for thousands of years to the chariots of rulers who transformed 
the history of men into a history of empires, rulers who, instead of 
encouraging their subjects to continue building humble, quiet homes 
for the greater glory of God, exploited them to keep on building 
towers dedicated to the glory of conquest, towers that could never 
become quite tall enough. And so the annals of history came to be 
filled with bloodstained pages, a sign of the events of ages to come. 

Scripture shows us all this in order to introduce to us, in the midst 
of a world seeking to build its power and prosperity by force and ruth
lessness, one people that was to reveal the hand of God at work in 
the course of history. Unlike all the other nations, this people was to 
possess neither land nor power of its own. It was to base its existence 
solely on the Will of God and to find its strength in the observance of 
His Law. Put into the world as a reminder of God and of man's 
place in history, this people was to become an instrument for the ulti
mate gathering of all the nations around God and around the Law He 
gave so that man might properly perform his Divinely-ordained mis
sion in the world. In order that it could be entrusted with the legacy of 
God on behalf of all mankind, this people was to be deprived of its 
political independence as a result of wars with the empires of Assyria, 
Babylonia, Persia and Media, Macedonia and Syria, and finally with 
Rome. With the legacy of God to all mankind still firmly in its hands, 
this people was then to be dispersed among the nations as "God's 
own seed" (?KY'T"). The promise that this people would eventually be 
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delivered was to indicate to the other nations that redemption would 
ultimately dawn for the rest of mankind as well. In order that this one 
people might be able to persevere in its march among the nations 
through centuries of history to come, God appointed men of "keen 
vision" (c'nn) to interpret for this people the significance of the rise 
and fall of the other nations and of its own march over the mauso
leums of history. These men were also to communicate to their people 
the promises of God for its future so that this people might walk with 
confidence amidst the nights of the centuries toward the dawn that 
awaits it and the rest of mankind. 

Here, then, we have a people that emerged from the course of 
world history, that was placed into the midst of the nations to advance 
the goals of world history, and that was endowed with historical 
vision. Should not the sons of such a people understand that historical 
studies of the development of nations are truly not superfluous, but 
that they are, in fact, virtually indispensable? Will the sons of the 
Jewish people even begin to understand that ancient vision defining 
the missions of the three basic national prototypes of mankind if they 
know nothing about the influence of the Yaphetic-Hellenic spirit on 
the civilization of other nations, an influence that endures to this day? 
Or consider the myths about the "mission of Moses" in which Moses 
is presented as a disciple of Egyptian priests and according to which 
the "Mosaic code" is merely an elaboration on the priestly wisdom of 
ancient Egypt. Would not the utter falsehood of this notion become 
much more obvious if young Jews could compare the philosophy built 
on a caste system and founded on the total destruction of personal 
freedom with the system ofjustice and righteousness based on the Law 
given on Mount Sinai, and note for themselves the immense gap that 
separates the two? Should not young Jews study the political life of 
the other nations at the time the Children of Israel first received the 
Law, a law that still shines forth as the sublime goal of perfection for 
both men and nations? If they were to consider how, amidst the de
generation of ancient societies, the people of Israel had been given a 
law whose standards of justice, humanity and morality were so 
infinitely superior not only to the political systems existing at that time 
but also to those that have arisen since then, would such comparative 
studies not afford added documentary proof that this Law is indeed of 
Divine origin? Will young Jews not gain a better understanding of the 
prophecies uttered by Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Hosea, Nahum, 
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Obadiah and Habakkuk concerning Tyre and Babylon, Egypt and 
Nineveh, and will they not appreciate the meaning of the 'pn ill/:) 

(Daniel 5, 20) uttered by Jewish men of God at the sight of doomed 
nations carousing at wild banquets, if they are given access to contem
porary chronicles that will bring them closer to the history, the culture 
and the wars of these nations? If they have no opportunity to study the 
history of the world, will they be in a posi tion to understand the past of 
their own forefathers, the tasks of their own lives that await them in 
the present, and the hopes for the future which they share with the rest 
of mankind? 

If, in addition, we teach our students the languages and literatures 
of the civilized nations, we hand them the key which, when they are 
grown, will open to them the intellectual products of the nations. In 
this manner they will be able to nourish and enrich their own intellect 
with the creations of goodness and truth which the noblest minds of 
those nations have added to the wealth of human knowledge. By 
acquainting our students with these splendid attainments ofthe human 
mind, do we not, at the same time, lead our students to the realization 
that, ever since seeds of light from the flame of God were scattered 
from Mount Sinai into the midst of the nations, the age-old dark
ness that once surrounded the world has begun to clear? Do we not 
show them how these seeds of light from God's own flame at Mount 
Sinai-the concept of God, the God-oriented view of the world and 
mankind, the idea of one, sole God and the unity of mankind as de
scended from Adam, the importance of man's vocation to practice 
goodness and truth, the eternal significance of even a fleeting moment 
on earth spent in the free-willed performance of duty, the establish
ment of the Kingdom of God on earth to which all men should devote 
the best of their energies-have increasingly won room for themselves 
in the hearts of men, where they work for the ennoblement of man and 
the promotion of human happiness? By introducing our youth to such 
knowledge, are we not also helping them understand that their fathers 
did not live and suffer in vain, that their struggles and hopes were not 
futile? Are we not making it clear to them that the Prophets were not 
mouthing dreams and wild tales? As the result of such guidance from 
us, will our youth not come to the realization that the dawn of a new 
spiritual and moral era, whose coming our Prophets had foretold 
while it was yet midnight, is slowly but surely nearing? Will our youth, 
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then, not see that the teachings which the spirit of God placed upon 
the lips of Jewish men thousands of years ago have already won multi
tudes of present-day disciples who, whether they know it or not, are 
helping to translate the words of the ancient Jewish Prophets into real
ity by promoting universal allegiance to the moral law of God? Does 
this awareness, too, not represent a clear gain for the future Jewish 
Weltanschauung of our youth? 

These beliefs and motivations inspired the establishment of the 
educational institutions of the lsraelitische Religionsgesellschaft, 
whose program of study is based on the firm conviction that secular 
education should receive the same earnest care and attention as our 
program of specifically Jewish studies. Indeed, this devoted attention 
to general education is a sacred duty also from the strictly religious 
point of view because it can make important contributions to our 
Jewish studies. These convictions are the philosophical bases on which 
our Religionsgesellschaft was founded. The time-honored traditions of 
Judaism, upheld over centuries by the Jewish sacred writings and tra
ditions, are not in conflict with anything good and true produced by 
human endeavor through the ages_ Therefore, no age, not even our 
own era of moral and spiritual achievements, can demand that 
Judaism discard or change any part of its God-given substance. 
Judaism must enter the rich mainstream of European cultural life with 
its own theoretical and practical contents intact and undiminished, 
without losing its own identity. The more completely and sincerely 
Judaism enters the present era with its own heritage intact, the greater 
will be the moral and spiritual contribution it can make to the future 
now being built by a society that has welcomed the Jews as brothers 
and equals. Conversely, the more devotedly Judaism, without aban
doning its own unique characteristics, weds itself to all that is good 
and true in European culture, the better will it be able to perform its 
uniquely Jewish mission. 

These are the ideals that gave rise to the founding of our Religions
gesellschaft, and it is the spirit of these ideals that inspired the estab
lishment of our school. Our school believes that the more generously it 
gives its students to drink from the wellsprings of Jewish studies, the 
better will it be able to raise them to become good and true citizens of 
our country. Conversely, it believes that the more it makes the trea
sures of secular culture available to the young people entrusted to its 
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care, the better will it be able to raise them to become good and true 
sons of our Judaism. To give wider circles an insight into the convic
tions at the heart of these two closely intertwined ideals that form the 
basic principles of our school-that is the task which both last year's 
essay and the present discussion have set out to accomplish. 
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