
BOOKS IN REVIEW/57

his magnificent memoir of Lin-
coln, but the greatest by far were
those done by Lincoln. He made it
possible for the Union to be pre-
served (and as Charnwood rightly
said, "nobody else could have
done it"); he also made it possible
for us to see that it was worth pre-
serving. He did this with his words,
especially those spoken at Gettys-
burg.

The Gettysburg Address had been
long in preparation; as Wills puts
it, "all his prior literary, intellec-
tual, and political labors had pre-
pared him for [it]." This, I think,
can be made evident by examining
the substance, and not merely the
structure, of what he said at Get-
tysburg and in two of the many
speeches, or parts of speeches, that
prefigure it. All of them focus on
the problem of "the capability of a
people to govern themselves."

LINCOLN first addressed this prob-
lem in a speech to the Young Men's
Lyceum of Springfield, Illinois,
delivered when he was not yet
twenty-nine years old. Much of that
early speech was given over to a
discussion of the passions and the
role they play in the politics of a
self-governing people. During the
early years of the Republic, Lin-
coln said, human passions were a
"pillar of our temple of liberty";
specifically, the "deep-rooted prin-
ciples of hate, and the powerful
motive of revenge, instead of being
turned against each other, were
directed exclusively against the
British nation." But that would
change, he said, as the memory of
the Revolution faded. From then
on, the passions would be a prob-
lem-unless, somehow, they could
be made to supplement and
strengthen the people's rational
attachment to the Constitution.

At the time of the second
speech, Lincoln was taking the
presidential oath of office. Much
of that First Inaugural was an ap-
peal to the Southern states not to
secede from the Union. But Lin-
coln knew that they would, and
that, in fact, seven of them already
had. He concluded the speech with
these moving words, words that
can be appropriately uttered only
on a few occasions in the life of a
nation:

I am loath to close. We are not
enemies, but friends. We must
not be enemies. Though passion
may have strained, it must not
break our bonds of affection.
The mystic chords of memory,
stretching from every battle-
field, and patriot grave, to every
living heart and hearthstone, all
over this broad land, will yet
swell the chorus of the Union,
when again touched, as surely
they wil be, by the better angels
of our nature. [Emphasis ad-
ded.]

In his earlier Lyceum speech
Lincoln had said that memories,
even memories stretching from the
graves of patriots, grow cold as they
grow old, unless, by a rhetoric so
powerful, they can be made im-
mortal. Such a rhetoric would re-
quire a special occasion, and that
occasion was more than likely to
present itself. When, in 1863, it
did, he delivered his noblest
speech, in 272 words, on a battle-
field. "We are met on a great battle-
field of that war," Lincoln said at
Gettysburg, and the purpose of the
meeting was to dedicate a ceme-
tery filled with the graves of patri-
ots: to dedicate a cemetery, then,
and, in the process, to rededicate
the nation by creating new "mystic
chords of memory" binding the liv-
ing and the yet unborn to the
cause for which those dead had
given "the last full measure of de-
votion."

Lincoln was more than a great
rhetorician; he was, and is, this
nation's greatest poet. Without giv-
ing him that title, Americans some-
how know this, and the fact that
they know it is not the result of
accident. As Harry V. Jaffa writes,
in what is still the best study of
Lincoln's words,

Many things in [his] life, like
the accident of his death, may
have been fortuitous-or provi-
dential-but the myth that came
to life with his passing was nei-
ther. It was the finely wrought
consummation, of philosophic in-
sight and a poetic gift, of a life
devoted to the problem of "the
capability of a people to govern
themselves."

Lincoln at Gettysburg would have
been a better book had it said
something like this.
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XESHAYAHU LEIBOWITZ has long
been one of the most eccentric

figures in Israeli intellectual life. A
respected biochemist, maverick
Jewish theologian, and outspoken
political crank, he has captured
the attention and admiration of
many Israelis and American Jews
with his radical approach to con-
temporary Judaism and Middle
East politics. Though himself a rig-
orously Orthodox Jew and a Zion-
ist, Leibowitz preaches a paradoxi-
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cally transcendent, anti-nationalist
Jewish theology while also freely
engaging in attacks on the govern-
ment and political culture of Is-
rael.

As a theologian, Leibowitz de-
nies that God actively intervenes in
human affairs, and he thus rejects
completely the traditional Jewish
religious belief in divine provi-
dence and God's miraculous in-
volvement in the world. He none-
theless insists that, though the Cre-
ator of man is essentially uninter-
ested in his mundane existence,
the Jews are still expected to serve
Him in their daily lives by observ-
ing the dictates of the Torah.

As will be immediately evident
to readers of this first English col-
lection of Leibowitz's essays, the
late Gershom Scholem, the great
scholar of Jewish mysticism, was on
to something when he accused
Leibowitz of atheism: "'Though
you may believe in Torah,"' Leibo-
witz quotes Scholem as saying,
"'you certainly do not believe in
God."' In fact Leibowitz is no athe-
ist, but the God in Whom he be-
lieves in no way resembles the God
of classical Jewish theology.

To Leibowitz, the sole constant
of Judaism and its only essential,
distinguishing feature is the hala-
khah, or Jewish religious law. But
his philosophy of halakhah is pure-
ly positivistic: in Leibowitz's ver-
sion of Judaism there is no place
for anything beyond a slavish, un-
selfish, and otherworldly adher-
ence to the Torah's 613 mitzvot, or
commandments:

If the mitzvot are in the service
of God, not of man, they may
not be directed toward the satis-
faction of human wants. Any at-
tempt to ground them in hu-
man needs-cognitive, moral,
social, and national-deprives
them of their religious meaning.

Leibowitz's absolute exclusion
of earthly or human concerns from
the sphere of religion finds spe-
cific expression in his contempt for
what he calls "the two great dis-
tortions of Jewish faith"-the Kab-
balah and Reform Judaism. Leibo-
witz not only rejects Jewish mys-
ticism's view of God as emanating
"into" the world; he also repudi-
ates the late-kabbalistic doctrine

of tikkun olam, an interpretation
of halakhic observance as a vehicle
for the reparation of flaws both in
the Godhead and in the created
universe. He is even less tolerant
of Reform Judaism's emphasis on
the ethical monotheism of the pro-
phetic tradition at the expense of
faithfulness to rabbinic law. He
defines all ethically based systems
of religion, such as Reform Juda-
ism, as "atheism par excellence."

Finally, the requirement to ex-
clude completely all selfish, earthly
motives from religious practice
pertains not only to the spiritual
life of the individual Jew but in
equal measure to the people of Is-
rael. So, for example, Leibowitz
has little patience with a view of
Jewish law as an instrument for the
advancement of Jewish nation-
hood. And he is still less patient
with the Conservative movement's
appreciation of halakhah as the
constantly evolving expression of
the Jewish people's encounter with
history. For

the service of God as crystallized
in the halakhah is an ahistoric
reality. Historical vicissitudes
and changes have no bearing on
man's posture before God.

FEW scholars would deny that rab-
binic law has been, since classical
times, the one historic constant of
Judaism. For almost two millennia,
until the breakdown of traditional
European Jewish society in the
19th century, faithfulness to hala-
khah was the sine qua non of tradi-
tional Jewish faith. But in no
school of Judaism did the rule of
law rule out the rest of life, or ex-
clude entirely all other manifesta-
tions of spirituality, as it does in
Leibowitz's system. Indeed, Leibo-
witz's strict legal positivism is with-
out precedent in Jewish thought,
and impossible to reconcile with
almost any reasonable interpreta-
tion of the canonical sources of
Judaism.

To begin with, Leibowitz's sys-
tem ignores what most authorities
consider the defining characteris-
tic of Jewish law, namely, its respon-
siveness to human needs and to
social and historic change. By its
nature, halakhah is an evolving sys-
tem of jurisprudence which is con-
stantly challenged to address new

historical, social, scientific, and
technological realities.

Then, too, Leibowitz's radical
removal of God from history can-
not be squared with the actual
Scriptural record. In maintaining
that Judaism is a completely other-
worldly faith, Leibowitz is forced
to dismiss the many biblical and
rabbinic texts which connect God
intimately with the affairs of this
world, and which emphasize the
Creator's intimate concern for the
welfare of His people. Whereas, for
example, Leibowitz takes Abra-
ham's willingness to sacrifice his
son Isaac as the great paradigm of
the selfless worship of God, in fact
one of the overriding principles of
normative Jewish law is the preser-
vation and enhancement of life.
This is reflected in a number of
juridical principles, not least of
which is the halakhic rule that
"pikuakh nefesh," or the saving of
human life, overrides all but three
of the Torah's 613 command-
ments. In short, Leibowitz's Juda-
ism is a sad caricature of the reli-
gion it purports to define.

BY FAR the most troubling aspect
of this collection of essays, how-
ever, is the overtly political use to
which Leibowitz puts his ostensibly
anti-political theology. Because he
insists that Judaism must never be
concerned with earthly life, Leibo-
witz categorically rejects the attri-
bution of intrinsic sanctity to the
Jewish people's return to Zion, and
directs his sharpest criticism
against religious Zionism's sacer-
dotal interpretation of modern
Jewish history, its conviction that
the creation of modern Israel is of
messianic significance, and the
belief of some of its spokesmen in
the holiness of "every inch" of the
biblical lands of Judea and Sam-
aria. In the same spirit Leibowitz
rails against the corruptions of
Israel's domestic religious estab-
lishment and insists on the total
separation of "synagogue and
state."

But Leibowitz is just as guilty of
using religion to advance his own
political agenda as are those whom
he criticizes. The very sequence of
the essays in this volume tells the
tale: part one is entitled "Faith";
part two, "Religion, People, State";
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and part three, "The Political
Scene." Leibowitz.'s evaluation of
the last derives directly from his
particular interpretation of the
first. Here, then, is a book which
combines a theology of total re-
treat from the affairs of the world
with a specific political posture
emerging out of that very theol-
ogy.

Leibowitz has long been cele-
brated as the most dovish Ortho-
dox Jew in Israel. Indeed, if his
theology has found virtually no fol-
lowing even among the religious,
his political proclamations are av-
idly sought out and quoted not
only by the Israeli peace movement
but by foreign journalists and oth-
ers. That Leibowitz's strident at-
tacks on Israel's political culture
are at least as peculiar for an Or-
thodox Jew as is his theology only
seems to add to the charm. Isaiah
Berlin, for example, has praised
Leibowitz as "one of Israel's great-
est moral assets" and "the con-
science of Israel: the clearest and
most honorable champion of those
principles which justify the cre-
ation of a sovereign state."

In this book the "conscience" of
Israel repeats his well-known warn-
ings against incipient fascism in
the Jewish state and his opinion of
religious Zionism as a form of
idolatry; the editor, clearly an ad-
mirer of Leibowitz, has judiciously
chosen not to include his outra-
geous characterization of Israel's
leaders during the war in Lebanon
as Judeo-Nazis or other similarly
extreme statements. There is not
even so much as an allusion in this
collection of essays to the tragedies
of recent Jewish history or to the
murderous record of the Arab na-
tions toward the Jews and Israel,
let alone to the fact that Israel is
and remains a democratic state.

As FOR the Western liberals and
intellectuals who are so charmed
by the radical politics and anti-
ecclesiastical proclamations of this
sage in a black yarmulke, they
have, in many respects, the wrong
man. Many who invoke Leibowitz
to advance their own agenda often
speak in the name of "tikkun
olam," but, as we have seen, there
is hardly anything in Jewish
thought more repugnant to Leibo-

witz than the idea that it is the
business of religion to "correct"
the world. Leibowitz's political fol-
lowers also resolutely ignore his
deep religious intolerance, his re-
jection of the pluralism of Jewish
thought, and his contempt for the
pluralism of Jewish life. In Leibo-
witz's world of Orthodox exclu-
sivism, most of his own greatest
admirers are allowed no legitimate
place. That this does not deter
them from parading him as their
authority, or him from courting
the publicity they have given his
views, is only another confirmation
of the old saw about politics mak-
ing strange bedfellows.
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A THEN Ross Perot announced in
V July that he was ending (tem-

porarily, as it turned out) his inde-
pendent bid for the presidency, he
claimed he was doing so because
he could not win the election out-
right and his candidacy would
throw the decision into the House
of Representatives. Since the
House was made up of Democrats
and Republicans, he said, "our
group would be unlikely to win."

The press at the time doubted
that this was the real reason Perot
was withdrawing. But there can be
no doubt that the Electoral Col-
lege, because it lets a House whose
members are almost all Democrats
and Republicans decide presiden-
tial elections when no candidate
has an electoral majority, empow-
ers the two major parties at the
expense of other-party or indepen-
dent challengers. This is ironic,
since those who designed the Elec-
toral College-the framers of the
Constitution-did not intend or
foresee the development of politi-
cal parties. Were the Electoral Col-
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lege to be replaced by another
method, such as one embracing
proportional representation or
one allowing for a second round
in the general election, our two-
party system would be a thing of
the past.

But while the Electoral College
is unlikely to be scrapped-it has
survived periodic attacks-recent
decades have, in fact, witnessed a
serious weakening of the two ma-
jor parties, a development which
A. James Reichley of the Brookings
Institution views with alarm. As he
documents in The Life of the Par-
ties, voters increasingly reject party
labels and call themselves "inde-
pendents"; they habitually split
tickets; and they seem to like di-
vided government, in which one
party controls the presidency and
the other the Congress, more than
they do unified government, in
which the same party controls both
branches. Despite organizational
strengths at the national level, par-
ties seem weaker than ever at the
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