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OUR OWN FUTURE:
1
FORECASTAND A PROGRAMME
MAX L. MARGOLIS
DROPSIE
COLLEGE

to the consideration of which I would invite
THE subject
attentionhas been dealtwith Kittel' and Sellin5

your

by

in Germanyand earlier still by our ownProfessorMontgomery
in a Presidential address delivered before this Society.' If I
venture to discuss the same subject, it is because I have carried
the thoughtswith me for some time and should like to express
them in my own way. The Germandiscussionwas precipitated
by Friedrich Delitzsch's 'GreatDeception' and Harnack's plea
for the casting out of the Old Testament from the Protestant
canon of Scriptures,followed by an agitationwhichproposedto
eliminateor at least to reduceto modestproportionsthe teaching
of Hebrew and the Old TestamentScripturesin the theological
faculties. Germany, it would seem, is awaking to a situation
which is new there; in this countrywe have had the maladyin
a chronicform and we have had ampleleisure to think about it.
Years ago, a young professor in charge of New Testament
Exegesis in a divinity school, showed me his copy of Tischendorf'seditionof the New Testamentcloselypackedwithexegetical
I Presidential address, delivered at the annual meeting of the Society
at the Jewish Institute of Religion in New York City, December 27, 1923.
2 Die Zukunft der Alttestamentlichen Wissenschaft. Address delivered
in the Old Testament Division of the First German Orientalist Congress
at Leipzig, September 29, 1921. Printed in ZA W, 39 (1921), 84-99.
3 Das Alte Testament und die evangelischeKirche. Leipzig, 1921.
4 Present Tasks of American Biblical Scholarship. Delivered December 26, 1918. Printed in this JOUaaAL,38 (1919), 1-14.
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notes in the finest writing. I am certain that nothing was left
untouched: the force of an aorist, the exact meaning of a
particle, the reading supportedby the best authorities,and the
like. But, alas, in the new field of his activities none of the
students knew or was requiredto knowGreek. His duty was to
interpret the Gospel or Epistle in the English translation,
presumablythe AmericanStandardEdition. All the good notes
were to no purpose; they simply could not be used. Just then
a student turned up at the Universitywho had been trained by
an eminent scholar known for his studies in the Grammarof
New Testament Greek; I advisedhim to take up the study of
Syriac,whichhe foundrather difficult.Since then Hellenists and
Semitists have contested the possession of the New Testament
domain; one such contest was witnessed at a previousmeeting
of our Society. One might think that now that Torrey has
carried the discussioninto Acts, and Burney and Montgomery
into the Gospel of John, studentswould be crowdingour lecture
rooms duringa coursein Aramaic.It is no longer the Septuagint
student alone who operateswith 'translationGreek'. Behind the
most uncommonGreek word or idiomatic turn of expression
there lurks a Semitic equivalentwhich it is our business to get
at by laborious and painstakingretroversion. The clue is found
when the translator errs, when he misconceives, when he is
abnormal;when he is normal, when he covers the original,he
quite successfully covers it up. There is no reason on earth
why a translator should not render one Hebrew or Aramaic
word by a multitudeof Greek synonymsand, conversely,unite
in one Greek word a number of Semitic synonyms. Both
phenomenamay be witnessed in the English Bible. A glance
at any Concordancewill reveal how one and the same English
word is used for sundryHebrew and Greek synonyms;and as
to foregoinguniformityof phrasingin the English, the Revisers
of 1611 are quite explicit on this point: 'That we should express
the same notion in the same particularwords; as for example,
if we translate the Hebrew or Greek word once by purpose,
never to call it intent: if one wherejourneying,never travelling;
if one where think, never suppose; if one where pain, never
ache; if one wherejoy, never gladness, etc. thus to mince the
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matter, we thought to savour more of curiosity than wisdom,
and that rather it would breed scorn in the atheist than bring
profit to the godly reader.' Just so, to bring profit to the godly
reader, and not to facilitateretroversionfor latter day students,
was the aim of those good men of antiquity,whetherit was the
Hebrew law and the prophets and the other writings or the
Aramaic narrativesconcerningthe new dispensationthat they
wished to make accessible to those without,Jews or Gentiles.
Naturally in the process of translationmany an element of the
originalunderwentmodification;but this very angle of deflection
can be measured only by the aid of the original extant or
philologicallyreconstructed. It ought thereforebe clear that to
comprehendTorah or Gospel adequatelywe cannot rest content
with substitutes in Greek or in any other language, but must
have recourse to the wording in the originaltongues, and that
can be done only by industrious applicationto Hebrew and
Aramaic and kindredlanguages.
The trouble, it would appear then, is with our students who
are unwillingto studythese very languages,and if this unwillingness continueswe may anticipate the time when our own usefulness will come to an end. Not that we are thought of as of
much use even now. Teachingfaculties are at best a necessary
evil; what matters is a governingboard and a studentbody and
possibly also a library! Jesus said, "Freely ye received, freely
give". Or, as the rabbis make Moses to say, "As I was taught
freely, so teach ye freely." The world sees to it that we teach
for next to nothing and thereby expresses its estimate of our
worth. A student in a theological institution once referredto
the faculty as but misfit pastors. Students are quite keen on
the subject of values; as someone observed, when the other
professionsare overcrowded,they flockto the schools of divinity,
just as they desist when there is room in the other professions
or when these pay better. As a matter of fact, our students are
largely paid for attending. But, howeverthe path of learning is
made smooth for them, they will not go in for heavy work. As
undergraduatesin the colleges, they have been fed up on 'snap'
courses, they have remained strangers to philology and the
philologicalmethod. I am frequentlyamusedby the notionthat
p*
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grammar ought to be an elective course, since not all minds
take to it. I am rather of the opinionthat grammarshould be
made obligatoryupon all of our students. Of course, grammar
cannot be an end in itself; it is far more importantthat one
should know Hebrew for example, the Hebrew language. But
grammaris a means not only to the end of masteringa language;
by its aid preeminentlycan that philologicalmethod be apprehendedwithoutwhichindependentjudgmentis impossiblein the
higher branches of exegesis and criticism. It is on the subject
of independentjudgmentthat we and our studentsclash. They
prefer to sit back while we do the work for them; they expect
at our hands results which they may neatly take down in their
notebooks,while we would fain convincethem that all we have
and hold for transmissionis a bundle of questionsand that for
every problemwhich a new find disposesof there arise fiftynew
ones to solve. The student will say that it is not his business
to become a specialist or expert; that he leaves to his teacher.
But there is one specialty that the churches do or should
expect of him, an understandingof the thing Religion and more
specificallyof a given,positive,revealedreligion,which,whether
committedinto the keeping of the Church or embodiedin the
Scriptures,involvesin one formor anotherthe studyof documents.
But perhaps it is the case that certain denominationshave cut
themselvesloose fromtheirhistoricalantecedents,that the Scriptures are just tolerated as venerable expressions of discarded
notions,that the ancienttexts when at all used as the foundation
of discoursesserve only as a peg upon which to hang the claptrap that happens to be in vogue at the moment, and that the
modern clergyman,a marvelof versatilityand ubiquity,exhausts
himself in multitudinousdoing by which religion is secularized
and piety externalizedand conscienceimmersedinto dead works
away from the service of the living God. However,it is not our
provinceto cast aspersionson the churchesand the clergy,when
the fault is perhaps largely our own.
Let us search our hearts collectively. It is unnecessaryto
recall flippancyand downrightcoarsenessof expression,as when
one pokes fun at the Jew God enjoying his roast veal in
Abraham'stent and revealing himself to Moses a posteriori, or
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when another describes Jahveh as an 'uncannyTitan', and a
third speaks of him as immorallywicked. Often enougha growth
in moral stature is noted, as he rouses himself from slumberin
warfarewith the Philistines and comes to differentiatehimself
throughhis conflictswith the Baals; imparticipative,jealous of
his honor, exclusive,intolerant,sternly judicial, he nevertheless
develops a strain of tenderness,for he is God and not man and
he will not utterly destroy. This God of the Old Testamenthas
his grip on the realities of life: when kingdomsare moved and
nations are interlocked in deadly combat, in the hour of dire
national distress, the cathedrals of Christendomresound with
psalms and prayers which in times of peace are declared to be
un-Christian.So at least according to our commentaries.To
the Christianconscience the new dispensationis the fulfilment
of the old, its flower and fruition; an un-Christianconscience
will concede originalityto the Gospel; but this originalitywill
be enhanced by illuminating the backgroundrather than by
darkening it. We should have learned this lesson from the
history of religions,that religiousbodies cling to ancientScriptures when certain details have been outgrownand when the
bald literalismhas been eclipsedby a spiritualizinginterpretation.
That progresshad been consummatedwhenthe Gospel arrived.
We do not underestimatethe power of a great personality;it
has been the besetting sin in our past treatmentthat personality
was resolved into the mere factors of time and place. Much,
however, was found prepared; the way had been paved along
the lines of internal growth, we need not go far afield in the
search for the roots, least of all to 'the prophet of Iran.' It is
a one-sided historicismwhich, over the regress to beginnings,
forgets to register the advance in meaningwhichjust as surely
came to be and forms a part of the historicalprocess. According to the letter, the Old Testamentheld in venerationby latterday Judaism had not changed in jot or tittle; but it was a
transfiguredbody of Scripturesin which the heights dominated
the depressions and the lofty expressionsof undyinghope and
faith raised to their ownlevel the notions and incidentsof lower
planes. A presentation of the Old Testament religion which
windsup with the skepticismof Koheleth fails signallyin insight.
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And, worst of all, neitherJahveh nor his word seem to be able
to live down their past. So we have passed on the word to the
facile popularizers and through them to the reporters-sometimes we take down copy to them in person-that the Old
Testament as seen in the light of today is decidedlynot worth
while. As to the New Testament,or at least certainpartsthereof,
we have the word of the Fundamentalistthat it has been weighed
in the balances of modernismand found wanting. If the Scriptures lack in worthwhileness,why then study them?
For, we must come to realize it, the students of the Scriptures will always be their friends, not those that are hostile to
them or even indifferent. But we have profanedthe holy, yielding to the unrest which has loosened what was bound and
dishallowedwhat was hallowed. We have furthermorebrought
our own work into disrepute by indulging in pseudo-science.
On the one hand we are beset by a traditionalismwhich sits
tight on the lid, or else by deftly misinterpretingthe evidences
of archaeologywould prop up untenable positions; and on the
other hand by a criticismhardenedinto a tradition and woefully
lackingin self-criticism.All scientificquestionsmaybe reopened,
and the truersolutionis not necessarilythe straight-lineaccount.
Things,I believe, will right themselves. Neither the churchnor
the synagogue can long continue Scriptureless. After straying
in the byways, the ancient paths will once more be trodden.
Every age, from its new perspective and angle of vision, must
re-interpretfor itself the past. And so must every country.We
here in America are determinedto become self-sufficientin our
Biblical studies. Not that we intend to shut ourselves off from
contact with other minds. But we have a distinct outlook upon
life, itself formed upon the Scriptures, the Old Testament no
less than the New. The American conscience will brush away
finespun quibblingsand, purged from all insinuatingmotives of
the present, apply itself to a renewed apprehension and appraisal of that which abides forever. If we pursue the quest of
the historicalJesus or Isaiah, the American publicwill demand
to know what we ourselves have to say. We shall vouch for
our findingswith all of our own labor and all of our scholarly
reputation. If we must needs go abroad,Jerusalemand Bagdad
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are quite near. In all gratitude to past stimuli from without,

in all earnestnessbent upon developingour own strength,'with
malice towardnone,with charityfor all', with unswervingfidelity
to truth and with infinite love for the object of our studies, we
shall dedicate ourselves anew to the task in which our fathers
found a worthwhileoccupation. An American Biblical science,
the corporate contribution of American scholarship, mature,
competent, veracious, reverent, this is the vision I see arising
before my eyes, this the forecast by which I set out to banish
our fear for our future, expressed somewhatapocalypticallybut the wise will understand.
But the fulfilmentis conditionedby our own determination
to mend our ways. The student of the Bible must fetch his raw
material from many quarters,there are any numberof auxiliary
sciences which furnish him with data, geography, history, archaeology, and the like; they all have a bearing on that which
is central in his work, but they cannot take its place. For a
generationor so we have lost sight of our central occupation.
Let us penitentlyreturn to it. Criticismhas been overdone,the
higher and the lower. Investigationsas to date and composition
may lie fallow for awhile. Nor shall we go on rewritingthe
ancient documentsin such manner that their authors would
exclaim, "Well done, but it is not what we wrote!" Rewriting
is not at all our business. We may take it for granted that
Isaiah knew his Hebrew quite well. Nor did he consult us
as to the arrangementof his thoughts. Let us concentrate on
exegesis. It is so easy to break up a text into atoms. It is far
more difficult to discern relevancy, continuity, coherence.
We should model ourselves upon the inimitableEwald. What
made him so eminently successful as a commentatorwas his
sympathetic attitude: he took on for the time being the personality of the author. Personalityis unique,elusive of grammar
and lexicon, but revealingitself to intuitive absorption,to that
love which 'vauntethnot itself, is not puffedup, doth not behave
itself unseemly, seeketh not its own.

. .

but rejoiceth with the

truth'. It is our privilege to interpret the greatest of all ages;
their thoughtswere of the deepest, and we must not be abashed
to own ourselvesvanquishedby obscurityof expression or ob-
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scurity of thought. We shall strive, of course, with all power
to recreate the lost context, not the context of a paragraphor
chapter, but the context of pulsating life in which these men
stood and from which their hope and their faith emerged,
touching that of their contemporariesat every point, and yet
transcendingit so as to focus itself upon eternity. All new finds
must be welcome; yet the old material has unexplored mines
awaitingthe sturdydigger below the surfacewho is unafraidof
the grime and the grind. Away with the multitudeof our little
publications in which we frequently repeat ourselves! Let us
address ourselves to monumentalworks which will require the
cooperationof a large numberof us and provide useful occupation beyond the present generation. Need I single out such
undertakingsas a critical edition of the Masoretic Text (which
neither Baer nor Ginsburg have provided), or the assembling
of the complete material for a study of the ancient versions?
And if we are to recover the Semitic original of Gospel word
or Gospel phrase,must we not with infinitetoil constructGreekSemitic Indexes? Here is a programmewhich,thoughsketched
in its merest outlines,is comprehensiveenough: 'the people are
many, neither is this a work for one day or two, for we have
greatly transgressedin this matter.'

