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Current Research on Martin Buber

Introduction

Ada Taggar Cohen

As part of the academic cooperation agreement between the Doshisha University Center for
Interdisciplinary Study of Monotheistic Religions (CISMOR) and the Friedrich-Schiller Jena
University Center for Reconciliation Studies (JCRS), two research studies from both centers
are published in this volume.

The current issue of JISMOR features two articles about the philosophical, religious,
and political thought of Martin Buber (1878-1965) in two different periods of his life. The
English-language article by Dr. Francesco Ferrari focuses on a crucial point in Buber’s phi-
losophy during the early 1920s. Ferrari examines the text of a series of lectures given by
Buber in 1922 under the title Religion als Gegenwart (“Religion as Present”), published in
print as late as 1978, which he regards as the “almost forgotten conceptual laboratory” for
Buber’s masterpiece I and Thou, which he was about to complete at the time of that lecture
series. Ferrari observes that these lectures represent Buber’s “tireless effort to defend the re-
ligious phenomenon” against both exogenous and endogenous threats. It would seem that for
Buber the I-Thou relationship is not an immediate occurrence but rather a journey involving
encountering the other. Ferrari argues in detail that the series of lectures constitutes a turning
point in Buber’s thought.

The Japanese-language article by Dr. Kotaro Hiraoka turns to Buber’s political thought
during the 1950s, in relation to David Ben-Gurion, Israel’s first prime minister. Although
both men were avowed Zionists, they often clashed over political issues. Hiraoka aims to
show that, among other things, this clash was due to their different ways of understanding
the Bible, which was reflected in their understanding of nationalism. After giving extensive
background, Hiraoka focuses on the text of a public debate between Buber and Ben-Gurion
published in the daily press during 1957. He argues that the difference between the two men
lies in the place of the state in the idea of Biblical messianism: While for Ben-Gurion the
state plays an important role in the framework of messianism, in Buber’s understanding of

messianism the state has no importance.
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