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The Work of George Foot Moore'

Moriton Suiith

AM scnsible not only of the honor of being asked to speak on

the work of George I'oot Moore, but also of the danger of ac-

cepting the invitation. To discuss the achicvements of an enor-

mously learned man, a man of untiring industry and, by all ac-
counts, of prodigious memoty, who devoted a long lifetime to learning,
1s a first-rate opporiunity of displaying one’s own ignorance. Even
Rabbi Yohanan ben Zakkai lamented that from the vastness of his teach-
ers’ wisdam he had taken away no more than a fly doces shen it dips in
the sea. And since the extent of human knowledge so far exceeds any
human being’s capacity to learn, the new learning of each new genera-
tion 1s apt to be at best coextensive with 1ts new ignorance. We
cannot learn more than our teachers, nor even, wwhen our teachers were
men like Moorc, can we Icarn as much. Qur criticism of their worlk,
accordingly, must be justificd, if it can be justified at all, by diffcrence,
not cxcess, of knowledge,

In the present case, [ run a further danger in speaking of Moorc and
his work from the circumstance that T never knew him personally,
although many of you did. He died in the midst of his cightieth year
in 1931, the year hefore T entered the College. He had continned
teaching, howevecr, to the age of scventy-six (in those days questions of
professorial retirement were settled by consideration not of actuarial
data, but of actual facts). Consequently many stadents less than a
decade older than I had been his pupils, and most of the teachers from
whom I lcarned most i the Divinity School— Cadbury, La Piana,
Pfeiffer, Wolfson — had learned from him. From these sources, then,
I first learned the Moore tradition, and found it a remarkably simple
one. It was almost cntirely concerned with the amazing extent of his
erudition. There were very few personalin — one or two crushing
rctorts, the famous epigram on the Moore brothers (“Therc go a
gentleman and a scholar™), and that was that. The other stories — and

* An address delivered on 21 April 1966 at the 150th Anniversary Convocation of
the Harvard Divinity School,
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they were many — were all of them accounts of the wirabilia of his
lcarning. Thus, to judge from the oral tradition as it reached me during
my days in Divinity School half a dozen years after his death, Moore
had made himsclf, in the thought of the University, the symbol of
scholarship. In him had been embodied thac concern for learning
which should be the core of every university. I have spoken of this
first because the impact of @ man on the community in which he works
is that part of his achicvement most casily overlooked and most quickly
forgotten, but by no means least important (particularly when the com-
munity happens to be a great university, onc of the nerve centers of an
enornious nation).

Of course, Moorc’s impact on the community had been far more
various and more specific than that effected by his embodiment of the
academic ideal. The picture given me by oral tradition showed only
the last phase of a ministerial and teaching carcer extended over more
than fifty vears, of which almost twenty were spent at Andover The-
ological Seminary as Professor of Hebrew, and almost thirty at FHar-
vard as Profcssor of the History of Rcligion. Throughout this long
carcer, Moore had always been active in academic affairs beyond the
limits of his rcaching. Ar Andover, particularly, he had been one of
the mainstays of the Andover Review and its editor for almost ten
years. At Harvard he did most of the work for the foundation of the
Harvard Theological Reviea and was for some years its editor, as well
as one of its most important contributors. The memorial minute pre-
pared by Kittredge, Ropes, and Robinson for the Harvard University
Gazette (1932, p. 106) reports that in the Traculty of Ares and Sciences
“he scrved on important committees and was for many years a member
of the Administrative Board of the Graduate School. He was also a
member of the Library Council, and was much relied upon as a Syndic
of the University Press. . . . In the Faculty of Iivimuty he was
actively concerned with the negotiations with Andover Theological
Sermninary which led to the affiliation and later to the union of that
insticution with the Harvard Divinity School. . . . until . . . 1926.
He took his full share of the administrative work of the Divinity Fac-
ulty, and his service has left important results, especially in the organ-
ization of the gencral examination for the degree of Bachelor of Divin-
ity, and in the institution of the higher degrees of Master and Doctor
of Theology. In all these developments the influence of his ideas was
controlling.”
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The Work of George Foot Moore 171

Given this varicty of Moore’s concerns and the length of his active
carccr, there can be no question here of discussing his achievements in
detail. Yet the details should not be forgotten, Historians have a
tendency to look for innevations and record them as important but to
overlook the less spectacular and more important day-to-day labor of
preserving routines and carrying on the functions of institutions
already established. Yet even in the most revolutionary generation the
amount of change is ncgligible by comparison with the preservation of
established routines on which every socicty depends {or its very exis-
tence; and the answer to the question, how well these routines are
carricd on, s a major determinant of the health of any society. There-
fore, although we cannot accurately cstimate the importance of
Moore’s day-te-day work as teacher and committec member and coun-
sellor, we must record it. And those who know more of the personal
history of that period than I do could certamly add much to the record,
particularly on the subject of Moore’s selection and sponsorship of
younger scholars — a most important part of the maintenance of any
Jearned tradition. I remark only that among the younger colleagues
whose assistance he acknowledged in his published works were George
La Piana, Charles Torrey, and Harry Wolfson.

My emphasis on Moore’s day-to-day work should not be taken as
implying that he had no part in significant changes. Particularly sig-
nificant was his work as a historian of religion, and his close connection
with the Harvard Faculty of Arts and Scicnccs as well as the Divinity
School. These were elements of a great change which was taking
place in American scholarship at that time — the recognition of
religion as one of the humanitics, a proper subject of humane study
as well as professional training, With this went also a recognition of
the essential unity of the world’s rcligions as various forms of a single
subject, religion, which can be studied in each of them and should be
studied by consideration of them all.

For the American academic world this distinction berween religion
in genere and its particular instances and mterpretations (the various
religions actually to be found in the world) is of the greatest impor-
tance becausc of the basis it provides for the introduction of religion
into the college curricula of universities where the subject otherwise
would be either quarantined in a special school of professional “divin-
ity” or represented by the university chaplain as a mateer of moral and
social rather than academic concern, a matter for practice rather than
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study. As distinct from the chaplain and the professor of theology, a
new social type, the professor of roligion, now begins to appear. And
the aforementioned recognition that rcligion is one of the humanities,
a part of “the proper study of mankind,” provides the justification for
this non-sectarian and non-professional presentation of the subject to
collepe students. T do not wish to suggest that these general changes
were brought about solely by Moore, bur the influence of wwhat he
was doing ar Harvard, as an example for the other universitics of the
couniry can hardly be overestimated. -

It would be easter to overcstimate the importance of these acadermc
devclopments for the gencral national attitnde towards religion and
in particular for the rise of the cecumenical movement. It is clear on
the one hand that the conception of the several sects and ceven of the
several major religions as being various forms of onc. “religion” pro-
vides a general intellectual foundation for particular cecumenical pro-
jccts On the other hand it 1s also clear that the actual cecumenical pro-
jects in this country have often been 111depcndcnt Nnot to say ignorant,
of this intellcctual foundation, and both they and it are to a great extent
results of a practical, detached artitude towards religious differences
which had already developed in the eighteench century. Therefore I
am anxions not to cxaggerate this aspect of the conscquences of Moore’s
worl, but I do think it right that it should be mentioned.

The essential work of a scholar, however, is scholarship and, as em-
phasized at the beginning of this lecture, in Moore’s carcer his scholar-
ship scems to have been the basis of all his other achievemems. It was
to his scholarship that he owed his position and his influence. It was
as a scholar that he imposed his image on the imagination and memory
of the university community. And that side of his work which remains
most distinct for us today is the embodiment of his scholarship in his
books and articles and the long serics of critical reviews by which he
made himself, for students of the Old Testament and of Judaism, almost
an embaodicd conscience.

His scholarly work falls by content into three parts: first his studies
of Old Testament subjects, which occupied him during his years at
Andover and of which the publication continued during his first years
at Harvard; then his general studies on the history of religion, which
must have mLen much of his time from 1g9og to 1919; and finally his
detailed study of Tannaitic Judaism, based, of course, in part on carlier
rcading, but acrually produced during the last twelve years of his life.
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From his Old Testament studics we have a long series of articles and
reviews, chiefly in the Andover Review, the Journal of Biblical Liter-
atare, the Journal of the American Oriental Society, and the Encyclo-
paedia Biblica, as well as his critical edition of the Hebrew text of
Judges in the Polychrome Bible and his great commentary on Judges in
the International Critical Cownnentary. The characteristics of his
work which appear in these are unvarnished clarity of style, robust
common sense, and mastery of all the information available about the
subject under discussion. The commentary on Judges in particular is
outstanding for its careful examination of the textual cvidence and its
constant attention to ancient and mediaeval and renaissance commen-
tators, as well as those of the reformation and of more recent times.
Although published in 1895, almost threc-quarters of a century ago, it
15 still the most valuable commentary on the text.

This 1s not to say that Moore’s analysis of the sources behind the
text, let alone his reconsiruction of the history behind the sources,
would command universal acceprance today. Nor is it to deny that
his book now needs additions in a great many places and corrcctions
in mare than a few. Of course the past seventy-five yecars have scen
an immensc aecuniulation of data concerning Palestinian archacology,
Ugarric rehgion, and Semtic linguistics, which should be taken ac-
count of in a new commentary. But with the exception of the lin-
guistic matcrial these matters arc sccondary. The primary problem of
Biblical criticism is to know what the text says, what words it uses,
and how these words (aud the passages they compose) are related to
one another in grammar, in content, and in style. When 1 look for
answers to these primary questions T still find Moore consistently the
most usc{ul commcentator.

And cven in linguistic matters I am often inclined to trust his ex-
planations, based on the primary versions and on later Hebrew usage,
rather than conjectures which appeal to Akkadian and Ugaritic, Be-
cause of the extreme poverty of ancient Hebrew material, where the
Bible is almost all we have left from the literature of almost a thousand
ycars, excgetes of the Old Testament arc forced to turn constanty to
cognate languages, and too often forger that the primary context of
any text is its own language. Explanation of difficulties in Judges by
the discovery of related expressions in Ugaritic poetry and Akkadian
legal documents from the middle Bronze Age have no better justifica-
tion than would explanations of difficult passages in Shakespeare by
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the discovery of rclated expressions in the Niebelungenlied and the
Codex Justinianus. That they have more acceptance is duc to the face
that the unfortnnate Semitie linguists find nothing better to use. [or
the same rcason they are forced to suppose the survival, sometimes for
a thousand ycars or more, of minor linguistic traits, and their trans-
portation, without substantial change of significance, from one cuolture
to another, Yet the same commentators readily suppose that the mean-
ings of many Hebrew expressions were entirely forgotten in their own
culture during the thrce or four centuries which scparate the present
Hebrew text of Judges from the Scptuagint translation! From such
general considerations, of course, conclusions cannot be drawn to par-
ticnlar cascs. Ifach case must be considered on its own merits, and
there will cereainly be some exceptional oncs, but as far as the gencral
argument goes, ] think Moore has the better of it.

As for the questions of source aualysis, which I put aside 2 moment
ago, there too 1 find Moorc's theorics usually more plausible than the
alternatives proposed since his time. The childish protest against the
application of source analysis to the books of the Old Testament has
now, I think, blown itself out. In the casc of Judges, cspecially, the
differences both of style and of content between the framework and
the stories are so clear and so consistent that any attempt to deny the
composite structure of the book is simply absurd. Morcover, the date
of the framework seems to me pretty well fixed by its resemblance to
Deuteronomy and the resemblance of Denteronomy to Jeremiah, Jere-
miah is the dated clement. The styles of certain fixed literary forms —
law codes, prayers, hymns, and so ecn — may be perpetuated by con-
vention over centuries. But we have enough Israelite prophecics to
know that the style of prophecies was not so fixed. On the conirary,
each of the major prophets writes in a highly individualistic style. And
to supposc that Jeremiah — of all the prophets! — was a sort of Iid-
mund Spenser, laboriously concoctiug his passionate prophecies in an
archaizing jatgon imitative of documents composed three hundred
years before his time, is uttcrly implausible. Jeremiah’s style, therefore,
gives us 2 relatively fixed date for the preaching material of Deuteron-
omy, which, so far as it is original, must come from approximately the
same period (say fifty years fore or aft — I should not pretend to date
literary styles with the fantastic precision with which pottery stylcs
are somctimes dated). Accordingly, I find Moore’s date for the
deutero-Deutcronomic framework of Judges completely plausible, As
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tor the details of his aml‘;srs—the dating of the storics and their
asmgnments to the schools of writers (] and E) whose work was prc-
served in the Pentateuch, Moore himself was sceptical about thesc
matters, and the alternative proposals which have been made since his
work appeared would, I think, have only mcreased his scepocism, as
they have mine, I must plead guilty also to 2 similarly sceptical attitude
anent the historical problems raised by Judges. Tlere again, T find
Moore’s theories usually at least as defensible as the alternatives pro-
posed by later interpreters. 1am surc such suspension of judgment will
be called hypercritical by the hypercredulons. DBut this i1s a subject
I shall not now further discuss, since I think I have said encugh o indi-
cate both my evaluation of the commentary on Judges, and the general
Jines on which 1 should defend it.

The History of Religions, the main work of Moore’s middle period,
has never enjoyed the authority of his work on the Old Testament
and on Judaism, and has thercfore never been an object of much con-
troversy. It is admittedly a masterpiece of condensation. The clear,
flat, matter-of-fact stylc continues with hardly a superfluous word.
Every inch of type is packed with material selected from an enormous
reading not only of secondary works, but also of primary sources.
Conscquendy, even when it deals with religions outside Moore’s field
of special competence, it is not merely a derivative work. Moore 15
always excrcising his own judgment, and althongh his judgment nor-
mally leads him to follow the best available scholarly opinions, he him-
sclf rcshapcs these opinions, now more, now less, by the exercise aof his
comimon sense and his strong prejudice in favor of what may be called

“aristocratic hberalism.”

Of this prejudice, Moore himsclf was well aware. He both stated

and defendcd it with his usual clarity (vol. I, p. x1):

It is primanly the religion of inrelligent and religions men that is [here]
described. . . . Such men are always the minority, but they are the true
representatives of their religion in any age, teachers and examples co their
fellows, No religion has ever succeeded in bringing all of its adherents to
its standards of rlght Jiving . . . and in the highest religions the gulf be-
oween the intellectual and oral leaders and the superstitious and depraved
sediment of socicty is widest. But it 15 not from ignorance and superstition
that anything can be learned about a religion; at thac end they are all
alike.

The strength and the limitations of this position arc alike obvious.
Somewhat lcss obvious hut cqually important are the limitations In-
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dicated by the title of the work, History of Religions, in the plural, It
should by rights have been “Histories of Religions,”” for the historics,
even those of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, are almost entively sep-
aratc. In any onc of them references to other religions arc rare save
when necessitated by some historical encounter, usually a conflict, Of
course Moore was aware that religions can be classified by types, that
those of the same type commonly develop along similar patterns and
decline because of similar failings; hie himscll occasionally refers to
such types and patterns, But he chose to write the historics of individ-
ual religions rather than the natural history of rcligion as a form of
human behavior. His choice may have been determined not only by
his training but also by the consideration that the historics of the
religions are logically prior to the history of religion. Before we can
safely generalize about the species we must have full and rchable lifc
histories of individual members. Qf such Jife histories Moore under-
took to provide the outlines, and deliberately left for other students
the comparison and the discovery of gencral rules of development and
decline.

The wisdom of this decision can be scen from the fate of his last
major work, his account of Judaism “in the first centurics of the Chris-
tian era, the age of the Tannaim,” of which the two volumes of text
appeared in 1927, the appendices and additional notes in 1930. It was
immediately acclaimed a masterpiece, and deservedly so. I suppose no
other Christian author has ever written of Judaism from a knowledge
at once so extensive and so critical of the entire range of Israelitic and
Jewish literature. And I am sure that no comparable Christian work
on Judaism has been written with so much s vmpathy SO carncst an
effort to sce the religion from the viewpoint of its own people, 1o adnpt
their scale of values and to discover valid reasons for their practices
and belicfs. In this efforr, as well as in his study of rabbime and later
litcracure, Moorc had cnjoyed the invaluable guidance of Professors
Solomon Schechter and Louis Ginsberg of the Jewish Theological
Seminary, and his viewpoint 1s often so close to that of these great
conservative Jewish scholars that if 1 were speaking in midrashic style,
where Esau is the recognized symbol of the European gentile, I might
apply to it the words of Tsaac and say, “The hand is the hand of Esau,
but the voice is the voice of Jacob.”

In this respect Moore’s book was the opposite of the tendentious ac-
counts of Judaism which had been given by previous Christian writers
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on the subject, writcrs whose works Moore had surveyed in a crushing
article in the Harvard Theological Revieaw, X1V (1921) 197ff. Where
they had been concerned to contrast the prophetic tradition of ancicnt
Isracl with the legal obscrvance of Judaism, and to glorify Christianity
as the fulfilinent of prophecy and the truc perpetuation of the prophetic
religion of the spirit, Moorc is concerned to demonstrate the compat- .
ibility and cqual antiquity of the law and the prophets, and to show
that Judaism is the legitimate child of both these parents, the true per-
petuation of the ancient religion of Israel. Christianity appears by con-
trast as a heretical scct, engendered by apocalyptic enthusiastn, To its
cxclusive orthodoxy, based on agreement in dogma, is opposed the
inclusive catholicism of “normative” Judaism, innocent of credal re-
quirements, and demanding only agreement in practice.

Iiberal Christianity in America was ready to accept this account,
and liberal and conscrvative Judaism of course welcomed it. So
Moore’s book has had an cnormous influence for good in presenting to
Christians a sympathetic and supcrbly informed account of eatly Juda-
1sm, and in presenting to American jews an idealized picture of their
religion in its classical period, a picture all the more impressive because
it was not written by a Jew. Of the two sides of this influcnce, I think
that on Judaisin has perhaps been deeper and more important.

All this influence resulted in large measure from the nobility of Juda-
1sm as Moore portrayed it, and this, in turn, resalted from his principle,
stated above, that the true account of any religion is to be drawn from
the writings of its most devout and jntelligent adherents. To this he
added, in composing Judaisin, the further principle that the truc pic-
turc of a religion must be drawn chiefly from those decuments which
it accepts as authentic (Judaiszz 1. 125). This supposes, obviously, that
the religion has not changed substantially in the course of its history.
If what was once a minority party has subsequently won control, and
if the works of a former majority have been lost by neglect or by sup-
pression, then the documents now accepted as authentic — the propa-
ganda of the former minority — will give a seriously false picture of
earlier times. Indeed, cven if the triumphant party was one of the
major parties aloretime, but was then matched by cqually important
competitors, there is a danger that it will now represent itself as the
one truc form of the earlicr religion, and dismiss the other ancient forms,
which, in their day, had equal claims to legitimacy, as herctical scets.
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In domng this it will of course appcal to its success and survival as proof
that 1t was right.

Now I think it can be shown that this has happened in the history
of Judaism and of the religion of Israel not once but repeatedly. The
prophets, if we take them at their own words, unquestionably ex-
pressed the position of 2 minority. The history of occasional reforms
under the monarchies is best cxplicable by the supposition of a minor-
ity party which only occasionally and for short periods was able to
control the government. 1 have argued clsewhere that this reform
party did not gain permancnt control of the temple until the time of
Nehemiah, and that cven then important groups, cspecially among the
priesthood, remained 1o oppositton. 1he fagon de vivre thus established
was overchrown at the time of the Maccabean revolr, when another
minority came to power and drove out the traditional priesthood. But
the Maccabean party never succeeded in winning the support of all
Isracl. Beside the cxiled supporters of the legitimate priesthood, who
set up their own temple in Egypt, the northern Israclites continued to
worship at Gerizim rather than Jerusalem., We koow of another
temple in Transjordan, and the communitics of the diaspora cvidently
went their own ways, which were sometimes strange ones. To our
knowledge, cven within Judea the Maccabean party met serious op-
position from the Pharisees and the IEssenes, and perhaps from other
groups. When the Maccabeans were driven out by Herod, control of.
the official religion passed to the high priests whom he and his suc-
cessors, the Roman procurators, appointed, while Pharisees, Iissencs and
other parties, including, soon, the followers of Jesus, were all in opposi-
tion to the government and in competition with cach other, Thart the
Pharisees had the largest influence with the people during this period
1s asserted by Pharisaic sources, but seemss unlikely. Ar any rate,
they werc unable to prevent the revolt against Rome in 66, and it was
only after the revolt, with Roman support, that they became clearly
preeminent among the Palestmian parties, while the followers of Jesus,
apparently, were winnmg over much of the diaspora. And even within
the Pharisaic party, the controlling {actor, that of the Hillelite house,
may have been 2 minority vis-a-vis the Shammaites before 70, and was
certaiuly pushed into the background by an eschatological anti-Roman
wing, led by Akita, in the years before 130. It is the rabbinic litcrature
canonized by this Hillelite party, after its recovery of power, that
Moore took as “normative” not only for the time when it was canon-
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ized, but for the preceding centuries. The main thing wrong with his
great work is its title; he should not have called it “ Judaism in the first
centurics of the Christian era, the age of Tannaim,” but “Tannaitic
Judaism of late second and third centuries A.D.” Of this Judaism or,
at least, of its Stoic and rationalistic side, which was perhaps its most
important side, the work is a masterly exposition. And it is perhaps
even greatcr as an exposition of Moore’s own religion, the Pharisaic
Puritanism which contributed nch to the greatness of America and
particularly to the tradition of American scholarship. To that tradi-
tion, its conscicntiousness and consequent self-righteousness, its auster-
ity and consequent accomplishments, we arc indebted beyond cxpres-
sion, Tor berter or for worse, its training has formed our minds, and
we are united to it in the indisolubie communion of the intellect, which
15 the communion of the Pharisaic saints, -

Columbia University

Harvard University - Houghton Library / Harvard University. Harvard Library bulletin. Cambridge, Mass., Harvard University Library. Volume XV, Number 2 (April
1967)



