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Dispute between Buber and Ben-Gurion over
“Understanding the Bible” with Focus on the Debate of 1957

Kotaro Hiraoka

Abstract:

This paper aims to shed light on the understanding of the Bible in the context of modern
Jewish nationalism, highlighting a dispute between Martin Buber and David Ben-Gurion. 1
first outline the relationship between the two men in the framework of 20th-century Jewish
nationalism. Then, based on the disputes between them before and after the founding of the
State of Israel (1948), I consider the dispute of 1957, which centered on the understanding of
the Bible. On August 12, 1957, nine years after the founding of the State of Israel, Ben-Gu-
rion held a meeting in Jerusalem with a group of Israeli intellectuals, in which he lectured
on his understanding of the Bible and messianism. On October 4, about two months later,
Buber publicly criticized Ben-Gurion in the newspaper Davar in an essay titled “On Charac-
ter and Zion.” After reading this essay, Ben-Gurion immediately sent a letter to the editorial
department of Davar in an attempt to refute Buber, and on October 9 of the same year Davar
published his essay titled “Answer to a Contender.” Despite their differences of opinion, the
two men shared a common view of the problems in the State of Israel that centered on the
Bible and Jewish messianism. Where the two clashed was on the status of the state. That is,
Buber advanced the importance of theocracy, which is the realization of prophetic justice in
the State of Israel; on the other hand, Ben-Gurion stressed the importance of existence in the
materialism of the prophets’ discussions, specifically the existence of an actual state. Some
scholars see the two viewpoints as mutually complementary. While Ben-Gurion may have
accepted this characterization of such a relationship, Buber would not have acceded to this

framework of complementary relations with the views of Ben-Gurion at the time.
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Martin Buber, David Ben-Gurion, Zionism, Bible, Theocracy
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