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Islam and its contemporary implications. In recent years, he has focused on mystical 
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Turkish books: Derrida’dan Caputo’ya Dekonstrüksiyon ve Din [Deconstruction and 
Religion: From Derrida to Caputo]; Kimin Tarihi, Hangi Hermenötik? Kur’anı Anlama 
Yolunda Felsefi Denemeler [Whose History, Which Hermeneutics? Essays toward the 
Understanding the Qur’an]; Wittgenstein ve Kierkegaard’dan Hareketle Din Felsefesi 
Yapmak [Making Philosophy of Religion: Wittgenstein and Kierkegaard]. 

 

Bruce Ellis Benson is Executive Director, Society for Continental Philosophy and 
Theology. Dr. Benson received his Ph.L. and Ph.D. at the Katholieke Universiteit 
Leuven in Belgium. He is the author or editor of a dozen books. His work in philosophy 
of religion is exemplified by the co-authored text (with J. Aaron Simmons) The New 
Phenomenology: A Philosophical Introduction (Bloomsbury, 2013) and Graven 
Ideologies: Nietzsche, Derrida, and Marion on Modern Idolatry (IVP, 2002). His work 
in aesthetics is reflected in texts such as The Improvisation of Musical Dialogue: A 
Phenomenology of Music (Cambridge, 2003) and Liturgy as a Way of Life: Embodying 
the Arts in Christian Worship (Baker Academic, 2013). He is also the author of Pious 
Nietzsche: Decadence and Dionysian Faith (Indiana, 2008).  

Dr. Benson has been a Visiting Scholar at the New School, a Guest Lecturer at Union 
Theological Seminary, a Visiting Professor at the University of Leuven, and 
Distinguished Visiting Research Fellow at the Australian Catholic University. He has 
been the recipient of numerous awards and honors, including a Fulbright Fellowship, a 
Belgian-American Fellowship, and the Junior Faculty Achievement Award (for 
outstanding teaching) and the Senior Scholar Achievement Award during his time at 
Wheaton College, where he taught for twenty-two years. 

 

David Bradshaw is Professor of Philosophy at the University of Kentucky. Dr. 
Bradshaw received his Ph.D. from the University of Texas. His research focuses on 
the ways in which medieval philosophy and religious thought were shaped by ancient 
Greek philosophy. Much of his work has been on the division between the Latin-
speaking branch of Western Christianity and the Greek-speaking branch of Eastern 
Christianity. 

For Dr. Bradshaw, Eastern Christian thought is an important, often unconsidered “road 
not taken” for modern philosophy. While it shares Biblical and Greek sources with 
medieval western philosophy, Eastern Christianity often drew conclusions that are 
distinct, viable alternatives to the conclusions of the West. 

Dr. Bradshaw investigates the philosophical alternatives between East and West in 
Aristotle East and West: Metaphysics and the Division of Christendom (2004). More 



 Contributing Authors 

Common Ground Journal v12 n2 (Fall 2015) 4 
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materialism. 
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Husserl, Levinas and Derrida (Fordham UP, 2013). Other recent publications include 
“Phenomenological Insights into Oppression: Passive Synthesis and Personal 
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at Birmingham University, U.K., and has an M.A. in Christian Theology from the Near 
East School of Theology, Beirut, Lebanon. Her BA is in Philosophy from Cairo 
University, Egypt. 

Born El Kaisy, Professor Freimuth is a professor at Erlangen-Nuernberg University, 
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at the Faculty of Theology and Religious Studies, KU Leuven, from 2008-2012 and in 
the school of Religions and Theology in Trinity College Dublin from 2003-2008. 

Some of her recent, key publications are as follows: God and Humans in Islamic 
Thought, London: Routledge, 2011, new edition in paperback first edition 2006. This 
book has received The Iranian World Prize for the Book of the Year 2007 in the 
category ‘Philosophy and Mysticism’. Editor together with John Dillon, The Afterlife of 
the Platonic Soul: Reflection of Platonic Psychology in the Monotheistic Religions, 
Leiden: Brill, 2009. “The Malikte Imam al-Qarafi”, in D. Thomas, ed., Christian-Muslim 
Relations: A Bibliographical History, Volume 3, Leiden: Brill, 2012. 
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Oakland City University. Dr. Mercer received his M.A. and Ph.D. in philosophy at the 
University of Kentucky and a M.Div. degree from the Southern Baptist Theological 
Seminary. His research interests are in the overlap of continental philosophy and 
theology. Along with the Spring 2015 volume of the Common Ground Journal, Dr. 
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Arts and Sciences. Other publications include “Faith Beyond Belief,” Journal for the 
Liberal Arts and Sciences, Vol. 15, No. 2, Spring 2011 and “Radical Phenomenology 
Reveals a Measure of Faith and the Need for a Levinasian Other in Henry’s Life,” in 
Words of Life: New Theological Turns in French Phenomenology, eds. Bruce Benson 
and Norman Wirzba (New York: Fordham University Press, 2010). 

 

Shlomo Dov Rosen is communal rabbi of the Yakar synagogue in Jerusalem, and has 
taught Philosophy and Talmud in Israeli Yeshivot (seminaries) for over a decade. 
Rabbi Rosen completed his MA and PhD in Philosophy at The Hebrew University of 
Jerusalem, with a dissertation on the metaphysical and theological foundations of 
current social justice theories. It focused on conflicting conceptions of existence as 
arbitrary or rational from a moral perspective, with particular emphasis on Rawls and 
Calvinism. 

Rabbi Rosen's philosophical writing is anchored in ethics, featuring intensive 
interactions with theology. Recent work deals with the epistemological basis of 
religious pluralism, angelology in explaining evil, the ethical value of creating life, and 
the relevance of providence theory for distributive justice. 

Rabbi Rosen is currently working on the motif of blindness in justice and faith, and 
personal identity in reincarnation theory. 

Outside Philosophy, Rabbi Rosen has done extensive work on the interface between 
twentieth century English Poetry and Jewish religious texts, and analysis of 
psychological issues in Talmudic stories. 

 

J. Aaron Simmons is Associate Professor of Philosophy at Furman University. He 
received his M.A. and Ph.D. in Philosophy from Vanderbilt University. His “mashup” 
approach to philosophy appears primarily in his work in philosophy of religion and 
political philosophy. His philosophical focus is displayed in debates about determinate 
religious belief and practice in a deconstructive context. In recent years he has 
published and edited several books in this area. Key, recent publications include: A 
special issue of The Journal of Cultural and Religious Theory on “Mashup Philosophy 
of Religion” (2015); The New Phenomenology: A Philosophical Introduction 
(Bloomsbury, 2013) (co-authored with Bruce Ellis Benson); Reexamining 
Deconstruction and Determinate Religion: Toward a Religion with Religion (Duquesne 
University Press, 2012, co-edited with Stephen Minister); and God and the Other: 
Ethics and Politics After the Theological Turn (Indiana University Press, 2011). 
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focuses on the development of Plato’s metaphysical and religious views from the Early 
Dialogues through the Republic. He regularly teaches Ethics and a general survey 
course on Ancient Philosophy. 

Dr. Talcott has contributed to “First Thoughts” blog and Cardus online as well as 
presented papers at various conferences, including meetings of the Society of 
Christian Philosophers. He is currently researching and writing in three different areas: 
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EXORDIUM FOR THE CURRENT ISSUE 
Ronald Mercer 

Associate Professor of Philosophy at Chapman Seminary of Oakland City University 

Abstract Aaron Simmons, Associate Professor of Philosophy at Furman University, has made a 
convincing plea that Christian philosophers should not allow themselves to define philosophy of religion for 
everyone else. To broaden the scope of the philosophy of religion it is valuable to explore the contributions 
from the world’s three major monotheisms: Christianity, Islam, and Judaism. 

Mercer, Ronald. 2015. Finding Common Ground between Athens and Jerusalem. Common Ground Journal. [v12 
n2 Fall]. ISSN: 15479129. www.commongroundjournal.org. EDCOT. Form: eJournal. Pages: 7-12. 

FINDING COMMON GROUND BETWEEN ATHENS AND JERUSALEM 
I am very pleased to be guest editing this edition of Common Ground Journal. When the Journal’s editor, 
Dr. Simpson, asked if I would like the task, I was already heading to the regional conference of the 
Society of Christian Philosophy, which was joining with the Society of Continental Philosophy and 
Theology to ask the question, “What is Christian Philosophy?” It was my intention to have this journal 
focus on the interplay of philosophy of religion and those who do that from a Christian perspective. 
However, one paper at the conference, written by Aaron Simmons, one of our contributors for this 
journal, made a convincing plea that Christian philosophers should not allow themselves to define 
philosophy of religion for everyone else. Subsequently, I endeavored to broaden the scope of the journal 
to include contributors from the world’s three major monotheisms: Christianity, Islam, and Judaism. While 
there are certainly many other voices that could be heard, placing these three together in conversation, 
again, seems apropos to our present moment given so many events in the news media where these 
three religions appear in conflict. 

Perhaps one place one might expect to find common ground between these three religions is a prima 
facie distancing from philosophy. The intersection between faith and reason has been hotly debated for 
millennia. The special heading for this journal, “Finding Common Ground between Athens and 
Jerusalem,” echoes the question of the Christian church father Tertullian (160-230 C.E.) who feared what 
heresies had formed and what might yet form from the use of philosophy. In Tertullian’s Prescriptions 
against the Heretics, he writes, “What has Jerusalem to do with Athens, the Church with the 
Academy…?” This unease finds parallels in both Islam and Judaism. Al-Ghazzálí (1058-1111 C.E.) 
writes in his work Deliverance from Error that “it is necessary to abstain from reading their (philosopher’s) 
books on account of the deception and danger in them.” While Al-Ghazzálí did believe the most learned 
could read philosophy without being led astray and even find some truth therein, the general masses 
were simply too vulnerable to philosophy’s errors. Judaism, as well, warned against philosophy being 
taught to anyone other than the intellectual and virtuous elite. Maimonides (c.1135-1204 C.E.) and his 
followers believed that Jewish tradition prohibited the teaching of philosophy with regard to natural 
science and metaphysics. They pointed to the sayings of the sages in BT Hagigah 11b: “The Account of 
the Beginning (natural science) ought not to be taught in the presence of two men; the Account of the 
Chariot (metaphysics) ought not to be taught to even one man, except if he be wise and able to 
understand by himself, in which case only the chapter headings may be transmitted to him.”  

Nevertheless, even with so many fits and starts, prohibitions and cautions, philosophy and religion find 
themselves intertwined to some degree or another in each major monotheism. Herein, we seek our 
common ground. The following contributors, then, were tasked to showcase the interplay of philosophy 

http://www.commongroundjournal.org/
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and religion given that each one works in the philosophical discipline while, at the same time, adheres to 
a particular faith tradition. The parameters set are broad. The goal of such an exercise is not to produce 
one specific, scientific-like result but to allow different perspectives to emerge in a spirit of openness and 
sharing where differences can be appreciated, similarities can be celebrated, and understanding can 
flourish. 

Our first work, “Prophetic Philosophy of Religion,” comes from J. Aaron Simmons. He offers the following 
introduction to his article:  

In this essay, I will consider an important, and yet often overlooked, essay by Merold Westphal, 
“Prolegomena to Any Future Philosophy of Religion Which Will Be Able to Come Forth as 
Prophecy” (1973). I will argue that Westphal offers valuable insight for contemporary philosophy 
of religion and that his account facilitates going beyond analytic and continental divisions. 
Drawing on Westphal’s essay, as well as on Abraham Joshua Heschel’s work on the Hebrew 
prophets, and Søren Kierkegaard’s distinction between a “genius” and an “apostle,” I will argue 
that a notion of “Prophetic Philosophy of Religion” is a promising way forward for the 
contemporary debates. Considering issues related to theological personalism, in particular, I will 
suggest that prophetic philosophy of religion offers productive challenges to the potential 
philosophical arrogance of some of analytic philosophy and the potential theological reductionism 
of some of continental philosophy. As such, prophetic philosophy of religion stands as an 
important framework for doing important constructive philosophy of religion that draws on both 
philosophical traditions (as well as on various theological archives). – Simmons 

In our second work, “Is there a Way to ‘Qur’anic Hermeneutic/s’ from Ricoeur’s ‘Biblical Hermeneutics’?” 
Recep Alpyağil looks at the possibility of intertwining hermeneutical methodologies. He explains: 

This paper investigates the religious scope of Ricoeurian hermeneutics for other religious 
traditions, but most especially the Islamic one. It is well known that Ricoeur’s hermeneutical 
insights have many implications to religious texts. His philosophical gestures contain a lot of 
insights for Muslim scholars. Today, the Islamic world is searching for new ways to express the 
message of the religious texts in the contemporary age. The conflict of interpretations is not 
peculiar to either philosophical or Biblical hermeneutics. There is also a conflict of interpretations 
surrounding the Qur’an. Indeed, it might be said there is not just one kind of Islam; Islam, like 
other religious traditions, displays many different interpretations and applications throughout its 
history. Islamic hermeneutics displays this diversity. Thus there are traditionalist and modernist, 
educated and illiterate, politically activist and Sufi mystic, moderate and extremist types of 
readings. In the middle of this diversity, the questions arise, “Which hermeneutic? Whose Islam?” 
It seems that some of the main Ricoeurian concepts, such as distanciation and appropriation, 
and depth semantics will help to clarify issues in the Islamic context. I propose that there is a way 
to “Qur’anic Hermeneutic/s” from Ricoeur’s “Biblical Hermeneutic”. – Alpyağil 

The third and fourth articles come from a Christian and Islamic philosopher respectively. Both have 
chosen to deal with the issue of free will in their submissions and how philosophy informs theological 
positions. The themes that arise for both have interesting parallels. 

David Bradshaw describes his work, “St. John Chrysostom on Grace and Free Will”: 

The problem of the relationship between grace and free will has long been a stumbling block for 
Christian theology. Within the single chapter of John 6, for example, one finds both that the 
calling of God is both necessary and sufficient for salvation (v. 37, 44), and that we are to labor 
for our salvation (v. 27). How can both of these be true? The question is puzzling even if one 
thinks of one’s labor as somehow motivating or enabling God’s call—for, after all, if the call is 
necessary and sufficient, it hardly seems that anything else should be needed! Yet it becomes 
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even harder when one reads (in Ephesians 1 and elsewhere) that God’s call is in some sense 
fixed from all eternity. This makes it hard indeed to see how our free acts could possibly make 
any difference to our ultimate salvation. 

The discussion of these issues within western Christianity has largely been determined by the 
pattern set by Augustine and his opponents in the Pelagian debate. The thought of the Greek 
Fathers, such as St. John Chrysostom, is from this perspective often dismissed as “semi-
Pelagian.” I believe that this is a mistake. When one reads Chrysostom with proper sensitivity to 
the resonances of his terminology, particularly the key term ἐνέργεια (activity or operation), one 
finds a view that appears nowhere within the traditional western debate. My aim in this paper will 
be to bring to light Chrysostom’s view and to argue that it provides an important way forward in 
this longstanding controversy. – Bradshaw 

Maha El Kaisy-Freimuth introduces her paper, “The Free Thinkers of Islam: The Mu’Tazila,” as follows: 

The issue of human freedom of thought in Islam cannot be discussed without referring to the 
early Islamic rational school al-Mu’tazila. They were the first to recognize that the human plays an 
important role in understanding and interpreting religion. The questions around human free will 
were discussed in the early 8th century within a political context. Predestination was initiated by 
the Umayyad Caliphs (r. 658-750 CE) and their theologians in order to strengthen their political 
position. They supported their theory of predestination through selected Qur’anic verses. 
Predestination propaganda aimed to reinforce Umayyad political existence in an environment 
which was critical of their rule and their expansion policy. The oppositions were gathered in the 
group of the early rational theologian al-Hasan al-Basri who discussed the importance of human 
free will in order to emphasize human responsibility. In his famous letter to the Caliph, al-Basri 
argues against predestination, criticizing the method of his theologians in selecting Qur’anic 
verses and isolating them from their wider context in order to support the Umayyad’s claim for 
political superiority. Already at this early period of the early 8th century al-Hasan considered that 
the message of the Qur’an must be recognized as a whole coherent unity. God’s main message 
is to guide the people towards an ethical life which leads to final rewards. This can only be 
reached through the existence of freedom of choice, which is created in all humans. This debate 
is considered as the earliest attempt to form rational Islamic theology. – Freimuth 

Our next three articles begin with Shlomo Dov Rosen’s work, which attempts to describe the healthy 
tension between philosophy and religion and how this can serve to broaden our religious understanding. 
The two articles that follow Rosen’s are offered by Christian philosophers Neal DeRoo and David Talcott, 
who are taking their own steps in the dance Rosen describes. 

Rosen concludes in his article, “Cognitive Oscillation and Coalescing Modes of Existence”: 

Philosophizing, for a religious person, is like dancing within and across boundaries. The 
coalescing of different modes of existence produces a healthy tension. Whenever free thought is 
pursued there is necessarily some degree of tension with one’s religious convictions. But this is 
what makes humans simultaneously both sophisticated and principled. It is a dance between 
worlds, but it is a single cohesive dance. When one restricts one’s axioms to religion, and dances 
within set steps to set music, Philosophy is indeed a part of Torah. The dance is enriched by new 
movements: it incorporates new arguments and makes use of new modes of reasoning. But it is a 
continuation of traditional thought, and congruent with its axioms. At other times one dances 
freely, stepping in and out of one’s actual beliefs, understanding what they mean from the 
outside, and in their wider existential context. So, sometimes Philosophy is itself a religious act, 
sometimes it is an element of the religious life. Axiomatic boundaries, the music of tradition, and 
the rhythm of religious experience, define the dance-steps that are a cohesive part of religion. But 
the dance, for a mature religious individual, is always in harmony with religiosity. Even when 
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autonomous of theological axioms it does not jar with religious sensibilities. Because the dance is 
an expression of one’s personality, which bridges these two modes of existence, they coalesce 
as a cohesive whole. The dance itself expresses one’s relationship with God. – Rosen 

DeRoo offers these thoughts on “Rethinking the Task of Christian Philosophy”: 

This paper seeks to shift our understanding of what is meant by Christian philosophy away from 
the notion of defending the rational claims of theism and toward the notion of discerning the 
cultural ‘spirits’ of our day and age. It begins by defining such ‘spirits’ as cultural forces that shape 
the tenor of societies and the cultural institutions within them, rather than as some kind of 
supernatural entity. After briefly sketching a philosophical anthropology in which such spirits could 
make sense, I will then discuss how these spirits are able to fashion communities of people 
animated by one spirit. From this discussion will emerge the central significance that such spirits 
play in the religious life of a society. Discerning these spirits is therefore an urgent religious task, 
one that, I will argue, the discipline of philosophy, and not theology, is uniquely positioned to carry 
out. From this I will conclude that helping disciplines and institutions discern the spirits that 
animate them, ought to be considered the primary task of Christian philosophy, and I will advise 
that an increased appreciation for phenomenology will prove immensely helpful in successfully 
accomplishing this task. – DeRoo 

Talcott’s “Socratic Christian Philosophy” attempts the intertwining of religion and philosophy in the 
following way:  

In this paper I look at what Christians might learn from Socratic philosophy. I argue that Socrates, 
though not a Christian himself, embodied several elements of a properly Christian philosophy. 

First, Socrates’ intellectual investigations take place in submission to divine authority. As Paul 
Moser has argued in “Christ-Shaped Philosophy: Wisdom and Spirit United,” Christians should do 
their philosophy the way they live the entirety of their lives: under the authority of Christ Himself 
through obedience to His word. Though not a Christian, Socrates invokes divine instruction as his 
reason for philosophizing. When given various opportunities, Socrates refuses to disobey the 
gods in order to accomplish some less important goal. Obedience to God is viewed as morally 
essential; disobedience would inflict severe moral self-harm. This submission involves the 
knowledge of one’s own limitations, leading to intellectual humility. Humility and the recognition of 
divine wisdom turns out to be intellectually fruitful, leading Socrates to new knowledge. 

Second, Socrates operated out of agape and allowed the requirements of love to shape 
philosophical practice. Socrates desired the well-being of others and lived his philosophical 
vocation in a self-sacrificial way for the benefit of others. This is a way of life that Christians must 
recognize and embody in virtue of Christ’s own sacrificial love. Christian philosophy, as an 
activity, should be undertaken as an act of love done in obedience to Christ. The requirements of 
love will thus shape the method of Christian philosophy. – Talcott 

In as much as philosophy has had a positive impact on religion, the inverse can also be true. The final 
three articles serve to show how aspects of philosophy may be properly critiqued, its exuberance 
curtailed or culminated in the practice of religion. 

Richard Cohen’s article, “Judaism and Philosophy,” embraces the entanglement of these two ancient 
traditions and encourages us to find in Judaism a model for adults: 

For these reasons, too, it seems to me that with due humility I can say that we – all of us, to be 
sure, but especially religious persons and academics in the Liberal Arts – are entering into what 
might be called the age of Jewish studies. This is not meant in a parochial sense – quite the 
opposite! It does not mean everyone must become Jewish, for there are a thousand pathways to 
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righteousness, Jewish, Christian, Muslim, Buddhist, Hindu, Confucian, Taoist, Agnostic, 
Skeptical, Atheist, Aesthetic … let a thousand flowers blossom! But I do mean this – that we are 
entering into the age of Jewish studies – in the sense that the longest continuous tradition of 
ethical-religious-political thinking, a thinking from its origins and consciously in critical dialogue 
with the Greek preference for abstract knowing and sensuous beauty as well as the gnostic and 
dualist temptations of ontological and epistemological religion, is already to be found in the 
millennial old discussions, debates, narratives, and encounters of the sages of the Talmud, from 
the jottings of the Mishna begun in 200 BCE to its dual Talmudic canonization in 400 CE 
(Jerusalem) and 500 CE (Babylonian), to its great medieval commentators and codifiers, to the 
continued dialogue of the Responsa literature, debates and discussions and an ethically and 
concretely grounded intellectualism which continues to the present day. Reviled in the past, it is 
high time for the Jewish tradition of learning – Yiddish lernen, culture as studying, teaching and 
learning at once – to serve as a model not only for Judaism, where it already serves, but for the 
many adults, the many communities of adults, the many religions of adults, of our day, indeed, 
especially in our day. – Cohen 

The focus on adulthood finds a parallel in Bruce Benson’s article, “Escaping the Blackmail of the 
Enlightenment: Kant, Foucault, and Gadamer on the Meaning of Maturity”: 

Few of us would question either the need or merit of forcing students to think for themselves. As 
Kant points out, “it is so convenient to be immature!” Even (or perhaps at times especially) 
students who are convinced that their views are truly ‘their own’ often unthinkingly espouse the 
ideology of friends, their background, or Nike advertisements. On the other hand, while the 
requirement of “think for yourself” seems innocent enough as a course objective, there is a great 
deal more behind it than might be obvious at first glance. The call to intellectual maturity as 
issued by Kant is a rallying cry of a rather particular sort and assumes a peculiar definition of 
what counts as maturity. While more than one aspect of Kant’s conception of enlightenment might 
be open to question, it seems to me that the crucial concept—one which can be seen as driving 
not merely his reflections on enlightenment but the whole enterprise of critique and the creation of 
the critical system—is his conception of maturity. But what exactly might it mean to be ‘mature’? 
What constitutes “putting away childish things” (as Paul puts it in I Cor. 13:11) and thinking as a 
mature human being? At least for Kant, maturity (which is to say ‘enlightenment’) comes about 
when one is able to think for oneself. Yet I wonder whether Kant’s conception of maturity is really 
all that mature. Contrary to Kant (and even contrary to Michael Foucault, who writes a nearly 
equally famous response to Kant’s essay), it seems to me that maturity is something that goes 
beyond the stage which Kant labels ‘enlightenment’. In the end, the problem with both Kant and 
Foucault is not that they are too critical. Rather they are not critical enough. – Benson  

Finally, I offer the last submission, “Ethical Life as Condition for Contemplation,” which addresses the 
issue of spiritual maturity in the light of philosophical reason and religious engagement: 

Spiritual formation has traditionally understood the practical life to be interwoven with the 
contemplative life, giving preference to one or the other as historical movements waxed or 
waned. However, contemporary continental philosophy, employed in a Christian vein, would not 
only argue for the preeminence of the practical life but would argue that the practical, ethical life is 
the very condition for Christian contemplation. By following the historical arguments of Philippe 
Nemo and the philosophical arguments of Emmanuel Levinas, this article seeks to show how, on 
the one hand, Western reason has followed a particular cultural model that culminates in actions 
directed by a tendency toward manipulation and domination and to show, on the other hand, how 
a proper ethical orientation can free the Christian toward proper, spiritual formation in 
contemplation by first living out the call to ethical service. – Mercer  
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I wish to take this opportunity to thank all of the contributors who have taken their time to help us 
envision the ongoing interplay of philosophy and religion and to find some common ground between the 
two and each other. 
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Abstract In this essay, I argue that Merold Westphal offers valuable insight for contemporary philosophy 
of religion by going beyond analytic and continental divisions. In light of Westphal, Kierkegaard, and 
Heschel, I contend that a prophetic philosophy of religion offers productive challenges to the potential 
philosophical arrogance of some of analytic philosophy and the potential theological reductionism of some 
of continental philosophy. 

Simmons, J. Aaron. 2015. Prophetic Philosophy of Religion. Common Ground Journal. [v12 n2 Fall]. ISSN: 
15479129. www.commongroundjournal.org. EDCOT. Form: eJournal. Pages: 13-23. Keywords: Westphal, 
prophetic philosophy of religion. 

In this essay, I will consider an important, and yet often overlooked, essay by Merold Westphal, 
“Prolegomena to Any Future Philosophy of Religion Which Will Be Able to Come Forth as Prophecy” 
(1973; cited as included in 1991). I will argue that Westphal offers valuable insight for contemporary 
philosophy of religion and that his account facilitates going beyond analytic and continental divisions. 
Drawing on Westphal’s essay, as well as on Abraham Joshua Heschel’s work on the Hebrew prophets, 
and Søren Kierkegaard’s distinction between a “genius” and an “apostle,” I will argue that a notion of 
“Prophetic Philosophy of Religion” is a promising way forward for the contemporary debates. Considering 
issues related to theological personalism, in particular, I will suggest that prophetic philosophy of religion 
offers productive challenges to the potential philosophical arrogance of some of analytic philosophy and 
the potential theological reductionism of some of continental philosophy. As such, prophetic philosophy 
of religion stands as an important framework for doing important constructive philosophy of religion that 
draws on both philosophical traditions (as well as on various theological archives).1  

In 1984 Alvin Plantinga’s landmark essay, “Advice to Christian Philosophers,” appeared in print in Faith 
and Philosophy. This widely celebrated essay can rightly be said to have crystalized the early gestures 
toward what has become known as contemporary “Christian Philosophy,” and it stands as an important 
moment in the resurgence of philosophical theology more broadly in academic discourse at the end of 
the twentieth century. Though this single essay’s influence can surely be overstated,2 Plantinga’s essay 
has received something like mythic status as part of the founding narrative of contemporary Christian 
philosophy in the Anglo-American community, at least as largely embodied by the Society of Christian 
Philosophers.3 Though granting the significance of Plantinga’s essay and concurring with the historical 
assessment of its importance, I want to highlight another, less familiar essay, an essay that, while calling 
for something quite similar to Plantinga, predates “Advice to Christian Philosophers” by a decade: Merold 

                                                      

1 Elsewhere Bruce Benson and I have argued that the seeming opposition between continental and analytic philosophy of 
religion is frequently overblown (Simmons and Benson 2013, chapter 7). As a positive suggestion for how to remedy such a 
situation, I have proposed the idea of “mashup philosophy of religion” (Simmons 2014). 

2 For example, Nicholas Wolterstorff, William Alston, and Plantinga himself, among many others, were doing work in the analytic 
mode that could rightly be considered as contemporary “Christian Philosophy” prior to 1984 – for a good synopsis of Plantinga’s 
influence on such work, see Wolterstorff (2011). 

3 Indeed, in 2014, the Society of Christian Philosophers held a conference that marked the thirtieth anniversary of the publication 
of “Advice.” Repeatedly at the conference, that essay was cited by prominent philosophers of religion as one of the main 
influences on the contemporary prominence of “Christian philosophy.”  

http://www.commongroundjournal.org/
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Westphal’s “Prolegomena to Any Future Philosophy of Religion Which Will Be Able to Come Forth as 
Prophecy” (1973). Westphal’s essay offers a Kierkegaardian challenge to the “scientific” presumptions of 
the philosophical study of religion (both as natural (a) theology and also as phenomenology of religion).  

For Westphal, the main characteristic of such a scientific approach is “objectivity”— or, at least, the 
attempt to achieve such objectivity. Following Kierkegaard, Westphal suggests that approaching 
philosophy of religion in an objectivist manner is problematic because it fails to appreciate the radically 
subjective aspect of religious existence. As Westphal explains: “It appears that the notion of scientific 
objectivity, even without the ideals of mathematical precision and general laws, when torn from its natural 
habitat and transferred to the religious realm, reveals the fundamental incongruity between itself and its 
newly assigned subject matter” (1991, 5). Unlike the relation between natural science and the philosophy 
of science in which “the same pursuit of detached objectivity is fundamental to both” (1991, 11), religion 
and the “scientific” approach to philosophy of religion, Westphal suggests, do not admit of such 
“harmony” (1991, 11). Instead, “it appears that the phenomenology of religion can be justified only in 
terms of interests that are foreign, even hostile, to the subject matter” (1991, 11). In light of such a 
tension between “methodology and subject matter,” Westphal advocates articulating possible alternative 
methodologies that are more appropriate to the content of our inquiry as philosophers of religion. While 
admitting that there might be a variety of such alternatives, Westphal suggests that one promising model 
that stands in contrast to the scientist is “the Hebrew prophet” (1991, 11).  

According to Westphal, prophetic discourse is characterized by four qualities. It is personal, untimely, 
political, and eschatological (1991, 12). In brief, personal discourse occurs “in the mode of direct 
address” (1991, 12) such that objectivity is displaced with subjective investment in one’s context and 
community. Untimeliness expresses the idea that prophetic speech is always “conspicuously out of step 
with the spirit of its times” and, hence, “it is always the speech of a minority” (1991, 14). Here we can see 
that untimeliness requires the quality of personal discourse—one is only out of step with the time in 
which one finds oneself and represents a minority only in relation to some historically constituted 
majority, etc. The political aspect might more properly be understood as a challenge to the power 
structures operative within a community. Prophetic speech is political insofar as it contests the 
established order. Again, this is in relation to the other aspects: one challenges power structures with an 
eye toward the status of the marginalized (“the widow, the orphan, and the stranger”) and from within the 
community in which those structures continue to claim legitimacy. Finally, the eschatological dimension 
of prophetic discourse amounts to the fact that such discourse is “penultimate” and affirms the “priority of 
God’s future” (1991, 17). As Westphal explains, there is always a “Gospel” to which the prophecy 
testifies.  

With this brief overview of Westphal’s account in place, one might notice that it shares quite a bit with 
Plantinga’s own “Advice to Christian Philosophers.” First, both Plantinga and Westphal call for philosophy 
of religion to abandon modernist pretentions to objectivity such that philosophers of religion fully 
appreciate that they operate within the communities in which they always already find themselves.4 
While I think that there are important points of difference between the way Plantinga and Westphal will 
cash out the idea of community, that fact should not overshadow the way in which they both advocate 
philosophy of religion that is “personal.” Second, given the general state of the philosophical discipline in 
which Plantinga and Westphal were writing, a call for “Christian Philosophy” or, more broadly, “Prophetic 
Philosophy of Religion” is untimely indeed. Third, both Plantinga and Westphal are eschatologically 
oriented in that they call for philosophers of religion to think in light of the “Gospel” such that there is a 
positive content toward which the philosopher of religion might strive.  

The only one of the four qualities outlined by Westphal that is noticeably absent from Plantinga is the 
“political” dimension. Yet even Plantinga might be read as politically engaged if one understands the 
“power structures” being challenged to be those of mid-century American philosophy still under the 
                                                      

4 As Nicholas Wolterstorff rightly notes: “We are all profoundly historical creatures” (1984, 97). 
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influence of some problematic forms of classical foundationalism and the lingering traces of positivism. 
Despite these points of resonance, however, Plantinga does not articulate his account in terms of “the 
prophetic.” Indeed, even in later essays where Plantinga returns to the idea of what would constitute 
Christian philosophy, he does not draw primarily on the idea of the Hebrew prophet, but instead seems 
primarily motivated by the idea of shifting the epistemic starting points of philosophy from non-
Theistic/Christian assumptions to Theistic/Christian ones (see Plantinga 1998, chapters 12, 13, and the 
afterword). Accordingly, despite rightly being applauded and widely appropriated, I do not find Plantinga’s 
account to be as broad in its scope and potential impact as Westphal’s project. Westphal does not simply 
offer an epistemic defense of Christian starting points, but instead offers a call for a revised mode of 
philosophical discourse itself—a mode that will hopefully remain open to the radically 
subjective/experiential/dispossessing way in which that which we call “religion” shows itself both in 
culture and in personal practice/belief. In this sense, Westphal remains quite rightly in line with the 
phenomenological and hermeneutic traditions in which he primarily works and also with the 
Kierkegaardian framework upon which he explicitly draws.  

In his regrettably titled The End of Philosophy of Religion, Nick Trakakis (2008) turns to “prophetic” 
alternatives to what he considers the continuing appeals to objectivity within analytic philosophy of 
religion.5 In particular, Trakakis looks to Westphal’s prophetic philosophy of religion and John Caputo’s 
notion of “prophetic postmodernism” (see Caputo 2000) as “literary” alternatives to the “scientific” mode 
of discourse in mainstream philosophy of religion. Unfortunately, Trakakis overstates the impact of 
stylistic differences between analytic and continental discourse and, hence, problematically conflates 
style and content. Importantly, Westphal’s point was not that philosophers of religion should be more 
poetic in the sense of lacking clarity, rigor, or logical precision, but simply that they should challenge the 
criteria governing their discourse such that objectivity and detachment are assumed as normative 
ideals.6 Despite seeming suggestions to the contrary by Michael Rea and some others associated with 
analytic theology (see Crisp and Rea 2009), one can surely challenge such objectivist criteria without, 
thereby, writing more poetically in ways that would challenge the coherence of philosophical discourse.7 
Indeed, there might be less perceived distance between analytic and continental philosophy if stylistic 
differences were viewed as secondary matters of form rather than primary matters of content and 
conviction.8 

                                                      

5 A better title would have been something like “A Critique of Contemporary Analytic Philosophy of Religion.” That is, Trakakis 
does not argue for the end of philosophy of religion, but simply calls for an important revision and radicalization to how it is 
currently being done. 

6 One way of cashing out such an approach to philosophy of religion is by distinguishing between seeking wisdom and seeking 
truth. Westphal (2009) offers such a distinction as something of a continental response to the project of analytic theology. 

7 In the “Introduction” to Analytic Theology, Michael Rea offers five prescriptions that he thinks are generally characteristic of 
analytic philosophy (Rea 2009, 5-6). His third such prescription is to “avoid substantive (non-decorative) use of metaphor and 
other tropes whose semantic content outstrips their propositional content” (2009, 5). Though surely there are a variety of writing 
styles for different sorts of occasions and audiences, the idea that one could “avoid” use of metaphor that “outstrips” some 
content ends up assuming a host of other metaphorical dimensions. Significant work has been done on such “conceptual 
metaphor theory” by a variety of scholars, but as just one example, see Lakoff and Johnson 1999, 236-43. Additionally, 
Westphal’s account offers a profound challenge, as I see it, to some of the basic assumptions of analytic theology as an 
approach to religion itself. Simply put, according to Rea’s own account of the “ambitions” of analytic theology to “arrive at clear 
knowledge of God” (Rea 2009, 9). Although admitting that there might be mysteries that remain, Rea does not seem to allow 
such mysteries to be a dynamic part of theological understanding itself, but simply an unfortunate reality that continued thinking 
will hopefully minimize as far as possible in the philosophical effort to “see the truth as God sees it” (Rea 2009, 8; here Rea is 
quoting from Louis Berkhof 1996, 15). It is worth asking whether in this respect, at least, Rea ends up appealing to the sort of 
scientific and objectivist criteria that Westphal rightly rejects as largely inappropriate to religious phenomena and theological 
understanding. I consider these possibilities elsewhere (see Simmons 2012c).  

8 As a good consideration of the points of conceptual resonance between the two approaches, see Andina 2014. 
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So, if it is not primarily a matter of stylistic flourish, what does the distinctly “prophetic” dimension get 
Westphal that might remain lacking in Plantinga? How might drawing on this Kierkegaardian inspiration 
and philosophical approach offer important resources for contemporary philosophy of religion?  

I want to propose that by appealing to the prophetic, Westphal allows for a distinction between what we 
can term “prophetic philosophy of religion” on the one hand, and “prophecy” on the other hand. Namely, 
when Westphal first turns to the Hebrew prophet as an alternative to the scientific philosopher of religion, 
he repeats the Kierkegaardian (1997) distinction between the “apostle” and the “genius” by stating that 
prophets (“like apostles”) were originally distinguished from “geniuses” insofar as “the listener [to the 
prophet] is asked to accept the message not because of its profundity, eloquence, or beauty, but 
because ‘thus saith the Lord’” (Westphal 1991, 11). Here, Westphal is in agreement with the basic 
description of the prophet given by Abraham Joshua Heschel, who proclaims:  

In speaking the prophet reveals God. This is the marvel of a prophet’s work: in his words, the 
invisible God becomes audible. He does not prove or argue. The thought he has to convey is 
more than language can contain. Divine power bursts in the words. The authority of the prophet is 
in the Presence his words reveal. There are no proofs for the existence of the God of Abraham. 
There are only witnesses. (Heschel 1962, 22) 

For Heschel, the authority of the prophet comes from the authority of God. Though making it clear that 
the prophet is something far greater than a mouthpiece of the divine, Heschel insists that “God is raging 
in the prophet’s words” (1962, 5). While Westphal admits that “thus saith the Lord” is the hallmark of 
prophecy, he rightly continues on to note that he does “not wish to suggest that philosophers of religion 
seek to imitate prophets in this respect” (Westphal 1991, 12). This move is key. With Kierkegaard, 
Westphal is hesitant to allow philosophers, as philosophers, to speak with the authority of the 
prophet/apostle. This Kierkegaardian halt is made not in the name of philosophical supremacy, but of 
religious humility. In order to make room for the possibility of prophets, Westphal calls for “prophetic 
philosophy” (i.e., philosophy that is personal, untimely, political and eschatological), but he does not ask 
for philosophers to be prophets. As Heschel explains, unlike the philosopher, the prophet does not care 
primarily about proofs and argument, but singularly about revealing the glory of God.  

In this way, Westphal’s call for philosophy of religion that would “come forth as prophecy” can be read as 
affirming a fundamental limitation of philosophy itself. Simply put, lest it give in to the very sorts of 
objectivist/scientific assumptions that it attempted to overcome, philosophy of religion cannot deny the 
possibility of prophets who speak with an authority other than that of philosophical argumentation. Yet, 
philosophers of religion who recognize this limitation are, thereby, far from limited. Indeed, they are now 
open to the possibility that their own discourse is merely a primer or prolegomena to something else. 
Indeed, philosophy may turn out to be merely the preface for a book that philosophers themselves are 
unable to write. Now, such a situation is only something that should be affirmed as possible, not as 
necessary or inevitable. To claim more than that (as a philosopher) is, again, to give in to the sort of 
objectivist apologetics that Kierkegaard and Westphal so stringently resist. This is not to say, however, 
that one can’t give good arguments for one’s religious belief and identity.9 Rather, the point is simply that 
such arguments should not assume objectivity in a way that would be inconsistent with the religious 
existence for which one is arguing. Westphal’s phenomenological approach to possibility in this respect 
is one that I think more Kierkegaard scholars would do well to appropriate.10  

                                                      

9 Elsewhere, I have argued that such a “postmodern apologetics” is indeed possible, and desirable (Simmons 2012a). See also 
Geswandtner (2012) for an alternative approach to the idea of postmodern apologetics. 

10 As a good example of what a Kierekgaardian appropriation of phenomenology might look like, see Hanson 2010. See also 
Westphal 2009.  
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The philosophical humility invited by prophetic philosophy of religion is something that stands, I believe, 
as a possible corrective to the temptation that much of contemporary (analytic) Christian philosophy 
seems to invite: arrogance regarding philosophical ability and scope. This might play out as the idea that 
philosophers really make the best theologians (see Plantinga 1998, 341; or the notion sometimes 
expressed within “analytic theology” that the goal is “clear knowledge of God” [Rea 2009, 9])—let’s term 
this the temptation to Philosophical Arrogance.  

Though often expressed in terms of being adequate to theological truth, such arrogance might 
alternatively show up (often within some strands of continental philosophy) as the idea that there are 
philosophical limitations on what prophecy can proclaim (consider John Caputo’s seeming dismissal of 
some of the key miracles of Christian Scripture as either poetic parables or magical presentations of God 
as merely “the ultimate laser show at Disneyworld” (2006, 16))—let’s term this the temptation to 
Theological Reductionism.  

When philosophers leave room for some people legitimately to speak with the authority of “thus saith the 
Lord,” namely, the prophets, a more radical philosophical and theological openness to the constitutive 
mystery and transcendence of God is countenanced than might otherwise be possible. Contrary to 
Caputo’s “theo-poetic” assumptions, perhaps bushes burn without being consumed. A limited amount of 
oil might continue to flow without limit. Justice may really “roll down like waters” (Amos 5:24). And, if we 
have really abandoned the modernist conception of scientific objectivity and naturalistic presuppositions, 
then why should we think that the last example is any more “possible” or “less miraculous” than the 
former examples?  

Now, importantly, I am not saying that Plantinga (or analytic theology) gives in to the temptation to 
philosophical arrogance. Further, I am not saying that the only way to interpret Caputo is as giving in to 
theological reductionism.11 My claim is more modest: Westphal’s Kierkegaardian notion of prophetic 
philosophy of religion, as distinct from prophecy (and the attendant authority structures operative therein) 
allows for philosophy to be open to more than itself—it admits of the possibility of, what we might term, 
Revelatory Excess. Openness to this excess is important for overcoming the assumption that mystery is 
something to be minimized in philosophical theology in the search for “clear knowledge.” Similarly, such 
openness is important for resisting the notion that God can only show up in particular, often ironically 
naturalistic, ways. Closure to excess can show up in a variety of ways, but these two alternatives are 
especially problematic because they both present themselves as attempts to affirm theological truth: the 
metaphysical realism underlying classical theism on one hand, and the metaphysical anti-realism 
underlying a “theo-poetic” account of the divine on the other hand. Accordingly, openness to Revelatory 
Excess and humility about what such Excess might involve seem like good methodological first steps in 
both philosophical and theological truth seeking. 

As just one possible site in which a prophetic approach might offer important resources to the 
contemporary debates in philosophy of religion, let’s consider the issue of theological personalism. I 
understand this notion of personalism to affirm two related theses: (1) God is best thought of as a 
person, (2) God’s relation to the world is personal. In contemporary analytic philosophy of religion, one 
often finds various versions of personalism on offer, but whether a matter of philosophical theology or 
philosophical atheology, analytic philosophy of religion has largely assumed the personalist 
underpinnings of classical theism as a framework.12 Indeed, one way in which the idea of philosophical 
arrogance is often displayed is assuming that such personalism is the only game in town. One reason for 
                                                      

11 For alternative readings of Caputo on this front, see Olthuis 2002; Dooley 2003; Simpson 2009; and Zlomislić and DeRoo 
2010. 

12 Just a quick look at some of the standard philosophy of religion anthologies will demonstrate the personalist assumptions of 
the mainstream debates. See, for example, Peterson, Hasker, Reichenbach, and Basinger 1996; Zagzebski and Miller 2009; 
Cahn 2009; and Pojman and Rea 2008. 
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encouraging cross-cultural philosophy of religion, it seems to me, is that basic personalist assumptions 
owing to analytic philosophy of religion’s classical theist heritage are able to be made visible as 
assumptions.13  

In continental philosophy of religion, alternatively, personalist accounts are much rarer than in analytic 
discourse, though they are certainly not absent (consider the work of Jean-Luc Marion, Jean-Louis 
Chrétien, James K.A. Smith, and Richard Kearney, among others). Before considering some possible 
continental rejections of the first personalist thesis, it is important to note that the second personalist 
thesis (that “God’s relation to the world is personal”) is fairly commonly found within continental 
philosophy but gets cashed out variously as a matter of subjective experience, standpoint epistemology, 
cultural theory, or religious pluralism, rather than an entailment of the personality of God. Regardless of 
the specifics, the point is that for many continental thinkers, to speak about “God” is always already (and 
maybe always only) a matter of speaking about us as speakers—within our cultural frames and 
contingent histories. On such readings, one would not need to understand a personal relation to be a 
reflection of any divine personality, but simply a reminder that sociality is the space in which “God” gets 
articulated by individuals and communities.  

The first personalist thesis—namely, that God is best thought of as a person—is less common in 
continental philosophy. For example, Jacques Derrida suggests that we should stop thinking of God as a 
person and instead think of God as the possibility of keeping secrets (2008, 108); John Caputo suggests 
that God is best thought of as a theo-poetic event of justice (see Caputo 2006); and Emmanuel Levinas 
claims that God should be understood as “transcendent to the point of absence” and that God “comes to 
mind” primarily (and maybe only) in the ethical relation to the other person (see Levinas 2000, 219-24; 
and 1998).  

In order to get a better grasp of this general continental resistance to the first personalist thesis, let’s 
consider Derrida and Levinas in a bit more detail. When Derrida suggests his own positive account of the 
divine, he articulates it in direct opposition to a notion of God as a being: 

We should stop thinking about God as someone, over there, way up there, transcendent, and, 
what is more—into the bargain, precisely—capable, more than any satellite orbiting in space, of 
seeing into the most secret of the most interior places. It is perhaps necessary . . . to think of God 
and of the name of God without such a representation or such idolatrous stereotyping. Then we 
might say: God is the name of the possibility I have of keeping a secret that is visible from the 
interior but not from the exterior. . . . God is in me, he is the absolute “me” or “self,” he is that 
structure of invisible interiority that is called, in Kierkegaard’s sense, subjectivity. (Derrida 2008, 
108) 

Notice, here, that Derrida rejects that God is a person and instead locates the notion of “God” within the 
very personhood of existing individuals. “God” names a structure of possibility for subjectivity, not a 
divine subjectivity of its own. For Derrida, understanding God as a person seems to give in to what he 
terms “idolatry” in that it makes God a conceptual representation and object of consciousness, rather 
than the name for the depth of subjectivity’s secrecy unto itself.14 Notice, also, that Derrida appeals to 
Kierkegaard in making his case about such a revision of the notion of God. It is not clear (from this 
passage, at least) whether Derrida means to suggest that Kierkegaard would support his own account of 
God, or merely that Kierkegaard’s notion of subjectivity is a helpful frame for making sense of what 
Derrida means by God. In light of Westphal’s account of prophetic philosophy of religion, however, the 

                                                      

13 For a sustained argument in this direction, see Schilbrack 2014.  

14 For more on continental approaches to idolatry, see Benson 2002.  
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latter account of Derrida’s text is the most sustainable insofar as it allows for Kierkegaardian personalism 
even if put to Derrida’s non-personalist ends.15  

Turning from Derrida to Levinas, we see that, for Levinas, “God is torn out of the objectivity of presence 
and out of being. He is no longer an object or an interlocutor in a dialogue. His distancing or his 
transcendence turns into my responsibility. . .” (Levinas 2000, 224). Levinas continues to explain that we 
are mistaken to think of God as something like a divine “Other”:  

God is not simply the first other but other than the other, other otherwise, other with an alterity 
prior to the alterity of the other person, prior to the ethical compulsion to the neighbor. In this way 
God is different from every neighbor. And transcendent to the point of absence. (Levinas 2000, 
224)  

For Derrida and Levinas, God is best understood as radical invisibility and alterity. Yet, rather than 
understanding this as part of God’s personality, God’s personality is resisted in the name of maintaining 
the absolute transcendence of the divine—now relocated as a depth dimension in oneself and/or in the 
relationship to the Other.16  

Many more examples of this general continental resistance to some aspects of theological personalism 
could be given, but I merely want to illustrate a general trend, not a necessary condition. For ease of 
analysis, we might say that continental philosophy of religion often seems to give in to what I have 
termed Theological Reductionism such that “God” is only plausible when thought of as reducible to some 
other discourse—ethics, hermeneutics, politics, or modality (though a particular version of it—concerning 
the impossible, rather than the relation between possibility and necessity).  

Westphal’s Kierkegaardian account of prophetic philosophy of religion, then, offers a challenge both to 
the philosophical arrogance of assuming that divine personalism can be taken for granted as somehow 
“obviously” the right way to think about God or the divine, and also to the theologically reductive 
assumption that religion can easily be reduced to ethics, say. In this sense, prophetic philosophy of 
religion is itself neither analytic nor continental, but instead stands as a hermeneutic obstacle in light of 
which both discourses must reevaluate their assumptions and aims. Again, by encouraging humility and 
hermeneutic awareness, prophetic philosophy of religion does not itself become prophecy. As Westphal 
and Kierkegaard both insist, philosophers speak “without authority” (Kierkegaard 1997). And yet, when 
reading Westphal and Kierkegaard in conversation with Heschel’s account of the prophet, it becomes 
clear that there is, perhaps, an argument to be made, nonetheless, in favor of theological personalism as 
an important aspect of prophetic philosophy of religion. As Westphal explains, “the question, at least for 
Jews and Christians, is whether to stick with the biblical portrayals of God as a fully personal interlocutor 
or to allow oneself to be pulled toward something less personal than the God of Abraham, Isaac, and 
Jacob. But by whom? For what ‘reason’?” (Westphal 2008, 71). 

Neither Kierkegaard nor Westphal offer objectivist arguments for Christianity, but they each offer reasons 
for why thinking about God as a person who relates personally with the world is the best option on offer 
in the contemporary debates if one wants to keep open the possibility of prophecy as understood on the 
Hebrew model articulated by Heschel. Simply put, prophetic philosophy seems to require the possibility 
of prophetic discourse, which seems to require the possibility of prophets, which seems to require that 
one could speak “with authority” by appealing to God’s word. “Thus saith the Lord” . . . saith the prophet. 
In this way, prophetic philosophy of religion still allows for a sort of (postmodern) apologetics—

                                                      

15 Debate continues regarding whether reading Derrida as a sort of religious thinker is legitimate or not. As just a few examples 
of the range of viewpoints, see Sherwood and Hart 2005, and Hägglund 2008. 

16 Elsewhere I have argued that Levinas might require a more robust personalism in order for some of his claims to be made as 
coherent as possible (Simmons 2011). 
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understood as a defense of a particular account as more promising than relevant alternatives—without 
assuming that the conclusion for which one is arguing is really the only alternative worth considering.  

It is important to realize that throughout Heschel’s account of the prophet, one finds divine personalism 
presented as a condition for prophecy. As just one example, consider the following: 

Therefore, the prophetic speeches are not factual pronouncements. What we hear is not objective 
criticism or the cold proclamation of doom. The style of legal, objective utterance is alien to the 
prophet. He dwells upon God’s inner motives, not only upon His historical decisions. He discloses 
a divine pathos, not just a divine judgment. The pages of the prophetic writings are filled with 
echoes of divine love and disappointment, mercy and indignation. The God of Israel is never 
impersonal. This divine pathos is the key to inspired prophecy. God is involved in the life of man. 
A personal relationship binds Him to Israel; there is an interweaving of the divine in the affairs of 
the nation. The divine commandments are not mere recommendations for man, but express 
divine concern, which, realized or repudiated, is of personal importance to Him. The reaction of 
the divine self, its manifestations in the form of love, mercy, disappointment or anger convey the 
profound intensity of the divine inwardness. (Heschel 1962, 24) 

Notice that Heschel affirms, here, both of the personalist theses that have been considered in this essay. 
For Heschel, and I would suggest for Kierkegaard and Westphal, too, without a model of God who wills, 
speaks, acts, and loves, there is no prophetic assertion that is authorized by such will, speech, act, and 
love.  

Consider Kierkegaard’s own personalist view when he suggests, and explains in detail in Works of Love, 
that love is possible only because we have been first loved by God (Kierkegaard 1995). Westphal rightly 
notes that the need for such a personal God does not count as a reason for the existence of such a 
personal God, however (Westphal 2008, 72). Again, that would be to slide over into a problematic 
objectivist apologetic enterprise. Rather, what we find is a postmodern apologetics regarding the 
coherence of one’s subjective religious existence if one wants to remain open to the possibility of 
prophecy and a God who makes love possible by first loving us. Accordingly, Westphal goes on to claim 
that “Kierkegaard’s analysis gives us a powerful rationale for hoping rather than fearing that there is a 
truly personal God, one who first loves and then commands love” (2008, 72). In line with Heschel’s 
prophetic personalism, Westphal explicitly attributes such a notion to Kierkegaard (contra the 
impersonalism found in Levinas): “Kierkegaard’s God is unambiguously personal, an interlocutor who 
would never be confused with the there is, who is other than the human other precisely by being the ‘first 
other’, the ‘other par excellence’, or the ‘absolutely other’” (Westphal 2008, 71). In contrast to Levinas, 
then, Westphal concludes, “Kierkegaard’s is the more genuinely biblical God” (2008, 71). Here we see 
Westphal arguing that if one is attempting to make sense of God in light of the Bible, and the prophetic 
dimension therein, then personalism is the most consistent view. He is not saying that it is, therefore, 
obvious or even true, but simply the better option given the biblical frame to which many philosophers 
appeal in various ways.  

For Kierkegaard, Heschel, Westphal, and the Hebrew prophets, divine personalism is worthy of our hope 
and (only?) a personal God is worthy of our trust. Rather than thinking that philosophy of religion can 
assume personalism, as so many within analytic debates seem to indicate, prophetic philosophy of 
religion argues for personalism, but not as the result of a deductive proof, but as the result of a lived 
testimony. Alternatively, rather than thinking that philosophy of religion ought to reject personalism as a 
lingering component of an outmoded onto-theology, as so many within continental debates seem to 
indicate, prophetic philosophy of religion abandons onto-theology by allowing theology to speak on its 
own terms and according to its own authority structures. In this way, prophetic philosophy of religion 
allows for the possibility of the kataphatic religious truth affirmed by historical religious communities, but 
always remembers the apophatic hesitation that should be fostered when one proclaims “thus saith the 
Lord.” 
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Prophetic philosophy of religion ultimately demonstrates that legitimate religious confidence is made 
possible when Philosophical Arrogance and Theological Reductionism are understood as lingering 
vestiges of the very scientific objectivism that (the very possibilities of) religious phenomena put in 
question.17  
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“…it is not a sacred text in the sense in which the Qur’an is sacred 
(for a Muslim would say that to read the Qur’an in English is not to 

read the Qur’an; one must read it in Arabic).” 
– P. Ricoeur1 

In this essay, I will investigate the religious scope of Ricoeurian hermeneutics for other religious 
traditions, especially for the Islamic one. It is well known that his hermeneutical insights have many 
implications to religious texts. In Ricoeur’s philosophical gestures are a lot of insights for Muslim 
scholars. Today, the Islamic world is searching for new ways to express the message of the Qur’an in the 
contemporary world. The conflict of interpretations is not peculiar to either philosophical or Biblical 
hermeneutics. There is also a conflict of interpretations surrounding the Qur’an. Indeed, it might be said 
that there is not just one kind of Islam; Islam, like other religious traditions, displays many interpretations 
and applications throughout its history. Islamic hermeneutics displays a similar diversity. Thus there are 
traditionalist and modernist, activist and mystical, moderate and extremist readings. In the middle of this 
diversity the questions arise: “Whose Islam? Which hermeneutic?” It seems that some of the main 
Ricoeurian concepts, such as distanciation and appropriation, and his depth semantics, will help to 
clarify issues in the Islamic context. I propose that there is a way to “Qur’anic Hermeneutic/s” from 
Ricoeur’s “Biblical Hermeneutic.” 

Before I begin to address the main point, let me first make some preliminary comments about the place 
of Islam in Ricoeur’s legacy. Although Ricoeur rarely refers to Islam in his works, we can follow some 
traces found there to apply a Ricoeurian gesture, the grafting of the traditions.2 One of Ricoeur’s main 
strategies is to be the philosopher of otherness. The title of Oneself as Another encapsulates this.3 
Likewise, we can ask this question: Is there any place for Islam or Islamic Philosophy in Ricoeurian 
otherness? In principle, Ricoeur was not a Europocentric philosopher. Ricoeur says,  

                                                      

1 Paul Ricoeur, “The ‘Sacred’ Text and the Community,” Figuring the Sacred: Religion, Narrative and Imagination, trans. David 
Pellauer (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1995), 68. 

2 Paul Ricoeur, The Conflict of Interpretations, ed. Don Ihde (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1974), 3. 

3 Paul Ricoeur, Oneself as Another, trans. Kathleen Blamey (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992). 

http://www.commongroundjournal.org/


 Is there a Way to ‘Qur’anic Hermeneutic/s’ from Ricoeur’s ‘Biblical Hermeneutics’? 

Common Ground Journal v12 n2 (Fall 2015) 25 

For me the philosophical task is not to close the circle, to centralize or totalize knowledge, but to 
keep open the irreducible plurality of discourse. It is essential to show how different discourses 
may interrelate or intersect, […] At a broader cultural level, we must also be wary of attending 
exclusively to Western traditions of thought, or becoming Europocentric. In emphasizing the 
importance of the Greek or Judeo-Christian traditions, we often overlook the radically 
heterogeneous discourse of the Far East, for example.4 

In the scene of philosophy, not only the Far East but also the near east, or the so called Middle East, is 
often overlooked. We can see Ricoeur trying to make an engagement with the East in order to break up 
the geographical framework in philosophy that constitutes such distinctions as Western Thought and 
non-Western Thought, with the latter seen as originating from East Asia, South Asia, the Middle East and 
Africa.5 This engagement was possible in the past and it is possible now too. In Critique and Conviction, 
Ricoeur refers to the “Judeo-Islamic-Christian golden age”:6  

[…] in the middle ages, there was a new and significant interaction between Jews, Arabs and 
Christians. And also I think that we are in fact the heirs of this encounter. […] We are all heirs of 
the transformation, to a certain extent, of the liquidation of medieval thought. It is impossible to 
think of Luther without this background of medieval thinking and where maybe for the second 
time in history Jews, Arabs and Christians crossed paths.7 

If we read Ricoeur’s writings with the same way which he reads others, we can see the hope of a new 
significant interaction between Jews, Arabs and Christians. Certainly, this is no easy task; there is a “long 
run” to be seen here. When Ricoeur is asked about Islam, he says, 

I perceive it in a purely cultural, historical manner, but I do not know it well enough, and I do not 
see what it actually adds to what I find in the extreme variety of Judaism and Christianity. But this 
is perhaps due to my ignorance […] This ignorance has to be remedied because it is here for the 
long run, alongside us and among us.8 

Up to this point, my purpose has been to provide an overview for the place of Islam in Ricoeur’s texts. 
Now I will emphasize his religious face and its importance for contemporary thought as well as for Islamic 
thought.9 

FROM THE THEOLOGICAL TURN IN FRENCH THOUGHT TO THE RE-TURNING POINT IN 

ISLAMIC THOUGHT 
As a philosopher, Ricoeur is a hermeneutical phenomenologist, and as a biblical exegete, he is an 
interpreter of the meaning of the Word. Hermeneutical philosophy and biblical interpretation are always 
related faces within Ricoeur’s thought. As a “religious philosopher” Ricoeur is an exclusive example. He 

                                                      

4 Paul Ricoeur, “The Poetics of Language and Myth,” Dialogues With Contemporary Continental Thinkers, ed. Richard Kearney 
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1989), 109. 

5 Paul Ricoeur, Main Trends in Philosophy (New York: Holmes and Meier Publisher, 1979), v. 

6 Paul Ricoeur, Critique and Conviction (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1998), 134. 

7 Paul Ricoeur, Critique and Conviction, 62. 

8 Paul Ricoeur, Critique and Conviction, 169-170. 

9 David E. Klemm, “Individuality: The Principle of Ricoeur’s Mediating Philosophy and Its Bearing on Theology of Culture,” 
Meanings in Texts and Actions: Questioning Paul Ricoeur, ed. David E. Klemm, William Schweiker (Charlottesville: University 
Press of Virginia, 1993), 275-277. 
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used Biblical concepts in the scene of philosophy, and, conversely, used philosophical concepts in the 
religious sphere. With this gesture, Ricoeur reached an original synthesis between the text and action, 
theory and practice, literature and philosophy, biblical hermeneutic and philosophical hermeneutic, and 
so on. Instead of restricting himself with one “method” he combined a lot of traditions (such as 
Continental and Analytical philosophical traditions) in a dynamic way to overcome the crises of 
philosophy. When François Azouvi asked him, “You are one of those rare philosophers who engage in a 
philosophical work and in a work of reflection in a religious nature. How do you reconcile the two 
undertakings?” Ricoeur replied,  

It seems to me that how far back I go in the past I have always walked on with two legs. It is not 
only for methodological reasons that I do not mix genres, it is because I insist on affirming twofold 
reference, which is absolutely primary for me.10 

He openly says that he constructs his arguments from the convergence of several approaches.11 
Philosophy, broadly speaking, always has binary oppositions, such as text and action, especially, 
theology and philosophy. In this regard, the place of Ricoeur is very different, because he tries to make a 
bridge between theology, or religious thought, and philosophy. Today, if there is a theological turn in 
French philosophy, in this re-turning, the role of Ricoeur’s legacy is very crucial.12 Indeed, many 
commentators pass over this aspect of Ricoeur in silence, even though it is arguably fundamental to his 
whole enterprise. The theological tone of his work is lost in studies which focus on his theory of 
interpretation.13  

These matters may be well known to Ricoeurian scholars. However, the main issue is whether these 
implications have any “beyond” to them. Here, I will try to apply and re-discover his hermeneutical 
insights in the Qur’anic context.14  

THE APPLIED MODEL OF THE BIBLICAL HERMENEUTIC FOR OTHER HERMENEUTICS 

A. The Project of Demythologization between Distanciation and Appropriation 

Ricoeur’s critiques of Rudolf Bultmann (1884-1976) offer significant insights to Muslim philosophers and 
theologians. In the contemporary Islamic world, there are some scholars that are trying to demythologize 
the Qur’an. Although Ricoeur accepts some of Bultmann’s insights, he criticizes him too as the 
necessary result of his double hermeneutic: 

We need to think through Bultmann’s work still more fully. Sometimes we must think with him and 
sometimes against him. What is not yet sufficiently thought through in Bultmann is the specifically 

                                                      

10 Paul Ricoeur, “Biblical Readings and Meditations,” Critique and Conviction (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1998), 139. 

11 Paul Ricoeur, Interpretation Theory: Discourse and the Surplus of Meaning (Fort Worth: Texas Christian University Press, 
1976), 8. 

12 Paul Ricoeur, “Experience and Language in Religious Discourse,” Phenomenology and the “Theological Turn”: The French 
Debate, ed. D. Janicaud (New York: Fordham University Press, 2000). 

13 Kevin J. Vanhoozer, Biblical Narrative in the Philosophy of Paul Ricoeur: A Study in Hermeneutics and Theology (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 1990), 3. 

14 Thinking Biblically: Penser la Bible is groundbreaking book in the scene of the philosophy. It encourages us to write a 
philosophical book such as “Thinking Qur’anic”. Paul Ricoeur-André LaCocque, Thinking Biblically: Exegetical and 
Hermeneutical Studies (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998). 
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nonmythological core of biblical and theological statements and, hence, by contrast, the 
mythological statements themselves.15  

For Ricoeur, demythologization works in reality at the level of the false rationality of myth in its explicative 
pretention.16 “I see this task,” says Ricoeur,  

therefore, at the turning point of destruction and reinterpretation, because it is the calling into 
question of the process of secularization, […] we cannot content ourselves with a task […] under 
the title of demythologization, which would consist in repudiating the cultural tools of that age 
which is no longer our own. It is necessary for us to struggle also with presupposition of modern 
man.17 

He says at the end of the Preface to Bultmann: “There is no shorter path for neutral anthropology […] but 
there is the long path of the question of being […] yes, all of this remains to be thought, not at all as a 
rejection of Bultmann or even as a mere supplement to his work, but somehow a foundation supporting 
it.”18 

There is a difference between the academic reading of sacred texts and the believer’s reading of them. 
This view is not against the academic readings; it is only to emphasize the role of the form of life during 
the reading. From the phenomenological perspective, interpretation does not intervene in the text only 
from the outside; it aims the experience the real meaning of text. In this case,  

It is not the interpreter who grasps the meaning of the text; the meaning of the text seizes him. 
When we watch a play or a game or read a novel, we do not stand above it as a subject 
contemplating an object; we are caught up in the inner movement of the thing that is unfolding—
we are seized. This is a hermeneutical phenomenon which is largely ignored by a technological 
approach to literature or biblical hermeneutic; one wrongly interprets the hermeneutical situation if 
one sees himself as a master and manipulator of the situation. On the contrary, one is a 
participator and not even quite fully that, seizes one cannot step into the situation to change it but 
is powerless to alter the fixity of the text.19  

There is a hermeneutic circle between the sacred text and its reader, but this circle is constituted by the 
object that regulates faith and the method that regulates the understanding. In this case, the exegete is 
not his own master. The task of understanding is therefore governed by what is at issue in the text 
itself.20 On the other hand, for Ricoeur, there is the hermeneutic of the Idea of Revelation.21 In this 

                                                      

15 Paul Ricoeur, “Preface to Bultmann,” Essays on Biblical Interpretation, ed. Lewis S. Mudge (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 
1980), 64. 

16 Paul Ricoeur, “The Language of Faith,” The Philosophy of Paul Ricoeur: An Anthology of His Work, ed. Charles E. Reagon 
and David Stewart (Boston: Beacon Press, 1978), 235. 

17 Paul Ricoeur, “The Language of Faith,” 227. 

18 Paul Ricoeur, “Preface to Bultmann,” 72. 

19 Richard Palmer, Hermeneutics (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1969), 248. 

20 Paul Ricoeur, “Preface to Bultmann,” 58. 

21 Paul Ricoeur, “Toward a Hermeneutic of the Idea of Revelation,” Essays on Biblical Interpretation, ed. Lewis S. Mudge 
(Philadelphia, Fortress Press, 1980). 
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regard, to interpret is to explicate the type of being-in-the-world that unfolds in front of the text.22 Hence, 
the task of philosophical hermeneutics is to be sensitive to all kinds of texts. In the case of the Qur’an, 
the text is treated as something moving rather than fixed, something that is always a step ahead of the 
interpreter, always opening onto new ground and always calling for interpretation to begin anew.23  

So what matters in [the Qur’an] is not only what lies behind the text in the form of an originating 
intention but what is in front of the text where the text is put into play. The text is always 
contemporary with its readers or listeners, that is, always oriented toward the time and 
circumstances of the interpreter. It lays open paths to the future.24 

What a reader receives is not just the sense of the text, but, through its sense, its reference, that is, the 
experience it brings to language and, in the last analysis, the world and the temporality it unfolds in the 
face of this experience.25 The task of hermeneutics is to charter the unexplored resources of the to-be-
said on the basis of the already said.26 In this regard, Ricoeur’s concept of appropriation is an existential 
category.27 In the process of appropriation,  

The exegete is not his own master; to understand is to place himself under the object which is at 
stake in the text; thus, Christian hermeneutics must be placed in motion by the announcement 
which is at stake. There is a circle. […] I will say, then, that this circle can only be broken by the 
believer in the hermeneutic when he is faithful to the community, and by the “hermeneut” in the 
believer when he does his scientific work of exegesis. This is today the dual condition of modern 
man in whom struggles both a believer and atheist; in the believer himself there confronts one 
another an adult critic and a naïve who listen to the Word.28 

At this stage, I will engage with another Ricoeurian concept, namely, depth semantics, which is closely 
connected with the appropriation. 

B. The Meaning of the Text between Surface Semantics and Depth Semantics 

The Bible, for Ricoeur, is a multilayered mass of different literary traditions; a successful hermeneutics 
plumbs the depths of these textual strata and brings to light previously hidden dimensions of sedimented 
meaning. He refers to this process of excavation as a depth semantic, or semeiotic of the text.29 
According to Ricoeur, the task of the generalized hermeneutic, a hermeneutic with a double edge and 

                                                      

22 Paul Ricoeur, “The Hermeneutical Function of Distanciation,” From Text to Action, trans. Kathleen Blamey and John B. 
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double function, a double operation30 is precisely to be sensitive to this depth semantic. In this well-
known passage, Ricoeur says, 

The depth semantics of a text is not what the author intended to say, but what the text is about, 
that is, the non-ostensive reference of the text. And the non-ostensive reference of the text is the 
kind of world opened up by the depth semantics of the text. Therefore, what we want to 
understand is not something hidden behind the text, but something disclosed in front of it. […] to 
understand a text is to follow its movement from sense to reference, from what it says to what it 
talks about.31  

For Ricoeur, religious language is a polyphonic language,32 so it cannot be reduced to just one level, 
whether it is either by the believer or by the academic reader. In the same way, while the social and 
historical context of the Qur’an needs to be taken into account,33 if we look only at these conditions we 
cannot understand the text. What we want to understand is something disclosed in front of the text and 
its movement from sense to reference, from what it says to what it talks about. 

Here, I will compare Ricoeur’s depth semantics with a well-known medieval Muslim philosopher, Abu 
Hamid Muhammad al-Ghazzali (1059-1111). He seems to emphasize the same point with Ricoeur:  

It were no marvel if the students of the realities underlying the terminology were puzzled by the 
multiplicity of these terms, and imagined a corresponding multiplicity of ideas. But he to whom the 
realities beneath the terms are disclosed makes the ideas primary and the terms secondary: 
while inferior minds take the opposite course. To them the term is the source from which the 
reality proceeds.34 

Ghazzali was not entirely consistent on the matter of literal and figurative hermeneutics. On occasions, 
he insisted that one can provide both an allegorical interpretation and a literal one simultaneously. He 
believed both can coexist in creative tension, without contradiction. So, beneath semantics, in Ghazzali’s 
words, or depth semantics, in Ricoeur’s, is vitally important for understanding sacred texts such as the 
Qur’an. In this regard, the meaning of the Qur’an is perpetually new for any of those who recite it.35 And, 
it is accepted as a shoreless ocean, so there is always a surplus of meaning.36  

RICOEUR’S LEGACY: BETWEEN THE DESTRUCTION AND RECONSTRUCTION 
In conclusion, Ricoeur always lived in the between, and I see his legacy lying between destruction and 
reconstruction. He never chose just deconstruction or reconstruction. In conceiving hermeneutics with a 
double edge, he binds in an indivisible way the de-construction of religious language and the restoration 

                                                      

30 Paul Ricoeur, “The Hermeneutics of Testimony,” 148. 
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of meaning capable of giving a language to faith.37 His importance as a contemporary philosopher lies in 
this philosophical gesture. He designed himself juxtaposed to the external critique and the eternal 
critique. He made an organic connection between them and incorporated them together in the struggle 
for the language of faith.38  

It is an effort to struggle against idols, and, consequently, it is destructive…. Long ago this was the task 
of the second Isaiah when he tied the preaching of Yahweh to the fight against the Balls, and 
consequently joined iconoclasm to preaching. But we understand better that this task of destruction 
pertains also to the act of listening, which is finally the positive aspect of hermeneutics. What we wish is 
to hear through this destruction is a more original and primal word, that is, to let speak a language which 
though addressed to us we no longer hear, which though spoken to us we can no longer speak.39 

If we look by means of this double edge, there will be always a distanciation between Ricoeur and the 
Islamic tradition. However, there will also be appropriation. In the end, if the Qur’an is a text, there will 
always be a good dialogue between Ricoeur and Muslim Scholars, sometimes deconstructive and 
sometimes reconstructive. 
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In Book II of Paradise Lost, Milton tells us that among the fallen angels in Hell there were those who 

…apart sat on a Hill retir’d, 
In thoughts more elevate, and reason’d high 
Of Providence, Foreknowledge, Will, and Fate, 
Fixt Fate, Free Will, and Foreknowledge absolute,  
And found no end, in wand’ring mazes lost.1 

Milton’s description of the futility of demonic reasoning regarding divine grace and free will could also 
serve as an epitaph for discussions of this issue within Christian theology. Ever since the Pelagian 
controversy, debates over the relationship of grace, free will, predestination, and foreknowledge have 
flared up repeatedly within Christian thought, often leading to permanent and intractable divisions. The 
parting of the ways between the Calvinist (or Reformed) and Arminian traditions within Protestantism is 
perhaps the best known example, but it is paralleled by similar divisions between Thomists and Molinists 
in Roman Catholic theology and between classical theists and open theists within contemporary 
philosophy of religion. 

In light of such permanent and seemingly irresolvable disagreements, there is good reason to ask what 
Christian thought on this issue was like before the Pelagian controversy. How were the Church Fathers 
of the first four centuries able to reconcile the apparently divergent tendencies that ultimately led to the 
rupture between Pelagius and Augustine? Were they simply naïve, not seeing that one must ultimately 
give priority either to divine initiative or to human free will? Or did they perhaps grasp something 
important that later commentators have missed? 

In this paper I wish to examine the teaching on grace and free will of St. John Chrysostom (c. 347-407). 
Although he died before the outbreak of the Pelagian controversy, Chrysostom has sometimes been 
categorized, somewhat anachronistically, as a semi-Pelagian—that is, one who believes that although 
divine help is necessary for salvation, the initium fidei, the first step toward faith, must come from us. I 
believe that such an interpretation badly distorts his view. Careful attention to his language reveals that 
his view does not fall anywhere on the traditional map of positions, whether Pelagian, semi-Pelagian, or 
Augustinian. Yet it is deeply and thoroughly biblical. For these reasons I believe that it deserves careful 
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attention, and in fact that it may point the way beyond some of the sharp divisions that currently dominate 
theological discussion. 

Chrysostom was primarily a pastor and homilist rather than a systematic theologian. Since he did not 
leave any sustained work on grace and free will, his views must be gleaned from passages scattered 
throughout his homilies. Fortunately a number of studies have already done the necessary scholarly 
spadework, paving the way for a more reflective consideration of the issues.2 

Chrysostom recognizes that in any free act, the point at which the human contribution ends and God’s 
begins is hard to pick out. Nonetheless he insists that there must be a boundary of some kind, for 
otherwise we would have free will in name only. Here is a fairly typical statement: 

All indeed depends on God, but not in such a way that our free will (to autexousion) is 
hindered…. It is both up to us (eph’ hēmin) and up to Him (ep’ autōi). For we must first choose 
the things that are good, and when we have chosen, then He brings in His own part. He does not 
anticipate our acts of will, lest our free will should suffer indignity; but when we have chosen, then 
He brings great assistance.3 

Chrysostom then raises as a possible objection the famous statement of St. Paul in Romans, “it depends 
not upon man’s will or exertion, but upon God’s mercy” (9:16). His reply is that Paul here uses the 
common idiomatic device in which one who is the author of the greater part of a work is said to be its 
sole cause, as when a house is said to be an architect’s doing even though in fact he only designed it. 
Paul’s purpose, he says, is “that we should not be lifted up . . . Even though you run (he would say), even 
though you excel, do not consider the well-doing your own; for if you do not obtain the impulse from 
above, all is to no purpose.”4 

It is easy to see from these passages why Chrysostom has been considered a semi-Pelagian. He says 
that “we must first choose the things that are good,” and only then does God offer assistance. However 
much he goes on to emphasize the need for divine assistance and the impiety of ascribing to oneself any 
good result, his language seems to leave the ultimate initiative in human hands. If this is indeed what he 
intends, then it is hard to see how he can give any real weight to divine election and predestination. 

As we will see in a moment, there is evidence that Chrysostom’s view is more subtle than these 
passages would suggest. First, however, let us pause to consider what we mean in speaking of an act of 
choice, and how complex such an act truly is. This will prove essential to recognizing the true value of 
Chrysostom’s thought.  

There are at least two sources of complexity in the act of choice. First, whether one wants something 
depends on the way it is described, or, more precisely, the way one describes it to oneself. I want to eat 
the piece of pie before me; I do not want to eat the several hundred calories before me. I want to do 
whatever it takes to become a fine scholar; I do not want to spend the evening studying Greek. And so 
on. We are all familiar with how the multitude of ways in which the same action can be described 
                                                      

2 See Ernest Jauncey, The Doctrine of Grace up to the End of the Pelagian Controversy (London: S.P.C.K., 1925), 166-72; E. 
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The Divine Apostle: The Interpretation of St. Paul’s Epistles in the Early Church (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1967), 106-08. 

3 Chrysostom, Homilies on Hebrews 12.3 (PG 63 99); tr. Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, First Series (= NPNF) (Grand 
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introduces complexity into our decisions. Sometimes the choice of how to act has to be preceded by a 
deliberate decision to think of the action in one way rather than another; thus I focus on the calories the 
pie contains, and not its other features, as I choose to forego. At other times we are unable to choose 
between the different ways of regarding the action, and we drift in indecision, or allow our very lack of 
decision to make the choice by default. I cannot decide whether my desire to learn Greek outweighs my 
disinclination to work this evening, and so I let my attention wander, and soon events intervene to 
remove the decision from me.  

The dependence of choice on description is one source of complexity. Another is that our willing is 
reflexive, and indeed multiply so. I can want to want something (or not to want it), or even want to want to 
want it, and so on. Philosophers who have discussed this phenomenon speak of first- and second-, or 
even higher, order desires.5 Thus I may not want to pray at the moment, but I want to want to pray; I 
realize that the desire is a good one, and that my lack of it is a fault. Interestingly, how these second-
order desires translate to the first order varies from case to case. Sometimes one can want to want 
something without thereby actually wanting it; for example, I might want to want to eat only healthy foods, 
in the sense that I recognize that this would be an excellent desire to have, and sincerely wish that I did 
have it, without in any sense actually possessing it. On the other hand, there are cases where to want to 
want something is tantamount to wanting the thing itself. To return to the example of prayer, if I want to 
want to pray, do not I thereby, in a sense, want to pray? The problem is not sheer lack of desire; it is that 
the desire is present but undeveloped, and needs to be actively expressed. Often in such a case one can 
cultivate the desire by acting as if one already had it. A character in Tristram Shandy remarks, “I kiss my 
father not because I love him, but in order that I may love him.” That captures nicely the complexity of 
human desire: there is what we want and what we want to want, and we continually act with an eye 
toward both sets of desires. 

I hope these remarks will make it apparent that the question of whether the act of faith originates with us 
or with God may not have a simple answer. What, after all, is the act of faith? Is it believing, or wanting to 
believe—or perhaps even wanting to want to believe? And believing in what, or whom? What, for 
example, of one who comes to believe in Christ as he was preached by the Arians? Suppose such a 
person slowly and imperceptibly comes to see that Arianism is inadequate, and that Christ must be 
acknowledged as truly God; is there some definite point on this continuum which was the initium fidei? 
And what about motive? What if someone comes to believe because he thinks that doing so will get him 
to heaven, but has no conception of its larger meaning? It might be answered that believing is not 
primarily a matter of intellectual assent, but of living in faith. But how much faith, and how consistently 
expressed? If it is fundamentally a way of life that matters, and not an act of assent, then why must belief 
in God be involved at all? Could not the desire to live a moral life, which often exists long before any act 
of assent, itself be the initium fidei? 

My purpose here is not to answer these questions. It is to suggest that, until they and others like them 
are answered, the question of whether the beginning of faith lies with us or with God simply has no 
definite meaning. It is like asking whether books are better than movies, or whether government 
programs help or hurt the poor; one can answer the question only by assuming that its terms have been 
given definite meaning, when in fact they could equally well be taken in countless different ways. In its 
place I would propose a somewhat different question: in the process that culminates in faith, how do the 
human and divine contributions interact?  

The most illuminating passage for addressing this question is Chrysostom’s discussion of Philippians 
2:12-13. In the RSV this passage reads: “Therefore, my beloved, as you have always obeyed, so now, 
not only as in my presence but much more in my absence, work out your own salvation with fear and 
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trembling; for God is at work in you (ho energōn en humin), both to will (thelein) and to work (energein) 
for his good pleasure.” The key to understanding this passage is the verb energein, rendered here (as in 
most translations) as “to work.” Although that translation is fine for this particular context, when energein 
has an object it often takes on the more specific meaning of “to render effective” or “to energize.”6 
Chrysostom draws upon that meaning in his exegesis. He imagines a dialogue about these verses 
between the Philippians and St. Paul. The Philippians object that if it is God who energizes or makes 
effective (energei) their will, then to say that they have obeyed is meaningless, for “the whole is of God.”7 
St. Paul then replies: 

If you will (thelēsēis), then He will make your will effective (energēsei to thelein). Do not fear or be 
distressed; He gives us both the hearty desire and the accomplishment. For when we will, 
thenceforward He makes the will to grow. For instance, I determine to do something good; He 
made the good itself actual (enērgēsen auto to agathon), and through it He rendered my will 
effective (enērgēse to thelein).8 

The key point here is that it is God who makes the good that I seek real and present to me, and through 
it makes my will effective. Yet for this to be possible, I must already be seeking the good; that is, there 
must already be in me a will which is receptive to being energized by God. This does not mean that at 
any point I do the good without God’s help. The will which must be present is not an act, but merely an 
inclination or desire, and cannot become effective without divine grace. 

I believe this shows that the question of whether Chrysostom was a semi-Pelagian is a pseudo-problem. 
The question presupposes that we can meaningfully speak of what the power of human choice is like 
apart from divine grace. A semi-Pelagian (and, a fortiori, a Pelagian) is one who thinks that the will in 
such a state can choose faith, whereas the opposite view, that of Augustine, holds that it cannot. 
Chrysostom rejects the presupposition of the question. For him there is no such thing as a totally 
graceless state of the will, for all choosing is directed toward the good in some form, and that the good is 
real and present to us is the work of God. The question is always whether we will respond to the good 
that God has made present. There is no beginning to this process, and no end other than death, for it is 
the very condition of our existence. Admittedly, in making these sweeping statements I go beyond 
anything that is explicit in Chrysostom. However, such a view of the will was a commonplace of the 
eastern patristic tradition, including authors such as St. Irenaeus, Clement of Alexandria, St. Basil, and 
St. Gregory of Nyssa, and so can with some confidence be attributed to Chrysostom as well.9 

What does this imply about divine election and predestination? In light of the foregoing, much of 
Chrysostom’s view can already be anticipated. God calls us by presenting the good to us in a form that, if 
we respond to it properly, can lead us to Him. Yet our will must be receptive, and so God’s call is, as 
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Chrysostom puts it, “persuasive” (protreptikē) rather than “compulsory” (biastikē).10 Thus in reading 
Romans 8, Chrysostom takes the phrase “called according to purpose” (kata prothesin klētois, v. 28), 
which western commentators ever since Augustine have assumed must refer to God’s purpose, to refer 
instead to our purpose.11 The call is universal, but only some respond, and they are the ones “called 
according to purpose.”  

In what sense, then, does God elect some and not others? In answer Chrysostom offers the analogy of a 
horsebreeder.12 The horsebreeder alone is able to recognize the truly fine and noble horses, and 
chooses them on that basis. In the case of God’s election, what corresponds to preeminence among the 
horses is faith, virtue, and “nobility of choice”—in other words, the quality of responding, rightly and with 
perseverance, to the divine call.13 What corresponds to the horsebreeder’s special expertise is divine 
foreknowledge. Through His foreknowledge God is able to know, even as He calls us, how we will 
ultimately respond. Thus, although the call is universal, in another sense God may be said to have 
“called”—that is, effectively called—only those who ultimately will respond properly. Since God already 
knows who these people are, Scripture refers to them as the “elect” (eklektoi). 

That divine election is determined by God’s foreknowledge of our free response was, of course, virtually 
the unanimous teaching of the entire Church prior to Augustine.14 Nonetheless, taken alone it is not fully 
adequate. By subordinating divine election to divine foreknowledge it seems to render the very concept 
of election unnecessary. One may reasonably ask why, if in referring to election the Scriptural authors 
really intended to refer to God’s foreknowledge of our future response, they did not say so? Why 
introduce the potentially misleading concept of election, which at least seems to suggest a preference for 
some over others? And why does St. Paul in Romans 9 base his argument on examples where God 
seems actively to reject certain persons, as in hardening Pharaoh’s heart and choosing Jacob over 
Esau? Surely these examples are meant to emphasize the initiative and selectivity of the divine will. It 
does not seem adequate to think of the divine initiative purely in terms of a call given to all, to which only 
some respond. 

At this point we can usefully draw on an idea which is implicit, but not always emphasized, in 
Chrysostom’s text. It would be a mistake to think that all references in Scripture to election or 
predestination have to do with the election of individuals to salvation. That is an assumption that 
Augustine, among others, generally made, and the main tradition of western theology has followed him. 
However, if that were St. Paul’s subject in Romans, then it would hardly be appropriate that he chose as 
his examples God’s rejection of Esau and the hardening of Pharaoh’s heart. After all, we have no definite 
knowledge regarding whether either Esau or Pharaoh ultimately was saved. What we know instead is 
how God chose to use them within salvation history—by continuing the line of Israel through Jacob 
rather than Esau, and by “getting glory” upon Pharaoh. In fact, when one steps back and looks at the 
larger context of Romans 9-11, it is plain that the subject of chapter 9 is not which individuals will be 
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saved, but the fate of Israel as the chosen people. Paul wishes to explain how it is possible, given the 
promises God made to Abraham and his offspring, that Israel has now seemingly been rejected in favor 
of the Gentiles. His answer is that the corporate election of Israel has not been revoked, but that there is 
now added to it a corporate election of the Gentiles, or rather, of those who believe from among the 
Gentiles. The effect of this is not to replace Israel, but to “graft” the believing Gentiles onto the tree of 
Israel in place of its broken branches (11:19). What has been foreknown and predetermined from all the 
ages is simply that God would, at the proper time and in the proper way, graft the believing Gentiles onto 
the tree. Nothing follows from this about the salvation of any individual.  

To recognize that Paul’s subject is God’s act of corporate election seems to me the essential 
complement to recognizing that election is dependent upon foreknowledge. Only by combining both 
points can one recognize the element of divine initiative in the act of election, without thereby rendering 
election something arbitrary and inscrutable.15 Chrysostom’s exegesis of Romans, although it is not fully 
explicit on this subject, is certainly compatible with such a view. He recognizes that God’s rejection of 
Esau was not tantamount to eternal condemnation, but had to do rather with which of the two brothers 
would serve the other.16 Likewise he recognizes that Pharaoh was chosen by God, not for damnation, 
but for a particular role in history.17 He carefully explains, “if Pharaoh was not saved, it was entirely owing 
to his own will, since, as for what concerns God, he had no less than those who were saved.”18 He also 
emphasizes that the passage on the potter and the clay (Rom. 9:20-23) is not to be taken as indicating a 
difference in creation, as if God had created some for damnation. Instead it indicates God’s “sovereignty 
over the dispensations”—that is, that “God, out of the same race of men, punishes some and honors 
others.”19 Finally, he takes the passage on election in Ephesians 1 to pertain to “the things concerning 
us,” where “us” refers to the Church. He explains, “This is a point which he [Paul] is anxious to prove in 
almost all his epistles, that the things concerning us are not novel, but have been prefigured from the 
very first, and are not the result of any change purpose, but have been foreordained and are the result of 
a divine dispensation.”20 

At the same time, nothing in this reading requires that all Scriptural references to election are about 
corporate election. The Gospels present a different context from that of the Pauline letters, for in the 
Gospels the discussion generally takes place among Jews who have from a young age been taught the 
Law of Moses. The inclusion of gentiles within the chosen people is not at issue. It makes perfect sense 
in this context to think of all as having been called, but only some as having been effectively called, that 
is, as having freely responded with obedience and faith. That is how Chrysostom takes the verses about 
being drawn by the Father in the Gospel of John (6:37, 44), as well as the statement of our Lord to the 
disciples that “to you it has been given to know the secrets of the kingdom of heaven” (Matt. 13:11).21 
Both indicate that Jesus’ own followers are those who have been effectively called.  

                                                      

15 For further discussion of corporate election see John Breck, “The New Testament Concept of Election,” Salvation in Christ: A 
Lutheran-Orthodox Dialogue, 151-58; Jerry L. Walls and Joseph R. Dongell, Why I Am Not a Calvinist (Downers Grove, Illinois: 
InterVarsity Press, 2004), 75-94. 

16 Chrysostom, Homilies on Romans 16.5 (PG 60 555; NPNF vol. 11, 464). 

17 Chrysostom, 16.8 (PG 60 560; NPNF vol. 11, 468). 

18 Chrysostom, 16.9 (PG 60 561; NPNF vol. 11, 469). 

19 Chrysostom, 16.8 (PG 60 559; NPNF vol. 11, 468). 

20 Chrysostom, Homilies on Ephesians 1.2 (PG 62 12; NPNF vol. 13, 51). 

21 See Chrysostom, Homilies on John 47.2-3 (PG 59 265-66; NPNF vol. 14, 170); Homilies on Matthew 45.1 (PG 58 471-72; 
NPNF vol. 10, 285).  
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The thread uniting Chrysostom’s thought on these diverse topics—God as active in every act of choice, 
divine “election” of individuals as synonymous with foreknowledge, and corporate election—is divine 
goodness. Because God is good He actively and continually presents the good to us, thereby respecting 
human freedom while working without ceasing to bring us to salvation. In His goodness He calls all, but 
because of that same goodness He respects human freedom, meaning that only some are effectively 
called. Likewise, because He is good He has foreordained from the beginning of time to extend salvation 
to both Jews and Gentiles.  

At the root of Chrysostom’s view there is thus a serene confidence in divine goodness. In fact, one can 
put this point more strongly: Chrysostom, like all the Greek Fathers, believed not only that God is good, 
but that God is the Good, the transcendent source and paradigm of all that is good within creation.22 In 
light of this conviction, it was simply unthinkable for them that God would save some and damn others in 
a way that is incompatible with basic standards of justice. They saw no conflict here with God’s sovereign 
control over human destiny, for it is precisely part of the power of a true sovereign to respect his subjects’ 
freedom. 

The long and acrimonious debates over grace, predestination, and free will have not only failed to 
maintain this confidence in divine goodness; they have, in their own way, done much to undermine it. 
Christian theology today would be well advised to follow Chrysostom in taking as its lodestar in this 
matter a fundamental conviction in the goodness of God. 
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22 See on this point “The Cappadocian Fathers as Founders of Byzantine Thought” (above, n. 9). 
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Abstract The process and the methodology which the Mut’azila adopted in order to analyze, on the one 
hand, the human’s rational abilities and, on the other hand, the influence of this ability in understanding and 
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The issue of human freedom of thought in Islam cannot be discussed without referring to the early 
Islamic rational school al-Mu’tazila. They were the first to recognize that the human plays an important 
role in understanding and interpreting religion. The questions around human free will were discussed in 
the early 8th century within a political context. Predestination was initiated by the Umayyad Caliphs (r. 
658-750 CE) and their theologians in order to strengthen their political position. They supported their 
theory of predestination through selected Qur’anic verses. Predestination propaganda aimed to reinforce 
Umayyad political existence in an environment which was critical of their rule and their expansion policy.1 
The oppositions were gathered in the group of the early rational theologian al-Hasan al-Basri who 
discussed the importance of human free will in order to emphasize human responsibility. In his famous 
letter to the Caliph, al-Basri argues against predestination, criticizing the method of his theologians in 
selecting Qur’anic verses and isolating them from their wider context in order to support the Umayyad’s 
claim for political superiority. Already at this early period of the early 8th century al-Hasan considered that 
the message of the Qur’an must be recognized as a whole coherent unity. God’s main message is to 
guide the people towards an ethical life which leads to final rewards. This can only be reached through 
the existence of freedom of choice, which is created in all humans. This debate is considered as the 
earliest attempt to form rational Islamic theology. 

The actual discussion of human free will, however, started when the Mu’tazila in the Abbasid period,2 
began to build up a theological system based on this concept. They argued that humans cannot fulfil 
God’s commands and prohibitions unless they are able to do an act and its opposite. This ability of 
choice to act righteously or to preform evil is the basic criterion for divine judgment. Later this discussion 
took a wider scientific root mainly to question the abilities of the human to perceive God’s character and 
his law. Earliest research questions for the Mu’tazila were formed as follows:  

• Which abilities do humans possess in deciding between different choices?  

• Do we need a revealed text in order to prove the existence of God? 

                                                      

1 Muhammad Shaban, Islamic History: A.D. 600 to 750, New Interpretation, vol. I (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1971). 

2 The Abbasids were a Caliph dynasty who ruled from Baghdad the Islamic empire which extended from North India to Morocco. 
They ruled from 750 to1250 CE. This period is divided in two parts: the flowering period 750-950 and the downfall from 950-
1250.  

http://www.commongroundjournal.org/
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• How can we be confident that a certain text is revealed?  

• Do humans have the capacities to understand the intentions of a religious (divine) text? And 
finally  

• Can we reach the knowledge about the essential character of God and how can this knowledge 
influence our reading of holy texts? 

These questions were the starting point in building up the Mu’taziite theology and their hermeneutic 
approach to the Qur’an. The above questions form the different steps which the person should reflect 
upon in dealing with the question of why should I believe in God and how can this belief change my life. 
Within these two questions lies the theology of the Mu’tazilites. First, one should reflect on how believing 
in God does help me to perceive the world and create a new Weltanschauung. Then one should reflect 
on the characteristics of God and build up for him/herself a coherent image of God. For them God does 
not do any evil or guides to it. (He)3 is a pure goodness whose aim is to benefit all creatures and reward 
those who increase goodness and reject all forms of evilness. These noble aims unveil God’s justice 
which rejects all forms of tyranny and oppression. This realization of the essence of God changes our 
reading of holy texts and our perception of religion. However, this kind of theology is based on their 
epistemological theory which, on the one hand, claims that all humans have the mental capacity to reflect 
and reach the truth and, on the other hand, it emphasizes the importance of reflection and being critical 
and rejects blind following a master or tradition.4 

This paper will not go through all these questions; however, they will be somehow integrated in the 
overall discussion. I will concentrate here on the process and the methodology which the Mut’azila 
adopted in order to analyze, on the one hand, the human’s rational abilities and, on the other hand, the 
influence of this ability in understanding and interpreting religion. I am here, therefore, mainly concerned 
with their epistemological theory in its connection to religiosity.  

Let me start here our discussion by examining their concept of rationality and then move to looking at 
what do they mean by rational and religious obligation.  

I. RATIONALITY 
Rationality for the Mu’tazila is a condition of being a human. The rational person is everyone who comes 
to the age of mental maturity Kamel al-’aql. This age (probably of 14 years old) denotes the capacity of 
possessing basic necessary knowledge and the power of intuition which designate the age of human 
responsibility. This means for them: to fulfil what the human is created for. Their argument here is that 
the human is created with certain rational capacities: 1) self-evident knowledge which is shared among 
all humans; 2) the ability to reach results through reflections and to choose between two opposite 
options. These abilities are conditions for possessing free will since the act of choosing between different 
possibilities requires some basic knowledge about the different choices and the ability to differentiate 
between them. Further one should be able to reflect on these choices and finally to reach an own 
decision. This process demands certain rationality which to some extent is created in all humans. This 
freedom of choice supports the concept of the religious reward and punishment. However, if God 
demands from us good deeds then (he) must provide the above abilities as equipment in the process of 
forming and making decisions. This process points out the character of the creator as a rational agent 
whose acts have certain purposes. Human freedom of act and thought is the condition for divine justice. 
God can only judge justly when the humans are given the freedom to act against (his) commandments. 

                                                      

3 For avoiding using the masculine form for God I will place the masculine divine pronoun in parentheses here and elsewhere in 
the article. 

4 See my book, God and Humans in Islamic Thought (London: Routledge, 2011), 43-45. 
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God, therefore, is not an unconditional free agent but in a sense is obliged to provide humans with the 
necessary tools for the process of making decisions. These tools fall under the following categories:  

1. The power and ability to act. 

2. The five senses of perception. 

3. The ability of reflection. 

4. sekun al-Nafs the peace of mind  

In order to understand their concept of free thinking, I will here examine the above four tools and their 
importance in the process of thinking.5 

1. The power and the ability to act istita’a. 

The question of providing the power to act was accepted by both the Mu’tazila and their rivals the Ash’ari 
theologians. A human cannot act without having the power to do so. This power for both parties is given 
by an outside agent (God). The difference here between them is that while the Ash’aris believe that God 
causes this power in the time of the act, the Mu’tzila differentiate between powers which are provided 
together with the act and others which are given a long time before the act. They also differentiate 
between the power of the limbs and the power of the mind. The power of the limbs is received in the time 
of the act while the act of the mind is given sometime before the act. The power of choice, which belongs 
to the latter category, is a condition which is created in all of us in an early age and is the condition for 
free will. Thus, the power to act freely comes under the tools which God offers the human in order to start 
the rational journey.  

2. The five senses. 

The sensible perception for the Mut’azila provides the human with the highest form of conviction. This 
perception, idrak, is not a spiritual process but is accomplished only through the body. The process of 
thinking starts when the outside world contacts the body through the senses. The defect of one or more 
of these senses does not influence this ability, but it reduces its speed rather than its intensity. Sensible 
information is one of the strongest reliable sources of information for the Mu’tazila: when I see Zaid then 
he is definitely there. Therefore, sensible knowledge comes under necessary elementary knowledge, ‘ilm 
darury. ‘Abd al-Jabbar, the famous eleventh century theologian, argues that our eyes see the reality; 
therefore, the Mu’tazila call the process of knowledge Nazar which literally means seeing. The idea here 
is to reach the kind of certain knowledge, yaqin, which corresponds to the seen reality. 

3. Rational intuition. 

Rational intuition is a certain knowledge which is known necessarily and immediately and it qualifies the 
person as someone6 who is able to reflect and acquire knowledge.7  

                                                      

5 El Kaisy-Friemuth, God and Humans, 55. 

6 El Kaisy-Friemuth, God and Humans, 54-8. Here ‘Abd al-Jabbar explains the idea of kamal al-’aql which is one of the 
qualification of being mukallaf. He says that al-’aql is certain reliable knowledge which happens in a person without use of the 
senses or acquired knowledge. The word ‘aql comes from yu’qil al-naqa, which means to hinder the camel from moving. It is 
used here metaphorically, ‘Abd al-Jabbar explains, and refers to knowledge which is basic and does not change, like the basic 
knowledge of ethical rules or the knowledge of basic general rules which are always true. See ‘Abd al-Jabbad, Al-Mughni, XI, 
Cairo: Wizārat al-Thaqāfah wa-al-Irshād al-Qawmī, al-Idārah al-`Āmmah lil-Thaqāfah, 1960-68, pp. 379-80 and p. 386. See also 
Peters, God´s Created Speech (Leiden: Brill, 1976), 83. 

7 ‘Abd al-Jabbar, Al-Mughni, volume XI, 375. 
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However, the knowledge which is referred to here as ‘rational intuition’ is of two kinds: 1. self-evident 
knowledge such as one thing cannot exist in two places, or that the whole is greater than the part. 2. 
General basic ethical rules which are known to us through intuitions. Most Mu’tazilis believe that there 
are many ethical rules which are known to us immediately, for example that lying or wrongdoing are evil. 
In addition, other acts such as paying back debts are known to all rational people immediately as good 
and dutiful.8 However, details of the acts which come under these basic moralities can only be acquired 
through methods of reflection. Mu’tazila faced severe criticism from their Ash’ari opponents, who rejected 
the universal acknowledgement of this kind of knowledge. For them, ethical rules are mainly known to us 
through the revealed text.9 Thus it seems here that the Mu’tazila believe in the existence of a kind of 
reliable knowledge which is revealed to the mind and denotes the first step which guides to true 
knowledge.  

4. Sekun al-Nafs, tranquillity of the soul. 

The decisive element for examining the correctness of knowledge, for the Mu’tazila, is whether this 
knowledge produces tranquillity of mind and soul sukūn al-nafs. Al-nafs here probably means the whole 
person or what is difficult to locate in any particular place in a person. Immobility sukūn here means that 
the conviction about a certain problem has reached a level in which the person is assured that he/she 
reached the right decision.10 

All the above mentioned rational tools indicate that humans possess reliable information about the world 
and that they never start an inquiry from nothing. This primary fact demonstrates for the Mu’tazila that all 
humans are created with certain abilities in order that they can investigate the world they live in and its 
creator. This for them is the first and highest duty which every person in all cultures and religions must 
perform. This is the rational obligation which precedes the religious obligation. 

These four tools mentioned above are the basis upon which rational knowledge is built. Thus, rational 
knowledge for them starts from the primary immediate knowledge provided by the senses, the self-
evident knowledge and knowledge reached through intuition. Reflection happens through developing 
arguments based on necessary knowledge and intuitions by using different syllogistic logics (qias). 
Knowledge resulting from this method is tested by sekun al-Nafs which signifies certainty.11 Reflection, 
Nazar, is a very important kind of knowledge because it is the only channel through which we can reach 
knowledge of God. For the Mu’tazila God’s existence cannot be proved by revelation, because revelation 
can only be accepted when it is proved to be from God.12 Therefore, rational knowledge for them is not 
mainly a good exercise of the mind but is an obligation for all humans. All people will be judged in the last 
day on whether or not they tested rationally the existence of God and led an ethical moral life.  

II. Rationality and religious knowledge 

The Mu’tazilites also argue that revelation can only be accepted after proving the existence of God and 
exploring (his) attributes which guide us to understand that God in (his) mercy Lutf has sent prophets and 
revealed messages in order to assist the humans in their understanding of their rational obligations. 
Revealed knowledge for them is the confirmation of rational knowledge. It also demonstrates the duties 
which can only be known through a sacred law such as all forms of worships.  

                                                      

8 ‘Abd al-Jabbar, Al-Mughni, XI, 384. 

9 Hourani, George, Islamic Rationalism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1971), 22-3. 

10 Hourani, Rationalism, 18. 

11 A. ‘Uthman, Sharh al-Usul al-Khamsa (Cairo: Maktabat wahba, 1996), 39. 

12 A. ‘Uthman, 88-9. 
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The content of revealed knowledge, as of all kinds of knowledge, must have a rational ground which 
proves its claims because a commandment to the Mu’tazila is obligatory not only because it is from God 
but because of its coherent and comprehensible content. Thus, revealed knowledge must follow the 
same fundamental basis as rational knowledge. In the main revealed knowledge as a whole provides the 
peace of mind sekun al-Nafs on what we knew about God rationally.  

Thus, to understand the Qur’an, for a Mu’tazili commentator, requires first the study of a certain 
theological corpus which provides him/her with an overall important guidance in understanding its 
message. For example, the Mu’tazila prove in their theology that God’s acts are all good and, 
consequently, evil acts cannot be attributed to Him. In this way the Qur’an must be interpreted to support 
human’s free will. According to their theology, God’s judgements in the Qur’an are also all just and 
therefore (he) does not command what humans are not able to accomplish taklif ma la yutaq. 
Consequently, (he) does not punish the children or the mentally handicapped. All these are important 
concepts which influence our interpretation of the Qur’an. Moreover, they also insist that God’s character 
in the Qur’an is coherent and demonstrate (his) Justice; therefore, the Qur’an must be interpreted to 
unveil this certain unity.  

Mu’tazilite rationality and particularly their view of how to interpret the Qur’an on the basis of theological 
concepts influenced greatly many modern Muslim thinkers. In his Qur’an interpretation, Muhammad 
‘Abdu (d. 1905 CE) considered that the Qur’an must be read in the light of a coherent message which 
assure its unity. For him the Qur’an is the source for social justice and it preaches the well-fare of the 
society al-Maslaha al-Ijtima’iyya. One of his main concerns in this regard was the problem of polygamy in 
the Qur’an. Following the Mu’tazila methodology of identifying the ethical theory before interpreting the 
Qur’an, ‘Abdu discusses the problem of polygamy and its dangerous consequences on the society. As a 
result he argues in many writings against its application. He gives a long interpretation of the polygamy 
verse 4:3, “And if ye fear that ye will not deal fairly by the orphans, marry of the women, who seem good 
to you, two or three or four; and if ye fear that ye cannot do justice (to so many) then one (only) or (the 
captives) that your right hands possess. Thus it is more likely that ye will not do injustice” and insists that 
the condition here is Justice. He then turns to verse 129 “Ye will not be able to deal equally between 
(your) wives, however much ye wish (to do so)” from the same Sura and explains that this verse declares 
that no one can achieve justice among wives. Thus the Qur’an, for Abdu, forbids polygamy and allows it 
only in very restricted conditions.  

Fazlure Rahman, the famous Pakistani scholar, is another modern thinker whose writings carry strong 
Mu’tazili principles. Rahman in both of his books Islam and the Major Themes of the Qur’an attempted to 
reform many Islamic concepts in Pakistan searching for connecting Islam with modern culture and 
western challenges. He considers that the Qur’an needs to be re-read in a new context. He asks how to 
move the Qur’an from its Meccean and Medinan historical setting to speak to us today. For doing this, 
Rahman recognizes two steps: 1. understanding the Qur’an in its original context which assures correct 
apprehension, 2. reaching principals and timeless guidance in Qur’an and applying them in our context 
today. These two movements are very important to ensure correct and full comprehension. In doing this 
we recognize, Rahman insists, that the Qur’an consists of two parallel levels: the contingent and the 
eternal. The contingent level is connected to the moralities and culture in which the Qur’an is read. The 
second level is the universal one which unveils ethical and theological concepts which are applied to 
everybody such as social equality, justice, and rejection of exploitation. 

These two thinkers and many others were directly influenced by the thinking of the Mu’tazilites who 
support a critical approach to religion and insist on the noble intention of the text which emerges and 
manifests the character of God as a pure goodness and justice.  
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CONCLUSION 
The Mu’tazilite methodology as explained here unveils their critical mind of searching for the truth without 
paying much attention to traditions or narrow interpretation of religion. Their firm belief in the integrity of 
the human intellect and its ability to reach the truth is rooted in their conviction that our mind is created 
with this capacity. The guarantee that we can reach certainty, yaqin, through rational knowledge 
emerges from their principle that God has provided us with all important rational tools in order to use 
them in the rational inquiry. Therefore, they base their method on both divine and human wisdom. 
Humans are created with searching minds which enable them to test the truth. The human, therefore, is 
able to recognize the voice of the divine intuition and the assurance of the sukn al-nafs and to use these 
in building a rational system which guides them to correctly interpret God’s message. The discovery of 
‘Abd al-Jabbar’s great work al-Mughni in Yemen in the fifties, made it possible for many modern Muslims 
such as M. Abdu, Rahman, Nasr Abu Zaid, Muhammad Arkoun, Farid Eseck and many others to 
continue their unforgotten work. 
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Abstract Philosophizing poses both extrinsic and intrinsic issues for religion. The extrinsic is concern 
over being led astray. However, given our culture's challenges, philosophy's speculative nature is 
comparatively supportive of religion. Other extrinsic issues are existential in character, perhaps pivotal, but 
not necessary. But there is also an intrinsic issue: If philosophy is religiously valuable it risks overrunning 
classical religious content in pursuit of religion's own ideals. The solution to this paradox distinguishes 
between working within the internal content of religion and furthering its values from without. When 
speculative thought is afforded free reign, philosophizing involves oscillation between actual beliefs and 
external vantage points. This is a different model to philosophy working within religious axioms. The dance 
within and between these models is an expression of a religious personality which combines both modes of 
existence. Thus they coalesce, and the dance itself is an expression of relationship with God. 
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I 
Religious defenses of philosophical enterprise can prove fascinatingly revealing. Rabbi Moses Isserles 
(1525-1572), arguably the leading Ashkenazi rabbinic authority of all time, was reproached for his 
incorporation of Aristotelian content in rulings of Jewish law. His lengthy self-defense includes the 
curious claim that he studies philosophy in his spare-time only, such as on the Sabbath and Jewish 
festivals!1 The two halves of this assertion seem to stand in logical disjunction. If philosophy is found to 
be sufficiently spiritually rewarding to constitute the Sabbath reading of the greatest rabbi in Europe, why 
need it be relegated and restricted to his free-time? If this is mere apologetics, it is so revealing as to 
seem naïve. Rather, Rabbi Isserles’s statement candidly reflects the intrinsic religious tension latent in 
philosophical interest. Namely, that if speculative thought is considered to be of any religious value at all, 
it is for that very reason likely to be of the utmost value. Whatever argument legitimizes it most probably 
also idealizes it. Ergo, its very legitimization runs the risk of eclipsing classical religious study and 
concerns. And so, from the opposite perspective, granting Philosophy secondary religious status 
contradicts the very rationale of its legitimization. This I shall call: the paradox of inherent value.  

The paradox of inherent value is an intrinsic problem; it is internal to the nature of Philosophy as a 
religious virtue. If Philosophy is worthwhile at all it would seem to be so worthwhile as to be unable to find 
a proportional place within religious observance. I believe that this is the central issue – at least from 
those Jewish perspectives that value the study of philosophy – and that it is wrongly sidelined by 
extrinsic concerns. I shall return to it shortly, and consider how a religious mindset responds to the 
challenges that it fosters. First, however, we should relate and respond to the typical extrinsic concerns 
that arise from philosophical inquiry. It is important to acknowledge that the majority of Jewish sages over 
the ages have been antipathetic to the study of Philosophy. Those who take this stance generally cite 

                                                      

1 Responsa of Rabbi Moses Isserles 7 (Jerusalem: Yerid Hasefarim, 2004). 
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extrinsic reservations. These usually center round a general concern over being misled and turned away 
from religious doctrine and practice by the free spirit of speculative thought.  

In his defense of his study of Philosophy, Rabbi Isserles puts forth another curious argument, this time 
relating to this extrinsic concern. He notes that if the danger of being misled is the concern, then religious 
mysticism is likely to prove more worrisome than secular philosophy.2 In other words, danger is not 
exclusive to secular disciplines. On the contrary, religion itself offers its own internal challenges. If 
Philosophy’s offence is due to its nature as abstract thought, then its religious counterpart is more prone 
to offend. This claim feeds into a similar modern cultural truism: religious challenges are not particular to 
the sophisticated elements of secular culture. The mass culture in which we live, and to which we are 
constantly exposed, is more antipathetic to religion than philosophical analysis. If being led astray is the 
concern, then Philosophy’s abstract and refined nature actually dampens this unwarranted effect. This I 
shall call: the comparative defense.  

II 
Before dwelling upon the theme of comparison we should clarify what exactly we are comparing. What 
do we mean by the term ‘philosophy’ when we assess its religious value and challenges? Set against the 
theology mindset that grows out of religious experience, philosophy can be defined as cognitive 
engagement of an alternative mode of existence, that of pure speculation per se. It is not dependent 
upon criteria of belief. In other words, it is free of constraints arising from acquired relationships within the 
cosmos, whether through personal experience or revelation. In a sense, the ignition of all religious belief 
is purely philosophical.3 The mind then becomes enchanted with what it finds; it enters a relationship of 
faith. Nevertheless, notwithstanding this pure and natural definition of Philosophy itself, over the ages a 
body of thought has accumulated, which groups together the typical theses of the alternative options that 
such thought produces. As fruits of free speculative thought these generally have a secular ring to them, 
since they neither assume a relationship with the divine, nor axioms based on such a relationship. These 
philosophical approaches exhibit this aspect of secularity even when their authors happen to be religious 
in their own personal lives.  

The definition of Philosophy delineated here steers between two classical conceptions: that which views 
it as pure and neutral speculation, and that which views it as a compendium of skepticism. I consider 
Philosophy a pure science, but nevertheless, inevitably of a secular tendency.4 No contradiction need 
necessarily inhere between thought and belief, but the process of speculation ignores one’s particular 
and personal conceptions. Free speculative thought is devoid of relationship with the divine in the same 
sense that it is empty of relationship with one’s spouse. That’s a good reason not to philosophize about 
love before your relationship is strong. But it isn’t a reason to consider such thought out of bounds 
indefinitely. I take philosophy (in the context of religion) to connote a pure and natural speculative 
endeavor, that is necessarily and intrinsically in tension with relationship. I will return to this theme, but 
let’s first analyze the comparative defense.  

                                                      

2 Responsa of Rabbi Moses Isserles 7 (Jerusalem: Yerid Hasefarim, 2004). 

3 See Rabbi Moses Maimonides 1138-1205, Mishneh Torah, Avoda Zara, trans. Eliyahu Touger (New York: Moznaim Publishing 
Corporation, 1989) 1:3, Guide of the Perplexed, trans. Shlomo Pines (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1963), 2:33.  

4 For a very similar definition and analysis of the concept of Philosophy and its challenges see, Rabbi Yitzchak Arama, Aqaydat 
Yitzchaq 7, trans. & condensed by Eliyahu Munk (Jerusalem: Rubin Mass, 1986). However, Arama’s solution, which can be 
formulated as exposure without internalization, is different to the ideas of cognitive oscillation and dancing across boundaries 
which I develop in this essay. It does, however, trying to solve the same problem, and in a similar manner.  
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III 
The comparative defense has particular and new relevance in our contemporary cultural context. 
Speculative thought has traditionally been viewed as intrinsically at loggerheads with axiom based 
theology. Indeed, a residual elementary tension necessarily inheres between speculation and axioms, 
which is by definition irresolvable. However, this obvious tension proves comparatively negligible in 
modern intellectual culture. Our so-called ‘open society’ tends to parade materialistic orthodoxies as if 
they were speculative free-thought. There is more potential ‘heresy’ in the camouflaged assumptions and 
prejudices of typical sociological and anthropological theory, or scientific materialist reductionism, than in 
the non-binding ponderings of philosophical skepticism. Religious belief and practice must contend today 
with heretical orthodoxies posited as if metaphysically neutral. Authentic and honest speculative thought 
often proves, in comparison, to be a breath of fresh air for the theist.  

Recent philosophical literature bears this out. Since the cultural point of departure is hard-headed 
materialism, speculative analytical work by contemporary philosophers often reads as a de facto defense 
of the basis of belief. The fact that these philosophers’ analytical writing is not ostensibly in the service of 
religion (and is often laboriously decorated with disclaimers) itself feeds into the theological value of their 
enterprise. The tables have turned since Galileo’s era. Current cultural orthodoxies are secular. Free-
thought serves the cause of intellectual humility, and the defense of the rationality of belief in values 
beyond our compass. Thomas Nagel’s recent book Mind and Cosmos is a welcome exemplar of this 
mode of philosophizing. After admitting that Richard Dawkins “seems to convince practically everyone,”5 
he eloquently proceeds to undermine the constricted vision and philosophical immaturity of such 
scientism. He does this by typical philosophical argument, showing how such materialistic theories of 
modern science cannot account for the existence of consciousness, and arguing that any system so 
deficient cannot aspire to provide a total explanation of reality. Glancing upon the past century as a 
whole, the best challenges to hard-headed materialism’s attack of religion come from secular 
philosophers, such as Whitehead6 and Wittgenstein.  

Before leaving the comparative defense we should note its weakness. If we are emotionally refined and 
spiritually engaged the tension between the religious life and free speculative thought is between 
relationship and its antithesis. Religious mysticism, however, does not involve this type of problem. This 
tension may put pressure on one’s sense of faith and closeness to God. Maimonides recommended that 
one first have one’s fill of religious study and maturity before exploring secular or abstract fields.7 This 
rule responds to this emotional issue of tension between relationship and speculative objectivity. It is an 
existential issue; it is not rationally necessary.8 But it may be the most live concern for religious 
philosophizing in the real world.9 Perhaps Rabbi Isserles’s choice of the Sabbath to study Philosophy 
was meant to deflate this tension.  

In thinking about these two arguments of Rabbi Isserles, it is interesting to ponder whether assumptions 
relating to the comparative defense are in any sense oppositional, or in tension, with the paradox of 
inherent value. The mindsets behind these issues undoubtedly seem contradictory. Something that is 
valuable enough to risk eclipsing other values seems tenuously defended on the basis of being 
comparatively harmless. But there is no logical inconsistency in making both arguments. Philosophy may 

                                                      

5 Thomas Nagel, Mind and Cosmos (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), 5, note 2. 

6 Alfred North Whitehead, Science and the Modern World (New York: The Macmillan Company, 1925), 156-59.  

7 Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Yesodei HaTorah 4:13. 

8 Compare to Maimonides, Guide of the Perplexed 1:34 (third reason). 

9 See Rabbi Hai Gaon 969-1038, quoted by Rabbi Moses Nachmanides 1194-1270, Nachmanides: Writings and Discourses, 
trans. Charles B. Chavel (New York: Shilo Publishing House, 1978), vol. 2, 412-13. 



 Cognitive Oscillation and Coalescing Modes of Existence 

Common Ground Journal v12 n2 (Fall 2015) 47 

be both more valuable and also less problematic than other concerns. But this seems unlikely. We will 
get back to this point. 

IV 
Let us return to the paradox of inherent value. What is the core issue at play in the religious validation of 
speculative thought? We can begin with a preparatory formulation of ‘corpus versus ideas’. Judaism lays 
enormous emphasis upon the value of studying Torah; it requires that study of God’s word be a central 
preoccupation of any religious person. This is usually defined as all analysis stemming from any material 
within the religious corpus. All such study is a sacrosanct endeavor in itself. It is considered a form of 
service of God, even when the nature of its subject matter bars one from emotions of spirituality while 
actually studying.10 Now, philosophy encompasses speculative thought on almost anything, but the two 
primary areas where philosophy typically converges with religious thought are metaphysics and ethics.11 
Concerning pondering Divinity, Jewish thinkers over the centuries have debated whether speculative 
thought, not built out of religious doctrine, is of religious value.12 But when it comes to the philosophy of 
ethics the coast is clearer. To put this issue in particular religious terms, “love your neighbor as 
yourself”13 is a verse in the Old Testament requiring of infinite explication. All expansive discussion of 
what this phrase means, and how it should be fulfilled, is a part of Torah, in being part of the study of 
God’s command. So, the natural question is whether the entirety of modern ethics (and literature) is in 
the game too. Is the study of Philosophical Ethics a religious act, on par with the study of Talmud? The 
problem here is that our options seem to be ‘all or nothing.’ If this question is to be answered in the 
positive, then the entirety of the philosophy of ethics would be sanctified, and would likely submerge 
traditional religious ethical teachings. A similar predicament lurks upon our estimation of metaphysical 
spiritualism, if it is indeed legitimized. What is to reign it in, and prevent it from drowning traditional 
religious forms?  

V 
Speculative thought is all-encompassing and free. It is a tool, rather than the carrier of particular content. 
Its multifaceted use dictates its elusive nature. It can explicate values, and it can introduce conflicting 
ones. It may analyze a religious spiritual experience, or it may explore alternatives with incongruent 
axioms. Philosophy is indeed the handmaiden of the arts. Through these few examples we can readily 
appreciate that philosophizing can constitute both the process of the development of religious thought, 
and also the pondering of its antithesis. This elasticity underlies the typical apprehension of religion 
towards Philosophy.14 As I intimated earlier, the logic behind the paradox of inherent value undercuts the 
comparative defense. For, there is indeed something particularly disconcerting for a religious person 
about Philosophy’s elasticity, at least on the existential level. Philosophy can present itself as an intrinsic 
element of the religious experience, yet without warning it may suddenly sweep one into a mode of 
reasoning incongruent with, or totally oppositional to, the basic tenets of one’s belief and practice. So the 

                                                      

10 Rabbi Chaim of Velozhin 1749-1821, Nefesh Hachaim, trans. Avraham Yaakov Finkel (The Judaica Press, 2009), 4:2.  

11 Concerning study in other fields of secular study, not directly associated with Metaphysics or Ethics, see, Moses Maimonides, 
Commentary on the Mishna, Introduction to Avot, Maimonides’ PIrkei Avot, trans. Eliyahu Touger, (New York: Moznaim 
Publishing Corporation, 1994), chapter 5, and Baba Batra, Hebrew trans. Yossef Kappach (Jerusalem: Mosad HaRav Kook, 
1992), 2:3, and Guide of the Perplexed 3:51.  

12 Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Yesodei HaTorah 4:12, Rabbi Moses Isserles, Shulchan Aruch, Yore De’a 246:4, Rabbi Moses 
Isserles, Torat HaOla (Tel Aviv: Yeshivath Chidushei Harim, 1992), 1:11 and 3:7, Rabbi Shlomo ben Avraham ben Aderet 
(1235-1310), Responsa of Rashba (Jerusalem: Machon Yerushalayim, 1997), vol. 1, 414-418, Rabbi Yitzchak ben Sheshet 
(1326-1408), Responsa of Rivash (Jerusalem: Machon Yerushalayim, 1993), 45. 

13 Leviticus 19:18. 

14 See, Responsa of Rashba, vol. 1, 414-418. 
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extrinsic concern is deeply related to the intrinsic issue, and the comparative defense is faulty. Because 
Philosophy is both deeply internal to religious thought, but also totally free, it challenges in ways that 
mysticism does not. This problem is similar to the tension I raised earlier with the secular mindset of 
speculative thought, which is antithetical to relationship. My point here is that even when not encumbered 
with a secular mindset philosophical thought is typically elusive, one moment working in tandem with 
religiosity, and the next moment contradicting it.  

However, the problem of elasticity and elusiveness of speculative thought is an existential issue. It 
makes the actual act of philosophizing a religious challenge. But this elusiveness creates no logical 
paradox. We can consistently maintain that at times Philosophy is a part of Torah, and at times it is not. 
Its momentary inversions pose existential challenges (however momentous), but not logical conflicts. The 
logical quandary is how to assess the situation when Philosophy is indeed fully congruent with Torah 
values, but seems to develop its issues to the extent that it threatens to overtake traditional study. 
Projected specifically to the metaphysical sphere, if pondering the nature of God is the highest service of 
Him, as Maimonides asserts,15 is such speculation, carried out by modern methods, not likely to divorce 
us from our traditional religious literature and life? Again, if religious ethics is best pursued by Philosophy 
of Ethics will this not drown us in contemporary methods of analysis, foreign to the rhythm of tradition? 
This must be a problem for all religions. But it is particularly poignant for adherents of the Jewish faith, 
since study of Torah is so central to our relationship with God. On the one hand, study of Torah is the 
continuation of a tradition of revelation, and conserves a connection with that revelation. But on the other 
hand, philosophical methods for furthering such analysis ignore the very concept of tradition and 
revelation.  

VI 
When does free thought continue a tradition? The solution to this quandary lies in considering the 
practical consequences of the elasticity of speculative thought. What actually happens when analyzing 
values from within a religious tradition, but with methods that are given free range? Analytical thought 
continually introduces new assumptions, and reforms old axioms. A line of thought which at first 
constitutes a direct corollary of traditional debate may the next moment unceremoniously introduce an 
assumption which further analysis reveals to undercut the basic tenets of that very tradition. Therefore, 
any consistent application of Philosophy to religion must involve continual reincorporation of religious 
material, if only in order to keep to the path of reasoning congruent with the content of that tradition and 
its native experiences. So the new material never can submerge the old in corpus, simply because it 
would sooner veer away from it in ideas. Well before one finds oneself working only with new content, 
divorced from traditional literature, one is likely to find oneself actually saying things that ultimately 
contradict the ideas of this literature. This is readily appreciable in ethics, where alternative theories, that 
seem to be parallel formulations of familiar concepts, are typically found to conceal entirely different 
assumptions concerning the foundational basis of ethics, which in turn dictate conflicting practical 
consequences in their ultimate conclusions. The same holds true concerning the virtue of contemplating 
the Divine. Speculation alone drives one far-afield. Continual return to tradition and religious experience 
ties down such elusive thought. But, and this is crucial, the stretch of the mind beyond its locus of belief 
enriches religious thought upon the mind’s return.  

The approach that I am formulating here builds off an old idea. The ancient esoteric and puzzlingly terse 
text, Sefer Yetzira, in what may be the earliest attempt to tackle the issue of speculative thought, advises: 
“stop your mouth from speaking, and your heart from thinking, and if your heart runs return to the place, 
for so it says, ‘and the living creatures ran and returned’.”16 The verse quoted is from Ezekiel’s first 
prophecy, and describes a repetitive angelic rushing back and forth. The author of Sefer Yetzira may 

                                                      

15 Maimonides, Guide of the Perplexed 3:51. 

16 Sefer Yetzira 1:8. Ezekiel 1:14.  
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have had in mind a one-time escape from skeptical heresy, but the verse from Ezekiel suggests 
continual movement. In light of the verse referenced, the author seems to suggest a mode of cognitive 
oscillation. This piston-like rebounding of thought provides a model for religious philosophizing. My 
suggestion can be framed in a traditional exegetical context. The Baal Shem Tov 1698-1760, who 
founded Chassidism, interpreted this excerpt from Sefer Yetzira in relation to the human existential 
predicament of continual struggle between spirituality and physicality.17 This idea has evolved in 
Chassidic writing into a conception of the earthly mission of a religious life as necessarily involving 
oscillation between poles.18 By this interpretation, the idea relates to a continual existential state of 
movement, rather than a momentary singular rebounding. I am here suggesting this very reading 
concerning the original subject matter of the original text. According to this reading, we are told how to do 
religious philosophy: your heart must rush back and forth continually.19  

Contemporary philosophers have formulated similar ideas to this. John Rawls speaks of ‘reflective 
equilibrium’ as a process by which one oscillates between acquired principles and considered 
convictions in developing one’s moral theories: “By going back and forth… we shall find a description… 
that both expresses reasonable conditions and yields principles which match our considered judgments 
duly pruned and adjusted.”20 Similarly, in the realm of epistemology, W. V. Quine suggests an interactive 
relationship with acquired ‘truths’, with mutual reassessments ensuing.21 The difference between the 
epistemologically subjective conceptions of Rawls and Quine and what I am suggesting actually 
exemplifies the objectivity of religion of which I am trying here to take account, but explicating the 
distinction will lead us too far afield for this article. Suffice it to say that a revealed religion involves non-
negotiable truths; and also, as a tradition and culture, it anchors one in an empirical context. But the ides 
of Rawls and Quine are relevant to religious philosophizing because this process of oscillation itself 
enriches theological conceptions. A revealed and lived religion presents one with objective content, both 
intellectual and experiential. Philosophy develops this content speculatively and creatively. Continual 
return to tenets and experience molds the interdependence by which speculative thought harmonizes 
with religion.  

While total speculative freedom need not be a religious problem, and can further religious understanding, 
its practice does not itself constitute a religious act. For Judaism, the distinction between religious values 
and religious acts, mitzvoth, is crucial. Life should be saturated with awareness of God’s omnipresence, 
but that’s still different to actually performing religious actions of service.22 When total congruence is 
preserved, the act of philosophizing itself constitutes the study of Torah. When such congruence is 
compromised, philosophizing serves the purpose of widening and deepening our understanding. This is 
an endeavor which can further one’s relationship with God. But it is still a different thing to serving Him 
through delving into His word.  

                                                      

17 Keter Shem Tov 367, and Toldot Ya’akov Yossef, beha’alotcha 137.  

18 See for example, Rabbi Yehuda Alter 1847-1905, Sefat Emet, lech lecha 1874.  

19 Clarification: The purpose of the excerpt in Sefer Yetzira is to set limits to speculative thought. In this essay I neither argue for 
or against this aim. But because this is the purpose of the text it transparently does not posit this oscillation as a description of 
philosophizing which is an act of service, rather than a valuable endeavor that is not such an act, as I suggest here. 
Nevertheless, the description of cognitive oscillation as defining religious philosophy, and this as a response to the elasticity of 
speculative thought, is, I argue, an innovation of this text. What, however, is not in this text at all is the idea that the rush to the 
limits enriches the locus of religious thought itself.  

20 John Rawls, A Theory of Justice (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1971), 18.  

21 Willard Van Orman Quine, “Two Dogmas of Empiricism,” in From a Logical Point of View (New York: Harper and Row, 1961), 
42-43. 

22 Rabbi S. Z. of Liadi 1745-1813, Tanya: Likutei Amarim, trans. Zalman Posner (New York: Kehot Publication Society, 1973), 
chapter 40, 55b and 56a.  
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VII 
Philosophizing, for a religious person, is like dancing within and across boundaries. The coalescing of 
different modes of existence produces a healthy tension. Whenever free thought is pursued there is 
necessarily some degree of tension with one’s religious convictions. But this is what makes humans 
simultaneously both sophisticated and principled. It is a dance between worlds, but it is a single cohesive 
dance. When one restricts one’s axioms to religion, and dances within set steps to set music, Philosophy 
is indeed a part of Torah. The dance is enriched by new movements: it incorporates new arguments and 
makes use of new modes of reasoning. But it is a continuation of traditional thought, and congruent with 
its axioms. At other times one dances freely, stepping in and out of one’s actual beliefs, understanding 
what they mean from the outside, and in their wider existential context. So, sometimes Philosophy is 
itself a religious act, sometimes it is an element of the religious life. Axiomatic boundaries, the music of 
tradition, and the rhythm of religious experience, define the dance-steps that are a cohesive part of 
religion. But the dance, for a mature religious individual, is always in harmony with religiosity. Even when 
autonomous of theological axioms it does not jar with religious sensibilities. Because the dance is an 
expression of one’s personality, which bridges these two modes of existence, they coalesce as a 
cohesive whole. The dance itself expresses one’s relationship with God. 
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In his “Advice to Christian Philosophers,”1 Alvin Plantinga laid out two pressing tasks for philosophy: 
systematizing, deepening, and clarifying Christian thought on key philosophical topics (ACP, 16), and 
exploring how the result of such clarification bears on the rest of what we think and do (ACP, 18). This is 
because philosophy provides “an arena for the articulation and interplay of commitments and allegiances 
fundamentally religious in nature; it is an expression of deep and fundamental perspectives, ways of 
viewing ourselves and the world and God” (ACP, 18). In this paper I will argue that philosophy is not only 
an arena in which these deep commitments play out and are systematically clarified, but that it is also a 
key method by which those commitments are brought to intellectual light in the first place. In this regard, 
philosophy is not just about examining and understanding theistic beliefs and their relation to our other 
thoughts and actions; rather, it is the means by which we discern the spirits of our time. 

SPIRITS OF THE AGE? 
If this recourse to ‘spirits’ seems too mystical—or, perhaps even worse, too Hegelian—to be included in 
meaningful rational discourse, that is an issue you will have to take up with Prof. Plantinga himself. For it 
is he who uses this language to describe the urgency of the task of Christian philosophy: “Most of the so-
called human sciences, much of the non-human sciences, most of non-scientific intellectual endeavor 
and even a good bit of allegedly Christian theology is animated by a spirit wholly foreign to that of 
Christian theism” (ACP, 3; emphasis added). It is highly unlikely that we are to think of this animation by 
a spirit along the lines of supernatural possession, as if a distinct immaterial entity somehow occupies 
and controls the scientific enterprise. But if it’s not Casper the un-friendly ghost, then what are we dealing 
with here? 

Generally, we tend to speak of a ‘spirit’ of the age as analogous to a certain cultural mood, a felt 
disposition that leads in certain directions and away from other directions. Hence, we can speak of the 

                                                      

1 Faith and Philosophy 1:3 (1984), 253-271. Now available online: http://www.calvin.edu/academic/philosophy/virtual_library/ 
articles/plantinga_alvin/advice_to_christian_philosophers.pdf; pp. 1-19. Hereafter cited in text as ACP; page numbers given refer 
to the online version, for ease of reader reference.  

http://www.commongroundjournal.org/
http://www.calvin.edu/academic/philosophy/virtual_library/articles/plantinga_alvin/advice_to_christian_philosophers.pdf
http://www.calvin.edu/academic/philosophy/virtual_library/articles/plantinga_alvin/advice_to_christian_philosophers.pdf
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“spirit of 1968” as a certain felt disposition, widespread during the late 1960s, toward free love and away 
from power hierarchies and inter-personal violence. If we work with this definition of ‘spirit’, then a non-
theistic spirit animating the scientific enterprise would mean that there is a certain felt disposition, 
widespread among participants in the scientific enterprise, that moves those participants away from 
theistic thoughts and conclusions.  

And how would such a spirit become known and articulated? Plantinga does not elaborate this point, but 
also claims that he doesn’t have to, since “it is familiar to you all” (ACP, 3). This sense of familiarity is 
perhaps bred from the proximity of philosophers to the environs in which this spirit is widespread. 
Because the spirit is a felt disposition, it is plausible to assume that those who live and operate in the 
environs where that spirit is widely spread would themselves feel that spirit, either directly or via its 
effects. But precisely as a felt disposition, it is not clear how such a spirit could have an impact on the 
theoretical commitments and presuppositions of those it affects. Even more, if such a spirit is a ‘felt 
disposition,’ how could we speak of it as animating theology (or any other theoretical discipline), which is 
clearly not capable of being the subject of feelings or of possessing dispositions? 

A SPIRIT-UAL ANTHROPOLOGY 
To better understand this notion of a spirit that animates the scientific enterprise, I think we need to 
clarify the philosophical anthropology with which we are operating. In doing so, I will take Prof. 
Plantinga’s advice and offer a distinctly Christian anthropology that is fully committed to the belief that 
humanity has been created in the image of God (see ACP, 12). In this view we will come to see a slightly 
different account of ‘spirits’ at work, one that will open up for us a new (or at least clarified) task for 
Christian philosophy. 

This account of anthropology begins with the assumption of a radical distinction between Creator and 
creature, such that the latter can never be a miniaturized version of the former. As such, humanity is not 
an image-bearer in the sense of exhibiting a similar property in a similar way to God.2 Indeed, being an 
image-bearer of God is not a property of humanity at all, but is rather its ‘essential’ definition: humanity is 
image-bearing-ness itself and not merely a thing that happens, accidentally, to bear the image of God. 
That is to say, bearing God’s image to creation is not a part of human activity, but is in fact the totality of 
it: everything that humanity does bears the imprint of the God who created it—or the image of something 
else functioning as if it were God. 

An anthropology that seeks to systematize this understanding of humanity as image-bearers was 
sketched out by Herman Dooyeweerd and elaborated by some of his followers (notably James H. 
Olthuis3). Central to this anthropology is the notion of the ‘heart’ as the spiritual center and integral whole 
of humankind, the center from which the entirety of human living flows. A key metaphor in understanding 
this notion of the heart is that of light shining through a prism: just like light is a solid beam of white light 
on one side of the prism but is refracted into the many colors of the rainbow on the other side of the 
prism, so too, the heart is like a prism through which the creative spirit of God shines and is refracted, in 
temporal (creaturely) life, as all the various types of creaturely interaction. On one ‘side’ of the heart is 
the unrefracted spirit of God, and on the other (temporal) side of the heart are the multiple aspects of 
human existence, which are nothing but the spirit of God refracted and expressed in particular temporal 
circumstances. The heart is therefore not a ‘part’ of the human being, but is rather the essential condition 
of humanity: we do not have a heart, we are heart-ed. As heart-ed creatures, we cannot help but reflect 

                                                      

2 Which seems to go against Plantinga’s claims on ACP, 12. 

3 The account presented here draws on Olthuis, “Be(com)ing: Humankind as Gift and Call,” Philosophia Reformata 58 (1993), 
153-172. 
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some type of spirit in all that we do, since it is our very natures to do so. All of human action is a 
refraction of the spirit flowing through our hearts.  

On this anthropology, humanity is essentially spiritual, insofar as everything we do is a refraction of the 
spirit flowing through the human heart. This spirit is picked up from, and is expressed within, creation. 
Because the spirit is expressed through every human action, other creatures can pick up that spirit from 
human actions. Human action functions as a transmitter that spreads that spirit to other creatures. As 
creatures ourselves, humans also receive the spirit expressed in the work of other humans; as the 
uniquely image-bearing creature, this spirit drives and animates human action, and so is expressed in 
that action. Through all of our actions, then, humans not only express the spirit that is at work in their 
heart, but also receive the spirit that is to be expressed. Other people’s expressions of the spirit become 
the fodder for our own expressions of the spirit, and vice versa. The spirit is therefore an essentially 
communal endeavor, insofar as it is received and expressed in the interaction between human beings.  

This communal spirit is therefore an affective force which may or may not be a distinct entity. As an 
affective force, it drives (or animates) a course of human action, but is not expressed solely in one or 
another element of human living. Rather, the spiritual driving force is expressed in all the ‘colors of the 
rainbow’, each of which is a distinct color that yet remains necessarily integrally connected to the other 
colors (since they are all expressions of one and the same beam of light).4 Theoretical thought, then, is 
an action that betrays multiple modes of relating (logical, historical/formative, linguistic, social, etc.), each 
of which is expressive of the spirit that animates the community producing that scholarship. As such, no 
theoretical thought is spiritually neutral, but rather all theoretical thought is, by dint of being the product of 
human action, essentially expressive of a spiritual force that drives it.  

DISCERNING THE SPIRIT(S) 
This anthropology takes seriously Prof. Plantinga’s claims that Christian philosophers need be no more 
apologetic of their own spiritual starting point than are philosophers whose work expresses a different 
spirit (humanist, materialist, etc.), as well as his claims that Christian philosophers are responsible first to 
the Christian community, and only secondarily to the philosophical one. It also helps us understand more 
clearly what it might mean for a spirit to animate human actions and institutions (such as the scientific 
enterprise and/or the institution of academic theology). While its implications on this score might raise 
some questions about certain elements of the anthropology that Plantinga lays out in “Advice to Christian 
Philosophers,” especially pertaining to voluntaristic free will and agent causation, here I will focus on 
what this anthropology tells us about the relation between animating spirits and human action and how it 
helps us re-think the task of Christian philosophy. 

We have already established that this anthropology suggests that all human actions are expressive of a 
spirit that is at work in the human heart, the spiritual, integral core of human existence. This spirit is 
communal, rather than individual—it is expressed in, and received from, human interaction with other 
creatures (especially other humans). As such, certain communities will have a consistent ‘spiritual’ vision 
vis-à-vis other communities, insofar as different spirits are animating each.5 While these different spirits 
will be expressed in different ways through concrete human actions, there is no guarantee that the spirits 
themselves are rationally or consciously known to the people within the communities they are animating. 
That is to say, because these spirits work directly on the heart, they work on a register that is pre-rational 
(and pre-everything else, too, for that matter), and so may work in a way that is totally unavowed to those 
expressing that spirit: While I cannot help but express the spirit at work in the heart, there is no 
guarantee that I realize I am doing so. And because these spirits are so integral to human living, their 

                                                      

4 Dooyeweerd claims that the various modes of the temporal order are the mathematical, spatial, kinematic, physical, biological, 
sensitive, logical, historical (formative), lingual, social, economic, aesthetic, judicial, ethical, and the pistic (faith). 

5 Or that a similar spirit is being animated differently, but pursuing this topic would take us too far afield for our purposes here. 
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influence is massive, whether we realize this or not. As such, we might like the opportunity to think more 
carefully about the spirits animating us and our communities, both to determine what spirits drive us, and 
whether we are alright with that spirit or not. What is required, then, is a way of distilling (or discerning) 
from human actions the spirit(s) that animate or propel those actions. Indeed, such a discerning of spirits 
is a primary religious and spiritual task, insofar as these spirits determine the religious and spiritual 
direction of a community. 

I would like to argue here that philosophy has a unique role to play in this discerning process. Where 
each discipline is tasked with investigating a particular aspect of creation (or, rather, is tasked with 
investigating creation from the viewpoint of a particular aspect: biological, linguistic, psychological, etc.), 
philosophy is tasked with investigating the integrity of creation: how do the different aspects and different 
disciplines hang together? Philosophical conceptions of ontology, anthropology and epistemology deal 
with these larger questions, and so are in a unique position to determine the larger forces operating 
within and upon multiple disciplines, multiple aspects (though these conceptions themselves will bear the 
mark of the spirit that animates them). In addition, the self-reflective, wisdom-seeking elements of philo-
sophia, as opposed to merely the more specialized, technical elements of academic philosophy, also 
move in the direction of articulating the spiritual forces that animate the human world. Something similar 
to this impulse seems to have been already on Prof. Plantinga’s radar when he describes philosophy as 
an arena for the “articulation…of commitments…fundamentally religious in nature” (ACP, 18). What I am 
suggesting here is to take this a step further, as pertaining to the very driving forces of cultural life itself. 
Philosophy is not merely one arena, one discipline, among many in which these spiritual forces can be 
articulated (though it is certainly that, too), and its articulations are not limited merely to rational or 
theoretical claims, to ideas; rather, philosophy is a unique tool in the discernment, articulation and 
elaboration of the spirits that animate human endeavors, be they the spirit of God, or the spirits of the 
age. This particular philosophical task might be one that is apparent only to Christian philosophers 
(though I don’t think this is the case), but Prof. Plantinga would be the first to concede that that alone 
does not make it any less pressing a philosophical problem. As Christian philosophers, we need not let 
our conception of philosophy, its tasks and problems, be defined by the broader academy. 

A FINAL SUGGESTION 
Before I proceed further, let me offer a word of caution: that I want to add ‘discerning the spirits of our 
age’ as a task of Christian philosophy does not entail that I want to abandon the other tasks of (Christian) 
philosophy laid out by Prof. Plantinga. There is still a need for philosophy to be academically rigorous, to 
systematize, deepen, and clarify Christian thought, and to explore how the result of such clarification 
bears on the rest of what we think and do (ACP, 18). That is, even as it is tasked with discerning the 
spirits of the age, philosophy must remain a theoretical and academic venture. But the academic venture 
of philosophy must, ultimately, be in the service of the pursuit of the wisdom that requires a discerning of 
the spirits that animate us, whether that be the spirit of God (“The fear of the Lord is the beginning of 
Wisdom”) or of something else. This is not to say that all Christian philosophers must be ‘popularizers’, 
but merely that the results of their philosophizing ought to be helpful beyond merely academic borders. 

In that light, I would like to offer an exploratory hypothesis, a tentative suggestion: Christian philosophy 
would benefit greatly from using the resources of phenomenology in its pursuit of its task. Phenomenol-
ogy offers two distinct elements of methodology that make it a beneficial addition to the Christian 
philosophical toolbox: first, it elaborates the ‘life-world’, that is, the world of everyday human experience, 
by recourse to the promises already inherent in that life-world, and so takes that world on its own terms, 
while further clarifying, deepening, and understanding those terms; and second, it uses both synthesis 
and analyticity in service of integrality, which again points to its orientation to the world of everyday 
human experience. Both of these helpfully serve the tasks of Christian philosophy—the discerning of the 
spirits of the age, and the systematic clarification of those spirits and their influence on human thought 
and action. 
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The notion of phenomenology as a promissory discipline—the discipline concerned with the articulation 
and elaboration of promises—is an attempt to find the coherence among thinkers as diverse as Husserl 
and Marion, Heidegger and Dastur, Merleau-Ponty and Jean-Francois Courtine. Its basic claim is that 
phenomenology investigates a matter (a Sache rather than a Ding) according to what that matter says 
about itself, implicitly or explicitly, and what the role that matter plays in our broader social (inter-
personal) world says about it. A phenomenology of music, for example, is interested both in what music 
claims to be and to do (again, implicitly and explicitly), and what role music plays in human living (how it 
relates to other matters within and transcending the human subject). Matters are both self-given and 
externally constituted, and both of these elements must be examined if a matter is to be properly 
understood. In looking at what a matter says about itself, phenomenology seeks to determine what 
‘promise’ is being made within that matter by that matter itself; in looking at the role the matter plays in 
our broader social world, phenomenology seeks to determine how well the matter is living up to its own 
inherent promise. Crucial here is that phenomenology seeks to balance what is true of the matters 
themselves (so as to avoid extreme idealism, nominalism and relativism) and what is contextually 
determined about the matters themselves (so as to avoid naïve realism, essentialism, and absolutism). 
This balance is key to properly understanding the relationship between the spirit and the actions that are 
expressions of that spirit. 

Part and parcel of this balance is its constant recourse to the broader picture of the world of naïve, pre-
theoretical experience—the life-world, the world in which we live. In service of this broader picture, 
phenomenology seeks to balance the analyticity necessary to understand the parts with the synthesis 
necessary to relate them to the whole. As such, analytic rigor is preserved in the service of a broader 
integrality that is not merely synthetic, but spiritual. This notion of integrality is central to the heart-ed 
anthropology laid out here, and I think phenomenology offers a methodology that can respect that 
integrality, without losing the necessity of analytic rigor, clarification and articulation.  

Much too briefly, then, I suggest that phenomenology might be key to any attempt to achieve the 
discerning task of Christian philosophy. While phenomenology may not be alone in its promissory and 
integral methodology, I think we would be re-miss to ignore its literature and methodology as we pursue 
further what it means to be Christian philosophers in the 21st century. 
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The emergence of philosophy in ancient Greece is often described as a movement from revelation to 
reason or from theism to atheism, but this narrative is false. Socrates, Plato, Aristotle, and all the 
Presocratics, with few exceptions, believed in the existence of a divine realm populated with divine 
beings. Consider for a moment the example of Xenophanes, an important Presocratic philosopher. 
Xenophanes rejected the gods of popular Greek religion, that is, the gods of the Homeric myths. He 
thought that these gods were too anthropomorphic: being born, having voices and clothes, moving 
around on the earth, and so on.1 People viewed the gods in this way because creatures in general tend 
to project their own characteristics onto other things. He wrote “if cattle or lions had hands, so as to paint 
with their hands and produce works of art as men do, they would paint their gods and give them bodies 
in form like their own—horses like horses, cattle like cattle.”2 He particularly rejected the way that Hesiod 
and Homer attributed moral imperfections to divine beings, writing “Homer and Hesiod attributed to the 
gods all things which are disreputable and worthy of blame when done by men; and they told of their 
many lawless deeds, stealing, adultery, and deception of each other.”3 So, Xenophanes was no friend of 
popular Greek religion. 

Yet Xenophanes was no atheist; he wanted to reform religion, not eliminate it. Instead of many 
anthropomorphic gods, Xenophanes held there was “one god, greatest among gods and men, and not 
like mortals in body or in mind.”4 This one god perceives things in a fundamentally different way than we 
do, and is powerful enough to effortlessly set everything in motion with only his mind.5 So far from 
eliminating divine realities from the world, Xenophanes sought to establish an even higher view of them 
than that afforded by Greek popular religion. He rejected mythology, but not the divine.  

                                                      

1 See Xenophanes, fragments B1-B7 in G.S. Kirk, J. E. Raven, and M. Schofield, The Presocratic Philosophers (Cambridge 
University Press, 1983).  

2 Xenophanes, fragment B6. 

3 Xenophanes, fragment B7. Cf. Heraclitus B42 “Homer deserves to be taken out of the games and beaten with a stick…”. 

4 Xenophanes, fragment B1. 

5 Xenophanes, fragments B2-B3.  

http://www.commongroundjournal.org/
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We can see this same dynamic at work in Socrates. Socrates very clearly believed in the reality of a god 
who not only exists, but also has concern for and communicates with human beings. Both he and Plato 
were concerned with how people thought about divine realities, not because they wanted to eliminate the 
divine, but because they had such a high regard for it. Socrates was neither a Christian nor a Jew, but by 
all accounts he was a god-fearing man. 

In this paper I hope to do two things. First, I hope to show how Socrates partially embodies one element 
of Christian philosophy as articulated by Paul Moser in his paper “Christ-Shaped Philosophy: Wisdom 
and Spirit United,” namely, life in submission to divine authority out of a recognition that disobedience to 
God inflicts grave moral self-harm.6 Second, I hope to show how the practice of Socratic philosophy 
models a way of doing philosophy as an expression of love, the essential motive of proper Christian 
philosophy.  

SUBMISSION TO DIVINE AUTHORITY  
Paul Moser’s article “Christ-Shaped Philosophy” reveals a general constraint on the practice of 
philosophy: Christians must do philosophy the way they live every other aspect of their lives, as 
Christians. This requires first that Christians do philosophy in submission to God. The earliest Christian 
confession is that “Jesus is LORD.”7 Christians must engage in philosophical inquiry under the authority 
of Christ himself through obedience to His word and in living fellowship with Him. Moser puts it this way, 

The alternative [to non-Christian philosophy] is philosophy under Christ, and this involves a 
distinctive kind of wisdom. If philosophy is the love and pursuit of wisdom, Christian philosophy is 
the love and pursuit of wisdom under the authority of Christ, which calls for an ongoing union with 
Christ, including one’s belonging to God in Christ.8 

Though Socrates did not know Christ, he operated in submission to what he knew about God. This can 
be seen in at least three ways. First, and famously, Socrates’ entire philosophical career is launched by a 
revelation from the Oracle at Delphi. When Socrates’ friend Chaerephon asks the Oracle whether 
anyone is wiser than Socrates, the oracle replies “no one is wiser.”9 Socrates is puzzled, since he does 
not think himself to be wise, yet the revelation leads him to begin an “investigation.” Socrates then 
proceeds to interrogate the craftsmen, poets, and public figures of Athens, revealing them to be foolish in 
the places they were reputed to be wise. Through this investigation Socrates learns the full meaning of 
the oracle’s pronouncement. 

Second, in addition to the oracle, Socrates has a personal divine “sign” or “voice” which speaks to him. 
This daimon holds him back from various actions (and, if Xenophon is to be believed, occasionally tells 
him to hold back others as well). In Plato’s Apology Socrates says,  

I have a divine or spiritual sign (semeion) which Meletus has ridiculed in his deposition. This 
began when I was a child. It is a voice (phone), and whenever it speaks it turns me away from 
something I am about to do, but it never encourages me to do anything.10 

                                                      

6 Paul Moser, “Christ-Shaped Philosophy: Wisdom and Spirit United,” Evangelical Philosophical Society, published online at 
www.epsociety.org.  

7 See chapter one of JND Kelly, Early Christian Creeds (New York, NY: Bloomsbury Academic Press, 1996).  

8 Moser, “Christ-Shaped Philosophy,” 4.  

9 Plato, Apology, 21a. Quotations from Plato generally follow the translations in Plato, Plato: Complete Works, ed. John Cooper 
(Indianapolis, IN: Hackett Publishing, 1997).  

10 Plato, Apology, 31d.  

http://www.epsociety.org/
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Later he says, 

At all previous times my familiar prophetic power, my spiritual manifestation, frequently opposed 
me, even in small matters, when I was about to do something wrong.11  

Some philosophers attempt to read this divine sign in a naturalist fashion. Rosalyn Weiss, for instance, 
claims that,  

the daimonion is not…a voice independent of Socrates’ own thinking and intuition that instructs 
him to contravene their guidance but rather a voice inspired by Socrates’ thinking and intuition, by 
beliefs that are for the moment ‘subconscious’—if the reader will forgive the anachronism—a 
voice that gives him the strength to implement these ‘subconscious’ beliefs when he is tempted to 
do otherwise. Indeed, when there is no tension between Socrates’ imminent act and his deeper 
sense of what is right, when Socrates has no reservations, no qualms, about the course he is 
about to pursue, his daimonion is silent.12  

This naturalist reading is not convincing, however. That this daimon is the offspring of the gods is one of 
Socrates’ central defenses against the charge of atheism. The language Socrates uses is quite clear – 
the speaking of the divine voice is not simply the logos within Socrates or the result of some other mental 
process. It is a divine appearance which comes to him (from the outside, as it were). Even if it is 
somehow connected to or even identical with the logos within every man, it has a divine origin and a 
divine nature. Socrates’ recognition of that divinity shows that he is no atheist. If the daimon is brought 
down into man, this is not making the supernatural into the natural, but making the natural into the 
supernatural. A part of Socrates himself would be divine.  

Contrary to Weiss, Socrates’ sign/voice does appear on occasions when he lacks personal qualms about 
some action. For example, the sign holds Socrates back from entering politics.13 Though he later comes 
to agree it was for the best, there is no reason to think he knew this at the time the sign/voice spoke to 
him. In the beginning of the Euthydemus, Socrates’ divine voice appears to him while he is doing 
something as pedestrian as leaving the dressing room of the Lyceum.14 The most substantial recent 
works on Socratic religion, books by Mark McPherran, Gregory Vlastos, and Thomas Brickhouse and 
Nicholas Smith all reach the conclusion that Socrates is a supernaturalist.15 He was really having a divine 
voice speak to him and hold him back. He really thought the Oracle at Delphi was a means of divine 
communication. 

Third, once Socrates recognizes a divine instruction, he holds to that instruction fearlessly. After finishing 
his interrogation of those in Athens with a reputation for being wise he realizes that god has given him a 
divine mission. His mission is to be a provocateur. He is, as he puts it, a gadfly, a stinging fly whose 
purpose and function is to annoy and arouse. He realized the Athenians were like men asleep, not aware 
of the true significance of their lives. They were not living the kind of lives worthy of men. He writes, 

                                                      

11 Plato, Apology, 40a. 

12 Rosalyn Weiss, Socrates Dissatisfied: An Analysis of Plato’s Crito (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 1998), p. 19. 

13 Plato, Apology, 31d.  

14 Plato, Euthydemus, 272e.  

15 See Mark McPherran, The Religion of Socrates (University Park, PA: The Pennsylvania State University Press), 1996; 
Gregory Vlastos, Socrates: Ironist and Moral Philosopher (New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 1991); Thomas 
Brickhouse and Nicholas Smith, Plato’s Socrates (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 1996). See also Thomas Brickhouse 
and Nicholas Smith, Reason and Religion in Socratic Philosophy (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2000). 
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For I go around doing nothing but persuading both young and old among you not to care for your 
body or your wealth in preference to or as strongly as for the best possible state of your soul, as I 
say to you: “Wealth does not bring about virtue (arête), but virtue (arête) makes wealth and 
everything else good for men, both individually and collectively.”16  

This exhortation was wildly unpopular, and yet, as a gadfly with orders to continue, he remains stationed 
at his post. Socrates explicitly claims that his perseverance in philosophical interrogation stems from a 
divine appointment: 

This is the truth of the matter, men of Athens: wherever a man has taken a position that he 
believes to be best, or has been placed by his commander, there he must I think remain and face 
danger, without a thought for death or anything else, rather than disgrace.17  

His divine master has commissioned him to exhort the Athenians. Continuing in this mission is an act of 
piety.  

Though Paul Moser does not discuss Socrates, he does explicitly consider philosophical practice of this 
kind. He rejects it as not authentically Christian, calling it “theist but not Christ-shaped” philosophy. To be 
Christian philosophy, in Moser’s view, is not just to submit to authoritative direction from a divine being, 
as Socrates does, but to consciously live in union with our Lord. As he puts it, “A philosophy can be 
theistic or deistic without being Christian, because it can acknowledge that ‘God’ is authoritative without 
affirming that Jesus is Lord.”18 In contrast to “merely theistic” philosophy, Moser writes: 

If philosophy is the love and pursuit of wisdom, Christian philosophy is the love and pursuit of 
wisdom under the authority of Christ, which calls for an ongoing union with Christ, including one’s 
belonging to God in Christ…No merely theoretical or intellectual wisdom has the power to guide 
our live intentionally, and thus Paul refers to spiritual wisdom, which amounts to Spirit-
empowered and Spirit-guided wisdom.19 

On this point we must agree with Moser. Socrates does not live self-consciously under Jesus as the 
Lord. He does not live a life empowered and guided by the Holy Spirit, the third person of the Trinity. Yet, 
functionally, Socrates is not some “merely theistic” philosopher who thinks God exists and is authoritative 
yet does not speak to us in any important way. In his own personal life Socrates believes God 
communicates with him and he responds to that communication with obedience. Thus, while not fully 
Christian, Socratic philosophy is not “merely theistic” because it acknowledges the existence of a God 
who speaks to and places requirements upon man. In this sense, Socrates would have more sympathy 
with the Apostle Paul’s divine mission than with Epicureans who cannot be troubled to leave the garden.  

Socrates recognized that philosophy done in avoidance of divine revelation is, as Moser puts it, 
“dangerous to human freedom and life.”20 Socrates famously argued that it is better to be harmed than to 
harm someone else. When you harm someone else, you corrupt your own soul, the most important part 
of you. When someone else harms you, they do not corrupt your soul, and hence the harm suffered is 

                                                      

16 Plato, Apology 30a-b. 

17 Plato, Apology, 28d-e. 

18 Moser, “Christ-Shaped Philosophy,” 1. 

19 Moser, 2. 

20 Moser, 2. 
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not as great as the harm perpetrated. This applies to obedience to divine commands. In several places in 
the Apology Socrates expresses the importance of obeying the gods. For example, at 29b he says, 

I do not think I have adequate knowledge of things in the underworld. I do know, however, that it 
is wicked (kakon) and shameful (aischron) to do wrong, to disobey one’s superior, be he god or 
man. 

To disobey God, then, is to do something wicked and shameful. Like other serious wrongdoing, it inflicts 
grave moral self-harm through corrupting one’s soul. The self-harm of disobeying divine commands is 
severe enough that death itself is preferable. As Socrates memorably says near the end of the Apology, 
“Men of Athens, I am grateful and I am your friend, but I will obey the god rather than you, and as long as 
I draw breath and am able, I shall not cease to practice philosophy and to exhort you…”21 Obedience to 
God, in contrast to the shame and harm of wrongdoing, is excellent and good (agathon). Anyone who 
has received an instruction from the divine must persevere in carrying it out. 

Loving Interrogation 

If Christians are to do philosophy in submission to their Lord, they must do it in obedience to His 
commands. And what are the commands of God? In Matthew 22, Jesus is asked “Teacher, which is the 
greatest commandment in the law?” Jesus replies, 

You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind. 
This is the great and first commandment. And a second is like it, You shall love your neighbor as 
yourself. On these two commandments depend all the law and the prophets. 

Philosophy should be done, then, as part of a life lived out of love for God and for our fellow men. Not 
only our hearts are to be given entirely to God, but our minds as well. Our thinking is a means of loving 
God. If philosophy is not done in this way, then it is not done in obedience to God.  

Socrates embodies this love-motivated philosophy. In the Apology he maintains that his divine mission is 
undertaken not just in obedience to the oracle, but also out of a concern for the well-being of the 
Athenian citizens. At 31a-b he says, 

That I am the kind of person who is a gift of the god to the city you might realize from the fact that 
it does not seem like human nature for me to have neglected all my own affairs and to have 
tolerated this neglect now for so many years while I was always concerned with you, approaching 
each one of you like a father or an elder brother to persuade you to care for virtue. 

Socrates was “concerned with” the people of the city. He was “always” concerned with their well-being, 
to the point of neglecting his own affairs for their sake. Socratic philosophy is self-sacrificial, loving 
persuasion toward virtue.  

But notice that Socrates’ desire for the well-being and virtue of his fellow citizens leads him to employ 
philosophy in a distinctive way. Socrates not only seeks the truth, he practices philosophy by testing 
people. Socrates’ characteristic method is a method of interrogation. It is a process of questioning 
someone in order to guide them toward truth. This distinctive feature of Socratic philosophical practice is 
remarkable enough that even today we refer back to it, calling it “The Socratic Method.” In Plato’s 
Apology, Socrates remarks that this question-and-answer method is his “usual” method. He decides to 
use that “usual” method in giving his defense rather than revert to the standard courtroom method of 
giving a prepared speech.  

                                                      

21 Plato, Apology, 29d. 
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Why does Socrates use this method of question-and-answer? It is not because it is fun. From our 
discussion above we see that Socrates was motivated by a concern for the well-being of the Athenians, 
not for his own amusement.22 Likewise, the question-and-answer method is not used out of a sadistic 
desire to inflict pain. Such a practice would hardly be consistent with doing something out of a concern 
for someone’s well-being.23 The question-and-answer method is used because it is, in Socrates’ 
judgment, the most effective way to help his fellow-citizens improve their moral condition. By doing this, 
he can help them more effectively than any other way he is aware of.  

This method is effective because it forces the conversation to be personal. Philosophical discussion with 
Socrates is not a just about abstract concepts, it is about you. Nicias warns Lysimachus in Plato’s 
Laches: when you discuss with Socrates it will not just be about the arguments, it will be about you. He 
says, 

You seem not to be aware that whoever comes into close contact with Socrates and enters into 
conversation with him is liable to be drawn into an argument; and whatever subject he may start, 
he will be continually carried round and round by him, until at last he finds that he has to give an 
account both of his present and past life; and when he is once entangled, Socrates will not let him 
go until he has completely and thoroughly put him to the test.24 

By making the conversation about the life and choices of his interlocutors, Socrates ensures that the 
discussion will be personally valuable to them in their own moral development. Whatever the outcome of 
the argument, it will be a conclusion that necessarily impacts how they are living. And, the conversation 
is not just “about” the interlocutor’s life, it is an examination, an interrogation. He is literally putting men to 
the test. This testing is beneficial because it reveals men’s faults to themselves. When they are not able 
to consistently defend their actions, they become motivated to pursue wisdom and to reform their lives. 
Socrates says at the end of his defense, “…to escape such tests is neither possible nor good, but it is 
best and easiest not to discredit others, but to prepare oneself to be as good as possible.”25  

The goal is not to discredit, but to help prepare others to be as good as possible by becoming aware of 
their own failures. Insofar as they are not consistent in their lives and in their arguments, they become 
aware of their failures. 

The intellectual apprehension of one’s failures is extremely morally valuable. For Socrates in particular, 
knowledge is massively important for proper ethical living. Socrates famously taught that if you know 
what is good then you will do what is good. According to that ethical view, getting your thoughts right is 
not only necessary for moral development, it is sufficient.26 But even if we are not Socratic on that point it 
will still be ethically valuable to come to know that one is in error. For Christian ethics knowledge of our 
own failures is crucial. Becoming aware of our own failures enables us to repent before God, thereby 
receiving forgiveness and restoration. Knowledge of our own failures produces humility and a desire for 
union with God. It is crucially beneficial. So, Socratic philosophical interrogation of others is done in order 

                                                      

22 Though, many young men apparently did find the process amusing. See Plato, Apology, 23c. 

23 Though, the questioning was frequently painful and perplexing. The presence of this pain is not inconsistent with Socrates 
acting out of love, however. See discussion below.  

24 Plato, Laches, 187e-188a. 

25 Plato, Apology, 39d. 

26 Most philosophers do not agree with Socrates on this point, however. For an overview of Socrates’ view, called Socratic 
Intellectualism, see Matthew Evans, “A Partisan’s Guide to Socratic Intellectualism,” in Desire, Practical Reason, and The Good, 
Sergio Tenenbaum, ed., (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2010).  
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to help others improve in virtue. It is out of a concern for their personal well-being that Socrates requires 
each man to give an account for the way that he is living. 

Moser’s paper rightly emphasizes the presence of God’s love as essential to the formation of the 
Christian and Christian philosophy. But, God’s love not only indwells us, it ought to flow out from us. We 
should do philosophy out of a love of God and a love of neighbor. If philosophy fails to be part of a life 
lived in that manner, than it fails to be properly Christian.  

One important way that this love is manifested is through asking questions in order to help others 
recognize their own deficiencies. Philosophers should be masterful lovers who assist others to develop 
their souls, both intellectually and ethically.  

Holy Scripture recognizes loving interrogation, even to the point where people are perplexed or feel an 
initial shock of pain. In Proverbs 24:7, for example, God says “faithful are the wounds of a friend.” Based 
upon the account of His life in the four gospels, however, Jesus’ own normal mode of interaction with 
others was not questioning. Ordinarily, he teaches and he heals. He does so not indirectly through 
questions, but directly and with “authority,” setting himself apart from other teachers. Crowds are 
“amazed” by the difference between him and other teachers.  

Yet, questioning does have a significant role in Jesus’ own life and ministry. On many occasions we see 
Jesus using questions for the moral development of his interlocutors and nearby witnesses. Here is one 
example: In Luke 7 Jesus tells a parable about a man who forgave both a large and a small debtor. Both 
are forgiven their debts, but one much more than the other. After this short parable, Jesus asks Simon 
“Now which of them will love him more?” Three chapters later is the famous parable of the Good 
Samaritan. After that parable, he asks the lawyer questioning him “Which of these three, do you think, 
was a neighbor to the man who fell into the hands of the robbers?” In Luke 14, responding to the criticism 
of the Pharisees that he was healing on the Sabbath he replies, “If one of you has a child or an ox that 
has fallen into a well, will you not immediately pull it out on a Sabbath day?” There is a related story in 
Mark 3 where Jesus heals a man with a withered hand on the Sabbath. The Pharisees are watching 
Jesus, wanting to accuse him of breaking the Sabbath. Jesus, knowing this, publicly asks the man, “Is it 
lawful to do good or to do harm on the sabbath, to save life or to kill?” This question, addressed to the 
man with the withered hand, but really intended for the Pharisees, is a direct challenge: a challenge to 
consider the purpose behind keeping the Sabbath and to consider one’s own motives. The Gospels do 
not record long dialogues like we see in Plato’s dialogues, so it does not seem likely that lengthy Socratic 
investigations were the norm. And yet, the power of questions to force an interlocutor to engage in 
honest self-reflection is shown in these passages.  

For Christians, loving interrogation is animated by divine power and modeled on the love of Christ. It 
extends not only to neighbors and friends but to all humanity. Though Socrates was willing to die in order 
to continue with his divine mission of helping the Athenians become more virtuous, Christians are called 
to love not only their friends and neighbors, but also their enemies. Even men hostile to Socrates had the 
dignity and good fortune of having their errors exposed. It was a wound, but a faithful wound. 

  



 Socratic Christian Philosophy 

Common Ground Journal v12 n2 (Fall 2015) 63 

ABOUT THE AUTHOR 

 

David Talcott is Assistant Professor of Philosophy at The King’s College, New 
York City. Dr. Talcott earned his Ph.D. in philosophy from Indiana University – 
Bloomington after majoring in philosophy at Hillsdale College. His dissertation 
is on Plato and focuses on the development of Plato’s metaphysical and 
religious views from the Early Dialogues through the Republic. He regularly 
teaches Ethics and a general survey course on Ancient Philosophy. 

Dr. Talcott has contributed to “First Thoughts” blog and Cardus online as well 
as presented papers at various conferences, including meetings of the Society 
of Christian Philosophers. He is currently researching and writing in three 
different areas: Plato, theological and philosophical issues related to divine 
providence, and philosophy of human sexuality. 



Common Ground Journal 
ISSN: 1547-9129 

www.commongroundjournal.org  
 

Common Ground Journal v12 n2 (Fall 2015) 64 

JUDAISM AND PHILOSOPHY 
Richard A. Cohen 

Professor of Philosophy at the University at Buffalo (SUNY) 

Abstract Philosophy has shown the irrationality of popular or simplistic religion; history has shown its 
horrors. Feuerbach proposes one way out: to transform theology into anthropology, to realize its highest 
ideals in the temporal world. Marx proposes another: to destroy religion root and branch. Kant and Levinas 
take the Feuerbachian route of concrete realization, but by way of the primacy of ethics. Kant, however, 
remains bound to dualist epistemology, and hence interprets ethics and reasonable religion as respect for 
law. Levinas, in contrast, acknowledges the transcendence and singularity of the other person, and hence 
interprets ethics and adult religion, as responsibility to alleviate the other’s suffering and to create a just 
world. In a pluralist world, adult or ethical religion requires the separation of Church and State. The long 
Jewish tradition of Talmudic learning provides an example of ethical religion in practice. 
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15479129. www.commongroundjournal.org. EDCOT. Form: eJournal. Pages: 64-76. Keywords: Feuerbach, Marx, 
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What is Judaism’s relation to philosophy? It is a very large topic, not only because both Judaism and 
philosophy are each very large, intellectually and spiritually capacious, each a basic worldview in itself 
and each able to contribute fundamental elements for whole religions and civilizations, but also because 
each of them has a long history, with many variations, experiments, main and divergent lines, 
interpretations, cross-fertilizations, borrowings, innovations, regressions, and the like, and therefore no 
simple or single interpretation no matter how comprehensive can be a fully faithful one, or pretend to 
gather together even with the best good will and all the generosity in the world all the various pieces. 
Nevertheless on this perilous adventure I am going to hazard a few tentative steps, open to criticism and 
subject to revision, to be sure, but hopefully providing some headway into better understanding. 
Fortunately I am not the first to so venture, nor the first to go in the particular direction I am taking, so I 
will gratefully take advantage of what help I am able to receive.  

I take it as axiomatic that no interpretation of Judaism that is not also Jewish in some real sense, i.e., that 
is in some positive hermeneutical sense both critically and sympathetically attentive to long specifically 
Jewish inter-textual interpretive readings and community behaviors, can hope to be faithful to the 
character of Judaism. This has nothing to do with the particular religious affiliation or non-affiliation, 
religious beliefs or anti-religious beliefs, or religious experiences or non-experiences, of the scholar. 
Nevertheless proper hermeneutic engagement is a sine qua non if only to avoid ideology and apologia. 
So, regarding the latter, while Christian accounts of Hebrews or Pharisees in the New Testament and 
other Christian theological writings, or Islamic accounts of Moses, Israel and the Children of Israel in the 
Koran and other Islamic theological writings, or Mormon accounts of the Jews, Elijah or the Holy of 
Holies in the Book of Mormon and other LDS theological writings, these sorts of accounts must be 
bracketed (except for comparative religious studies), however useful or even sacred such narratives and 
theologies may be for Christian, Islamic or Mormon self-understanding. The same is true, too, for Jewish 
apologia, which must also be bracketed, except to the extent that they reveal important dimensions of 
Jewish self-understanding, by the scholar engaged in the academic study of Judaism.  

That said, instead of invoking Moses Maimonides, say, or Moses Mendelssohn, two great Jewish 
thinkers fully engaged with philosophy, I want to jump into this explication with both feet, yes, but into a 
different body of water, going to the same depth, I hope, but making different waves, as it were. In any 

http://www.commongroundjournal.org/
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event, I begin by going to the core of our topic in a way that will probably surprise most readers, by 
invoking Karl Marx’s fourth “Thesis on Feuerbach,” (1845).  

Feuerbach starts out from the fact of religious self-alienation, of the duplication of the world into a 
religious world and a secular one. His work consists in resolving the religious world into its 
secular basis. But that the secular basis detaches itself from itself and establishes itself as an 
independent realm in the clouds can only be explained by the cleavages and self-contradictions 
within this secular basis. The latter must, therefore, in itself be both understood in its contradiction 
and revolutionized in practice. Thus, for instance, after the earthly family is discovered to be the 
secret of the holy family, the former must then itself be destroyed in theory and in practice.1  

In these few words Marx articulates what is probably the most devastating critique philosophy – which is 
to say reason, rational argument, verifiable evidence – has ever mounted against religion. We will 
examine it carefully.  

We should not doubt that philosophy since its very birth, two and half millennia ago, mounted many 
powerful and still unanswered attacks upon religion. Two samples from Xenophanes: 

But if cattle and horses and lions had hands 
or could paint with their hands and create works such as men do, 
horses like horses and cattle like cattle 
also would depict the gods’ shapes and make their bodies 
of such a sort as the form they themselves have. 

Ethiopians say that their gods are snub–nosed and black 
Thracians that they are pale and red-haired. 

No wonder some religious believers and advocates fear philosophy as much as they fear God, and 
perhaps more. Regarding critiques of religion, special mention must be made of the “Critical” philosophy 
of Immanuel Kant. At the end of the eighteenth century, in the “Dialectic” of his masterwork, the Critique 
of Pure Reason (1781, 2nd ed. 1787), Kant finally, successfully and irrevocably refuted all possible 
rational proofs for the existence of God. Thereby in one fell swoop was put to an end – despite a very 
lengthy funeral continuing to the present – an entire theological discipline, indeed to an entire epoch of 
philosophy’s link with theology which had absorbed the attention of the most penetrating intellects of the 
medieval Western world, Islamic, Christian and Jewish. Nietzsche’s more famous “Death of God,” was a 
psychological and sociological flourish by comparison. We will return to Kant shortly, not to his critique 
but to his positive post-medieval conception of religion.  

So, Marx’s fourth theses: first of all there is the fact that he begins with Feuerbach. Philosophers had 
rejected superstitious and mythological religions from the start. Ignorance and foolishness are ignorant 
and foolish call them whatever name one likes. Post-Kantian philosophers, hence Marx and Feuerbach, 
in addition cannot find authorization in reason to believe in any supernatural, theocentric or onto-
theological based religion. There is simply no rationally acceptable evidence possible for the existence of 
God. To be sure, the French Revolution did not wait for Kant’s books to disestablish and ransack the 
Catholic Church, but it is still true that the Church’s corruption and conservatism do not alone account for 
its vulnerability.  

In any event, both Feuerbach and Marx are fully aware that old-fashioned or supernatural religion has 
been irrefutably criticized by Kant in theory. They are also aware that religion’s theoretical shortcomings, 
its irrationality – which religion prefers to call “faith” – was a root cause of its all too obvious practical 
failings, the inestimable harm and suffering, the humiliations, mutilations and murders religion had 

                                                      

1 http://marx.eserver.org/1845-feuerbach.theses.txt . 

http://marx.eserver.org/1845-feuerbach.theses.txt
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inflicted despite the good it had also contributed. Religion at bottom is a lie, but also a lie that by 
pretending to be true has had terrible consequences. The critique of religion such as philosophy had 
previously launched it, culminating with Kant, had been sufficient for such thinkers as Hobbes, Spinoza, 
Voltaire (“Ecrasez l’nfame!”), Diderot, Hume, de la Mettrie, Jefferson, and many others, who wanted to 
overthrow or unseat religious fervor and pretensions. But it was not sufficient for Feuerbach, who wanted 
to save religion. And it was even less sufficient for Marx who wanted to overthrow Feuerbach and religion 
entirely.  

The philosophical critique of religion is not sufficient for Feuerbach not because he wants to defend 
religion nevertheless in the name of the irrational, as did Friedrich Jacobi, Johann Hamann, Friedrich 
Schleiermacher and the entire Romantic religious counter-tradition. These believers admit openly that 
God’s existence, miracles, the supernatural, etc., cannot be proven by reason. But instead of seeing in 
this failure an inadequacy of religion they interpret it as an inadequacy of reason! They attack philosophy, 
saying it never understood religion in the first place, and can never understand religion. Religion is faith, 
not reason, so much the worse for reason. But such sweet lemons are not Feuerbach’s dish. Feuerbach 
fully agrees with Kant’s rational critique of religion as a critique of religion. The religious, the best 
theologians, tried mightily to prove God’s existence – they cannot. They tried and failed, and the failure is 
a failure of religion not reason. For a reasonable person, then, the existence of God is unproven and 
unprovable. A reasonable person can no longer believe in such a God, because there is no evidence for 
such God. Feuerbach’s response, nevertheless, is not to reject and bury religion but rather and sincerely 
to praise it. But he praises it with a new post-Kantian understanding of religion. Religion is neither 
theology nor onto-theology, it is anthropology. All along it was anthropology, but without knowing it, 
without Dostoyevsky’s Grand Inquisitor. What is needed now, he argues, is not the erasure of religion, 
throwing it into the dustbin of human errors along with alchemy and flat-earth theories, but quite to the 
contrary: now that we know what religion truly is – anthropology – it can be realized and fulfilled for the 
first time. Such is the great Feuerbachian revival of religion.  

The critique of religion is valid because, first of all, what religion actually was expressing all along were 
not divine attributes but human attributes. Ok, religion is anthropological – Xenophanes already knew it! 
– all the more reason to throw it out for a pack of lies! That his response is radically different is the key to 
Feuerbach’s importance as a philosopher. So, second of all, religion was and now gives to us – we who 
are reasonable – the expression of humanity’s highest values and ideals. Religion is not what it says it is, 
it is not from God, but its inspiration is nevertheless still divine, most exalted, the highest. It is the 
expression of humankind’s greatest values and ideals. So, third of all, instead of stupidly continuing to 
expect God to make such values and ideals real, here or in heaven, it is now for the first time completely 
up to us, up to humanity, to make them real.  

Religion teaches us what is best, highest, most worthy. We can say then that it is divinely inspired, if we 
are careful to use the term “divine” metaphorically for what is best, highest, most worthy. But what is not 
metaphorical is the great task set by religion. Now is the time for humanity to take responsibility for its 
highest and best values and ideals. To make religion real, then, is Feuerbach’s great battle cry. To bring 
the heights of religion down to earth, to raise the earth up to the heavens, to create the kingdom of God 
on earth – such is the new human imperative. Inspired by religion, humanity can now achieve its best. 
Such was Feuerbach’s great insight and exhortation. To build a new Tower of Babel – or the New 
Jerusalem – without illusions, without lies, without false fears. Not to storm heaven but to create it. For 
the first time humanity will be able to fulfill religion because for the first time it is no longer duped by it. 
Thus Feuerbach’s is not an alienating or nihilist critique of religion which would leave us in the void, but 
rather a call to fulfill religion, to realize humanity’s highest ideals – such is the bright new future, the 
greatest adventure and meaning of human life taught by Feuerbach. No wonder Feuerbach was received 
in mid-nineteenth century as a new and marvelous and uplifting challenge and turning point, a fresh start 
for Western spiritual, social, cultural and political history which would now for the first time be united by 
truth, value and unity of purpose.  
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But Marx will have none of it; his scalpel cuts more deeply. What he is saying about religion when 
criticizing Feuerbach in the Fourth Thesis is quite different, more radical and corrosive, indeed 
revolutionary in an absolute sense. It is no longer a matter of reassessing the positive worth of religion, 
recognizing it as anthropology rather than theology, but still wanting to see its values and ideals fulfilled 
in one way or another. For Marx the sheer fact that religion created an alternative fantasy world in 
Heaven teaches not, as Feuerbach thought, that there lie humanity’s highest values and ideals, but quite 
the opposite: the fact that life on earth has gone terribly wrong, that the human world is torn apart, is 
contradictory to its core, dehumanized. Religion – especially its fantasized values and ideals – is but the 
mask of humanity’s unresolved contradictions not their resolution or amelioration. As Nietzsche was later 
to say in the Genealogy of Morals, religion is but “imaginary revenge,” the imaginary revenge a weak 
sick twisted humanity takes against itself for its failures and suffering. The most exalted fantasies of 
religion, such is Marx’s most corrosive critique of religion and of Feuerbach, precisely hide the deepest 
most warped contradictions of reality. The beauty of Heaven, as well as the horrors of Hell, indeed the 
religious projection in its entirety, masks the true horrors of real life on earth. One can see how radical, 
then, is Marx’s critique: religion must be wiped out entirely without the slightest remnant. 

For Marx the ideal is no ideal, and the value no value, either in the old-fashioned unnatural religion or in 
the new anthropologic religion of Feuerbach. They are sirens’ calls, ideology, balms, salves, but not 
cures. Worse, they are part of the sickness. Diverting attention from humanity’s unresolved 
contradictions they make sure nothing will be resolved really. Thus the heavenly family is not simply an 
anthropologic projection of the earthly family, which can now be made real, as Feuerbach wished. The 
very fact that the real earthly family needs a heavenly projection means, contra Feuerbach, that the real 
earthly family as well as the unreal heavenly family are both alienated and distorted, each the carnival 
mirror image of the other. Thus they must both be overthrown. Not change, improvement, realization, but 
only a revolution can do the trick. And if we ask Marx what is the root unresolved contradiction tearing up 
humanity, we all know or should know his answer. (And not knowing it is already instructive.) It is not only 
anthropology dressed up as divinity, as “eternal, immutable and necessary,” to use Spinoza’s 
vocabulary, but much more, including history, politics, economics, and social life also dressed in similar if 
secular regalia, i.e., as ahistorical, “normalcy,” the “regular,” how things are and always will be, etc. For 
Marx, to the contrary, human life and its creations are historical. And the basic unresolved contradiction 
of our present historical epoch derives from Capitalism, which is far more than an economic system. 

The root contradiction of Capitalism, which permeates all registers of meaning and all social relations, is 
class war. What religion hides, what all ideology hides, is the domination of Capital: a few owners of vast 
wealth, properties and finance, billionaires and multi-millionaires, the commodification and all and 
everything for their profit, against the vast majority of humanity, the people, who are relatively 
dispossessed, wage workers, proletariat, unemployed, under-employed, and the like. The contradiction is 
that the vast majority of humanity creates and supports the wealth of a handful of capitalists. The 
contradiction is that the Capitalists spread the dogma of “competition” and “free market” when in fact 
Capitalism produces larger and larger buildups of private wealth, in fewer and fewer hands, controlling 
public power, increasingly indifferent to the best interests or welfare of the many, indifferent to the 
commonwealth, and opposed to competition and a free market more than anything else. All this is basic 
Marxist theory. Like Adam Smith, David Ricardo, John Maynard Keynes, and Milton Friedman, the one 
thing Marx studied and truly knew about was Capitalism. Unlike his peers, however, he did not flinch 
from seeing it through to its contradictions and dehumanization. If humans are ever to regain their 
humanity, their dignity, their true freedoms, in an open hearted communion of fellowship, then all the 
fantasies preventing clear sighted social renewal must be destroyed, and certainly religion among them.  

Before moving on to another response to Feuerbach on religion – an ethical reading – still fully consistent 
with rational critique, and hence philosophical, I want to present a long citation by the literary and social 
critic Georges Bataille, because in it and in his inimitable way he has captured the deeper sense of the 
two spiritual-social-political pathways leading out of post-Kantianism which we have marked by the 
names Feuerbach and Marx, i.e., realization and revolution, or as Levinas will say, infinity and totality.  
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After Christianity, we are faced with two possible paths. ‘God is dead’ has two possible meanings 
for us. For some, God is considered purely as a master principle, represented on earth by 
authorities empowered to act on his behalf and to whose orders men must submit in their daily 
lives. For them, his death simply has an emancipatory meaning: they are now free to serve man 
rather than God. The others are not opposed to the first, but slowly begin to feel – and live – 
through the void that death has left. For them this void is the revelation of man’s potential, which 
cannot henceforth be anything other than totality, and can no longer be action in the service of 
others. (That these others would no longer be God, but men, does not get rid of the problem!) To 
serve men is not mankind’s potential; each person must also be the reason why others serve 
and, if necessary, die for him, and the reason why cannot be reduced to the exchange of proper 
behavior (I die in order for you to live because, had it been necessary, you would have died so I 
might live). No! Now I ask the reason why we both live.2 

Bataille’s reading has radicalized the two pathways, to be sure, but I think it has also captured their 
essence: concrete realization of religious values, human fulfillment of religious ideals, serving man rather 
than God, on the side of Feuerbach; overthrow of the inhumanity expressed by religion, total revolution, 
not service but first wholeness, true social health, a regenerated humanity, on the side of Marx.  

In such a debate, there is more that needs to be said in behalf of Feuerbach’s notion of “realizing” 
religion than the bald fact of its anthropological character and its positive re-appropriation of religious 
values and ideals. In a certain sense Marx also wanted to “realize” religion, “to make it real,” but only by 
thoroughly overthrowing, destroying and finally eliminating religion with its illusions derived from a 
debased humanity. The philosophers Immanuel Kant and Emmanuel Levinas, in contrast, want to 
“realize” religion along Feuerbachian lines, to fulfill it. But they do so on the condition that its 
anthropological character, which they too admit and admire, is recognized as having a fundamentally 
ethical significance rather than an epistemological, ontological, sentimental or aesthetic meaning. For 
both Kant and Levinas, in short, the primacy of religion freed of superstition depends on the primacy of 
ethics.  

To be sure, Kant’s account of religion appeared in the late 18th century, half a century before Feuerbach. 
In a certain sense Feuerbach is Kantian and not Kant Feuerbachian, although it was Feuerbach, and not 
Kant, who said unambiguously that the highest values and ideals of religion are the highest values and 
ideals of humanity. Still, the possibility of Feuerbach’s position depends both on Kant’s rational critique of 
religion and the “Copernican revolution,” the turn to the subject as source of knowledge, through which 
Kant was able to make his critique. But further, it is not only negatively in the critique of rational theology 
in his Critique of Pure Reason, but positively in his description of ethical religion in his Religion within the 
Bounds of Reason Alone, which is based in the ethical philosophy found in his Critique of Practical 
Reason and the Foundations of the Metaphysics of Moral, that Kant moves forward on the path we have 
introduced, contra Marx, under Feuerbach’s name. Levinas’s positive account of ethical religion 
appeared in the 20th century, throughout all his many writings, but perhaps nowhere with more 
philosophical rigor than in his two master works, Totality and Infinity and Otherwise than Being or 
Beyond Essence.3 We will turn first to Kant, knowing that when we turn to Levinas afterwards, we will 
also see how two philosophers who both conceive religion ethically nevertheless also conceive it 
differently.  

                                                      

2 Georges Bataille, “Andre Masson,” in Georges Bataille, The Absence of Myth: Writings on Surrealism, ed. and trans. Michael 
Richardson (New York: Verso, 2006), 179. 

3 Commentators sometimes divide Levinas’s writings into “philosophical” and “confessional.” There is no problem in this, so long 
as one keeps in mind that inasmuch as his philosophy – the ethics of the face-to-face – is exactly the same in all his writings, the 
only real difference between these two sorts is rhetorical, the so-called “confessional” writings assume a modicum of prior 
knowledge of Judaism. To be sure, there are authors who do write “confessional” writings of a sort essentially different from their 
“philosophical” writings; Levinas is not one of them.  
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The problem with old-fashioned religion is not only that it is irrational, i.e., without rational ground and 
empirical evidence, but also, and for precisely that very reason, that it instigates irresolvable conflicts and 
has historically inflicted horrors of violence against persons and peoples. The blindly faithful might 
answer the latter charges by saying, “So what?! That is the price of divine revealed truth. Infidels must be 
converted, castigated or killed.” What to answer?  

Two basic answers can be given, even if they are not received. First is to remind such fanatics not of 
their fanaticism, for of that they are proud, but that the God of their own religion is not only Omniscient, 
Omnipresent, and Omnipotent, which are his “epistemological” or “ontological” attributes, but also 
Benevolent, which is an ethical attribute. A Benevolent God, so this counter-argument would go, does 
not sanction forced conversion or the degradation or killing of infidels because such actions are against 
God’s own moral injunctions, such as loving one’s neighbor. Such an argument, however, is far weaker 
than it might at first sight seem to good people. The fanatic’s rejoinder is swift in coming: “What you call 
immoral is not immoral when performed against infidels, where it is done for their own good, indeed for 
their salvation, and as such is divinely sanctioned precisely by God’s Benevolence.”  

The second counter is to recognize that God is not a being or an entity at all, however superlatively or 
grandly conceived. Therefore all epistemological and ontological approaches proper to entities or beings 
are inappropriate and inapplicable when it comes to God. This line of rebuttal has been called the critique 
of “onto-theology”: the fanatic is wrong because it is he, the fanatic, who does not recognize God. The 
fanatic is actually pagan, worshipping an idol as God instead of God. But the fanatic is just as swift in 
replying: “I reject the rational God and I reject the onto-theological God of the philosophers and 
theologians as well. My God is the God of the Bible, New Testament, Koran, Book of Mormon, etc. And 
that God commands death to the infidel.” To which we reply: what you call your great faith, belief, 
conviction, or whatever name you give to your blind allegiance to what has no reason or evidence, 
whether you invoke scriptural verse, alleged miracle, personal revelation, or what have you, is simply the 
reverse side of truth, hence nothing more than ignorance, stupidity, stubbornness, foolishness, falsity 
and error. As many philosophers have pointed out, David Hume primus inter pares: belief in the 
miraculous far from affirming God affirms everything, that everything is possible, and equally it casts 
doubt on everything. The point at hand is that to affirm truth and to affirm falsehood, to be rational and to 
be irrational, are both options of knowledge, reason, two sides of the same coin of epistemology and 
ontology, the one siding with light the other with dark. But again the fanatic replies swiftly: “It is your 
wisdom that is foolishness, and my faith which is wisdom.” We cannot disagree: It is a fool’s game 
indeed to reason with fanatics.  

In view and aware of all this, what route did Kant take? Having definitively shown that God’s existence 
could not be proven or disproven rationally, but realizing too, contra fanaticism, that obdurate allegiance 
to stupidity and ignorance (faith), would leave religion with too arbitrary, too changeable, too 
insubstantial, too unregulated, and ultimately too with an incommunicable and hence violent status, and 
at the same time genuinely caring for religion, indeed as a Christian himself, Kant adopted an ethical 
reinterpretation of religion as the expression of its true essence. “True religion,” as he called it, is based 
not in ontology much less onto-theology, not in knowledge of the real, nor in aesthetics, say in passing 
feelings or fine sentiments however heartfelt in their moment. The purpose of religion, then, is not belief 
in God, and certainly not worship of God either, but rather its purpose and the reason why it makes 
sense to believe in God, is to make people good, and ultimately to create a just world, “the kingdom of 
God on earth,” as Kant put it. For Kant the “final purpose” of true religion is “to make men better”4 – “the 
moral improvement of men constitutes the real end of all religion of reason.5“  

                                                      

4 Immanuel Kant, Religion within the Limits of Reason Alone, trans. T.M. Greene and H.H. Hudson (New York: Harper and Row, 
1960) , 102.  

5 Immanuel Kant, 102. 
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What Kant identifies as the “kingdom of God on earth” in Religion within the Limits of Reason, in his 
earlier ethical writings he had called, in a more properly philosophical language, the “universal realm of 
ends.” Yet there, in his fourth formulation of the Categorical Imperative, he reverts to a religious 
terminology: “So act as if you were through your maxims a law-making member of a kingdom of ends.” 
The “ends” in both cases are the same: human beings treated each in their integrity, each respecting the 
autonomy of all others, respecting the “dignity” in each and every person, including oneself, in contrast to 
treating others as “means” or having a “price.” Thus the second formulation of the Categorical 
Imperative: “Act in such a way that you always treat humanity, whether in your own person or in the 
person of any other, never simply as a means, but always at the same time as an end.”6 Religion goes 
wrong, then, for Kant, when it worships what are means as if they were ends. So what are properly 
ecclesiastical means toward achieving the Kingdom of Ends, such as sacred writings, prayer meetings, 
religious symbols, the hagiography of saints, and the like – whose true purpose is to serve as aids and 
guides to goodness and justice, i.e., to furthering respect for human dignity – when they are treated as 
ends, as objects and procedures valuable in themselves, they lose all their religious value, and indeed 
become obstacles to true religion. So, for instance, the true religious value of prayer or reading sacred 
Scripture is to make persons better persons, morally better persons, persons better able to do their duty 
respecting others and themselves. But religion goes wrong, and becomes irreligious, indeed anti-
religious, when it insists on the performance of prayer or on reading Scripture independent and 
regardless of their ethical consequence, as something holy or religious themselves. By turning such 
means into sacraments religion become sacrilegious, a form of idol worship. Precisely such sacrilegious 
worship and ecclesiasticism, Church as “miracle, mystery and authority,” was what Ivan Karamazov’s 
Grand Inquisitor – consciously on the side of Satan – defended against the true religious “freedom” 
taught by Christ.  

True religion, then, is instrumental, a tool to create a moral and just world. Religion is service, real 
fulfillment of the divine commandment “to love thy neighbor as thyself.” If one asks why then have 
religion at all, why not just ethics without religious garb, the answer is that religion provides 
organizational or communal support for the ethical endeavor which for Kant is otherwise and ultimately 
the responsibility of the single individual. Religious communities, churches, tent meetings, communal 
prayer, denominations, synagogues, and the like, encourage individuals in their moral responsibilities by 
providing extra-moral support – material, social, traditional, historical and institutional – such as set 
prayers and canonized Scripture, to aid individuals in their difficult duty of being ethical. Religion is thus 
fellowship and union in ethical responsibilities. Levinas will agree with Kant on this point: “Everything that 
cannot be restored to an interhuman relation represents not the superior form but the forever primitive 
form of religion.”7 In the same text Levinas speaks approvingly of “the dawn of a humanity without 
myths,” and “faith purged of myths.”8 Such, let us say in anticipation, is the great Feuerbachian endeavor 
of religion, shedding mythology by rising to social-ethical obligations.  

But here too we begin to see why and how Levinas must part company with Kant. Both philosophers 
agree that religion is anthropological and ethical, that it is what Levinas calls, following Martin Buber, a 
“biblical humanism.” But Kant, unlike Levinas, does not have an adequate social dimension to his ethics. 
It remains atomistic, and hence antagonistic in some sense to religious community, despite Kant’s great 
defense of “true religion.” And this inner conflict arises because Kant, despite himself as it were, remains 
too bound to the rationality he above all showed was inadequate to the transcendence proper to religion. 
What this means, concretely, is that Kant’s account of the morality at the basis of religion is itself based 
in the freedom of rational autonomy. Morality requires freedom, for without freedom actions cannot be 

                                                      

6 The four formulae that Kant uses to articulate the same root Categorical Imperative of all morality are all found in Foundations 
of the Metaphysics of Morals.  

7 Emmanuel Levinas, Totality and Infinity, trans. Alphonso Lingis (Pittsburgh: Duquesne University Press, 1969), 79. 

8 Emmanuel Levinas, 77. 
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judged good or evil, just or unjust. It must be possible for the moral agent to act otherwise on his or her 
own initiative. How to explain this freedom? The moral agent is free, and hence subject to moral 
judgment (unlike objects which are caused) only insofar, so Kant argues, that the agent is rationally self-
legislating. Here we come back to Kant’s Categorical Imperative. For an agent to be free it must be 
capable of acting on its own, not for the sake of reward and not driven by motivations or desires. For 
Kant this is only possible through rational self-legislation, the agent selecting a maxim of action because 
it is worth doing and for no other reason. We saw, above, two formulations of Kant’s Categorical 
Imperative, but in both cases, as in all four, what “motivates” a moral action is that it is right in and of 
itself. This rightness is determined by rationality, i.e., by seeing that the maxim conforms without 
contradiction to the Categorical Imperative, out of respect for the moral law alone. Thus each moral 
agent, even when acting to help others, acts not because of that social relationship but because such is 
the law it has for itself, the moral law it must respect, what Kant calls its “duty.”  

Why does Kant resort to this strategy? Because his ultimate commitment is not to ethics but to rationality, 
and for rationality the only way there can be freedom is through rational self-legislation, independent 
therefore of the push and pull of motivations and rewards, which if obeyed produce merely self-serving or 
prudential actions. Here then is the “dualism” that runs through all of Kant’s work owing to the very form 
of rationality to which he is bound. The lawfulness of nature is strictly one of causal necessity; therefore 
the moral law of the moral agent can only be chosen in absolute or pure freedom from such causality, 
unbound entirely from nature. And for that, it can follow only rationally self-legislated law – subject to the 
categorical imperative alone. Thus Kantian ethics is an ethics of individual duty, duty to fulfill the maxims 
which a rational individual rationally affirms and fulfills for and by itself. Its freedom is absolute and 
immaculate, independent of nature, of human nature, and of the rest of humanity. All the more reason 
then that religion is needful for Kant. It must provide the communal and external support that ethics by 
itself cannot possibly provide and which it ultimately cannot utilize either. Religion then is the support a 
weak humanity needs until it can be fully moral and fully just. To be sure, one must also say that Kant 
has backed himself into an impossible corner: religion provides the “support” for ethics that the ethical 
individual, the moral agent doing his or her duty, cannot and ought not to heed or use. Let us be 
generous and say that in his theory of ethical religion Kant concedes the import of history, of human 
frailty, on pure freedom, even if strictly speaking we recognize that his theory of moral freedom cannot 
bear it.  

Levinas, however, recognized the problem with Kantian ethics and made the necessary corrections. That 
is to say, Levinas’s philosophy is not based in the classical propositional or categorical rationality of the 
Kantian philosophy, but is rather a product of Husserl’s phenomenological extension of knowledge. Or, to 
put this point in its broader and more accurate context: Levinas affirms the primacy of ethics in the 
context of contemporary post-Kantian philosophy, philosophy now sensitive to the irreducible significance 
of embodiment, temporality and language, in a way that classical philosophy from Parmenides to Hegel 
was unable to grasp owing to its fundamentally dualist conceptualizations of mind and body, form and 
matter, eternal and temporal, necessary and contingent, idea and image, logic and reality.  

These basic differences in the interpretations of body, time and language, indeed this fundamental 
chasm separating contemporary thought from prior philosophy, can be summed up in the difference 
between Kant’s notion that morality is a function of respect for law and Levinas’s conception of morality 
arising as response to the other person. We have said that Kant conceived ethics rationally, giving 
priority to speculative knowledge over ethical obligation; we should add then that Levinas conceives of 
ethics ethically, giving priority to ethical obligation over speculative knowledge. To think ethics ethically is 
to correct and surpass the inner unresolvable conflict between the individual and the social which arises 
owing to Kant’s allegiance to an epistemologically and ontologically based rationality. No doubt both Kant 
and Levinas share the same philosophical intent, which both thinkers explicitly characterize as the 
primacy or priority of ethics. But Levinas saw more clearly than Kant that what gives rise to moral 
obligation is responsibility not before self-legislated law, but before the suffering and mortality which 
manifest the transcendence of the other person. Morality is an inter-subjective occurrence, responsibility 
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for-the-other before being for-itself. It is true that Sartre took a step in this direction when he liberated 
Kantian freedom from adherence to law, even self-legislated law. But then Sartre was left with a formal 
and empty freedom, free to choose, indeed condemned to choosing, but again in an absolute and 
immaculate freedom, with nothing to direct choice in one way or another. All things are chosen, all of life 
is choosing, but nothing is actually selected, nothing adheres or bends the human will, such was the final 
“existential” but really purely abstract conclusion of Kantian freedom freed from law. Levinas, in contrast, 
speaks not of pure freedom but of “difficult freedom,” freedom always already bound to moral obligations. 
“The antecedence of responsibility to freedom would signify the Goodness of the Good.” 9  

Levinas thus recognizes that moral freedom is not free in an unbounded but really abstract and indeed 
intellectualized form. Such a freedom, to the extent that it exists, is not moral freedom but freedom of 
thought. Moral freedom is moral because it aims to alleviate the suffering of the other, and is solicited by 
the other as finite, vulnerable, ultimately mortal. The “face of the other,” as Levinas calls the other’s 
transcendence, is the imperative call to rise to moral responsibility. “Difficult freedom” is then quite 
distinct from the merely abstract, intellectualized and atomized freedoms of Kant and Sartre. Difficult 
freedom is the freedom of one mortal being in the face of another, both vulnerable, both embodied, both 
temporal beings, wherein the other’s suffering takes priority over my own, becomes for me an obligation, 
a responsibility. Thus, too, for Levinas the ultimate structure of moral responsibility, the for-the-other of 
the moral agent in the face of the other, goes all the way to “dying for…” the other, making the ultimate 
self-sacrifice in a structure of morality which is sacrificial through and through in all its registers. No one 
wants to have to go so far, but morality and justice can demand it.  

Such too, for Levinas, is the “holiness” of moral agency: to go all the way toward the other, the other 
whose transcendence can never be comprehended, predicted, integrated, or effaced. This does not 
make the other person God or a god. Levinas has written: “The Other is not the incarnation of God, but 
precisely by his face, in which he is disincarnate, is the manifestation of the height in which God is 
revealed.”10 Nowhere more, however, than in the face of the other do we encounter, as Levinas puts it, 
“God who comes to the idea.”11 “Idea” here refers to the sense in which Descartes in his Third Meditation 
was “dazzled” by the “idea of God” or by the “idea of Infinity,” which was somehow put in him prior to his 
own indubitable cogito. For Levinas this “somehow” is not inexplicable, and is not merely dazzling: it is 
moral obligation. The other put into me, putting me into question – morality as “a turning inside out,”12 the 
subject as “hostage”13 for the other or, another of Levinas’s tropes, as “maternal psyche.”14 I am morally 
obligated to the other before my own self-interests, indeed before my own self. “Beyond egoism and 
altruism it is the religiosity of the self.”15 Already in Totality and Infinity Levinas characterized this 
exceptional relation to what cannot be integrated, this relation to transcendence as transcendence which 
is accomplished only through morality, “religion.” “For the relation between the being here below and the 
transcendent being that results in no community of concept or totality – a relation without relation – we 

                                                      

9 Emmanuel Levinas, Otherwise than Being or Beyond Essence, trans. Alphonso Lingis (Pittsburgh: Duquesne University 
Press, 1998), 122. 

10 Emmanuel Levinas, 79. 

11 One of Levinas’s books, a collection of articles, is entitled Of God Who Comes to the Idea, De Dieu qui vient a l’idée. 

12 Emmanuel Levinas, Otherwise than Being or Beyond Essence, 49. 

13 Emmanuel Levinas, 112. 

14 Richard Cohen. See, Chapter Six, “Maternal body/Maternal Psyche,” in my book, Ethics, Exegesis and Philosophy: 
Interpretation after Levinas (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,2001), 161-215. 

15 Richard Cohen., 117. 
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reserve the term religion.”16 “Religion, where relationship subsists between the same and the other 
despite the impossibility of the Whole – the idea of Infinity – is the ultimate structure.”17 

Nevertheless, for Levinas morality is not the ultimate significance of that structure, and hence not the 
ultimate meaning of religion. That significance is reserved for the work of justice. But in a sense it 
remains morality, because the work of justice is a requirement of morality and remains beholden to 
morality. Here is how the two stand in relation to one another. Morality, as we have seen, arises in my 
moral responsibility to and for you; me, myself as the singular one beholden to the singular other, you. 
But the world is not Paradise, not love alone; it is harsher, more demanding still, for there are more than 
two persons in the world. There is society; it is not accidental or contingent. Thus there are others who 
are other to the one who faces me, others to the other and others to me as well. Levinas labels them “the 
third.” Those others, third parties, make a difference; they contribute to the welfare or the suffering of the 
other I face. For me to ignore them, to ignore them even for moral reasons, creates injustice. For 
instance, if I give all the food I have to the one who faces me, as morality demands, then this means I am 
not sharing food with others who are also hungry. By being moral to one I am at the same time, and for 
this very reason, being unjust to others. So too if I do not harm the other person, what have I done to 
protect the other person from others who may threaten him or her? Morality demands that I not harm or 
steal from the other, but am I not obligated also to protect the other from thieves, murderers and villains? 
Thus justice, laws, equality, and their institutions and guarantees, such as courts, lawyers, police, etc., 
must come to supplement the limitations of morality itself, to rectify the smallness, as it were and 
however seemingly paradoxical, of the infinite obligation to which morality gives rise in the face of the 
other.  

Justice and morality are thus intimately linked. Justice is demanded by and rectifies morality. But to 
remain just, justice, laws and courts, for instance, must continually be measured by morality: do laws and 
the institutions they create help people? Do they reduce their suffering? Do they offer them opportunities 
for betterment? Are they administered in a humane way? Justice is always in the process of becoming 
more just by becoming more moral. And morality, unless it is to become mere sentimentality or for loved 
ones only, must rise beyond the one who faces to actualize the difficult work of establishing justice, of 
legislating laws, maintaining courts of justice, police, armies, but also schools, universities, affordable 
housing, social security, pensions and the like. And it must be vigilant that all these are humanely 
administered. It is for this reason that while one would not be wrong to say that morality is the ultimate 
structure of religion, because it is, it is even more accurate to say that morality rising to justice – justice 
arising from morality and serving morality – is the ultimate significance of that “unrelating relation” which 
is religion. Thus Levinas will say: “God rises to his supreme and ultimate presence as correlative to the 
justice rendered unto men.”18 

Before concluding I wish to take up one more issue, a very important one. It is the question of force. 
Justice requires force, insofar as we do not live in a perfect or redeemed world. Not everyone behaves 
their best, and some behave their worst. Sanctions are required for justice. To be sure, one must 
distinguish “good violence,” force for the sake of morality and justice, from “bad violence,” violence for 
the sake of violence, destruction, harm, hurt, and the like.19 It is rarely an easy distinction to make, for it 
requires all the discernment and vigilance required to keep justice just. In view of the necessity of force, 
of the just use of “good violence” against “bad violence,” the issue I wish to raise has to do with the so-
called separation of Church and State, the separation of religion and the state, the disestablishment of 
religion. I want to argue that this separation is not only necessary but is in the best interest of religion as 
                                                      

16 Emmanuel Levinas, Totality and Infinity, 80. 

17 Emmanuel Levinas, 80. 

18 Emmanuel Levinas, 78. 

19 See, Emmanuel Levinas, Otherwise than Being or Beyond Essence, 177. 
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well as the state. It is in the best interest of the state because today we live in polities which comprise 
various religions and various religious believers as well as spiritualists, agnostics and atheists. The 
problem – or rather the problem from the point of view of the use of force – is that religions do not agree 
about important matters, obviously with regard to ecclesiastical rites, texts, rituals, theologies, formulae 
of faith, etc., but also, and importantly, in matter of ethics. Moral topics and questions of justice, as 
Plato’s Socrates pointed out correctly long ago, are precisely the subjects about which humans disagree. 
Ethics certainly respects and requires mathematical and quantitative knowledge, science and technology 
to create a just society, but ethical matters are not decidable by the same. Thus at any particular 
historical time, there are intractable differences with regard to ethical matters. To tack a claim to the “Will 
of God” to these disagreements serves no positive purpose in their peaceful resolution and, quite to the 
contrary, leads more quickly to intransigence and bad violence, like throwing oil on fire. 

For example take the awful case of an ill pregnant woman who can be saved, or her fetus can be saved, 
but not both. One must die for the other to live. Orthodox Roman Catholic doctrine demands that the 
fetus be saved, and that the woman die; it is the “Will of God.” Orthodox Jewish doctrine demands that 
the woman be saved, and the fetus die; it is the “Will of God.” For a faithful Roman Catholic to save the 
pregnant woman is to murder the fetus, and vice versa for the faithful Jew. So what is murder for one is 
God’s Will for the other. Obviously, then, determining public policy for doctors in such an intractable case 
will make no headway, and is indeed likely to lead to violence, if the decision is left in the hands of clergy.  

What to do? After centuries of bloody Inquisitions and religious wars over matters far less serious, the 
answer that has thus far seemed best, best to persons who prize peace, morality and justice, is precisely 
the separation of Church and State, with moral sanction left to the Church and physical force left 
exclusively to the State.20 Since the interest of the State, especially according to religion, is peace and 
justice, it will generally follow a path best able to accommodate all religions, knowing that in some cases 
no perfect solution is possible. In the above instance, for example, the State could legally allow doctors 
both options, deciding in accord with the wishes of the pregnant woman and/or her spouse and family. 
Perhaps there is a better solution, but it should be left to public debate, public policy, public legislation 
and sanction, not religion. Religion, for its part, would be able to influence the decision like any public 
body, with no more and no less power to influence than any other. And here again, we see religion at 
work as both Church and State, because the ultimate care of both is justice. Justice – not dogma, not 
rituals, not clergy, not words and images, not Sacred Writings, not priests – as the Will of God.  

“Ethics,” Levinas has written, “is not the corollary of the vision of God it is that very vision.”21 In this he 
joins Kant’s Copernican Revolution and extends Feuerbach’s high regard for religious values and ideals, 
proposing what he calls in contrast to old-fashioned religion a “religion for adults.” “To know God is to 
know what must be done.”22 And what must be done is to care for the other person and to work for 
justice for all others. There is no greater, no higher calling, no greater proximity with the divine. Levinas 
calls it “holiness” and “glory.” Such is the message and mission of his conception of a rabbinic and 
modern Judaism. Judaism, like all religions with a long history, indeed as a religion “as old as the 
world,”23 has many variations, many denominations, many interpretations, none of which can singly 
                                                      

20 Such a view, originating with Locke and Bayle, was declared in the name of Judaism by Moses Mendelssohn in his book 
Jerusalem or On Religious Power and Judaism (1783). Mendelssohn was the second Jewish intellectual to have entered into 
modern European intellectual life and, quite unlike Spinoza a century earlier, fully understood and defended Judaism. See my 
forthcoming book, Out of Control: Confrontations between Spinoza and Levinas (Albany State University of New York Press, 
2016).  

21 Emmanuel Levinas, “A Religion for Adults,” in Emmanuel Levinas, Difficult Freedom, trans. Sean Hand (Baltimore: Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 1990), 17. 

22 Emmanuel Levinas, 17. Allusion to Chernyshevky and Lenin!  

23 See, Emmanuel Levinas, “‘As Old as the World’,” in Emmanuel Levinas, Nine Talmudic Readings, trans. Annette Aronowicz 
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1900), 70-88. 



 Judaism and Philosophy 

Common Ground Journal v12 n2 (Fall 2015) 75 

possibly say everything it has had to say or has to say or will have to say. Nevertheless, it seems to me 
that Levinas’s “religion for adults” is a capacious reading of Judaism – a universal reading in the sense 
that it is open to all Jews and to all religions, indeed to everyone – which at once comes from an 
“immemorial past” and aims at a very large future. Not because it is easy, however, but because it is 
good.  

For these reasons, too, it seems to me that with due humility I can say that we – all of us, to be sure, but 
especially religious persons and academics in the Liberal Arts – are entering into what might be called 
the age of Jewish studies. This is not meant in a parochial sense – quite the opposite! It does not mean 
everyone must become Jewish, for there are a thousand pathways to righteousness, Jewish, Christian, 
Muslim, Buddhist, Hindu, Confucian, Taoist, Agnostic, Skeptical, Atheist, Aesthetic…let a thousand 
flowers blossom. But I do mean this – that we are entering into the age of Jewish studies – in the sense 
that the longest continuous tradition of ethical-religious-political thinking, a thinking from its origins and 
consciously in critical dialogue with the Greek preference for abstract knowing and sensuous beauty as 
well as with the gnostic and dualist temptations of ontological and epistemological religion, is already to 
be found in the millennial old discussions, debates, narratives, and encounters of the sages of the 
Talmud, from the jottings of the Mishna begun in 200 BCE to its dual Talmudic canonization in 400 CE 
(Jerusalem) and 500 CE (Babylonian), to its great medieval commentators and codifiers, to the continued 
dialogue of the Responsa literature, debates and discussions and an ethically and concretely grounded 
intellectualism which continues to the present day. Reviled in the past, it is high time for the form of the 
Jewish tradition of learning – Yiddish lernen, culture as studying, teaching and learning at once – to 
serve as a model not only for Judaism, which it already serves, but for the many adults, the many 
communities of adults, the many religions of adults, of our day, indeed, especially in our day.  

Unless, of course, Marx is right, or on an individual rather than a social level that Nietzsche is right: that 
the pacific and gradualist social and political reformations called for by ethics, through moral compassion 
and the hard labors of justice, are fundamentally insufficient to break free of the ever darker alienating 
dehumanizing shadows of the colonizing reification and commodification effected by the alliance of 
positivist technocracy and finance capitalism unleashed upon us in our day of late monopoly capitalism, 
and that what is therefore truly called for is something far more radical, far less peaceful, far more abrupt 
and disruptive, a “revaluation of all values” or “revolution,” as if in contrast to the better insights and 
urgings of Kant, Feuerbach and Levinas, epistemology and ontology will not let go of their dogmatic and 
oracular status as grounds of being, and as if, therefore, the darkest of all the ancient religious 
temptations, Apocalypse, with a capital A, the regeneration and overturning of the world and all its filth, 
another flood to cleanse the world of its greed and selfishness, and not small unheralded acts of 
kindness and the work for a justice which would both in truth be only illusion, ideology and false 
consciousness, is what in our day comes slouching toward Bethlehem, offspring of Rockefeller and 
Frankenstein, which is to say, the crashing end of a long nightmare…to awaken perhaps in another 
better world? Nobody knows.  

It is truly said, and such is our blinkered consciousness today, that “it is easier to imagine the end of the 
universe, than the end of capitalism.” To see the end of the latter, that is to say, to find a path out of the 
glorification of materialism, of greed and selfishness at the expense of the “widow, the orphan, the 
stranger,” of the poor and disposed, its global hegemonic colonization, the dehumanization effected by 
the two headed beast of positivist knowledge and financial capital, to find instead the humanity of the 
human, and its future, and to make it our future, such is the central task, however difficult, of an adult 
religious consciousness.  
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Abstract What exactly might it mean to be ‘mature’? At least for Kant, maturity (which is to say 
‘enlightenment’) comes about when one is able to think for oneself. Contrary to Kant, and even contrary to 
Michael Foucault, who writes a nearly equally famous response to Kant’s essay, maturity is something that 
goes beyond the stage which Kant labels ‘enlightenment’. In the end, the problem with both Kant and 
Foucault is not that they are too critical. Rather they are not critical enough. 
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Among the various objectives which introductory philosophy courses are usually expected to achieve is 
precisely what Kant defines as the essence of ‘enlightenment’ in his famous essay “An Answer to the 
Question: What is Enlightenment?”: intellectual maturity. True, an introductory course can only do so 
much to further this purpose (and, to be sure, there are other goals to be attained in introducing students 
to philosophy), but it is probably safe to say that this aspiration is central. As teachers, we hope to bring 
students to the point where they are able to grapple with philosophical problems and come to 
conclusions on their own. In short, we want them to “think for themselves.” Given that aim, our role is 
more one of guidance and, although at times we might stretch that guidance to the point of arguing 
vigorously for or against certain views, our concern in the end is that students make their own choices. 
After all, choices we coerce them into making (“either accept my view or else”—an “or else” which can 
take both covert and more explicit forms) are choices to which they are unlikely to adhere after the 
course is over. 

Few of us would question either the need or merit of forcing students to think for themselves. As Kant 
points out, “it is so convenient to be immature!” Even (or perhaps at times especially) students who are 
convinced that their views are truly ‘their own’ often unthinkingly espouse the ideology of friends, their 
background, or Nike advertisements. On the other hand, while the requirement of “think for yourself” 
seems innocent enough as a course objective, there is a great deal more behind it than might be obvious 
at first glance. The call to intellectual maturity as issued by Kant is a rallying cry of a rather particular sort 
and assumes a peculiar definition of what counts as maturity. While more than one aspect of Kant’s 
conception of enlightenment might be open to question, it seems to me that the crucial concept—one 
which can be seen as driving not merely his reflections on enlightenment but the whole enterprise of 
critique and the creation of the critical system—is his conception of maturity. But what exactly might it 
mean to be ‘mature’? What constitutes “putting away childish things” (as Paul puts it in I Cor. 13:11) and 
thinking as a mature human being? At least for Kant, maturity (which is to say ‘enlightenment’) comes 
about when one is able to think for oneself. Yet I wonder whether Kant’s conception of maturity is really 
all that mature. Contrary to Kant (and even contrary to Michael Foucault, who writes a nearly equally 
famous response to Kant’s essay), it seems to me that maturity is something that goes beyond the stage 
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which Kant labels ‘enlightenment’. In the end, the problem with both Kant and Foucault is not that they 
are too critical. Rather they are not critical enough. 

As we shall see, the question of the meaning of true maturity is closely connected to the question of what 
it means to be modern. And that will lead us to consider the sorts of ‘postmodern’ alternatives available, 
assuming that the modern definition of maturity turns out to be untenable.1 Although Foucault and Hans-
Georg Gadamer would hardly agree on specifics, both of them see Kant and thus the Enlightenment (or 
should one say “the Enlightenment and thus Kant”?) as presenting us with a kind of either/or choice 
which has shaped not only philosophical discourse but the contours of the choices which have seemed 
available to us ever since. To examine the way the Enlightenment legacy has shaped modern 
philosophy, we shall focus on three closely connected texts which touch on this theme: Kant’s essay on 
enlightenment, Foucault’s response in an essay with virtually the same title, and Gadamer’s comments 
on the Enlightenment in Truth and Method.2 What we will discover is that Gadamer provides a way of 
thinking intellectual freedom that still allows for the authority of tradition and, more specifically, the Bible. 

ENLIGHTENMENT BLACKMAIL 
Whether Kant’s answer to the question “Was ist Aufklarung?” was more approvingly received than the 
answer provided by Moses Mendelssohn is difficult to judge. It would have been interesting had the 
Berlinische Monatschrift, the journal that published an essay that posed the question in 1783,3 
subsequently asked its readers to rate the two answers for accuracy and plausibility. Whatever those 
readers must have thought (and there is good reason to think that more sided with Kant than with 
Mendelssohn), the response of Kant has proven far more influential, and even today provides the 
virtually unquestioned definition of enlightenment (as ironic as that may be). Judging by Kant’s response, 
it would seem that his contemporaries were likewise convinced that they were much better off than those 
poor unenlightened souls of darker ages, even if the posing of the question of enlightenment in a public 
forum suggests that not everyone was quite sure as to what it meant to be enlightened. 

For those with recently discovered sight but still in need of clearer focus, Kant provides sharp 
clarification. The essence of enlightenment, so he tells us, can be distilled into a motto Wahlspruch—
”sapere aude!” As Foucault reminds us, a Wahlspruch can function as both a kind of symbol and also as 
a motto (F35). It is something which identifies one as and also provides something by which to live—
thus, a crest and a credo. According to Kant, sapere aude can be translated in more explicit and 
practical terms as “have the courage to use your own reason” [habe Mut, dich deines eigenen 
Verstandes zu bedienen] (K 54).4 Kant opens his text with these words: “Enlightenment is man’s 
emergence from his self-incurred immaturity.” As he immediately goes on to tell us, “immaturity is the 
inability to use one’s own understanding without the guidance of another.” Moreover, this inability, says 
Kant, is “self-incurred” whenever we fail to have the courage to act on our own (K 54). Accordingly, Kant 
suggests sapere aude as an appropriate enlightenment motto. 

                                                      

1 For those who dislike the term ‘postmodern’, insert any term you wish that signals something coming at the end of modernity. 
The exact terminology here is unimportant. 

2 Immanuel Kant, "An Answer to the Question: ‘What is Enlightenment?’" in Kant: Political Writings, 2nd ed., ed. Hans Reiss, 
trans. H.B. Nisbet (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991); Michel Foucault, "What is Enlightenment?" in The Foucault 
Reader, ed. Paul Rabinow (New York: Pantheon, 1984); and Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method, 2nd rev. ed., trans. Joel 
Weinsheimer and Donald G. Marshall (New York: Crossroad, 1989). Abbreviated as K, F, and G, respectively. 

3 Intellectuals in Germany at the end of the eighteenth-century knew that they were living in the time of the Enlightenment (and 
that enlightenment was great), but people weren’t quite sure what that meant: they knew that they were much better off than the 
poor saps who lived in the ‘dark ages’, but there was disagreement as to what exactly it meant to be an enlightened person and 
to live in the ‘age of enlightenment’. 

4 Immanuel Kant, Schriften von 1783-1788, ed. Artur Buchenau and Ernst Cassirer (Berlin: Bruno Cassirer, 1922). 
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I think that it is not too much to say that this essay marks an important point in philosophy, for it raises a 
question with which we are still dealing and one which will continue to shape philosophy for at least the 
foreseeable future. In attempting to define the term ‘enlightenment’, Kant provides a crucial key to 
understanding at least three different things. First, the question at stake here is truly Kantian in nature, 
for it concerns the limits of rationality: in the three critiques—Kant’s three major texts—he attempts to 
limn the limits of rationality, to see what reason can and cannot do. Second, Kant provides us with a 
helpful way of viewing the Enlightenment as a period: whether we are speaking narrowly of the German 
Enlightenment or more broadly, so as to include the French, English, and Scottish Enlightenment(s), the 
focus is clearly on ‘thinking for oneself’; in each of these cases it gets worked out differently, but the goal 
of independent thought is clearly central. Third, this Wahlspruch proves characteristic for the very ideal of 
Enlightenment and the kinds of pretensions which go along with the idea that one is ‘enlightened’: we 
shall see shortly how this ideal has to do with both the fantastic dream of the Greeks and the course of 
philosophy in the wake of modernity. 

Yet there is more here than might meet the eye at first glance. Note that there is a slightly audacious 
tinge to all of this (and I would argue that precisely the audacity of Kant’s rallying cry is what made it so 
popular and what caused it to be so influential). In attempting to define Aufklärung, Kant describes both 
an era and an ethos—the historical period of the Enlightenment and the enlightenment mentality, both of 
which are an essential part of our intellectual heritage. While Kant’s conception of ‘enlightenment’ was 
certainly not the only one of his age, it has clearly been the most influential. 

Now, on the one hand, there is something prima facie convincing about all of this: Kant’s plea for 
maturity is one which seems to have a good deal of merit. Who, indeed, would wish to wallow in the 
throes of immaturity if it is the case that true maturity requires only that we rustle up the courage to 
decide on our own? On the other hand, there is a somewhat audacious tinge to all of this. Kant’s 
nomination for the enlightenment motto (a quotation from Horace that was so popular at the time that the 
Alethophiles had inscribed it on a coin)5 can be literally translated as “dare to be wise” or “dare to know.” 
Picking up on the etymological connection between “aude’ and the French word ‘audace’ (or the English 
term ‘audacious’), Foucault’s translation can be rendered in English as “have the courage, the audacity, 
to know” (F 35). Putting this in a German idiom, we might say that maturity for Kant requires a degree of 
Frechheit—cheekiness. 

Whether this audacious ideal is good or bad is open to question, but its significance is not. Although 
Foucault realizes as well as anyone that Kant’s terse definition of Aufklärung cannot be taken as the sum 
total of a movement, he sees this text, along with Kant’s Critiques, as marking the entrance of a 
particular way of thinking—what we would term ‘modernity’. Kant’s question “what does it mean to be 
enlightened?” is in effect “what does it mean to be modern?” Modern philosophy (in the loose sense of 
that term) can be described as that philosophy for which the question of enlightenment is an issue. As he 
puts it, “modern philosophy is the philosophy that is attempting to answer the question raised so 
imprudently two centuries ago: Was ist Aufklärung?” (K 32) Moreover, along with this particular question 
goes a particular attitude: instead of taking modernity as designating a temporal period, Foucault claims 
that modernity is characterized by a desire to escape. Foucault points out that “Kant defines Aufklärung 
in an almost entirely negative way, as an Ausgang, an ‘exit’, a ‘way out’” (F 34). To become enlightened, 
one must come out from under a yoke. 

But, if modernity is essentially the search for an Ausgang, from what are we escaping? In essence, the 
escape is from the yoke of the past: to be enlightened, mature, and thoroughly modern necessitates a 
“break with tradition” (F 39). Of course, as heirs of the Enlightenment we are apt to overlook how much 
we have been influenced by this way of thinking. Being ‘modern’ in attitude, we tend to glorify the present 
and denigrate the past. For instance, although the word ‘modern’ ostensibly means no more than 
‘current’, the way we tend to use the term shows that its normative connotations are actually far more 
                                                      

 5 Epodes I, 2, 40. 
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significant than its descriptive function. When we call something ‘modern’, we are not merely saying that 
it is ‘current’; usually we imply that it is also ‘better’. What connects us to the Enlightenment—what 
makes us kindred spirits—”is not faithfulness to doctrinal elements” (F 42), but precisely this attitude, an 
attitude which Gadamer sums up as: “We can know better” (G 272). At the heart of this break with 
tradition, then, is the refusal to be subject to any authority whatsoever. Instead, we must ourselves—
each and every one of us—become our own authorities. I must allow my own reason to decide for me, 
rather than accept the word of someone else. Thus, Kant leaves virtually no room for recognition of 
authority as being legitimate: instead the ideal of maturity is taken to be the state in which we decide 
everything on our own. Looking to an authority is automatically taken to be suspect. 

Closely connected to this conception of maturity is the issue of freedom. I think it is not incidental that 
Kant likens immaturity to a “ball and chain” (K 55). To be mature is to be free. The enlightenment version 
of ‘maturity’, then, is that of coming out from under the yoke of everything, except reason. Yet what Kant 
seems to have in mind is far more than merely an escape from one thing to something else. In effect, 
freedom is the absence of any external constraints, for these are seen as something to be avoided. Note 
that Kant’s call is for the free use not merely of reason—in an unqualified sense—but of one’s own 
reason. Of course, one might argue that this seems at odds with what Kant says elsewhere in at least 
two different respects. First, we all know that Kant sees the categorical imperative as binding upon all, so 
Kant would seem to recognize some kind of constraint upon us. Yet the governance of the categorical 
imperative is still an internal constraint, not an external one. And it is this move from external constraints 
to internal ones that is significant here: for one can always choose not to be reasonable (something 
which Kant could not easily imagine but is at least a possible option). What Kant has in mind is pure self-
determination. Second, while Kant’s view of freedom is often characterized as a positive rather than a 
negative view of freedom, clearly in this text Kant gives us a relatively negative conception of freedom: 
the throwing off of any constraints upon one’s thought or action. It is this that I see as being a particularly 
modern view of freedom. In contrast to this, we could point to someone like Augustine. Augustine stands 
in contrast with modernity in that the account of freedom that he gives us in his Confessions is not a 
freedom of being released from all restrictions such that the agent is no longer constrained. Rather we 
might characterize it as the arrival at restrictions that allow one to flourish. However, rather than say 
more about this here, we shall return to this later. 

In any case, the problem with the freedom of modernity is that it is bought at a rather steep price. In 
rejecting the past and attempting to live solely in the present, we experience, says Foucault, “a feeling of 
novelty” and “vertigo in face of the passing moment” (F 39). Speaking of Baudelaire, Foucault points out 
that to be ‘modern’—to reject the past—means that one is constantly faced with the prospect of self-
creation or self-invention. As Foucault says, “modern man, for Baudelaire, is not the man who goes off to 
discover himself, his secrets and his hidden truth; he is the man who tries to invent himself. This 
modernity does not ‘liberate man in his own being’; it compels him to face the task of producing himself” 
(F 42). Modernity, then, has a decidedly negative aspect. And, if this can be taken as a more or less 
correct characterization of modernity, then Sartre ends up being the quintessential modern, someone 
who does not recognize any sort of human essence at all. What is significant about Sartre’s view of 
human agency is that there is absolutely nothing that one can use for guidance. Every moral decision, as 
well as every decision in general, is one that is—in a sense—taken afresh. Thus, Sartre could be seen 
as taking the modern project—the ideal of the invention of one’s self—to its ultimate extreme; and, for 
Sartre, this clearly has deep moral implications. 

Rather than accept Kant’s call to maturity at face value, Foucault thinks that we need to take Kant at his 
word and think for ourselves—which means for Foucault that we should not accept the implicit choice 
which Kant in effect gives us too hastily. As it turns out, Kant’s ‘escape’ is itself problematic. On the one 
hand, it takes a form that is too simple. Foucault characterizes this choice as being “you either accept the 
Enlightenment and remain within the tradition of its rationalism . . . or else you criticize the Enlightenment 
and try to escape from its principles of rationality” (F 43). In effect, Kant could be interpreted (and I think 
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that there is some validity to this reading) as setting up his version of rationality as definitive and then 
telling us that we must choose between it and irrationality. At least this is what Foucault would claim. 

However, I am interested in a slightly different sort of blackmail here, though one which is clearly related 
to this. Perhaps ‘blackmail’ might seem to be too strong a term for what Kant does, for one might simply 
see Kant’s choice as simply a rather high-handed one, not something worthy of the label blackmail. But 
calling it blackmail seems to be justified here, for there is an implied threat which goes with this choice. 
The choice that Kant gives us ends up being: either be mature and use your reason or else remain in 
immaturity and blindly obey authority. What is particularly interesting here is that, in setting up this 
dichotomy, Kant could be seen as setting himself up as our authority and, from that position, attempting 
to blackmail us. The essence of blackmail is that one is presented with a choice in which one of the 
options is so unpleasant that the blackmailer is reasonably certain the ‘blackmailee’ is going to knuckle 
under. Blackmail generally has a “do this or else . . .” sort of character, and the “or else” of Enlightenment 
blackmail is the choice of being ‘irrational’ and ‘immature’. The threat, then, is that, if one chooses to be 
immature and unenlightened, one is likely to be cut off from any future dialogue and simply not taken 
seriously. I think it is highly significant here that even the way Kant has set up the problematic makes it 
difficult to argue with him: few of us would dare propose that we should rather choose the option of being 
‘immature’. 

In response to the options of accepting enlightenment rationalism or attempting to escape from it, 
Foucault suggests that there is no reason to submit to Kant’s blackmail. Rather than being either “‘for’ or 
‘against’ the Enlightenment,” Foucault suggests that we should “refuse everything that might present 
itself in the form of a simplistic and authoritarian alternative” (F 43). Not only should we not submit to this 
alternative because it is too simple, Foucault also thinks there is nothing like a “way out”. On the one 
hand, the Enlightenment hope of escape could never become a reality because fleeing from the past is 
only possible to a limited degree. On the other hand, as beings whose very ways of thinking have been 
formed by the Enlightenment, we cannot escape Kant’s either/or choice simply by rejecting it out of hand. 
Instead Foucault proposes that we “try to proceed with the analysis of ourselves as beings who are 
historically determined, to a certain extent, by the Enlightenment” (F 43). What I take Foucault to mean 
here is that one of the most important ways in which we can consider what it means to be children of the 
Enlightenment is to examine the ways in which even the alternatives which we assume to be available to 
us have themselves been shaped by enlightenment thought. Not only do I take this to be a valuable 
project, it is also a very Kantian one: for it concerns the limits of rationality, albeit in a somewhat different 
sense than that of Kant. 

Of course, there are at least two crucial differences between the Kantian and Foucaultian projects. First, 
whereas Kant is relatively optimistic concerning the ability of reason to lead us to freedom, Foucault’s 
view of reason is far more ambivalent, for he realizes that what we call reason can be employed both to 
emancipate and to oppress. Second, whereas Kant envisions the limits or constraints of reason as being 
necessary and universal, Foucault focuses on the cultural and historical factors which play a role in 
determining those constraints for any given culture or era. In effect, Foucault turns the question around: 
instead of seeking what is universal, he asks “in what is given to us as universal, necessary, obligatory, 
what place is occupied by whatever is singular, contingent, and the product of arbitrary constraints?” (F 
45) The consequence of this shift, as Foucault himself admits, is that “the search for formal structures 
with universal value” is replaced with an “historical investigation” into the events and factors which have 
caused us to think the way we do (F 46). From Foucault’s vantage point, one problem with the goal of 
“thinking for oneself” is that one never does think purely “for oneself.” In other words, there are no 
isolated selves who think in a rational vacuum. Rather, not only thought but even the possible ways of 
thinking available to us are always shaped at least in part by a given context. From Foucault’s 
perspective, ways of both asking and answering philosophical questions are never purely philosophical; 
instead they are often influenced by social, political, economic, institutional, and religious factors, not to 
mention hidden motivations. 
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That Foucault is at least partly right here seems difficult to dispute, and I take his concentration on 
factors which seem more arbitrary than universal as genuinely helpful, at least up to a point. This 
becomes clear if we apply Foucault’s method of analysis to Kant himself. To what extent is the choice 
with which Kant presents us based on other factors than ‘pure reason’? For instance, Kant tells us in his 
enlightenment essay that he has “portrayed matters of religion as the focal point of the enlightenment” 
because 1) it is an area which the government leaves to the individual and 2) “because religious 
immaturity is the most pernicious and dishonorable” (K 59). While I would agree with Kant that religious 
immaturity is pernicious, I am inclined to wonder whether there might be more than Kant is telling us 
here. The Kant we find in “What is Enlightenment?” could be seen as simply providing a general goad for 
religious believers to think seriously about what and why they believe—all fine and good. Yet why Kant is 
not so keen on acknowledging any authority becomes much clearer in Religion within the Bounds of 
Reason Alone. Whatever one makes of Kant’s re-reading of Christianity there, one thing is certain: Kant 
seems to have a definite program in mind, one which results in what I would see as a serious distortion 
of the Christian tradition. In light of that, his remarks in “What is Enlightenment?” could be seen as fitting 
into a much wider agenda. As Gadamer points out, the enlightenment critique was not simply general in 
nature; instead it was “primarily directed against the religious tradition of Christianity” (G 272). Whether 
one agrees with Kant or not, what seems clear is that Kant’s highly rational version of Christianity is not 
value neutral. Moreover, it might not be too much to argue that in Religion within the Bounds of Reason 
Alone Kant once again offers us a high-handed sort of choice or even blackmail, this time perhaps taking 
the form “either accept my rational version of Christianity or else be irrational.” 

POSTMODERN BLACKMAIL 
For a variety of reasons, then, it would seem that Kant’s call of sapere aude must be itself called into 
question. The kind of Ausgang implied by the goal of “thinking for oneself” proves problematic, for one 
never does think purely for oneself. Reason is never wholly ‘pure’, for the past—as well as the present—
always have a grasp on one’s own thinking which cannot be eliminated. That means that any radical 
break with tradition or simply any radical purification of reason of any element which might be considered 
‘heterogenous’ appears to be impossible. If that is the case, then the results are significant. Not only 
does it call into question the enlightenment ideal of the self-conceived in terms of ‘enlightenment’—is no 
longer a viable ideal, then what are we left with? Assuming that neither accepting the Enlightenment 
dilemma as it stands nor attempting to turn back the clock to some pre-modern or pre-critical standpoint 
would prove satisfactory (let alone feasible), the question becomes: what comes after modernity? 

The obvious answer, of course, would seem to be ‘post’-modernity; yet that in no way answers the 
question. I used to think I knew what postmodernity was, but now I am considerably less sure. 
‘Postmodernity’ is one of those words which do not easily lend themselves to precise definition. Or one 
could say that it lends itself to virtually anything one would like to do with it. Consider how many people 
use ‘postmodernism’ as derogatory term without having actually read any postmodern authors makes 
this clear. Judging by some of the critics and—sometimes worse—some self-declared followers of, for 
instance, Derrida, Foucault, and Lyotard (and the United States has perhaps more than its fair share of 
these), what comes after modernity is a ‘post-modernity’ that ends up being radically relativistic. Of 
course, there are postmoderns such as Richard Rorty who are more than happy to claim that all moral 
and epistemic claims are completely contingent. 

The problem with this sort of ‘postmodernism’, though, is that it tends to substitute a different sort of 
blackmail for that of Kant, and one which may be even worse. And what particularly interests me here is 
their remarkable similarity, in at least three respects. First, I think both can be read as representing a kind 
of denigration of tradition, an exultation of the present over the past. The difference is that, in the case of 
modernity, tradition and the past are thought of as something which we can overcome, whereas in the 
case of postmodernity, the past tends to be seen as something that we might still wish to overcome, but 
the conclusion is that this is impossible. In other words, there still seems to be some hope of overcoming 
the past, albeit a muted and frustrated hope. Second, in both cases the contrast often ends up being 
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depicted as that between being hopelessly ‘naïve versus smugly ‘enlightened’. The difference is that, in 
what might be called ‘popular postmodernism’, the choice is between something along the lines of an 
optimistic modernity with confidence in “reason alone” (in other words, Kant) versus a kind of 
postmodernism which sees ‘reason’ as purely contingent. But it seems that the alternatives still end up 
being cast in terms of maturity and immaturity. Just as Kant seems to ask “how could anyone not want to 
be enlightened?” so the implied question today (asked with a wink) is “how could anyone today take the 
ideals of the enlightenment seriously?” Finally, what should be apparent from what we have seen is that 
postmodernism ultimately ends up being a highly modern sort of project, one which continues in the 
enlightenment tradition by taking it to a far more radical extreme. Whereas Kant questions the validity of 
authority but has an unshakable faith in reason, the postmodernist questions whether reason is any more 
trustworthy. So it would seem that the postmodernist has done Kant one better: the postmodernist takes 
Kant’s own ideal more seriously than does Kant. Kant fails because he is out critiqued. 

But, even if the postmodernist deserves a special award for taking critique to a higher level, the question 
remains: where does this get us? I would suggest that the answer is: not very far. Here it is helpful to 
consider two possible ways of construing postmodernism, that of Lyotard and that of Foucault. For I think 
a brief analysis of them reveals what in the end is the same problem. In The Postmodern Condition,6 
Lyotard claims that modernism [note: this is the term he uses] is whatever legitimizes itself by way of 
‘grand narratives’; conversely, postmodernism is an “incredulity toward metanarratives” (L xxiii). In light of 
this, Lyotard claims that postmodernism is not some stage at which we arrive after the breakdown of 
modernism: rather modernism and postmodernism form a cyclical pattern in which modernisms are 
always being postulated and then overturned, being succeeded by postmodernisms, apparently ad 
infinitum (L 79). Lyotard does preface his definition of ‘postmodernism’ by the caveat “simplifying to the 
extreme,” so he is obviously aware that his definition could end up being seen as simplistic. Still, I 
wonder just how valuable his definitions of ‘modern’ and ‘postmodern’ end up being. If ‘modern’ is 
equivalent to something like “having a belief in metanarratives,” then virtually everything from Babylonian 
astrology to Newtonian physics to Husserl’s phenomenology counts as ‘modern’, and the term loses 
most (if not all) of its meaning. If postmodernism is simply equivalent to rebelling against whatever norm 
happens to be in place, then it ends up sounding more like a simple rejection of any authority rather than 
a thoughtful critique. Or, rather, it ends up sounding remarkably like Kant. And there is a further problem 
here with Lyotard’s account: one could argue that Lyotard himself ends up appealing—all too 
uncritically—to the narrative of performativity or usefulness, a narrative which might not be so grand but 
is nonetheless a kind of metanarrative. So Lyotard has not really escaped.  

Of course, there is another way of interpreting Lyotard, one that is more certainly more charitable. That 
is, what Lyotard means by a metanarrative is something that is self-grounding. In other words, the 
metanarrative itself provides its own justification. This reading would certainly make sense as a reading 
of modernity, for modernity is all thinking for oneself and not looking to some other person or text or 
system for justification. If this reading is true, something could quite easily be a metanarrative but make 
no claims to being able to justify itself. So the “incredulity” (which would not need to be simply unbelief 
but could take the form of questioning and doubting) would be toward anything that posits itself as self-
grounding. Consider how one believes in Christianity. Some would argue that Christianity is a system 
that can be perfectly grounded by way of proofs. On this view, the Bible is a book with all of the answers. 
One simply needs to read it carefully enough. But this is hardly the only way of thinking about 
Christianity. Many Christians would say that to believe in Christianity involves faith and so is not 
reducible to rational arguments. That would not be to say that there are no such arguments, but rather 
that Christianity does not boil to a sheerly rational system or so is not self-grounding. I should add here 
that this kind of argument can and should be extended. Many people quite wrongly assume that, quite 
unlike Christianity, empirical science is a metanarrative that is self-grounding. But here we would be wise 

                                                      

6 Jean-François Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge, trans. Geoff Bennington and Brian Massumi 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1984). 
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to practice the incredulity that Lyotard suggests. While this kind of thinking is highly prevalent in today’s 
culture (and is found in the “new atheists” like Dawkins and Hitchens), it is thoroughly ungrounded. There 
are many aspects of science that involve something like faith. Indeed, all scientific statements are put 
forth as hypotheses that could be either now or sometime in the future shown to be wrong. So science 
and religious belief are not nearly as far apart as many assume. 

But here I must add one parting word on Lyotard. I would be delighted if the above interpretation of 
Lyotard were correct. However, I think it is far too charitable and, ultimately, wrong. Instead, I think my 
earlier interpretation is correct. One way of putting this charge is that this other interpretation is far too 
nuanced an interpretation of a far too unnuanced philosopher. In an interview long after the book was 
written, Lyotard admits that his knowledge of the sciences was “less than limited” and that, as a result, he 
“made stories up.” He claimed that it was “simply the worst of all my books.”7 I think Lyotard was right 
about that. That is, it’s simply a bad book. There is a further problem. For reasons that I find inexplicable, 
many people (including even philosophers who ought to know better) have glommed on to Lyotard’s 
definition of postmodernism as the “standard” interpretation of postmodernism. Yet there is absolutely no 
reason to think that Lyotard’s definition is any more important than anyone else’s. Finally, it is hard to 
take seriously a definition that is prefaced by the words “simplifying to the extreme.” 

So let us turn to Foucault, who proves somewhat less straightforward to interpret. It seems possible to 
read Foucault as emphasizing the contingent primarily as a challenge to our often- unquestioned 
assumptions of universality, which is what he actually says in this essay. Yet, again, what I find 
particularly troubling about Foucault is not because he is so different from Kant, but because he is so 
similar. It seems to me that the problem with Foucault is that he is attempting to provide a critique from 
nowhere. And, in this respect, Foucault ends up sounding highly ‘modern’, for he seems to assume that 
neutral thought is possible. Foucault gives us the illusion of taking a neutral position outside of what he is 
investigating: he is not standing in judgment but only describing what is the case. At the same time, what 
he has chosen to describe shows that his viewpoint is hardly value-free. For instance, he often focuses 
on the way knowledge is used to dominate other people and it is almost impossible to escape the 
conclusion that Foucault is suggesting that there is something bad about this. This is why it is right to see 
Foucault not as a relativist but as someone who has moral views. Yet, despite the fact that Foucault goes 
far beyond ‘mere’ description and seems to end up taking the role of moralist, the implication of his 
analyses appears to be that moral norms are arbitrary and contingent. On what, then, is he basing his 
normative critique? 

There seems to be a discernable shift between his earlier and later writings, perhaps because Foucault 
came to realize that the kind of radical critique which he gives in his earlier writings leaves him no place 
to stand. While Foucault argues against the possibility of attaining complete objectivity, he does not 
assert that we are left with complete subjectivity. As should be expected, precisely this sort of stark 
either/or choice would be something that Foucault would reject. Indeed, although he claims in his 
enlightenment essay that it is useless to hope for any point of view which would be “complete and 
definitive,” he immediately goes on to add: “But that does not mean that no work can be done except in 
disorder and contingency” (F 47). 

I have no intention to defend Foucault here. While he may not end up being the relativist some consider 
him to be, I still have certain problems with the direction he takes us. Although Foucault would certainly 
admit some degree of continuity between different epistemes, his focus is so strongly on discontinuity 
that it seems to skew the picture. Foucault much less readily points out aspects of universality than one 
would expect of someone whose aim is truly that of ‘neutrality’. Admittedly, Foucault overemphasizes to 
make a point, but more or less universal aspects of different ways of thinking are clearly there alongside 
the contingent ones that so interest him. But more important than this skewed focus on discontinuity is 
the way in which Foucault seems so much an heir of the enlightenment mentality. In fact, it might not be 
                                                      

7 Perry Anderson, The Origins of Postmodernity (New York: Verso, 1998) 24-7. 
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too much to say that—at least in certain respects—Foucault ends up sounding almost ‘modern’. Foucault 
obviously thinks that the Enlightenment was naive in imagining that anything like a complete escape is 
possible, especially since he realizes that the Enlightenment itself was a product of historical factors. Yet, 
in his essay “What is Enlightenment?” he still seems to share Kant’s idea that maturity is ultimately the 
state of being free and that freedom ends up being an ‘escape’. Although Foucault seems much less 
sanguine than Kant about the possibility of finding some way out, he at least gives the impression of 
wanting to continue on in the Enlightenment tradition of searching for an escape route. Note that he ends 
his essay by saying: “I do not know whether it must be said today that the critical task still entails faith in 
the Enlightenment; I continue to think that this task requires work on our limits, that is, a patient labor 
giving form to our impatience for liberty” (F 50). 

BEYOND MODERNITY 
I am highly sympathetic to Foucault’s scaling-down of the Enlightenment project and his realization that 
our “impatience for liberty” must be moderated. The kinds of expectations the Enlightenment sets out are 
unrealistic, as Foucault has shown in many ways. But there is a further—and I think more important—
question here: are those expectations even desirable? What bothers me about Foucault is that he still 
seems to be thinking in terms of ‘breaking free’ from something, even though he is far less hopeful about 
this than Kant. And it is this way of thinking that shows that Foucault is ultimately deeply connected to the 
modern tradition and an inheritor of the modern project. If Foucault can accurately be termed 
postmodern, then postmodernity must be something that is much more closely connected to modernity 
than we might assume. But is there another direction which we might take, one which is not postmodern 
in Foucault’s sense? I think such a direction becomes clear by looking more closely at the basic 
assumptions which drive Kant’s text: viz., his conceptions of maturity, the self, the private/public 
distinction, the role of authority, and the meaning of freedom. In the spirit of Kant himself, I wish to call 
them into question. So, in at least one sense, I freely admit my indebtedness to modernity in that I 
recognize the value of critique. In fact, I think that the problem with not only Kant but also Foucault is that 
the critique is not radical enough. 

Let me begin with the concept of maturity. As we have seen, Kant thinks that we reach maturity when we 
are able to use our understanding on our own. But is that what maturity actually is? Kant thinks that the 
stage of turning one’s back on all authority is the ultimate act of enlightenment. In contrast, I would claim 
that, while it is undoubtedly a necessary moment, it is not an endpoint. Rather than being ‘true’ maturity, I 
would suggest that what Kant describes sounds actually closer to adolescence. As an adolescent, one 
often goes through the stage of rejecting virtually all authority—often for no other reason than it being 
authority. Adolescence is the pendulum swing that greatly contrasts with the uncritical attitude of 
childhood. But adolescence would seem much more like a stage through which one goes (and is usually 
thankful when it is finally over), not a desirable end in itself. In contrast, a mature person’s relationship to 
authority is far more nuanced. Being mature means avoiding both the extremes of blind submission to 
and complete rejection of authority. Yet note that this stage is usually only reached by going through the 
stages of the two extremes. As a child, one thinks one’s parents are infallible; as an adolescent, one 
thinks they are completely hopeless; as an adult, one realizes how much one is indebted to them and 
that, even in criticizing them, one is often using as criteria the very values inherited from them. Perhaps, 
then, ‘enlightenment’ (or the attitude of modernism) is likewise not an endpoint in itself, but a kind of 
stage of Western philosophy that points us beyond. And I would suggest that this ‘going beyond’ parallels 
the movement from adolescence to maturity; that is, it is neither the return to an uncritical acceptance 
characteristic of children nor the remaining in the stage of uncritical rejection characteristic of 
adolescents. 

The problem with the stages of childhood and adolescence is that, in their own distinctive ways, both 
often end up being equally uncritical. In childhood, we are generally uncritical and accepting. We accept 
what authorities tell us and usually do not question them (though I must admit that I was an exception to 
this rule and often terrorized my teachers). In adolescence, we think of ourselves as having gone far 
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beyond this uncritical acceptance; and, to some extent, we have. But we have gone only so far in the 
process. In adolescence, we have learned to apply our criticism to others—particularly authorities—but 
we usually have not learned to apply it to ourselves. We can only see the limitations of authorities, but we 
do not see our own. While simply remaining in blind obedience is indeed immature, Kant seems to 
suggest that the only alternative to this is that of thinking purely on our own. And that is precisely what 
the adolescent thinks. Yet there is at least one further option: one can also make a conscious and well-
considered decision to recognize authority as legitimate, something that Kant does not leave room for. 
True, Kant talks about the possibility of someone being required to obey but still allowed to argue as one 
likes. But the kind of obedience Kant has in mind is of a purely mechanical sort, an obedience one is 
forced into by way of some threat. In contrast, to recognize authority as truly legitimate is to make a 
rational decision. 

As Gadamer points out, in making reason the sole authority, the Enlightenment served to discredit both 
tradition and authority as a whole. In effect, Kant sets up a dichotomy between reason and the 
supposedly unfounded prejudices of tradition and authority. But there is no reason to accept such a 
choice, for the simple reason that reason is an authority, but not the only authority. One acknowledges 
someone else as an authority when one does not know. Interestingly enough, a particularly good 
example of this is one that Kant—strangely enough—thinks demonstrates the contrary: he suggests that 
relying on a doctor to prescribe a diet for a patient is somehow immature. But, contrary to Kant, it seems 
as if it would likely be the mature response to follow her advice. As Foucault points out, enlightenment 
can be seen as “the moment when humanity is going to put its own reason to use, without subjecting 
itself to any authority” (F 38). The result is that, instead of there being both reason and authority, reason 
becomes the sole authority. 

Yet there is a further (though clearly related) problem here: Kant’s conception of self. What becomes 
clear in the enlightenment essay is that Kant thinks that the self is capable of pure self-determination. But 
to what extent can one use one’s own reason “without the guidance of another” (to quote Kant)? Clearly 
that depends upon what we mean by guidance. If we mean by ‘guidance’ the strong way in which 
parents basically command younger children, then obviously maturity requires that we get past this point. 
But, if guidance is used in a weaker sense—in which we listen to the advice of others and weigh its 
merits—then thinking and acting without any guidance is impossible and undesirable. In thinking about 
anything, we look constantly to others for guidance; and this is true even when we most think of 
ourselves as acting purely on our own. 

I would suggest that this sort of view of the self is both more free and in a way more mature. First, 
whereas modernity is characterized by its view of freedom as an ‘escape’, acknowledging that authority 
and tradition can at least in principle be supplements to reason actually turns out to be a ‘freeing’ sort of 
position. Rather than locking one in, when we admit that authority can also be legitimate, we are freed 
from the necessity of grounding everything ourselves. It is in this sense that I think the recognition of 
valid constraints rather than the search for the complete absence of constraints can turn out to be more 
freeing. We have so long been gripped by modern conception of autonomy that such a conception may 
seem odd to us; but it is the modern conception of freedom that is new, not the other way around. 
Second, that same recognition seems much closer to maturity than either modernity or the usual version 
of “postmodernism.” As we have seen, the movement of the Enlightenment is toward reducing authority 
to reason alone. However, in recognizing the legitimacy of authority, we are in effect taking a step that 
seems similar to the adolescent who finally comes to the place of acknowledging a debt to parents and 
teachers. The critical moment of adolescence is not completely lost, but it is balanced by the realization 
that even the ways in which one is critical are themselves at least partly based upon one’s tradition. It is 
important to note that this is a very different direction in comparison to that of Lyotard. Being critical of 
the one remaining Enlightenment ‘authority’—reason—Lyotard claims that our ‘postmodern condition’ is 
such that we have no other choice but to reduce ‘reason’ to ‘performativity’ or ‘use’. In contrast, the way 
that I am suggesting that we go beyond modernism is a turn in the other direction—regaining a new 
appreciation for tradition and authority. Anyone familiar with Gadamer will realize that my thinking is very 
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much in line with his. It is Gadamer who reminds us that enlightenment critique is particularly directed 
toward the authority of the Bible (G 272). Yet what I (and Gadamer) are suggesting is likewise not merely 
a move to a ‘pre-critical’ or ‘pre-modern’ sort of position, since it is one made precisely on the basis of 
having seen the problems with modernity, in the same way that the adolescent (hopefully) wakes up to 
the one-sidedness of adolescent rebellion. While Kant is right that simply believing whatever one has 
been told is easy, it should be clear that knowingly accepting authority is actually far more difficult than 
the immature adolescent response of rejecting all authority out of hand. 

There is something decidedly ‘non-modern’ about a position such as this, though it seems equally far 
removed from what we normally think of as ‘postmodern’. Of course, it does involve an essential tension, 
one that cannot be glossed over. To recognize both reason and tradition as (at least in principle) 
legitimate is actually far more complex than rejecting one or the other, and yet again more complicated 
than the move of discrediting both. Further, if the Enlightenment is guilty of being overly critical (in one 
sense), there is the danger here that one not be critical enough. Thus, given that the spirit of the 
Enlightenment is the spirit of critique, it seems only fitting that we as children of the Enlightenment should 
turn our critique upon the Enlightenment itself. But we cannot do so from some non-place, some vantage 
point which we still (somehow) want to claim is objective, even though this seems to be the move of 
Foucault. And it is this realization which leads us back to the question of the future of religious dialogue: 
that is, what would all of this mean for any future dialogue concerning religion? I think that, once Kant’s 
conception of maturity is shown to be problematic, it becomes clear that the entire project—at least as it 
stands—needs to be revamped. We have seen that Kant suggests that we reject everything that we have 
learned and attempt to think on our own. But even Kant does not do this. Moreover, perhaps his ethics 
are the best example of this. Kant, of course, is often accused of formalism—providing us with ethical 
maxims that lack in content. While this might seem an initially plausible critique of Kant, I think it is too 
simple, for it is both true and not true at the same time. 

Now, Kant certainly does not see the categorical imperative as lacking in content; rather he claims that it 
provides a sufficient basis for establishing an entire ethical system. And, in fact, Kant is able to derive a 
good deal of ethical content from it. Or at least this is what he thinks he is doing. In contrast, I think the 
reason that Kant is relatively successful in coming up with an ethical system is because of what he would 
likely see as insignificant—or at least marginal. It seems to me that, rather than taking the categorical 
imperative as necessary and sufficient, Kant ends up importing certain presuppositions from his German 
pietistic values, even though he thinks that he is simply explicating the categorical imperative as it 
stands. For instance, the idea of treating other people as ends in themselves rather than as merely 
means to your own projects is a deeply biblical one. As it turns out, the categorical imperative ends up 
being remarkably like the “golden rule”, which Kant thinks is deficient precisely because it does not 
provide us with any solid moral content. But, equally like the golden rule, the categorical imperative is 
actually highly useful as long as it is used in conjunction with certain basic moral presuppositions. Alone, 
though, it is not very helpful at all. The problem with Kant is simply that he is not critical enough to realize 
that he has brought in a number of religiously based ethical assumptions through the back door. And this 
is even the case in his essay on enlightenment. One of the most ironic aspects of Kant’s call for 
‘enlightenment’ is that, in arguing that one should have the audacity to think for oneself and so put in 
question all of what one has been taught, he quotes (of all things) a classical writer (Horace). 

Yet equally as ironic are the arguments of certain postmodernists today: like the adolescent they seem to 
forget that precisely the values such as freedom and rights which they so vigorously use to critique the 
tradition are values which they have inherited from the tradition they sometimes so self-righteously 
despise. Moreover, the problem in either case is that, even if our tradition needs to be questioned (or 
even radically rethought), given that thinking is always done in relation to that tradition, in denying the 
import which that tradition has had upon our thinking we are not only being unfair to the tradition to which 
we are so deeply indebted, we are likewise deluding ourselves. That is not to say that we should accept 
the past in an uncritical way, any less than we should accept Kant (who, curiously enough, has himself 
become an authority in the meantime) in an uncritical way. 
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It seems to me, then, that any future ethics are going to have to be ‘ethno-ethics’, or at least something 
like this, by their very definition. The kind of purely objective ethical system that Kant has in mind seems 
an unreachable ideal; and one which—looked at more critically—may not even have any real allure, once 
we have seen what it entails. My ethics are not going to be purely mine alone, which seriously throws 
into question the kind of distinction between public and private morality which Kant makes in this essay 
and which has become so much a part of our ethical thinking. Kant assumes that there can be a clear 
line of demarcation between one’s private way of thinking and acting and what one says or does publicly. 
The moral choices that I make both affect others and are in turn affected by others, however much I may 
be blind to this fact But, having said that ethics is necessarily ‘ethno-ethics’, there is something more 
which must be added. For, if ethical judgments are always and necessarily connected to one’s tradition, 
then it might seem that the future of any universal ethics is tenuous at best. What sort of ethics, then, 
would be viable in a world that is far more critical of the precepts of modernity? I think the danger here is 
well illustrated by Foucault. While Kant seems virtually blind to the possibility that different cultures and 
generations might have ethical intuitions and ideals which may not be perfectly compatible, Foucault so 
focuses on the discontinuity between various ways of thought that he seriously skews the picture. If one 
were only to read Foucault, one would have the impression that we are separated by an unbreachable 
wall. 

Yet we need make no simple choice between continuity and discontinuity, between universality and 
contingency. That would be to submit to a false dilemma, or else a new variety of blackmail. For the 
danger here is that of assuming that one and only one choice is permissible. Instead we need to learn to 
see what is similar in what is different and what is different in what is similar, and be able to recognize 
and appreciate both of these without reducing one to the other. In other words, while ethics must 
inevitably begin in ethno-ethics, it must not end there. The lesson we can learn from Kant’s idea of 
maturity is, just as the lone individual cannot ever hope to think for herself, neither can we as an ethnic 
group, a nation, or a culture think on our own. And we can never be mature if we do not learn to 
recognize the limitations of ourselves and our own understanding. 
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“thinking begins only when we have come to know 
that reason, glorified for centuries, is the most 

stiff-necked adversary of thought” – Heidegger1 

Stanley Kubrick’s 2001: A Space Odyssey begins with a memorable opening section subtitled “The 
Dawn of Man.”2 The scene depicts prehistoric, herbivorous humans living in peace with other animals 
until, on one fateful day, one ape-like creature discovers a bone that becomes used as a weapon, 
changing the peaceful apes forever. Kubrick’s vision was in line with the evolutionary theory of his day 
that postulated human beings as originating from violent, killer apes.3 Perhaps even more disturbing than 
evolving from territorial, bone-wielding apes is the movie’s suggestion that humanity never actually 
evolves beyond this violent tendency, an idea which appears at the end of the opening scene as the 
triumphant ape tosses the bone into the sky and Kubrick cuts to a space station – unmistakably bone 
shaped – floating above the earth. Kubrick, following thinkers like Robert Ardrey and Konrad Lorenz, 
insinuates that human reason and curiosity is simply used by humans as another form of violence. In 
1968, when this film was made, naturalists were questioning the glorious height that had been afforded 
to reason during the modern era of philosophy, which began in the 17th century and can be said to 
continue through the 20th. Reason, which had been painted as the human capacity for advancement, had 
been incapable of avoiding two world wars, various smaller ones, violent revolutions, and the nuclear 
arms race. The excuse for these failings from scientific naturalists was an inescapable, evolutionary, 

                                                      

1 Martin Heidegger, “The Word of Nietzsche: God is Dead,” in The Question Concerning Technology, trans. William Lovitt (New 
York: Harper and Row, 1977), 112. 
2 Stanley Kubrick and Arthur C. Clarke, 2001: A Space Odyssey, DVD, directed by Stanley Kubrick (Burbank, CA: Warner 
Home Video, 2011). 

3 For a straightforward, popular view of this theory see Robert Ardrey, African Genesis (New York: Macmillan Publishing, 1961), 
particularly Chapter 11 entitled “Cain’s Children.” Also, although with some technical but minor differences, see Konrad Lorenz, 
On Aggression (New York: Bantam, 1967). 
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violent tendency passed down from pre-humans to the technologically advanced humans of the 20th 
century.4 

Problematically for spiritual formation, if these aforementioned theories about reason being an inherently 
violent part of human nature are true in some respect, then this poses serious problems for religious 
believers who emphasize a contemplative life. Contemplation is certainly more than simple theological 
investigation that could rely solely on rational thought. As defined by the Catholic Encyclopedia 
contemplation is “the complacent, loving gaze of the soul on Divine truth already known and 
apprehended by the intellect assisted and enlightened by Divine grace.”5 While this definition clearly 
shows that the contemplator must be motivated by love, this love arrives after the intellectual 
apprehension of Divine truth, and even though this truth is recognized with the assistance of grace, if the 
rational intellect itself is prone to control and violence, then the contemplative life, and the Christian life 
as well, would be vulnerable to a desire for mastery when it should be committed to love and service.  

Sadly, the history of Christianity does hold evidence of aggressive domination when researchers look at 
the crusades, inquisitions, support for slavery, anti-Semitism, and increasing anti-Islamic sentiment to 
name but a few examples. It would seem, given such cherry-picked and regrettable cases, that the 
Christian church is but another instantiation of our violent natures, lending anecdotal evidence to 
naturalists who desire to place all explanations at the feet of a hypothetical, evolutionary past. However, 
another explanation could be forthcoming if attention is turned to continental phenomenology, a 
philosophical discipline that arose in the 20th century. In this discipline, two themes are relevant to the 
question of a proper connection between the contemplative life and the practical life, and they have been 
taken up by both philosophers and theologians working in this vein: 1. What is being called reason, 
today, is historically and culturally conditioned and often does attempt to master while it attempts to 
understand, and 2. Human beings, while being the rational authors of many sinful acts, are even more 
fundamentally conditioned to respond to the needs of others in an ethical manner that precedes the 
rational desire for intellectual manipulation. Consequently, a Christian phenomenologist would, 
presumably, have to argue that in order to live a contemplative life that can avoid a historical readiness 
to control what it seeks to contemplate, Christians must first practice the service for which they are 
fundamentally conditioned. In order to sufficiently make this argument, we must investigate both relevant 
themes from the continental tradition to see the following: first, if reason can indeed be linked to 
aggression then how fateful is this to contemplative activity, and, second, what does it mean to be 
conditioned for ethical response and how can this correct our historical, cultural conditioning to the 
contrary.  

THE DEVELOPMENT OF WESTERN REASON 
Continental thinkers have been just as overwhelmed as the naturalists of the 60s with how human 
reason has failed to recognize flaws in its own operation. The founders of continental phenomenological 
thinking have addressed this issue in Edmund Husserl’s The Crisis of European Sciences and Martin 
Heidegger’s The Question Concerning Technology.6 However, for a more recent look at intertwining 

                                                      

4 We are, undoubtedly, a long way from 1968, and other naturalist theories have been put forward to temper the stark 
aggression featured in the ideas of Ardrey and Lorenz; however, the basic idea has not been erased and still remains a viable 
theory in socio-biological circles. For an alternative theory, see Mary Midgley, Beast and Man: The Roots of Human Nature 
(London: Routledge, 1995). 

5 Edmund Gurdon, “Contemplative Life,” in The Catholic Encyclopedia (New York: Robert Appleton Company, 1908). 
http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/04329a.htm (accessed September 27, 2012). 

6 Husserl’s original text was constructed from 1934-37, and Heidegger’s original was constructed from 1949 through 1954 as a 
set of lectures. The most recent versions are: Edmund Husserl, The Crisis of European Sciences and Transcendental 
Phenomenology: An Introduction to Phenomenological Philosophy, trans. David Carr (Chicago: Northwestern University Press, 
1970). Martin Heidegger, The Question Concerning Technology, trans. William Lovitt (New York: Harper and Row, 1977).  



 Ethical Life as Condition for Contemplation 

Common Ground Journal v12 n2 (Fall 2015) 91 

potential problems of the intellect to religion this essay will focus on the work of Emmanuel Levinas and 
Philippe Nemo, who include an appreciation of religious thinking in their research.  

Emmanuel Levinas’s philosophy often critiques the Western tradition for its theoretical approach. Theory, 
at first, appears to be beneficial. Surely, anyone suffering from a toothache is glad to go to a dentist with 
the most advanced equipment, equipment which is the result of scientific invention arising from 
theoretical intellect. Nevertheless, for an ethicist like Levinas, having some good results does not justify a 
worldview. He finds the employer of Western reason to privilege the theoretical to such an extent that 
objectification, technology, and exploitation are the ultimate result. By reducing the world to a series of 
principles or equations, the individual person is no longer recognized. Evidence of this tendency is found 
in slavery, the manifest destiny of American expansion, and the holocaust. Simply defining Africans, 
Native Americans, or Jews in a way that paints the group as less than human allowed for their abuse and 
disposal because the individual in need was no longer a person but a definition, a poorly described 
definition at that. 

Levinas begins his philosophical thought from the position of phenomenology, a method of investigating 
initiated by Edmund Husserl in the early 20th century that invites us to go and “look again” at the world 
that appears around us. Nevertheless, the method of phenomenology itself is something at which one 
must go and look again, and in doing so, Levinas finds problems worth critiquing and rethinking. Take, 
for instance, Husserl’s declaration that when one begins to synthesize the themes of theoretical interest, 
the synthesis must begin from the self (Ego) as a point of origin. This hardly seems problematic (to quote 
the great philosopher Buckaroo Banzai, “Wherever you go, there you are.”) For Levinas, it is not the idea 
that the self is the origin of perception and that it engages the world intentionally that is so troubling, but 
rather that this engagement involves, for Husserl, a “seizing upon” and a “taking hold of” that is 
synthesized into a “having in one’s grip.”7 This language, which is at the etymological root of the word 
“comprehension,” indicates the violence done by an Ego as it encounters and captures the world. The 
world that I now have in my grip becomes part of my own identity. That which was essentially not me 
becomes, through my comprehension, part of me. Levinas consistently characterizes this negation of 
otherness as an act of violence. The self “carries out an act of violence and negation . . . without 
disappearing, beings are in my power. The partial negation which is violence denies the independence of 
beings: they are mine.”8 

Levinas’s approach, however, is philosophical in nature, focusing on the ideas of major philosophical 
thinkers. His critique of Western reason is often attacked by other philosophers who do not find the 
tradition to be as monolithic as Levinas presents. Indeed, their criticism is not unfounded. Finding 
examples of philosophers and theologians who do not fit the profile of theoreticians whose work avoids 
constant objectification and negation is possible. However, it is important to note Adriaan Peperzak’s 
explanation for what appears to be such an obvious gaffe. He declares that what Levinas’s work 
presents is not so much a detailed historical argument but, rather, recognition of a Western trend that the 
French academia typically teaches in a simplified, monolithic manner. This trend became the 
counterpoint for Levinas’s ethical system.9 On the other hand, Philippe Nemo, who was largely 
influenced by Levinas, does attempt to make the historical argument that the West is not a loose 
conglomeration of ideas but a recognizably singular culture. He claims,  

                                                      

7 Edmund Husserl, Ideas Pertaining to a Pure Phenomenology and to a Phenomenological Philosophy: First Book, trans. F. 
Kersten (Boston: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 1998), §122. 

8 Emmanuel Levinas, “Is Ontology Fundamental?” in Entre Nous, trans. Michael B. Smith and Barbara Harshav (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1998), 9. 

9 For elaboration, see Adriaan Peperzak, “Emmanuel Levinas: Jewish Experience and Philosophy,” Philosophy Today 27, no. 4 
(1983), 297-306. 
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I do not look at the West as a nation or as a people, but as a culture successively embodied in 
several communities. Its history involves different ethnic groups, which willingly adopted 
values estranged from their own. Examples include the Romans who welcomed hellenization; the 
Gauls who, though conquered by the Romans, accepted latinization and within two or three 
generations abandoned their native tongue; also pagan Europeans who converted to Christianity; 
and Christian Europe which adopted Roman law and Greek science, combining them into a 
narrative of its own, establishing them as the source of its cultural norms, collective imagination, 
and shared identity.10  

What is particularly problematic here is the connection between Christian Europe and Greek science. By 
following Nemo’s historical account of this connection, the problem for any contemplative life that arises 
out of such a cultural milieu appears to be the critique that Levinas levels against Western reason. 
Christianity’s intellectual tradition is firmly entrenched in a scientific vein that approves of the abstract 
over the individual, the principle over the need. Christianity appears very Greek. For the purpose of this 
paper, it is not possible to present a detailed historical argument recreating Nemo’s and Levinas’s points, 
but what follows will offer paradigmatic cases that show how Christianity and Greek science found 
common ground. It is also important to note that Christianity should not be considered an unethical 
religion even if the problem with Greek science is a reality. This essay is a cautionary tale, and Christians 
who desire to live contemplatively must prepare to avoid unnecessary pitfalls. 

Typically, philosophy books do not speculate on the origin of Greek science, but it is clear that a break 
occurred between the traditionally accepted religious stories (mythos) and the newly rational 
explanations delivered by reason (logos).11 Avoiding philosophical explanation, Nemo grounds the 
introduction of logos, that particularly Greek way of thinking that examines things in the light of human 
reason, in the aftermath of a cultural, political shift that occurred in the middle of the 8th century BCE. 
Without too much detail, the important shift was the invention of the Greek city-state, a construct that 
provided stability under the new idea of the rule of law. From here on the law defined the city and its 
citizens and grouped people together through the idea of law rather than through a community of origin.12 
The government of the city-state subsequently became the model of Greek science, for those who now 
lived under the impersonal laws of the city began to question whether or not nature could also be ruled 
by similar, impersonal laws. The state’s laws also undermined the power of the religious authorities so 
that they could no longer control the beliefs of the population, which allowed for an amazing shift in 
science. According to Nemo, who follows André Pichot on the matter, “Traditional science – pre-dating 
the Greek City – followed the way of physical things. It had sound, abundant and refined knowledge of 
certain scientific phenomena: stars, numbers, illnesses. Yet it never succeeded in formulating theories or 
abstract models that could explain the general and necessary laws obeyed by the universe.”13 The new 
political and religious conditions of the city-state created a line of thinkers, beginning with the Milesians – 
Thales, Anaximander, and Anaximines – and reaching its apex with Aristotle, who explained the world in 
terms of natural principles. These principles relied upon the elements of nature and the processes of 
physical change.  

                                                      

10 Philippe Nemo, What is the West? trans. Kenneth Casler (Pittsburgh: Duquesne University Press, 2004), 5. 
11 Two of my favorite philosophical non-explanations come from books I have used as texts in class: “Logos broke upon the 
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13 Nemo, 13. 
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For the future of Christianity and Greek science, no thinker is more important than Aristotle, whose 
monotheistic theology and theory of contemplation would thoroughly influence Christian thought and 
Western reason. There can be no doubt as to the impact Aristotle has had on Christian theology, 
especially once one recalls his considerable influence on Aquinas who gives apologetic arguments for 
the existence of God (most of which belong originally to Aristotle). However, his impact on Western 
reason is tied to the theological ideas which he imparted. First, Aristotle argues that contemplation, that 
act which recognizes known truth, is the chief – and only – activity of God: “Therefore the activity of God, 
which surpasses all others in blessedness, must be contemplative.”14 Aristotle’s God is perfect, and in 
order to be perfect God must not be associated with any imperfection, which includes all of the world’s 
particular ways, which also means all human ways. What God’s perfection does entail is knowing all 
truth, and that truth takes the form of the principled truth Nemo describes for Greek science, and this 
becomes the chief worry of Levinas. It is not mixed with any particular that might be subject to change 
but is universal and absolute so that God’s knowledge does not have to change. In the end, Aristotle’s 
God contemplates THE TRUTH, which is, of course, God. So God ends up contemplating God. What is 
problematic for Western reason is Aristotle’s connection between God’s contemplative thought and 
human thought. The rest of the quote above finishes with “and of human activities, therefore, that which 
is most akin to this [God-like contemplation] must be most of the nature of happiness.”15 And later, 
Aristotle makes even clearer,  

For if the gods have any care for human affairs, as they are thought to have, it would be 
reasonable both that they should delight in that which was best and most akin to them (i.e. 
reason) and that they should reward those who love and honour this most, as caring for the 
things that are dear to them and acting both rightly and nobly. And that all these attributes belong 
most of all to the philosopher is manifest. He, therefore, is the dearest to the gods. And he who is 
that will presumably be also the happiest; so that in this way too the philosopher will more than 
any other be happy.16 

While God may not pay any mind to human beings, humanity can, in an Aristotelian way, be in the mind 
of God, so long as human beings contemplate truth. Having this power to contemplate means that 
humanity has a spark of the divine in it and can, in some way, be like God by thinking about universal 
and absolute truth. While this sounds exciting and possibly quite orthodox, it places human reason 
alongside divine reason in a measurable way, placing the things of God within human reach. If this idea 
enters into Christianity, then there would indeed be cause for concern whenever Christians take up 
rational thought because the statement in Isaiah 55:9 that God’s ways are higher than ours and God’s 
thoughts are higher than ours would appear to be contradicted. 

However, as Nemo understands the import of Christianity to history, the ethical influence took 
precedence over the intellectual. Following Levinas’s reading of Biblical ethics, which will be elaborated 
below, Nemo argues that “It is the Judeo-Christian ethics of love, or compassion, that sets the wheels of 
historical progress in motion, because this ethics contributes a new sensitivity to human suffering, 
entirely without parallel in the course of known history. I call this the spirit of rebellion against the 
normalcy of evil.”17 Christianity brought the notion of change to history. Non-Western societies and even 
Greco-Roman civilization had the tendency to maintain their own station be it city-state or empire, and 
the very idea of intentional progress was simply absent. Christianity, with its eschatological dimension, 
saw purpose in the future with something new to be achieved rather than maintenance of the present. 
Nevertheless, this does not mean that every movement toward the Kingdom of Heaven was as 
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compassionate as the ideal intended. In a truly violent form, achieving progress occurred by speeding up 
the process of ushering in the new millennium, by removing those deemed to be wicked, but even in its 
more peaceful form, compassion for the world took place under the guidance of law and science. The 
rebellion against the normalcy of evil was fought by the addition of Greek science, which set the stage for 
another equivalence between the mind of God and the minds of human beings. 

Historically speaking, the advent of Greek science to Christianity was a slow process that occurred 
between the 11th and 13th centuries, but for our purposes here it will suffice to look at one paradigm case, 
the Anselmian Doctrine of Atonement, the creation of which proved fertile ground for the reintroduction of 
abstract science.18 Before Anselm, Augustine’s theology of salvation held that human beings were under 
the curse of original sin to such an extent that nothing human beings could do would provide atonement. 
Freedom from sin was accomplished by God’s grace alone to such an absolute extent that human beings 
were left completely unaware of who was saved and who was not. Anselm challenged this doctrine. On 
the one hand, he agreed that original sin left an infinite gap between God and human beings, but God’s 
grace was delivered through Christ whose sacrificial death was able to bridge this gap. However, this 
atonement only covered the general case of original sin. Daily, individual sins still needed to be counted, 
measured, and redeemed through individual acts. This approach gave meaning to human actions that 
did not exist under Augustine’s doctrine. Since nothing could repair the divide for Augustine except 
grace, human activity held no value. Now, Anselm had postulated a way for action to count, for human 
beings to take part in salvation and measure a divine balance. “The path towards heaven is no longer 
seen to be a vertical path, which God alone, with his magic and incomprehensible grace, or men relying 
on this magic alone, can ascend. Rather, the path to heaven now becomes a slant one, a series of steps, 
a visible way, by which man can, through rational representation, progress towards the absolute.”19  

Anselm’s doctrine, even though it praises human action and responsibility, problematically hearkens 
back to Aristotle’s own ideas about the manner in which the human being can have divine knowledge. 
Even though the divine is above mortal reason, the difference is one of degree rather than quality and 
steps can be taken to overcome the distance between the two. Anselm’s doctrine allowed for Aristotle’s 
ethics to become important for Aquinas, who, following Anselm, argues that God’s grace does not simply 
substitute for our human failings but helps to heal our human nature so that, once healed, people can live 
better, more virtuous lives – a laudable enterprise. Unfortunately, this new thinking that places a measure 
of salvation in the hands of human reasoners comes with a price-tag; human responsibility begins to take 
prominence in such a way that human beings begin to take on the role of God rather than to take on 
service under God. Herein can be seen the criticism that Emmanuel Levinas levels against Christianity.  

It is of great importance, however, before turning to Levinas’s critique, to understand that Levinas does 
not condemn Christianity as an unethical religion. Even as a Jew, he periodically quotes from the New 
Testament verses from the Gospel of Matthew: “‘Lord, when was it that we saw you hungry and gave you 
food, or thirsty and gave you something to drink. . . ?’ And the king will answer them, ‘Truly I tell you, just 
as you did it to one of the least of these who are members of my family, you did it to me’” (Matt. 25: 37-
40).20 Perhaps Levinas could have quoted from the Epistle of James which echoes his own Jewish roots 
where James declares: “Religion that is pure and undefiled before God, the Father, is this: to visit 
orphans and widows in their distress, and to keep oneself unstained from the world” (James 1:27). 
Levinas’s particular insight into Christianity comes from being a Jew in the anti-Semitic climate of Europe 
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in the middle of the twentieth century, losing friends and family to the holocaust. He was a first-hand 
witness to the way in which Christianity in the West was influenced by Greek science. 

Enigmatically, Levinas has claimed that “Christianity too is tempted by temptation, and in this it is 
profoundly Western.”21 This statement draws together all the aspects of our paradigmatic vignettes 
above. Christianity, according to Levinas, sees itself in conflict with temptation, with a tempter, and just 
as the Christians of the Middle Ages around the time of Anselm were focusing their energy on helping to 
bring about a new Millennium, expanding the Kingdom of Heaven, evil was the object against which they 
struggled – Nemo’s rebellion against the normalcy of evil. The outcome is a corporate and individual 
conflict that inspires Christians to overcome, to conquer, and to assimilate. This assimilation operates, 
however, under the cultural auspices of Greek science, wherein Christians who proselytize are first 
attempting to achieve a standard definition of what the particular outcome of their work will look like. 
When this happens, the good news that is spread to the world comes with an expectation of a return for 
the work. Converts will be made, the Kingdom will expand, and evil will be defeated. While Christians can 
always pray for hearts and minds to be changed, the expectation of a return for working in the field 
presents an ethical difficulty for the contemplative mind. The Divine truth that is apprehended by the 
intellect is understood in abstract terms, a product of Greek science, to such an extent that the purpose 
of Christian work that is inspired by the grace of God in our contemplative spirit can easily overlook the 
particular individual in need in favor of achieving an ideological outcome. This outcome takes the form of 
an economy: do this work, get this reward, and maybe the least of these will be served in the 
undertaking. In order to avoid this pitfall, a Christian phenomenologist can look to orthopraxy as a guide 
and condition for contemplative thought, which will allow for spiritual formation that does not rely upon a 
culturally conditioned Western reason that seeks the primacy of the abstract. 

ETHICAL CONDITION OF CONTEMPLATION 
Christian scholars are becoming aware of the problem arising from a Greek influenced reason. David 
Bentley Hart addresses Heidegger’s problem with technology and Western reason in his apologetic work, 
Atheist Delusions, but his focus is upon the manner in which atheists have succumbed to the trap of 
mastery rather than how Christianity might also be affected.22 Bruce Ellis Benson has written an 
intelligent work detailing the philosophical impact of reason’s desire for an adequation of thought to its 
object that ultimately produces a desire for a God’s eye view, which humanity endeavors in vain to 
achieve. The result of this philosophical attempt is the creation of a new form of mental idolatry that he 
titles, Graven Ideologies.23 Benson argues quite forcefully that all thinkers are in danger of creating such 
idols, and he looks forward to a time when a proper appreciation of that which cannot be mastered 
produces a more ethical society for all, Christianity very included.  

An important step in the process of overcoming the interweaving of Christian faith and a suspect Greek 
science is the conscientious step of spiritual formation that places ethical activity at the forefront, activity 
that does not expect a return for its work or a triumph against a tempter. However, with a culture of 
mastery as the backdrop of Christianity in the West, overcoming these expectations is not a simple task 
– but it is not impossible either. As continental ethicists have argued, human beings are first conditioned 
by the needs of others, making humanity’s basic orientation one of service. It is important, now, to grasp 
what it means to be ethically conditioned so that a proper recovery of this practical attitude can guide 
spiritual formation and, eventually, contemplation. Let us examine this topic in light of Levinas’s 

                                                      

21 Emmanuel Levinas, “The Temptation of Temptation,” in Nine Talmudic Readings, trans. Annette Aronowicz (Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press, 1990), 33. 

22 David Bentley Hart, Atheist Delusions: The Christian Revolution and its Fashionable Enemies (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 2009), 231.  

23 Bruce Ellis Benson, Graven Ideologies (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2002). 



 Ethical Life as Condition for Contemplation 

Common Ground Journal v12 n2 (Fall 2015) 96 

continental philosophy with reference to the place of the subject, the time of the subject, and the call of 
the person in need. 

Speaking phenomenologically, the subject, the self that is having an experience, does not have a God’s 
eye view as attempted by Western reason’s desire for control. On the contrary, each and every person is 
at first situated in a milieu, a surrounding environment with which one interacts. While a person is always 
actively engaged within a context, phenomenologists have sought to also uncover the ways in which the 
milieu affects the subject, reflecting a passive side to the subject in the relationship of subject and 
environment. This disclosure of the passive affectation reveals the conditions out of which the person 
emerges. Such an act of disclosure uncovers the subject in the etymological sense of the word. The 
subject is “thrown under,” denied a view from the outside and somehow placed in a subordinate position. 
When Levinas describes this vision of the subjected self, he references Isaiah 6 as an archetype.24 God 
appears to Isaiah in the temple and, seemingly overlooking a prostrate and blubbering Isaiah, asks, 
“Whom shall I send?” Isaiah’s response is translated into English as “Here I am,” which is surely 
acceptable. Technically speaking, however, the subject appears in the wrong case. Isaiah’s reference to 
himself is in the accusative case, which is, perhaps, better reflected in the French translation, “Me voici,” 
which could then be translated as “Behold me.” The point may appear insignificant, but the grammar 
reveals Isaiah’s immediate experience that he is no longer in charge of the situation. The temple room, 
which never truly belonged to him, is filled with the presence of God, Who must come first even when 
Isaiah is ready to act.  

While the reference to God in Isaiah is used as illustration rather than as support or proof, the point 
characterizes, for Levinas, the ethical interaction between a subject and an-other person. He asserts, “To 
approach the other is to put into question my freedom, my spontaneity as a living being, my emprise over 
the things . . . the face in which the other is produced submits my freedom to judgment.”25 Typically, 
one’s relationship with the world is one of manipulation, which Heidegger described in terms of tools, but 
this authority over objects fails when the object is the face of another person. There must be a qualitative 
difference between the relationship one has with a car or shovel and the relationship one has with a 
neighbor. Just as in the temple between God and Isaiah, in the presence of another person, the other’s 
need comes before one’s own, but from whence does the sense of judgment arise? Can it truly be that 
this passive undergoing of the subject in its milieu really produces a consciousness that accepts a 
subordinate position and does not ask “What then is it to me? Where does he get his right to command? 
What have I done to be from the start in debt?”26  

The self does not question its subordination because it experiences its own arrival on the scene as being 
too late, and as such, it is already under judgment. Once again realizing that the subject being 
investigated is operating in a passive mode, conditioned by its surrounding milieu, Levinas describes the 
experience of time in a manner different from the traditionally linear concept constructed by Western 
Christianity. Playing on both the active and passive aspects of the subject in the world, the active aspect 
yields a synchronicity that places the ego alongside other things and other people in a world of equal 
measure, measurable by the self who witnesses the world. Time, however, affects the passive ego in 
such a way that the conscious self-experiences a diachrony of the temporal flow such that the self is 
“anachronously delayed behind its present moment and unable to recuperate this delay.”27 The self is 
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both present yet too late. The milieu into which one enters always exists first, taking precedence over the 
self, having moved out of the way, in some sense, to make room for a new ego, rendering the subject 
“under the weight of the universe, responsible for all.”28 Indeed, when the actively thinking individual 
cognitively assesses the world, this responsibility can be elided, but Levinas argues that the person 
paying attention to the other who is always, already there experiences a feeling of not having done 
enough, of not being on time to address the person’s needs. This late arrival, then, carries with it the 
recognition of a call that precedes the self who has just arrived on the scene. 

This phenomenological description begs a pause. If phenomenology is supposed to study what appears, 
then how is it that one experiences being thrown under the world in a time before one even arrives to 
hear a call that is going on before getting there in the first place? Surely, the passivity of the subject is 
the answer, but it hardly seems justifiable that an investigator of experience can describe the passive 
state when one is always, already acting in the world. The possibility of such a description, however, 
arises within active life itself. Levinas defines the living, active self as “the being whose existing consists 
in identifying itself, in recovering its identity throughout all that happens to it.”29 The ego always 
investigates the world in order to comprehend the world, and in that comprehending, the grasping with a 
prehensile mind, the world becomes an object and becomes a home to the ego investigating it. 
Subsequently, the world is transformed into an extension of the self. The passive self, that ego that is 
already conditioned by the world before the subject turns its objectifying view to all it surveys, can only be 
disclosed in an eruption of the comprehended world by something that the self cannot ever fully grasp. 
This is precisely the event that comes when facing another person face-to-face, an event that signals the 
call to ethics and justice. 

Once again, Levinas turns to scripture for illustration. Exodus chapter 33 details the meeting between 
Moses and God at Mount Horeb in the sacred meeting tent: “Thus the Lord used to speak to Moses face 
to face, as one speaks to a friend.”30 At first glance, this passage suggests that God’s presence was with 
Moses in an intimate way, but such pictures of the Lord appearing on equal ground with His prophet are 
incredibly problematic. Indeed, the rest of the passage describes the paradox of the face-to-face 
encounter, for even though God was in some way present, Moses still asks to know God’s ways (v.13) 
and even to see His glory (v.18), revealing the mysterious absence of the Lord even when God is 
present. Even when God grants the request to reveal His glory, before Moses can witness the splendor 
of God, he is shoved into the cleft of a rock. For Levinas, this is the picture of irruption; Moses’s desire for 
God’s presence can never be satisfied. God’s ways are higher than Moses’s, and any attempt to 
comprehend God in the true presence of His face ends in failure; God irrupts the everyday world of His 
prophet and undoes any hope of Moses that the irruption can be healed with more revelation or 
contemplation. For Levinas, however, this experience between Moses and God parallels the experience 
between one’s self and another person when the other person arrives face-to-face. 

When Levinas compares the Biblical experience Moses had with God and the personal experience one 
person has when confronted by another person, he does not intend to confuse the other person with 
God; however, he does intend to argue that a similar irruption occurs that cannot be recovered by the 
person encountering someone face-to-face. Levinas admits: 

I do not know if one can speak of a “phenomenology” of the face, since phenomenology 
describes what appears… I think rather that access to the face is straightaway ethical. You turn 
yourself toward the other as toward an object when you see a nose, eyes, a forehead, a chin, and 
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you can describe them. The best way of encountering the other is not even to notice the color of 
his eyes! … The relation with the face can surely be dominated by perception, but what is 
specifically the face is what cannot be reduced to that.31 

Here, Levinas argues that a person’s face can surely be described in terms of perceptual characteristics, 
but the person’s face, itself, signifies much more than that. The face carries with it the identity of 
someone else, a person that we may know something about but also someone that we can never know 
everything about. The other person experiences the world in a way that is, in some sense, purely his or 
her own, and no amount of discussion can completely bridge the difference of that gap. The effect of the 
encounter with the other person is the realization on the part of the self that the other person can never 
be completely subsumed into one’s own reality, and, in this sense, the other person has a quality in 
common with God in Exodus 33. The irruption of the other person into consciousness always remains, in 
part, outside the comprehension of consciousness, and just as God’s glory calls to Moses to want to 
know God’s ways, the experience of the other person comes with an ethical call of its own, with a 
demand of one’s right to be, to exist before the subject.32 Attending to the otherness that is revealed in 
the face discloses the ethical call, for no amount of attention can recover otherness, no response can 
ever be sufficient. Accepting the demand of the other to exist as he or she is requires that the self 
accepts the irruption as unrecoverable and incomprehensible. As a result of this parallel to Moses’s 
experience with God, in the face of the other, “the dimension of the divine opens forth.”33 

Answering the ethical call of the other person, realizing the priority of the other person as having already 
arrived, and finding oneself as subject to the other undoes the illusion of the self as an agent in charge of 
the world to be used at the discretion of one with a God’s eye view. No longer attempting to take up 
God’s perspective, the subject, by way of the unrecoverable irruption into consciousness, is now oriented 
toward transcendence, which is the very idea of encountering that which consciousness cannot 
encompass. From this view, “transcendence is no longer a failed immanence. It has the sort of 
excellence proper to Spirit: perfection, or the Good.”34 The conscious subject, now oriented toward 
transcendence, finds itself implicated in “an obedience to the absolute order – to the perfect authority – 
an originating obedience to the perfect authority, to the word of God, on condition of naming God only in 
terms of this obedience.”35 Consequently, the call to ethics experienced by the subject overwhelmed by 
transcendence opens the subject to the very idea of God and brilliantly describes in phenomenological 
terms how answering the needs of the least of these is answering the call of God. 

ETHICS, CONTEMPLATION, AND SPIRITUAL FORMATION 
Unfortunately, simply because the subject experiences transcendence in a milieu that features others 
does not ensure that the subject will act ethically; it only means that each person, face-to-face, is open to 
hearing the call to ethics. Since Greek science has been accepted into Christian thinking, the intellectual 
aspect of religious engagement in the world is capable of ignoring the demand to obey the authority of 
the Good and to set up its own rules for assimilating others by ignoring the irruption of consciousness 
and defining others in categorical terms, as though the other person could be completely defined in the 
first place. In some sense, such action nicely parallels Adam and Eve’s act of disobedience; knowing the 
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ethical demand of God was not enough when temptation promised the possibility of becoming like God. 
Nevertheless, ethical openness and Greek science do not have to be antagonistic toward each other. 
What is ultimately important is the realization that ethics comes first, and when Greek science is applied, 
it must be applied to those things which can, indeed, be properly categorized without doing harm to the 
particular individual. 

Spiritual formation, then, must respond to the need to recover the call of ethics. Rather than seeing the 
Christian spiritual life as approachable from either the side of contemplation or the side of praxis, it has 
become apparent that Christian spirituality must begin with meeting the needs of others and that this 
must be the very condition out of which the contemplative life originates. Let us return to our original 
definition of contemplation: “the complacent, loving gaze of the soul on Divine truth already known and 
apprehended by the intellect assisted and enlightened by Divine grace.” Rather than using the term 
“assisted,” the last phrasing can now be tweaked to read “conditioned and enlightened by Divine grace,” 
understanding that Divine grace is only recognizable because each human being is already called to give 
grace to others, called as though from on high to render service. Consequently, every contemplative 
Christian who has grown in the Spirit through ethical praxis realizes that when the soul gazes upon the 
Divine truth, the soul is reminded, once again, of the least of these who are the very face of God. 
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