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No contemporary Jewish theology can be meaningful i f  i t  ignores the 
two d ec is iv e  watershed events fo r  tw entieth  century Juda ier, namely, 
the Holocaust and the re-estab lishm ent o f the S ta te  of I s r a e l .  Richard 
L. R ubeustein 'a theology i s  rooted in  these  two ka iro i. In addition  to 
th is ,  h is  theology is  highly sub jective  and the o rig in s of traumas in  
h is own l i f e  are  seen to  be re f le c te d  in  those of the l i f e  o f h is people 
For th is  reason, d e ta i l s  of h is  l i f e  and work are presented in the 
in tro d u c tio n  to  th is  th e s is .

With the  Holocaust as h is  focus and point of departu re, Rubenstein has
declared the death o f the God-who—a c ts - in -h is to ry . He was unable to
reconcile  the Nazi attem pt a t Judenvevnichtung with the ex istence of the
tra d i t io n a l  God of theism  who chose I s ra e l  and who ac ts  purposefully  in
h is to ry .

His major statem ent of the nineteen s ix t ie s  was se t out in A fte r  
A ueohvits. D espite the death of the tra d itio n a l  God of theism,*he 
in s is te d  on observance of t ra d itio n a l  Jewish r i tu a l ,  p a rtic u la rly  
p r ie s t ly  r i t u a l ,  fo r the attainm ent of au then tic  Jewish selfhood.

Two c e n tra l  m otivations fo r both the re je c tio n  of the tra d itio n a l God 
of theism  and fo r  the re te n tio n  of r i tu a l ,  were h is  in s is ten ce  on the 
capacity  of the i r r a t io n a l  to  move men, and the b e lie f  in  the c e n tra l i ty  
of g u i l t  fee lin g s in  men.

L ife was seen as bracketed between two ob liv ions. His theology was 
devoid of eschato log ical hope. A God-concept remained in  the  form of 
Holy Nothingness o r the cannibal Earth Mother. Je was deeply influenced 
by Freud and the E x is te n t ia l i s ts .

Great s t r e s s  was placed on the i r r a t io n a l  aspect of the Holocaust, and 
C h r is t ia n ity ’ s mythic s tru c tu re  which designated the Jew as de ic ide , 
was seen as one of the potent causative fac to rs  fo r anti-Sem itism .

R ubenstein 's cu rren t thought has moved beyond the confines of the 
Jewish im plications of the Holocaust to probe i t s  wider im plicstiona 
for the world. He now views the Holocaust in  terms of 'c a lc u la tin g  
r a t io n a l i ty ' as the culm ination of a rad ica l secu la risa tio n  of



consciousness which he secs as having o rig ina te*  in  the B ible. His 
concern is  w ith a fu n c tio n a lly  'godless* world in  which a Holocaust 
could take p lace . The Holocaust and other la rg e -sca le  massacres 
are perceived in  terms of b u reau cra tica lly  organised population 
riddance in  the face of the  in tra c ta b le  problem of global population 
redundancy.

The aim of th is  th e s is  i s  to  examin e and r e f le c t  the progression of 
Rubenetein* s thought from the nineteen  s ix t ie s  to the present and to 
evaluate h is  theology as a v iab le  way of l i f e  fo r modern secu la ris ing  
Jews.

Section One c o n s titu te s  an attem pt to  present Rubenetein's theo log ical 
and in te l le c tu a l  development. Chapters I I ,  IV, V and VI deal with 
various aspects o f h is  thought such as h is  views on se c u la risa tio n , on 
man and re l ig io n , on God, eechatology and h is to ry , and on power. Chapter 
I deals w ith the roo ts o f se cu la risa tio n  and the a th e is t ic  trend  in 
modern th eo lo g ica l th inking  as a backdrop to  Rubenstain 's theology. An 
excursus in to  the psychoanalytic theo ries of Freud was undertaken in 
Chapter I I I  because of the immense influence of Freud on Rubenetein's 
early  thought.

Section Two c o n s titu te s  a c r it iq u e  of Rubenetein's views in  re la tio n  
to  o ther theo log ica l responses to the Holocaust. I t  also examines the 
v ia b i l i ty  of h is theo log ica l proposals for a meaningful Jewish l i f e  
a f te r  the Holocaust.

The conclusion of th is  th e s is  is  th a t although the normative Jewish 
theology of h is to ry  shows the most au then tic  path fo r Jews to follow, 
R ubenstein 's views of the nineteen s ix tie s  c o n s titu te  a meaningful 
option fo r Jews who, a f te r  the Holocaust, are  unable to  re ta in  b e lie f  
in the th e is t ic  God of h is to ry . This was made possib le  by Rubenstein 's 
emphasis on the need fo r ongoing Jewish p rac tic e . His cu rren t theology 
is too pessim is tic  to o ffe r  any r e a l is t i c  options fo r continuing Jewish 
l i f e .  I t s  main con tribu tion  is  th a t i t  gives us in sig h t in to  the 
possible causes of our w orld 's m alaise in an attempt to contain man's 
d estructiveness.
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P R E F A

My a tte n tio n  o r ig in a lly  warn drawn to  the thought o f  Richard L. 
Rubenatein by my esteemed colleague and supervisor Professor 
Ben Engelbrecht in  1975.

I displayed an i n i t i a l  re s is tan c e  to  studying the ’death of Cod' 
which seemed too negative a su b jec t, and a t the rime, po»a4 . 
A fter years o f grappling w ith the mere idea of the study I read 
A fte r  Auachuita. My in te r e s t  was stim ulated immediately by 
Rubenatein’s provocative, unorthodox and deeply sincere theology. 
I made the in te re s tin g  discovery th a t many ideas which had been 
dormant in  my mind fo r years were presented here in  an a rre s tin g  
s ty le  w ith p ene tra ting  lu c id ity . In add ition , I  learned of areas 
which were to ta l ly  new to me and iro n ic a lly  I ,  as an orthodox 
Jewess, found th a t my a tt i tu d e  to  Judaism and i t s  r i tu a ls  was 
c la r i f ie d  fo r the f i r s t  time by a rad ica l theologian!

Whilst many theologians abroad are fam ilia r with Rubenatein's 
theology, few people in  South A frica r e a l is e  th a t there  ia  a 
prominent Jewish ’death of God’ theologian. Several of those 
who a re  aware of h is  thought, know l i t t l e  of i t s  wide range and 
con ten t. I f e l t  compelled to  share my discoveries and began to 
w rite  my th e s is  in  1978.

A fter four years of in tensive  study my i n i t i a l  neg a tiv ity  has 
turned in to  enthusiasm , my reluctance in to  a joy of coming in to  
contact w ith a mind which provokes wide ranging in te l le c tu a l  
stim u la tion .

During 1979 I in i t ia te d  a correspondence w ith Dr. Rubenatein 
which has been deeply enriching fo r me. He has supplied me with 
a wealth of m a te ria l, both published and unpublished, revealing  
his s h i f t  in  focus from the nineteen s ix t ie s  up to the p resen t. 
His l e t t e r s  are charac te rised  by the most disarming candour. He 
does not f lin c h  from revealing  to me the progression of h is 
in te l le c tu a l  development, no m atter how co n tro v e rs ia l, as well as
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the d e ta i ls  of h is  p riv a te  world.

The re s u lts  of my encounter w ith Rubinstein’s thought are
presented here fo r a Ph.D. degree. ft \ri % to  share my«3S
d iscoveries w ith South African theologi ana both Jewish and 
non-Jewish, fo r I  believe th a t Rubenstein’s thought in  a l l
i t s  phases w ill  be of immense in te re s t  and sign ificance  to 
both. Rubenstein has moved from a preoccupation with the 
Jewish im plications of the Holocaust to i t s  global im plications.
In the process h is  bonds with Judaism appear to  be loosening 
During the nineteen s ix t ie s  he seemed to  be c ling ing  tenaciously 
to  Judaism, and w hilst he does not appear to have broken a l l  t ie s  
w ith Judaism, he might well be on the brink of doing so. In a 
l e t t e r  dated 2 May 1982 he informed me th a t although he re ta in s  
membership of h is  local reform congregation he and h is family 
have withdrawn a lfu a t to ta l ly  from any and a l l  Jewish a c t iv i t ie s .  
His attendance a t synagogue is  lim ited  to  Kol nidre  evening end 
the only o ther Jewish a c tiv ity  he m aintains is  the f i r s t  night 
of Passover.

He a lso  informed me th a t he is  the Founder and President of a new 
research  in s t i tu te .  The Washington In s t i tu te  fo r Values in  Public 
Po licy , which was both h is  idea and a d ire c t  outgrowth of h is  
s h i f t  in in te re s t  from Jewish thought to  p o l i t ic a l  and so c ia l 
theory. His curren t research is  to lead a task  force of ten
scholars on the su b jec t, 'The World-Wide Impact of Religion on
Contemporary P o l i t i c s '.  I personally  sh a ll follow h is career with 
in te r e s t ,  in  whichever d irec tio n  i t  develops, both re lig io u s ly  and 
in te l le c tu a l ly .

I am deeply indebted to Dr. Rubenstein fo r h is generosity  and 
cooperation whenever I had any queries and for supplying me with 
so much invaluable m ateria l fo r the w riting  of th is  th e s is . I 
a lso  wish to express my g ra titu d e  to  my supervisor Professor 
Ben Engelbrecht for h is  constant support and patience during my
years of study. He was always a w illin g  l is te n e r  and h is counsel
always sobering. Professor Lewis A. Hurst and Dr. Schneir Levin 
provided me with much in te re s tin g  l i te ra tu re  and gave me several 
valuable suggestions as they followed my progress throughout th is
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study. I wieh to thank Mrs. Yvonne van Rena burg fo r  her dedicated 
in te re s t  and e ffic ien cy  in  the typing of the m anuscript. My very 
specia l thanks are  due to  my husband Michael and my three ch ild ren  
who a t  a l l  times were supportive and who have had to  make several 
domestic s a c r if ic e s  p a r tic u la r ly  in  the f in a l phase of th is  study.



When the Lord sou tha t man had 
done much e v i l  on earth and tha t 
hie thoughts and inclina tion*  were 
always e v i l t he was sorry tha t he 
had made man on earth, and he was 
grieved  a t heart. Be sa id , 'This 
race o f  men whom I  have created, I  
w ill  wipe them o f f  the face o f  the 
earth  -  man and beast, r e p t i le s  and 
b irds. I  am sorry th a t I  ever made 
them .'
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RUBENSTEIN

I N T R O D U C T I O N

: HIS LIFE AND WORK

During th« n ineteen  s ix t ie s  the 'death  of Cod' movement cam. 
prominence, receiv ing  i t s  main impetus iu  the United S ta tes of America.
I t  was a predominantly C h ris tian  movement, i t s  major exponents being

H H p n J  «I A lt iz e r ,  William Hamilton and Paul van Buren. Richard L.
Rubenstein was the most outspoken Jewish rep resen ta tive  of the movement. 
His ideas on the death of God were formulated independently, but he soon
came to  perceive both s im ila r i t ie s  and d is t in c t  d ifferences between h is  
views and those of such theologians as Hamilton, van Buren and A ltiz e r .
His statem ents arose out of a Jewish m ilieu  and h is  convictions about the 
death o* Gou grew out of a response to  the a n n ih ila tio n  of s ix  m illion  
Jew* in Nazi Europe. He was h o rr if ie d  and deeply moved personally  by 
the oiw closures of the d e ta i ls  of the death casg>s and h is  most p e rs is te n t 
preoccupation has been, and s t i l l  i s ,  w ith the Holocaust. He has spent 
h is l i f e  attem pting to  understard th a t catastrophe, in i t i a l l y  in terms of 
i t s  im plications fo r Jewish theology and the problem of theodicy, but more 
recen tly , in  terms of rad ic a l s e c u la r ity . the modernisation process, and 
the problem of population redundancy and programmes of massive population 
riddance.

His primary a sse r tio n  was th a t we are liv in g  in  the time o f  the death o f  
God. The statem ent th a t God i s  dead is  an a sse rtio n  which exceeds human 
knowledge. I t  reveals  nothing about God, and i s  only s ig n if ic a n t in what 
i t  reveals about the maker of the statem ent. 'The death of God is  a 
c u ltu ra l fa c t. We sh a ll never know whether i t  is  nnra then j  **We sh a ll never know whether i t  is  more than th a t, 
implying th a t the u ltim ate  relevance of theology is  anthropological,
Though theology purports to make statem ents about God, i t s  sign ificance 
re s ts  on what i t  reveals  about the theologian and h is c u ltu re . A ll



Lowell family of Boston). His parents had broken awey from the * "
tra d i tio n  regarding i t  as both outmoded and un-American to be Jewish. 
They a lso  su ffe red  fin an c ia l deprivation  as a re s u lt  of the Great 
Depression. The fam ily 's  re lig io u s  and fin an c ia l position  played a 
great p a rt in  moulding Rubenstein’ s l i f e  and a tt i tu d e s .

1. Rubenstein, Richard L ., A fte r  AueohuiU : Radical Theology and 
Contemporary Judaiamt The Bobbs-M errill Company, In c ., 1966,
’Death of God Theology and Judaism*, p. 246.

2. Rubenstain, A fte r  Auachuitz, 'The Making of a Rabbi*, p. 208.
3. This is  an observation which has also been made by Klaus Rohmann. 

See Klaus Rohmann, Vollendung tm H chte?  : Fine Dokumentation der 
Amerikaniitchen G ott-ie t-T o t-T heo log ie , Benziger Verlag, Kb In, 1977 
p. 96. 'W ollten wir daarauf v errich ten  und die Gedanken 
Rubenstein*s von se in er Person abstrah ieren , so wurden wir seine 
Aussagen v e rfa lsc h e n .'
D eta ils  o f Rubenstein*s l i f e  have been ascertained  from A fter  
Auschwitz, 'The Making of a Rabbi*; Power Struggle : An Autobio= 
graphical Confession, Charles S cribner's  Sons, New York, 1974;
My Brother Paul, Harper and Row Publishers, 1972; as well as from 
a r t i c le s  by Rubenstein and extensive personal correspondence.

4. Rubenstein, Power S truggle, p. 47.
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His mother had high so c ia l and in te l le c tu a l  a sp ira tio n s  the 
achievement of which poverty denied h e r. However, her asp ira tion*  
led the family to  l iv e  in  a suburb which was beyond th e ir  means 
re su ltin g  in  se lf-rep roach  by h is  fa th e r  who was constan tly  surrounded 
by wealth which he was unable to  provide. While, on the  one hand, 
wanting to  be lik e  h is  fa th e r , he found in  th a t a condemnation to  a l i f e  
o f poverty in the midst of w ealth. To compensate fo r  the in tense 
personal shame he f e l t ,  he made every e f fo r t  to  become more V.ke h is 
mother than h ie  fa th e r  and he placed great emphasis on in te l le c tu a l  
su p e rio rity .

The fam ily 's  poverty and th e i r  deracination  from the Jewish tra d itio n  
led to  the fac t th a t Rubenstain did not have a Bar Mitsvah. This was to 
have profound and far-reach ing  e ffe c ts  on h is  emotional and in te l le c tu a l  
development, fo r in  Rubenetein'a view nothing could match the power of 
the archaic  r i t e  o r perform the emotional work the r i t e  autom atically  
accomplishes. Perhaps i f  I  had had a Bar Mitsvah I  might never have 
became se rio u sly  in te re s te d  in  Jewish l i f e '  , he s ta te d . ' I  might simply 
have taken my Jewishness fo r  granted without experiencing the promptings 
toward re b e llio n , negation, and re c o n c ilia tio n  which were to  preoccupy me 
for so very long. 1 He had conf&jmed n e ith e r  h is  id e n tity  as a man nor 
as a Jew a t a c ru c ia l tu rn ing  poin t in  h is  adolescence. Rubenstein was 
u ltim a te ly  to  come to  view as one of r e l ig io n 's  most e s se n tia l  functions 
the marking of the c r is e s  of I f fe  through appropria te  r i tu a l .

I d e n t i f i c a t i o n  o f  Ju d a ism  w ith  Im po tence

A c ru c ia l event during Rubenetein'a youth in i t ia te d  a d e s ire  fo r f l ig h t  
from Judaism. He was re tu rn ing  alone from a teenage dance at midnight 
in New York. Three drunk Irishmen were making abusive an ti-Jew ish  
remarks which were not d irec ted  a t the young Rubenstein. Yet he f e l t  
the need to  in tervene v e rb a lly  and s ilence  them. He was b ru ta lly  
a ssau lted  by them. His paren ts ca lled  the po lice  who were a lso  Ir ish  
and an ti-S em itic . Their ch ie f concern was not to  in d ic t the offenders

5. Ib id . pp. 21-23.

6 . Rubenstein, A fte r  AuechvitM, 'The Making of a R abbi', p. 210.



*  « “ “ “  • — B
'A pparently there  waa a lim it to  the ex ten t to 
to escape the absurd destiny  of having been bon 
Jewishness seemed to have so l i t t l e  m eaning.'8 
could purchase entrance in to  the non-Jewish vox* 
fundamental s e l f - f a l s i f ic a t io n ,  he refused. ' T~ 
of mankind, few things about a man are a* 
adolescent c r i s i s ,  I discovered th a t I cc 
begun my re tu -n  to  Jewish l i f e .  At s ix ti  ^
contempt was a fa r  g rea te r burden to  bear than #

K

A T urn to  R eform  Ju d a ism

U nitarianism  o ften  s tre sse s  i t s  theo log ical simi 
Judaism which seemed i n i t i a l l y  to be 'a  kind of 
For many Jews Reform Judaism has proved to  be a 
Rubenstein i t  was to be the way in . He entered 
in C incinnati in  1942 with a minimal Jewish know



cmm to  know a t th a t stage was c la s s ic a l ,  a n ti-Z io n is t Ha form Judaism.
Ip sp ite  of the fac t th a t  the b lood iest war ic  mankind's h is to ry  was 

tSe-. rag ing , I believed in  the progress and enlightenment of mankind.
: regarded l ib e ra l  Judaism, w ith i t s  lack o f r i t u a l ,  myth, and re lig io u s  

as th e  most ra tio n a l and there fo re  the most enlightened of
Be e sp ec ia lly  appreciated  c la s s ic a l  Reform Judaism 's b i t t e r  

woeenttv** to Zionism and Jewish nationalism . He accepted the b e lie f  
eSaft Jews d iffe re d  from th e i r  fellow  c itiz e n s  ir. re lig io u s  persuasion 
i Ljiw . tAnred Reform Judaism 's optimism concerning human p o te n t ia l i t ie s

svnbmli
i *

reUgaoms

ament wtuld end anti-Sem itism . He
in  which the litu rg y  was rec ited

md Hop* e&at education and en ligh ti 
e«l:it «om£oirt.y>t» an d e r itn a lis e d  Judaii
in $tig£Ltiaitv.

3 ■ Xucnunr <*&« fa c ts  o f the  Nazi death rsmps became generally  known
rhu rewmlaniani o f the  d e ta i l s  o f the death camps caused him to  re je c t  the 

ap ttnrJsirir theology o f l ib e ra l  re lig io n . People seemed incapable 
of umnrawmertit. The e v il  rooted in  husmn nature  would never e n tire ly  
i L.i.uniie.iz" . . .  ra d ic a l e v il might l i e  dormant fo r long periods but i t  
remmaamd farewer capable o f d isru p tin g  the p a th e tic a lly  weak fragments 
ef rwaane and decency w ith which men have constructed th e ir  f ra g ile  
c iv i l ;.*aeLM* Inch generation had to  confront the choice between
joed and e v il  m aided  by those who went before ,12

2e became deeply p essim is tic  about men, a pessimism which has never le f t  
eta. an# he begats to  perceive the  value o f the ir ra tio n a l aspects of 
reltgLsm to  deal w ith men's u ltim ate  questions of o r ig in , meaning and 
destim y, w ith p a r t ic u la r  reference to  the a b i l i ty  of archaic r i tu a l  to  
wKi t i *  d ec is iv e  c ris e s  o f th e  l i f e  o f the indiv idual w ithin h is  re lig io u s  
icmmmtiry. Se was p a r t ic u la r ly  shaken by the fac t of the death c a ^ s  
leca ise  he rvcogssised th a t the d iffe rence  between the Germans and other 
sen Lz so t g rea t Given s im ila r circumstances of p o l i t ic a l  and social 
t t r e s s ,  most people could cowedt monstrous crim es. Moral n ih ilism  had 
'.t-.vnm m e e f  the  deepest s t ra in s  in h is  nature 
Tvsvcome i t  since  childhood but
dsaire" '  w it s in  him had never been put to  death . I t  merely had bren

He had struggled to 
the anarchic c rea tu re  of in fa n tile

Ib id . p. 21$. 12. ib id . 9. 216. ^
- I S

IM d . p. 216. ir$ee a lso  S rv th tr  Paul, p. 8 fo r an expression of 
i - t  iso er rage end anger).



c iv i l iz a t io n  . . . .  Each generation had to  confront the 
good and e v il  unaided by those who went befo re . *12

He became deeply p essim istic  about man, a pessimism w

of reason and decency w ith which men have constructed

him, and he began to  perceive the value o f the ir ra tio n a l aspects of I  
re lig io n  to  deal w ith c a n 's  u ltim ate  questions of o rig in , meaning and 
d estin y , w ith p a r t ic u la r  reference to  the  a b i l i ty  of archaic r i tu a l  to 
mark the  dec isive  c r is e s  of the  l i f e  o f the indiv idual w ithin  h is  re lig io u s  
comnunity. He was p a r t ic u la r ly  shaken by the fa c t of the death camps 
because he recognised th a t the d iffe ren ce  between the Germans and other 
men is  not g re a t . Given s im ila r circumstances of p o l i t ic a l  and social 
s t r e s s ,  most people could commit monstrous crimes. Moral n ih ilism  had 
become one of the deepest s tra in s  in  h is  na tu re . He had struggled to 
overcome i t  since childhood but 'th e  anarchic c rea tu re  of in fa n tile  
d e s ire ' 13 w ith in  him had never been put to  death . I t  merely had been

11. Ib id . p. 215. 12. Ib id . p. 216.
13. Ib id . p. 216. (See a lso  My Brother Per

h is inner rage and anger).
8 fo r an expression of



, ° f  U ‘ ‘ C LurU  <d - l ” « -  i « i 8 h t .  of L u ri. „ d  Freud to
m tluence h i .  view , on Cod w  the Hoi, S o tU n en e ... R uben .te in ', view, 
on Cod end the  r . l . t e d  problem, of h i . t o r ,  .nd . .c h .to lo g y , r t l l  be 
discussed in  Chapter V of th is  th e s is .

Ruben.tein d e .ire d  to  become .„  Orthodox rebbi but t h i .  needed time which 
he could not e ffo rd  . .  he. in  the . . . n t i ™ ,  hed H i. wife . . .
Dutch Jc v i.h  perentege who nerrow l, e .c p e d  the b r u t . l  rev .g e . of S . . i , »  
in Holland. He . . .  f o r d  to  . . t  ie  for .  cowprowi.e which he found in 
Conservative Judaism. He became drawn toward R e c o n .tru c tio n in , a move" 
ment w ith in  Reform Judaim ., Which -m .h a .ia ., the national . .p e e r  of Judai™ . 
Personally , he became .tro n g ly  o b .e rv .n t in  the s p i r i t  of the Orthodox 
Judaim. of the  L ithuanian Talmudic acholara. Thi, re lig io u s  observance 
u ltim ate ly  v a . to  become problem atic fo r him. He cam. to  . . .  rabbinic 
JudaiM  a . .  r e .p o n ..  to  defeat and p o w erl.M n ... r e .u l t in g  from what he

14. Rubenstein, A fte r  Aueohwitu- ’The Making of a Rabbi’ n 217 
(my emphasis) ’

15. Ib id . p. 217. 16. Ib id . p. 218.



“ ™ d ’ ' h* o f « = l « t  t t ™ . . ' , 17 t h .  Of th .  b,
t e Romans in  66 -  70 C.E. and 131 -  135 C.B.

A f t . ,  th .  H o lo c .u .t  of t h .  t v .n t i . t h  c n t u t r  .nd t h .  . , t .n d .n t  "d..th of

• *’ “*U  "  th * r — • t . b l i . h . n t  of th .  S t . t .  o f Rubenst.in
no longer f . . l .  c o n p .u .d  to  o h . .r v .  th .  r . . t r . i n t .  o f ,.h h tn ic  Jn d .isn . 
e i n t . r o r . t .  rabh in ic  Judaina . .  .  ph.oov.non of d i i .p o n  . x i . t . n c .  rad 
e p red ic ts  no r e a l i s t i c  fu tu re  for diaspora Judaism. In %  brother ta u l 
.  c o n f . s . . .  h i .  i d .n t i f i c . t i o n  v ith  P au l's  in a b i l i ty  to  achiov. 

ju s t i f ic a t io n  through observance o f the Torah.

I n t e l l e c t u a l  M a tu r i ty  and M ajor P u b l i c a t i o n .

Rubenstein com pL t.d  h i .  s tu d i .s  a t  t h .  J ra ish  Theological Srainary in 
N«W fo r t  in  1952 and was ordained . .  .  rabb i, g .  . . .  , c t i v .  a .  ,  rabbi 
for four y e a r . during which time he studied a t Harvard U niversity  a r j  
a tta in ed  h i .  M aae.r's degraa. During th is  time he . . .  deeply influenced 
by Paul T il l ic h  and th is  w a  to  be an abiding in fluence. Prom 1956 to 
1958 he served a .  chaplain to  Jewish stu d en t, a t Harvard. This . . .  . „  
in terim  appointment. He worked on h i .  d o c to r .te  which dealt with 
rabbin ic re a p o n ... to  the ' Holocaust of ancient tim es' in the lig h t of 
psychoanalysis. He a t t t  nad h i .  Ph.D. a t Harvard in  1960. H i. doctoral 
th e s is  . . .  subsequently published in  an ed ited  version  a .  The R elig ious  
Inagination, 1Mb ( h i .  second book). Prom 1958 to  1970 ha served a .  
Chaplain to  Jewish students a t  the U niversity  of P ittsbu rgh .

A fter completing h i .  doc to ra l th e s is  in  1960 i t  became possib le  for him 
to spend extended r erioda o f time in  study rad research in  Europe. Be 
has lived  in  Spain, Holland, Prance and I ta ly  fo r periods of th ree  months 
or longer. He has a lso  been a frequent v i s i to r  to  the Federal Republic 
Of Germany and has lec tu red  a t many in s t itu t io n s  th e re .

In 1965 he became the f i r s t  Jewish theologian to  give a se rie s  of 
le c tu re s  a t  the Catholic U niversity  of Lublin, Poland. While he

17. Rubenstein, 'B rie f  N arrative o f Career' (personal conounication).
18. Rubenstein reveals some of the complex tensions between rabbi and 

•nihSrir ?nVT ihe in tra 7»y<:hic  s t r a in ,  in h i .  «a, . y

19. Rubenstein, Tfce R elig ious Imagination. A Study in  Psyohoanalyeie and
Jewreh Theology. Ind ianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill Company, In c ., 1968.



was in  Poland he v is ite d  Auschwitz. On re turn ing  from Poland he
completed h is  f i r s t  book A fte r  AuaohunU, 1966 (a se ries  of 15 papers).
This co n stitu ted  h is major statement concerning Auschwitz and the death
of C od .g rher*  is  general agreement in  theological c irc le s  th a t the book
in i t ia te d  the ongoing debate on the theo log ical im plications of the
Holocaust. I t  has had eleven p rin tin g s and has been tran s la te d  in to  
Dutch.

In the Spring q u arte r o f 1970 R uben.t.in  served a .  v is i t in g  professor 
M S e U g r o n  a t F lorida S ta te  U niversity . While there , he accepted an 

in v ita tio n  to remain on as Professor of Religion and has been there ever 
s in ce . In 1977 he was se lec ted  as D istinguished Professor of the year 
at F lorida S ta te  U niversity  and was given the rank of D istinguished 
P rofessor, the highest honour bestowed by the facu lty  of the F lorida 
S ta te  U niversity  upon one of i t s  members. ’This commendation is  granted 
to a facu lty  member whose ex traord inary  accomplishments have markedly 
contributed  to  the u n iv e rs ity ’ s quest fo r e x c e lle n c e .'20 Ir. h is  c ita t io n  
he is  regarded a .  ’a re le n tle s s  scho lar, a superb teacher, and a b r i l l i a n t  
th in k e r’ who probes the roots o f our re lig io u s  fa ith  and exposes the 
tensions of our complex c u ltu re .

In. 1970 h is  th ird  book M orality and Eroe was published. I t  explores 
the question of values in  a world in which e th ic a l norms can no longer 
be derived from the revealed w ill of God. This was followed by My Brother 
Paul, 1972, a psychoanalytic study of Paul of Tarsus. The New Testatment 
is examined as a possib le  source of anti-Sem itism  that contributed to  the 
Holocaust. Rubenstein concludes th a t Paul was not an anti-Sem ite but that 
his theology had the unintended consequences of fo ste rin g  the permanent 
a lien a tio n  between Judaism and C h ris tia n ity .

His f i f t h  book Pouer Struggle : An Autobiographical Confession, 1974 , 
explored the overwhelming impact of the Holocaust on his l i f e  and career. 
Although in autobiographical form, i t  i s  a monograph on contemporary 
re lig io u s  thought. Rubenstein, as author, is  the vehicle fo r the 
analysis of theo log ical and h is to r ic a l  issues perta in ing  to  the Holocaust.

20. C ita tio n  fo r D istinguished Professor, June 11, 1979 (personal 
communication). K

21. Ib id .
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nose recen tly  publl.hed book. The Cunning o f  g is to ry  ; M l,.
on j th e  A m erican Future, 1975. d .e l .  » i th  the wider im p lice tioa .

Of the Holoceuet in  te r n ,  o f the Holooeu.t . .  m  ex p r.e .io n  of e o ~  of
the most important demographic, p o l i t i c a l ,  socio log ica l and economic
tandaocia , o f W a.t.m  c i » i l i , . t i o n  in  th .  tw entieth  cantury. I h i .  work
mark, R ubenetein 'a s h i f t  from the Jewish im plications of the Holocaust
to  the  exp lo ra tion  of i t .  wider im p lica tio n .. In i t  h . concluda. th a t w.
are liv in g  in  an era  o f rad ica l se cu la r!ty  which finds i t s  roots in  the
B ible. This aspect of h is  thought i s  discussed in  Chapter I I  o f tk ie  
th e s is .

Hxs cu rren t p ro jec t is  a promised sequel to  The Cunning o f  H istory. I t  is  
under co n trac t to  Beacon Press and i t s  te n ta tiv e  t i t l e  is  The Age o f  Triage 
Though in  th is  work the Holocaust is  not the cen tre  of h is  concern, the 
work i s ,  in  p&rt, an ongoing attem pt to  understand th a t tragedy as oee of 
» s e r ie s  of h is to r ic a l  occurrences involving surplus population and 
la rg e -sca le  population e lim ina tion . As Rubenetein’ e concern sh ifted  from 
the Holocaust to  re la tec  problems of m odernisation and surplus population, 
he became in te re s te d  in  these problems as they affected  contemporary 
developing n a tio n s . This led to  an important encounter with Asia. He 
has given important addresses in Korea and Japan and The Cunning o f  History  
has been tra n s la te d  in to  Japanese. Ha has been made aware of a strong 
p a ra lle l  between h is  God-concept and the  God-concept of Mahayana Buddhism.

The P s y c h o a n a ly t ic  I n f lu e n c e  o f  Sigmund F reud  on R u b e n e te in ' 
L ire  and T hought

At the age of twelve Rubenstein bought the Modern L ibrary ed itio n  of 
Tne Basic W ritings o f  Sigmund Freud. This early  purchase was to  be an 
accurate index of one of h is  life lo n g  in te re s ts .  So pervasive has been 
Freud 's thought on R ubenstein 's theo log ical statem ents of the nineteen 
s ix t ie s ,  th a t I have devoted Chapter I I I  of th is  th e s is  to an excursus 
on F reud 's psychoanalytic th e o rie s , p a r tic u la r ly  h is applied psycho­
an a ly s is , as a background to  R ubenstein 's theo log ical thought of the 
nineteen s ix t ie s .

In many of h is  works Rubenstein confesses h is  deep fea r o f the moral 
chaos which reigned w ithin  h is  own sou l, h is fear of death and a desire  
for omnipotence, and h is in a b il i ty  fu lly  to love before he turned to 
psychoanalysis fo r  help . To cope with h is  fea r of the anarchic



Th. sudden io .u p U c .b le  d e .th  of h i .  in f.n c  .o n , h . th .n i .1 .  on th .  
norning b .f o r .  To. tip p u r in  1,50. l .d  to  .  coot. r .io n  in  h i .  which . . .  
to t . k .  sev ra t.o n  . . r .  to  M tu r . .  H i. T ill in g  . . r v i tu d .  . . .  bom out of 
» I " . " !  to r o n ip o t .n o . .  Uh.n h i .  th r . .-* m th -o ld  .on d i .d ,  too young to 
h . . .  given offence to  . i t h . r  h i .  . . r t h l ,  or h .« .n l y  f . t h . r ,  he kn.« with 
deeper c e r ta in ty  than ever before th a t he . . .  doomed to  d ie  no u t t e r  ho . 
well he p e r fo ru d . P a u l ',  . i m i l . r  f . e r .  and te n .io n . n r .  o v .rc o u  by 
f . t t h  in  the r i .e n  C h ria t. Ruben.tain had no luch boon. 'Had 1 lived in 
h i .  tim e. I  n igh t have followed him. Once I r e . l i . e d  th a t I had no 
..cap e  from dying, I  had to  learn  to  liv e  l i f e  . .  i f  i  . e r newly bora.
My new l i f e  was devoid of hope or i l lu s io n  th a t  the lim ita tio n s of 
m orta lity  could be overcome. My analyst was midwife to my re b ir th . * 26 

I t  was in  1953 th a t  Rubenstein turned to  a psychoanalyst fo r help . In 
sp ite  of h is  e a r ly  in te re s t  in  Freud, he o rig in a lly  was openly h o s tile  to

22. Rubenstein, Pouer S truggle, p. 85. (my emphasis). 23. Ib id . p. 90. 
24. Rubenstein, My Brother Paul, p. 9. (my emphasis). 25. Ib id . p.  9 .
26. Ib id . pp. 17, 18.



p y h a n a ly s is , p a r t ic u la r ly  a f te r  he  had turned to  Orthodox Judal 
HIS antagonism a r a f l a c t lo .  o f h i .  r o a i . ta n c . to  sucking h o i , .  

Psychoanalysis h . , » . d  him to  r.g a rd  h im a o lf  w i th  a  a n g u is h e d  v i . i„ „ .  
I t  a lso  gave him the wisdom of learn ing  to  t r e a t  Wia, h .  had  baro  givan.

/ J V  W t , m  by n le  ln  t *t “  of illn a a a  in  aaarch of healing ,
ness forced him in to  th .  path h . c h . . . .  H i. i l ln o .a .  h i .  ro ta tio n  and 

whatever healing  he ha. a tta in e d  have a l l  h e „  t h .  expre.aion of a 
un ified  s tr iv in g . R uben .te inhaa  ca lled  Freed 'th e  moat in f lu e n tia l
•lav of the  tw en tieth  century . *  Hevln g peraonally  entered in to  the 
psychoanalytic th erap eu tic  a itu a tio n . i t  i .  not au rp ri.in g  th a t h i .  
theo log ica l ideas have been so deeply influenced by Freud 's in s ig h t, 
concerning God and the human condition.

Ju d a iam  and ' t h e  s i n g l e  one

It is  noteworthy th a t Rubenstein recognises h is experience with the law as 
being obviously a ty p ic a l. He admits th a t most Jew, are a cc u ltu r .ted  into 
thexr re lig io n  as a normal way of l i f e  and are not normally driven by the 
compulsion, th a t a f f l ic te d  him. He came to  Judaism a , something of an 
o u ts id e r. His fellow  students were a t home with Judaism in  a way which he 
could not begin to  understand. 'They were else a t  home with th e ir  God.
I was not a t home with m in e .'29 Orthodox Judaism has always been a 
communal and fa m ilia l, ra th e r  than an individual way of l i f e .  'There is  
no place in Orthodox Judaism fo r the sing le  one, m agnificent in  iso la tio n , 
casting  aside a l l  fam ilia r re la tio n sh ip s  the b e tte r  to e r 'o y  so li ta ry  
intimacy and fellow ship w ith G od .'30

He and h is  f i r s t  w ife , E llen , fa ile d  in th e ir  attem pt to liv e  an Orthodox 
l if e  apart from th e ir  fam ilies and against the accu ltu ra tio n  process which 
had given them th e i r  fundamental p e rs o n a litie s . In th is  connection, i t  is  
important to note th a t h is  parents are viewed by him as pvisonern of th e ir  
own d e rac in a tio n . 'C ast out of the mythic world of th e ir  fo lk  inheritance, 
they were victim s of another, more savage mythology, the bourgeois 
conviction th a t a man's worth is  estab lish ed  by h is  business s u c c e s s .. . .  
Furthermore, had my parents been le ss  a liena ted  from th e ir  t r a d itio n , they

     -

27. Rubenstein, Power Struggle, p. 130. 28. Rubenstein, Mu Brother
Fctul, p. 1. 29. Ib id . p. 18.

30. Rubenstein, Power S truggle, p. 118.



Might  have had a  somewhat more compassionate view of what was happening 
to themselves....We would a l l  have had very d iffe re n t self-im ages . 131

E x is te n c e  a s  P u n i t iv e

In 1961 Rubenstein had a decisive  meeting w ith Dean Heinrich Grueber of 
the Evangelical Church of East and West B erlin . 32 On re fe rr in g  to  Auschwitz, 
Dean Grueber in s is te d  th a t i t  was p a rt o f God's plan. He likened H itle r  
to  Nebuchadnezzar and o ther 'rods of God’s a n g e r '. Dean Grueber's 
conviction was not th a t o f an anti-Sem ite. He had almost lo s t h is  l i f e  in  
the concentration camp a t Dachau and was the only German v o lu n ta rily  to  go 
to  Jerusalem  to te s t i f y  a t the t r i a l  o f Adolf Eichmann. Because 
Rubenstein regarded him as a man of impeccable honesty, courage, in te g r ity  
and re lig io u s  fa ith  (and because there  are today many orthodox Jews who 
do not shy away from the Dean's conclusion), h is  unambiguous declara tion  
tha t God had sent H itle r  to  exterm inate the Jews un ified  the in te l le c tu a l  
and e x p e rien tia l roo ts of Rubenstein 's growing collapse of f a i th .  I t  
f in a lly  brought to expression a thorough-going re je c tio n  of the b ib lic a l 
God on h is  p a rt . ' I f  indeed such a God holds the destiny  of mankind in  
h is power, h is  re so rt to death camps to  bring about h is  ends is  so 
obscene th a t I would ra th e r spend my l i f e  in  perpetual rev o lt than render 
him even the s l ig h te s t  homage. For m illen ia  men have in s is te d  on the 
poverty of human knowledge before the in f in i te  wisdom of the Divine. Most 
men have followed Jo b 's  example and silenced th e ir  b i t t e r  complaints. I f  
th is  God, the God of Auschwitz e x is ts ,  I could not s ilence  mine. ' 33 

Rubenstein regards Dean Grueber's in sis ten ce  on H itle r  oeing God's tool 
as a m anifestation of the incred ib le  extremes to which men are driven 
when they try  to make sense o f  the s u r r e a l is t ic  world of the tw entieth 
c e n t r y  in p re-tw entie th  century terms. Most men find loss of meaning 
which accompanies the re je c tio n  of an om niscient, omnipotent God of 
h is to ry  extremely d i f f ic u l t  to  bear. Rubenstein refuses to see existence 
as punitive and would ra th e r opt fo r a meaningless cosmos in which uen 
su ffe r unavoidably rath.-r than fo r the view th a t su ffering

31. Ib id . p. 39.

32. This c ru c ia l meeting is described in A fte r  Ausohuitz, in the essay
The De.m and the Chosen P eop le ', pp. 46 -  58, and in Power Struggle, 

pp . 1 0  f f .
33. Rubenstein, Power Struggle, p. U .



su ffe ring  dispensed by an angry c rea to r Cod. The question becomes: 
How is  i t  possib le  to  believe in  a ju s t ,  all-pow erful God a f te r

Auschwitz? ,34

R u b e n s te in ’ s Views and th e  Je w ish  World

Soon a f te r  the pub lica tion  of A fte r  Auechuitn i t  was reviewed favourably 
in Tlte C hristian Century, Commonweal and a few Jewish p u b lic a t io n s .^
The establishm ent of Jewish p u b lica tio n s, however, largely  ignored i t .
This public ignoring of h is work was a response which Rubenstein regards as 
re la tiv e ly  kind. Beneath the response lay intense anger which led Jacob 
Neusner to  note th a t Rubenstein has been subjected to  a to rre n t of personal 
abuse and nearly  has been driven out of Jewish l i f e .  Neusner in te rp re ts  
th is  abuse as 'th r  h ighest possib le  t r ib u te  on the part of h is  enemies 
to the compelling importance of h is c o n t r ib u t io n '.^

A c h a ra c te r is t ic a lly  modern response to  Rubenstein*s work has been 
bureaucratic excommunication. As h is pub lications became b e tte r  known i t  
became increasing ly  d i f f ic u l t  for him to  secure any position  w ith in  the 
Jewish community. Because of the con troversia l nature of h is  views he 
was bu reau cra tica lly  phased out of Jewish l i f e  by the withholding of Jewish 
funding fo r p osts . Ha could only pursue h is  career as a theologian in  
a community which had very few Jew s.I He was compelled to  become an ex ile  
from h is  own people in  order to  in te rp re t th e ir  re lig io u s  existence in 
freedom. He confesses th a t h is  estrangement from the Jewish commmity has
had as much to  do with h is  own inner dynamics as with the community's. 37

R u b e n s te in * s  P r e s e n t  S ta n c e

Today he lec tu res a t the F lorida S tate  U niversity  which has over n inety -five  
per cent non-Jewish studen ts . Among h is  in te l le c tu a l  and soc ia l contacts

34. Ib id . 13.
35. A fte r  Auschwitz was given a favourable review in the in f lu e n tia l

Jewish Journal Judaism, Vol. 16, No. 2, Spring 1967, pp. 233 -  236
by Arnold Jacob Wolf.



m
there are v ir tu a l ly  no Jew#. Jewish observance therefo re  would be out 
of context in h ie  present s i tu a tio n  although he has an a f f i l ia t io n  with 
the Reform Jewish congregation in  T allahassee. Months can go by without 
him speaking to  a Jewish person, w ith the exception of h is  w ife. Dr. Betty 
Rogers A lschuler Rubenstein, who has given him much support and 
in sp ira tio n . (His f i r s t  m arriage ended in  divorce in  1963).

His most recent focus of in te re s t  i s  Asia w ith p a rtic u la r  reference to 
the problems of re l ig io n , m odernisation and population redundancy. He has 
formed valuable con tacts with two re lig io u s  leaders of the E ast, Swami 
Muktananda of Ganeshpuri and the Rev Sun Myung Moon. He sees these two 
men as po lar opposites to  one another. The f i r s t  is  regarded as an 
exemplary prophet, the l a t t e r  as a genuinely charism atic leader with the 
basic q u a li t ie s  of the Korean shaman fig u re . Despite the very bad 
press which Moon has received Rubenstein regards him as a genuine 
re lig io u s  energ ise r and a c tiv a to r . 38

Rubenstein claims to  be committed to  to ta l  honesty in h is  analysis of 
re lig io n  generally  and Judaism in  p a r t ic u la r . He does not believe in the 
long-range v ia b i l i ty  of diaspora Judaism and w ill s ta te  h is  in te l le c tu a l  
conclusions openly no m atter which persons o r in s t i tu t io n s  may be offended. 
While a t  one time he had a deep in te re s t  in  Is ra e l as the po lar opposite 
of d iaspora powerlessness, I s ra e l appears to have ceased to be a focus 
of h is  in te r e s t .  He wishes the I s r a e l i s  w ell and would not wish to sec 
I s ra e l pe rish , but he has no rea l in te re s t  in  Is ra e l or in I s r a e l i  scho lars.

In a l e t t e r  dated August 21, 1981 Rubenstein to ld  me th a t he was due to 
givr the annual lec tu re  on Jewish theology a t the 92nd S tree t Y M H A. 
in New York City in  October 1981. Previous lec tu re rs  have included 
Borowitz, Fackenheim and Wiesel. His respondents were to be Jacob Neusner 
and Michael Wyschogrod. This encounter would compel him to focus on h is  
current re la tio n sh ip  to Judaism which is  not without i t s  problems. He 
has, from time to time, lec tu red  a t temples and other Jewish in s t i tu t io n s , 
but has had no rea l contact with mainstream Jewish in s t i tu t io n s  or 
a c t iv i t ie s  in years. I n i t i a l ly  he resented the fac t th a t there  were major 
conferences on the holocaust or Jewish theology in which h is  ideas were 
discussed but to  which he was not in v ited . He eventually came to terms

38. Personal communication, l e t t e r  dated 21 August 1981.



with the separa tion  re a lis in g  th a t , as he was not on the same wave­
length as mainstream Judaism, i t  was p o in tle ss  for pec la  to ta lk  past 
one another. ’N evertheless, there  has been one problematic aspect of 
the separa tion : I have made a con tribu tion  to  contemporary Jewish 
theology, yet fo r several years I have not formulated my p o sitio n  on any 
aspect of the questions of re lig io n  which were for so long cen tra l to  my 
concerns. I would add thr.t re lig io n  continues to be the center of my 
concern, and more than any o th er contemporary theologian I have s tre ssed  
the importance of personal experience fo r re lig io u s  f a i th ,  while I  have 
remained re la tiv e ly  s i le n t  about the re la tio n  of my recen t, overwhelmingly 
important personal experiences and my re lig ious position . This may well 
continue, but not n e c e ssa r ily .’ ^*

Rubenstein is  fu lly  cognisant of the rad ica l nature of h is  stance and 
th a t there i s  something explosive occurring w ithin h is  own re lig io u s  
s e n s ib i l i t ie s .  ’We are q u in te ssen tia l ou tsiders but we would have i t  no 
o ther way. Perhaps I  serve to  define the lim its  of what i s  Jewish. By 
re je c tin g  me, the Jewish community has defined i t s  l im i ts . ’*0 He points 
out th a t according to  Kai Erikson, the son of Erik Erikson, and Yale 
so c io lo g is t, i t  is  the function of the deviant to  define the lim its  of 
what c o n stitu te s  appropriate behaviour or b e lie f  for a group.

Rubenstein has cautioned me to  the fac t tha t since he is  by nature and 
preoccupation involved in re lig io u s  l i f e ,  he suspects th a t there is  an 
explosive element in  h is thinking and th a t he has by no means spoken h is 
la s t  word concerning the re lig io u s  question. 'Keep in  mind th a t there  is  
an explosive element in my thought th a t has yet to surface. I t  may never 
surface as I am a cautious man who is  almost as conservative p o l i t ic a l ly  
and so c ia lly  as he is  rad ica l re lig io u s ly . By explosive I mean not only 
my re jec tio n  of normative Jewish c a te g o r ie s ...  I also mean my perceptions 
of the need to break out of the meaninglessness of rad ica l secu la riza tio n  
and the death of G od... Let us never forget my fundamental a sse rtio n  
th a t i t  is  the b ib lic a l  re lig io n s  th a t inev itab ly  led to  secu la riza tio n  
and the death of God. Let us also remember my o rig in a l response to 
A1tizcr th a t " i f  God is  dead I w ill not dance a t the fu n e ra l."  The 
Ainning o f  History is  a death—of-God book. When I make the a sse rtio n  
there th a t the death camps express some of the dominant tendencies of



c iv i l i z a t io n  in  the tw en tieth  century, I only r e ite r a t in g  in  a more
s o c io lo g ic a l ly  so p h is tic a te d  way what I sa id  in  After Auaaihuitu when I
sa id  th a t we l i v e  in  the time o f  the death o f Cod. But such a world i s  
an im p o ss ib il ity . One way or another, the death o f  God cannot be the
f in a l  answer. I am convinced th at the b ib l ic a l  r e lig io n s  are not t i e  

answer e i t h e r . . .o n  the contrary, w ithout s ig n if ic a n t  r e v is io n , they are■ J.erne Oil
the beginning o f  the problem .'

Apart from th e chapter on Freud and the chapter on R ubenstein's view s 
on God, h is to r y  and esch ato logy  which have been mentioned above, other
chapters w i l l  deal w ith  se c u la r isa tio n  and atheism  as s  backdrop to  

R ubenstein's ra d ica l v iew s; R ubenstsin 's a tt itu d e  to  sec u la r isa tio n ;  
R ubenstein's view s concerning r e l ig io n  and man as presented in  

After Auedhifitti and the r e a l i t y  o f  power and the fantasy o f  th eo logy .

ection  Two, the c r it iq u e , w i l l  examine R ubenstein 's conclusions  
:vmceming God and the Holocaust in  r e la t io n  to  oth er respon ses, 
both Jewish and C h ristian , to  the problems o f  th eod icy . His p ro tests
and proposals w i l l  be d iscu ssed  in  an attesq>t to  determine to  what 

ictent h is  pronouncements can be iso la te d  from h is  s u b je c t iv ity  and 

c o n stitu te  a meaningful and v ia b le  th eo lo g ica l option  for modern Jews.

41. Ib id .
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C H A P T E R

A ll  uttaranoee about the nature o f  God are nonsensical.

A. J . Ayer

SECULARISATION AND ATHEISM : THE ANTI-METAPHYSICAL TREND IN 
CONTEMPORARY THEOLOGICAL THINKING

Richard L. Rubenatein has been c la s s if ie d  as one of the four most I 
in f lu e n tia l  rad ic a l theologians in America of the nineteen s ix tie s*
and more s p e c if ic a lly  as the leading Jewish death of God theologian
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of th a t decode. He reached h is  rad ic a l conclusion as a re s u lt  of h is
in a b il i ty  to  reconcile  the ho rrify ing  attem pt by Nazis to destroy
European Jewry during World War I I  w ith the existence of an omnipotent
God of h is to ry . He could come to no other conclusion than th a t the
God of h is to ry  is  dead.

Radical theology must be viewed against the problem of the existence of 
e v il and against the backdrop of the tendency toward secu la risa tio n  -  so 
c h a ra c te r is tic  of our tim es.

Each of the four major rad ica l theologians, A ltiz e r , Hamilton, van Buren 
and Rubenatein, has been working through h is  own dilemma with respect to 
what he can and should believe and do in h is ro le  as a theologian. Sontag 
and Roth'* see the c r i s i s  o f the death of God movement as having been

1. Frederick Sontag and John K. Roth, The American Religious Experiencet 
Harper & Row, New York, 1972, p. 203.

2. Klauo Rohmann, in  h is study of American death of God theology, 
in Vollendung im Nichts? ind ica tes tha t Rubenatein*s theology 
large ly  has been overlooked, yet in  a German Lutheran a r t i c l e ,  he 
was ca lled  *der fiihrende judische " G o tt- is t- to t"  Theologe in  
Amerika*. (This has been quoted from C. E. Braaton, ’Radikale 
Theologie in Amerika heute*, p. 56) on p. 26 of Rohmann*s book.

3. Sontag and Roth, op. c i t .



p re c ip ita te d  by the  fa c t th a t the once-powarful re lig io u s  tra d itio n s  
in which these theologians were tra in ed  and worked would no longer
re la te  m eaningfully to  th e ir  personal experience. Their tra d itio n s

- I  I  sK r @
share the  a ffirm atio n  of the transcendence, onmipotence and holiness of 
God. The c o ro lla ry  of th is  theo log ica l outlook is  th a t the world is  
God's c re a tio n , a c rea tio n  which he judged to  be good, but th a t i t s  cu ltu re  
is  under judgswnt. F a ith  in , and experience o f , the love of God endow 
l i f e  w ith meaning and man’ s task  i s  to  l iv e  in  conformity w ith the w ill of 
God. 'God transcends time and h is to ry , and yet he i s  active  in  them. His 
w ill i s  sovereign and good, and the shape o f h is to ry  u ltim ately  re f le c ts  
h is  loving c o n tro l . '*

A c r e d ib i l i ty  gap has a risen  between th is  t ra d i tio n a l  theological 
perspective  and the actual experience of the rad ica l theologians. The 
c re d ib i l i ty  gap has a lso  re su lted  from the fac t th a t men seem to find  i t  
p rogressively  le s s  necessary and s ig n if ic a n t to speak and think in terms 
of God a t a l l .

E x p e rien tta lly , problems a r is e  in  two a reas . F i r s t ly ,  seemingly 
insurmountable problems and confusions a r is e  when an attempt is  made to 
reconcile  the t r a d i t io n a l  concept of God with the problem of the existence 
of e v i l .  Existence is  too ambiguous and fragmentary, too fu l l  of e v il ,  
to allow  us to  d iscern  God's loving a c tiv ity  in  h is to ry . There i s  l i t t l e  
corroboration  in  the fa c ts  of contemporary l i f e  to  d iscern  God's caring 
in te rv en tio n . I f  God's judgment occurs anywhere in  h is to ry , i t  appears 
to take on h o rrib le , and needlessly  w asteful forms of punishment th a t 
leave him unworthy of w orship.5 Would not reb e llio n  and in d iffe ren ce , 
ra th e r  than obedient f a i th ,  be man's most honest response? Secondly,
God's fixed na tu re  th rea tens the r e a l i ty  of man's freedom, c re a tiv ity  
and re s p o n s ib ili ty . However, the re a l i ty  of man's freedom is  simply 
undeniable from the human perspective . I t  would appear, th e re fo re , 
th a t man's a c tu a l experience seems to be v ic to rio u s over f a i th  and one 
re su lt of th is  has been the emergence of the death of God movement

Conceptually, God seems to  be increasing ly  irre le v a n t in  the a f f a i r s  of 
men. Their concerns are  d irec ted  a t th is  world, w ith l i t t l e  reference 
to God. Human l i f e  has been n a tu ra lised  and secu la rised . C itizens of



th« secu la r c i ty  appear tn  fe e l l i t t l e  care about, o r need fo r ,
God. Sontag and Both o a ia ta in  th a t i t  is  hardly  su rp rising  th a t a 
theologian observing and liv in g  through experiences such as these 
should tu rn  to  "the provocative and r ich ly  ambiguous concept th a t 
God is  dead '*  as an idea worth exploring in depth.

Rubenstein made h is  f i r s t  statem ent concerning the death of God in  the 
th eo lo g ica l environment o f the nineteen s ix t ie s .  Marty and Peerman^ 
affirm  th a t  the theology during th a t decade was more world centred 
and le s s  church centred  than in  the years preceding i t .  Theologians 
were obsessed w ith the attem pt to  p in  down the meaning of the 
secular.

Marty and Peerman suggest th a t  no one w riting  in  the f ie ld  of theology 
today can avoid p lac ing  the question of se cu la risa tio n  a t the head of 
h is agenda. The secu la r must be analysed as a p o ss ib il i ty  for theology. 
This ap p lies  even more to  rad ic a l theology in  which the very subject 
of theology, God, became the fundamental question  and problem. As 
Time Magazine pointed o u t, the C h ris tian  a th e is ts  of the death of God 
movement "were waking the churches to  the b ru ta l r e a l i ty  tha t the 
basic premise o f f a i th  -  the existence of a personal God, who created 
the world and su s ta in s  i t  w ith h is  love -  is  now subject to  profound 
a ttack '.®  God him self is  in  question .

Q
Vernon P ra t t  sees rad ic a l theology as one of the many attem pts to 
d e-su p ern a tu ra lise  supernatural re lig io n s . He suggests th a t the 
s c ie n t i f ic  conceptual framework w ith which we now liv e  has no place . 
fo r the su p ern a tu ra l. The se c u la r ise rs  of re lig io n  have to  face th is  
issue and perform th e ir  task  because the notion of the supernatural no 
longer has any meaning in  h is  view.

G rop ing  Beyond th e  S e c u la r

Marty and Peerman point out th a t 'd ea th  of God' ta lk  was, in  fa c t , 
very sh o r t- l iv e d . By the time the popular press and the general public

6. Ib id . p. 205.
7. Martin E. Marty and Dean G.Peerman, e d s ., New Theology No. 4. 

MacMillan Company, New York, 1967, p. 10.
8. Time, April 8, 1966, p. 50.
9. Vernon P ra t t ,  Religion and Secu larisa tion , (Papermac) Macmillan, 

St. M artin 's  P ress , 1970.



became aware of the movement, serious journals had already begun to  
weary of the  su b je c t. However, the public  s t i r  caused by the 
pronouncements of the death of God had a fo rtu ito u s  e ffe c t The 
movement and the moment had sa lu to ry  e ffe c ts  and constructive purposes. 

They c e r ta in ly  enlarged the  scope of theo log ica l debate ; and 
m iracle of m iracles -  they succeeded in  making theological themes in  

the p rec ise  and formal sense of the term a m atter of public d is c u s s io n . '^  
Theologians, on the whole, were not shocked or d isconcerted by death of 
God language, but n e ith e r  were they s a t is f ie d  w ith i t .  Marty and Peerman 
suggest th a t  theologians want to go ' beyond the secular* (though only 
by going through i t ) .  They a re  cau tiously  re-appraising  the category of 

r e l ig io n ',  which was regarded w ith much suspicion both by the generation 
of Karl Barth and by the more rad ica l e ra  posthumously dominated by 
D ie trich  Bonhoeffer. They see the world around them to be astoundingly 
secu lar and yet asto n ish in g ly  f e r t i l e  'r e l ig io u s ly ' : in  the new
nationalism  of the new n a tio n s , in  the durable presence of world 
re l ig io n s , in  the  q u a s i- s p ir i tu a l  s tr iv in g s  of men, alone and in  
community, and in  the su p e rs titio n s  as w ell as in  the genuine gropings 
and hungers of 's e c u la r  men' in  a technological so c ie ty .11

This groping beyond the  secu la r is  v is ib le  in  both Jewish and C hristian  
theology. A 'p o s t-secu la r*  awareness i s  present in  the thinking of 
W olfart Pannenberg, for in stan ce . He s ta te s :  ' . . . t h e r e  is  a widespread 
awareness th a t  science alone cannot w y* with the consequences and 
side e ffe c ts  o f s c ie n t i f ic  d isco v eries , e sp ec ia lly  in th e ir  technological

10. Marty and Peerman, op. c i t .  p . 11.
11. Ib id . pp. 12, 13. (See a lso  Seymour S iegel, in h is a r t ic le

'Theology for Today', Conservative Judaism, Vol. 28. No. 4,
pp. 37 -  53, observes th a t desp ite  the technological progress
of our century , the dropping of moral r e s t r a in ts ,  the soc ia l 
upheaval which c h a rac te rise s  our tim es, the ravaging e ffe c ts  of
' fu tu re  shock ', man has become increasing ly  drawn to  the tran s­
cendent, even while pro fessing  the secular. Siegel regards ours 
as the  most credulous of a l l  generations seeking seme kind of 
re lig io u s  b e li"< . I f  people abandon old re lig io n s  they are 
prone to  a c c f / t  new c u l ts ,  often  of the most b izarre  v a rie ty .
See p. 40.)
(See a lso  Andrew M.Greeley, Unsecular Man : The Persistence o f  
R elig ion , Delta Books, New York, 1972; P eter L Berger, A Rumor 
o f  Angels : Modem Socie ty  and the Rediscovery o f  the Supernatural, 
Doubleday Anchor, Garden City,New York, 1970. For the problem of 
'fu tu re  shock' see Alvin T o ffle r , Future Shock, Bantam Books, 1970.).



ap p lica tio n . Frightened e a r l ie r  by the development of nuclear weapons 
and l a t e r  by the  th re a t of eco log ical d isa s te r  and by the dangers 
involved in  modern biochemical techniques, many s c ie n t is ts  have been 
led by a sense of re sp o n s ib ili ty  fo r  the app lica tion  of th e ir  work 
to look fo r  moral resources th a t can be mustered in  order to  prevent, 
or a t le a s t reduce, the  ex ten t of f a ta l  abuse of the p o s s ib i l i t ie s  
provided by s c ie n t i f ic  d isco v e rie s . At th is  point then the churches 
are apprecia ted  once more as moral agencies tha t should help tnsnan 
soc ie ty  in  responsib ly  dealing  w ith the poten*' * of science and 
technology.* Although theology has lo s t  the "war" between i t s e l f  and 
sc ience, as Pannenberg a s s e r ts ,  ' i t  would seem appropriate  i f  the 
renewed in te r e s ts  of s c ie n t is ts  in  re lig io n  and e sp ec ia lly  in  a dialogue 
with C h ris tian  theology were accompanied by some sense of surp rise  
tha t C h r is tia n ity  is  s t i l l  around*• 12

A s im ila r  groping beyond the secu la r is  a lso  re f le c ted  in  the w ritings
of Jewish sch o la rs . Eugene B.Borowitz, in  h is a r t ic le  'Hope Jewish 

13and Hope Secular* a s s e r ts  th a t Jewish theology has adopted a post- 
secu lar stance . He po in ts out the importance of a  small group of 
Jewish in te l le c tu a ls  who, having come through a t  ism, socialism  or
ideo log ica l Zionism, o r s e c u la r is t  in d iffe ren ce , now se riously  seek the
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meaning of. Jewish f a i th .  That they e x is t  and care as they do is what 
provides the so c ia l r e a l i ty  to  th is  po st-secu la r stance of Jewish 
theology. Borowitz po in ts  out th a t 'I n  concern i f  not yet in  
theo log ical substance they know why they are Jewish* 14

12. Cf. W olfhart Pannenberg, 'Theological Questions to  S c ie n tis ts ' 
in Zygortt Journal o f  R eligion  i  Sciencet March 1981, Vol. 16, 
No. 1 . pp. 65 -  66.

13. Eugene B*Borowitz, 'Hope Jewish and Hope S e c u la r ', Judaiem,
Vol. 17, No. 2, Spring 1968, pp. 131 -  147. J S  I

14. Ib id . p. 134. Borowitz c i te s  a number of young Jewish 
scholars who p a rtic ip a te d  in  a symposium on the condition 
of Jewish b e l ie f .  Rubenstein p a rtic ip a ted  in th is  
symposium, 'The S ta te  of Jewish B elief r A Symposium*, 
Sormentary, August 1966, pp. 71 -  160.
Rubenstein*s co n trib u tio n  can be found on pp. 132 -  135.



Rubenstein, d e sp ite  the epparent ra d ic a li ty  of h is  statem ents, is  not 
a s e c u la r is t .  N evertheless, work such as Rubenstein’s cannot be 
discussed w ithout reference to , and examination of the meaning of the 
secu la r. Radical theology is  one branch of modern New Theology which

taphysical or a th e is tic  worldattem pts to  ta lk  o f God from an a n ti 

view. A th e is tic  theology i s  only one of a v a rie ty  of a lte rn a tiv e s  in
contemporary theo log ica l th ink ing . I t  would be wrong to  underestimate 
i t s  influence b u t, on the o th er hand, i t  would be equally mistaken to
th ink  th a t i t  has conquered the f ie ld  or th a t i t  w ill ever do so.
Although i t  m anifests w ith in  i t s e l f  a vast heterogeneity  of viewpoints 
i t  i s  nothing more than one p a r t ic u la r  trend of thought w ithin the 
context of contemporary theo log ica l th ink ing . Even among the rad ical 
theologians th e re  is  l i t t l e  agreement concerning the reasons for 
God’ s desth .

A th e is tic  theology or theology of se cu la risa tio n  takes as i t s  point 
of departure the observable and undeniable fac t th a t the world view 
of many people of our time has become to ta l ly  ho rizo n ta lised . They 
have lo s t  awareness of powers ’above’ and ’beyond' th is  world. For
them there  is  no transcendent background world as o r ig in , meaning or 
as determ ining the d e s tin a tio n  of the world and the re a l i ty  of our 
sense experience. Even i f  such a transcendent background world does 
e x is t ,  i t  appears to  remain outside the realm of man’s knowledge. 
Only the em pirics! world, the world o f sense experience, weaned from 
a l l  m etaphysical t h i r s t  snd d esires  is  important.

I t  should be s ta te d , however, th a t no theology can unconditionally  
subscribe ‘ n such an immanent world view without giving i t s e l f  up. 
Through the ages theology has been confronted with th is  world view. 
The genealogy of th i s  conception of r e a l i ty  can be traced  back to  the 
e a r l ie s t  m an ifesta tions of philosophical th ink ing , a t le a s t to  the 
m aterialism  of p re-S ocra tic  tim es. Theology has, through the ages, 
determined i t s  own positio n  in re la tio n  to th is  world view. Under* 
standably, theo logy 's  a t t i tu d e  to i t  has been predominantly negative. 
I t  is  a lso  understandable, however, th a t th is  a tt i tu d e  has made 
theology, in  the eyes of many who hold th is  world view, a study of 
doubtful c re d e n tis ls ,  ob struc tive  to  the purposes of science and 
outdated, i f  not downright harm ful.



On the o ther hand, there  have always been theologians who have 
re a lise d  th a t theology could re ta in  meaning only i f  i t  could keep 
pace w ith the  p a tte rn s  of l i f e  and thought th a t obtain in  any time in 
which i t  finds i t s e l f .  There have always oeen theologians whose 
avan- garde p o sitio n s  were only adopted h e s ita tin g ly  by conservative 
orthodoxy, o ften  too l a t e .  Our own time a t te s ts  to  the existence of 
such avant garde th in k e rs . Three of the most notable and in f lu e n tia l  
have been Paul T il l ic h ,  Rudolf Bultmann an 1 D ie trich  Bonhoeffer.*^

During the n ineteen  s ix t ie s ,  an awakening appears to have occurred 
among the theo lo g ian s. One a f te r  the o ther they seem to have re a lise d , 
with d isillu s ionm en t and d esp a ir, and o ften  with a sense of lib e ra tio n  
and c e le b ra tio n , the wide impact and acceptance, and a lso  the q u a lity  
of tru th  in  an exclusively  immanent world view. Theology was faced 
with a moment of t ru th  ; How does one ta lk  about God in  and to a 
world th a t has lo s t  a l l  awareness and understanding of God? The
question  a lso  im plies another question: To what extent can theology

16agree w ith th is  world view without uprooting i t s e l f ?  I t  soon 
became c le a r  th a t a new way of th inking had entered theology, not

15. Rubenstein regards T i l l ic h 's  views as highly in f lu e n tia l  on h is  
own th ink ing . He c a l ls  T il l ic h  'th e  fa r 'ie r of modern rad ica l 
theology ' in  an in troduc tion  to  h is  a r t ic le  'The Symbols of 
Judaism and the Death of God', A fte r  Aueehuitx, p. 226. He he re­
admits h is  indebtedness to  T i l l ic h 's  thought. In 'Judaism «nd 
'The Secular C ity " ' he po in ts out T i l l ic h 's  remarkable a b il i ty  
to  confront the p a tte rn s  of modern l i f e  and produce a theology 
which embraced and could speak meaningfully to i t .  He says: 'An 
important part of T i l l ic h 's  greatness was h is  a b i l i ty  to endow 
with theo log ica l meaning the universal d isso lu tio n  in  two world 
wars of the old c e r ta in t ie s  of European c iv i l iz a t io n . T illic h  
had known the s t a b i l i ty  which had preceded the breakdown. He had 
the courage to confront the breakdown and d iscern  w ithin i t  
p o s s ib i l i t i e s  of theo log ica l renewal. '  A fte r  Aueahuitz,
•Judaism and "The secu la r City" ' , p. 206.

16. For a luc id  d iscussion  of the anti-m etaphysical trend in 
contemporary C h ris tian  theology, c f . H. M. K u ite r t, De F e a lite it  
van he t Geloof, Kampen, 1968: Revolte in de Theologie:t Sen 
bundel beschouwingen over de zogenaamde vemieuwingstheologie 
onder red ac tie  van P rof. Dr. G. C. Berkouwer en P rof. Dr. A. S. van 
der Woude, N ijkerk , 1968. (In th is  volume see p a rtic u la rly
H. M. K u ite r t, ' Achtergronden van de zogenaamde vernieuwings- 
theo log ie* , pp. 31 f f . , G. C. van N if tr ik , 'Theologische revo lte  
(pp. 19 f f . )  and A. F. N. Lekkerkerker,'W ear staan wij nu? 'j 
and A. F. H. Lekkerkerker, Nieuwe Theologiet 's-Gravenhage,
1968, p a r t ic u la r ly  pp. 155 -  208).



e n tire ly t e r i s
of r a d ic a l i ty .  I t  has a l l  been subsumed under the 
New Theology or Theology of Renewal. Radical theology f 
branch of th is  'New Theology'.

Radical Theology, as an expression of New Theology, set 
b ib lic a l  f a i th ,  i t s  relevance and a u th o rity , w ithin thi 
though t-pa tte rn s of the present techn ical and a th e is tic  
has ' come of age* As man now liv e s  h is  l i f e  in a tc 
con tex t, and not v e r t ic a l ly  d irec ted  towards God, the t
God-concept of theism , and a l l  no tions attached to  i t ,  
behind. A supernatu ral concept of God must be abandon*
be proclaimed dead in  order th a t he may be h o rizo n ta li

Secular Man

In h is  d iscussion  of Jewish hope and secu lar hope Boroi 
th a t hope in  the  b ib l ic a l  sense is  unacceptable to mod* 
Though b ib lic a l  Judaism too , knows d is s a tis fa c tio n  wit 
has f a i th  th a t i t  w ill be transcended in time to come.

I t  believe*t r u s t  because i t  knows a v e r t ic a l  r e a l i ty .
be transcended because i t  be lieves in  a transcendent G<

18paths d iverge . Secular man, by popular d e f in itio n .
transcendent r e a l i ty .  His hope fo r the fu tu re  l ie s  in 
of men's c a p a b il i t ie s .  With the improved techniques a 
time w ill  b rin g , man w ill be tible to  overcome problems
not so lu b le . This rep resen ts  only fa i th  in  man and hi*
perhaps too , a t r u s t  in  n a tu re 's  accommodation to  man,
to change th ings may change the q u a lity  of existence.

19s t i l l  be c a lle d  h o rizo n ta l fa c to rs .

17. D is tric t. Bonhoeffer’ s o ften  quoted words from W 
Ergebung, MtinchenVHamburg, 19685 (Publishers Sieb 
Taschenbuch V erlag).

18.

19.

Eugene Borowitz p o in ts  out th a t in  describ ing  sec 
we have come to a fundamental methodological prob 
is  in so lub le  and ye t unavoidable. 'Out of the pi 
evidence a v a ila b le , how do we know exar '.ly  what t  
m en tality  is?  How can we be c e r ta in  th a t we are 
about modem man ra th e r  than our fanlnexes concer 
'Hope Jewish and Hope Secular*, p. 140.
Borowitz, 'Hope Jewish and Hope S ecu lar', p. 139.
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20John Macquarrie po in ts out th a t there  are two poles in  the diacuaeion 
on se c u la r isa tio n . The one ia  Cod, the o th er, a ecu la rity . Theology
means 'G od-ta lk ' and th e re fo re  cannot f a i l  to  discuss God. Yet theology 
must make i t s e l f  understood in  a secu larised  world th a t seems to get
along very w ell in  many ways without God. The theologian cannot svoiv
speaking about God, nor can he avoid the re sp o n sib ility  of addreasla*
him self to  h is  own world and of speaking the language of h is  ' \ma. One 
cannot read ouch contemporary theology without ^countering the word
'sec u la r* . He regards i t  as a new catch  word to  be ranked with
* kerygma*, 'H eilsgeschichte* and ’deoythologisation* -  words which 
have dominated tw en tieth  century theology. Thetd is  a common concern 
by C h ris tian  w rite rs  with the  problem of seculf * ity , but there i s  no 
common mind on the sub ject o r even to  what ia  meant by the term
* secu la r* .

There, however, i s  general agreement th a t the present age is  increasingly
H e  H  0% P

ch arac te rised  by a e c u la r ity . Macquarrie suggests th a t in  our busy
world we can l iv e , fo r the most p a r t ,  on the level of the ’everyday* a t 
which our lim ited  problems, goods and enjoyments are handled without 
referencu to  God. He b e liev es , however, th a t there are times when we 
are jo lte d  out of the  everyday and compelled to  ask questions about 
our own being. These questions are always p resen t, but are ra re ly  
sp e c if ic a lly  asked. He believes th a t we a l l  have ontological convictions 
which lead to  questions concerning God. In th is  connection, he c ite s
the large  numbers of books concerning God, eagerly snapped up by the 
general p u b lic . One of the most notable of these is John Robinson’s 
Honeat to God which sold about one m illio n  copies. Time magazine affirm s 
th is  observation . W riting a t the time when the death o f God movement 
had become popularised i t  s ta te s :  * "God is  the question th a t in te re s ts  
laymen the m ost," . . .  Last month the U niversity  of Colorado sponsored 
a teach -in  on God, fea tu rin g  William Hamilton and Dr. George F ore ll of 
the U niversity  of Iowa's School of R elig ion; more than 1,700 people 
showed up fo r the seven hour session -  a g rea te r turnout than fo r a 
recent s im ila r ta lk fe s t  on Viet Nam. At the U niversity of C aliforn ia  
a t Santa Barbara, studen ts and facu lty  jammed two lec tu re  h a lls  to hear 
Harvey Cox ta lk  on 'The " te a th  of God" and the Future of Theology'.

20. John M acquarrie, God and Seau larity , 'New D irections in Theology 
Today*, Vol. I l l ,  Butte-worth P ress , London, 1968.
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If  you want to  have a w ell-a ttended  le c tu re , ' says Rabbi Abraham 
H eschel.. diacues Cod and f a i th . '  M inister# iave found th a t 
cu rren tly  there  ia  no e a s ie r  way to  boost Sunday attendance than to  
poet Is  God Dead?' as the topic of th e ir  next sermon.'^El
This in d ica te s  people’ s search fo r  an answer to an overt o r slumbering 
question . Tr proves th a t the question of Cod is  s t i l l  with us.
Macquarrie suggests th a t the word ’God’ has become e lusive and therefo re  
any question  concerning Cod, hard to  io ra u la te . People, th ere fo re , 
cannot say exac tly  what they are asking about bu t, in  asking the question 
of God, man must already have some idea of God, for ’every question 
has i t s  d ire c tio n  and i t  is  isipossible to  seek anything without having 
some understanding of what is  sought, however vague and minimal th a t

I  22understanding might be* • The present age is  characterised  by 
se c u la r ity , a t  the same tim e, a t h i r s t  fo r meaning in  God.

Indeed, the a th e is t ic  theologians show an acute awareness of God, and, 
as Ben Engelbrecht po in ts  ou t, ’ i t  is  q u ite  c le a r th a t th e ir  theological 
work and the p resen ta tio n  of th e ir  views re f le c t  th e ir  struggle  to 
c la r ify  the question : "Who and what i s  God for the world and for man
today?" They confess th e i r  unbelief in  the tra d itio n a l th e is t ic
conception of God, a t  le a s t  as they in te rp re t tra d itio n a l theism, and
in th is  sense they are i - th e is t s , n o n -th e is ts , o r , as they are sometimes 
also ca lled  " p o s t- th e is ts " ;  but th e ir  re je c tio n  of the " th e is t ic "  God 
goes hand in hand with a passionate search and longing for the re a l and 
true God. One of the remarkable fea tu res about th is  conception of the 
God fo r  whom they w a it, and in connection with i t ,  tru e  re lig io n  as they 
think i t  should be p rac tised  in  the world, is  th a t c e rta in  e sse n tia l 
elements from the  t r a d i t io n a l  views about fa i th  and re lig io n  can be 
recognised in  i t ' . 23 He goes on to suggest th a t th e ir  reactions to  the 
d is to r tio n s  of t r a d i t io n a l  fa i th  are over emphasised and, as often  
happens when a badly neglected tru th  or an aspect of i t  is  rediscovered, 
these elements are  expressed w ith the Entdeckcrfreude of people who 
have discoverd them fo r the f i r s t  time. But the a th e is tic  theologians

21. Time, A pril 8, 1966, p. 53.
22. Macquarrie, op. c i t .  p. 19.
23. B. Engelbrecht, unpublished paper e n tit le d  'The Reasonableness 

of Atheism in  Contemporary Theological Thinking’ .
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of our tin e  a re  not the  f i r a t  to take up the sword against the 
Lllafanbliaaer Gott ( th e  etop-gap God) of a d is to r te d , popular 

th ii is t ic  conception. The Hebrew prophets had done i t  long before , and 
since them every th e ie t ic  theologian who was worth h is  s a l t .  S im ilarly , 
thny were not the f i r s t  to  adjudge as sheer ungodliness a l l  holy 
d irec ted n e ts  of pious souls toward a heavenly God under conditions of 
so c ia l in ju s tic e  and absence of neighbourly love. Amos and Jesus 
had done so , and since them every theologian who had but the fa in te s t

24
notion of who God re a lly  was.

En;elbrecht p o in ts  out th a t secu lar theo log ians, and death of God
theo log ians, in  p a r t ic u la r ,  seem to  have in  mind the death of a specific
Go<u According to  them i t  i s  the tra d itio n a l  God of theism in  whom they
see a p ro jec tio n  of en outdated and antiquated r e l ig io s i ty ,  the god,
th e re fo re , of a p a r t ic u la r  conception th a t has lo s t i t s  meaningfulness;
or a god who i s  no longer the expectation but the possession of a pious
m inority  and a s tran g er to  the secu larised  m ajority ; or the god of a
re  ig ious and theo log ica l jargon th a t is  no longer understood in a
sc e n t i f ic  age; o r the god who dism isses man from h is  re sp o n sib ility
fo r the world; o r the god whose serv ice demands contempt for th is
t« m o ra l, m ateria l world and who d ire c ts  man’ s aims and desires toward

25an otherwordly, heavenly d e s tin a tio n . This God is  dead. But, he 
s u g g e s ts ,  one must question  whether th is  God has ever ex isted  and 
w hether t r a d i t io n a l  and conservative th e is ts  have not always been aware 

of iis  non-existence.

I t  i s  in te re s tin g  to  note th a t P ra tt  discounts the attempts of Cox,
Vahanian, Hamilton and A ltis e r  to  de-superna tu ra lise  supernatural
re lig io n  fo r the very reason th a t he believes tha t they do not speak in
secu .ar terms and do not d isp lay  a loss of the notion of the supernatural
as h. understands i t .  Speaking of Hamilton in p a rtic u la r  he s ta te s :
•Too c le a r ly  we see th a t what d istingu ishes Hamilton’s position  from

26
c l a s s i c a l  atheisms is  i t s  th e ism '.

At t h » same time i t  is  suggested by Marty and Peermar. tha t a number of 
modern theologians are united  by th e ir  empathy fo r the secular and

24.
26.

Ib id . 25 . Ib id . 
c i t .  p.P ra tt, op 

w i l l  be discussed
34. This aspect o f death of God theology 

in  g rea te r d e ta il  l a te r .



a th e is t  thought of th e i r  time and th e ir  involvement in  i t s  problems, 
but they emphasise th a t  these same theologians are  not content with 
i t s  so lu tio n s . Iu  compiling th e ir  essays fo r flew Theology Vo. 4 
dealing w ith 'Beyond the  Seculart Chastened R elig ion ' they a sse rt $ 
'The authors included in  th is  volume are not in te n t on repudiating
the main lin e  of to d ay 's  worldly., secn'.ar theology: indeed, they
are a p a r t  of i t f  they have traversed  the te r ra in  which death-of-God
theologians in h a b it , '  The compilers have not scoured among the 
defensive, crabbed, and cramped l i t t l e  magazines to  find l a s t  holdouts 
against the  th eo lo g ice l agenda of our tim e. They recognise th a t here
and th ere  grand-scale  m etaphysicians are to  be found; 'people to  whom 
ta lk  of "the  supernatu ra l"  comas as e a s ily  as i t  did to medieval men 
may w ell be on the scene and may well be w ritin g ; arcane p ie t i s t s  are
arguing th e ir  own case . More power to them?. But they have co rra lled
a r t ic le s  by people who want to  be honest to  God, who want to  know the 
secu lar meaning of the Gospel, who have walked the s tre e ts  and surveyed
the towers o f the  Secular C ity  and who want to  be both humanists and

27theo log ians.
Radical theology must be seen against the backdrop of secu la risa tio n  
and even i f  is  groping beyond the secu la r, secu la risa tio n  must be
seen as one of the hallm arks of modern Western soc ie ty . I f  theologians 
are to  speak m eaningfully, they must speak in  terms which are comprehensible 
to th e i r  readers and l i s te n e r s .  The theologian is  thus conditioned by a t 
le a s t two fo rces , h is  readers and audience and h is  theological and 
ph ilosophical an tecedents. The phenomenon of se cu la risa tio n  has had 
m anifesta tions in  both these areas.

Ninian Smart po in ts  out th a t 'modern man has come increasingly  under the 
sp e ll of non -re lig ious and a n ti- re l ig io u s  ideas' • 28 While in the pest
any p ro te s t against re lig io n  was sporadic and did not gain m ajority  
a lleg ian ce , in  the  modern period , powerful restatem ents of atheism and 
agnosticism  have had wide success. Social and in te l le c tu a l  forces have 
combined to promote a widespread p rac tic a l atheism .

vg
According to P ra tt  every age has i t s  own conceptual framework. We are 
conditioned by our conceptual framework as were previous generations.

27. Marty and Peerman, Vew Theology No. 4, p. 12.

2 8 -
29. P r a t t ,  op. c i t .  p. 50.



The in te l le c tu a l  framework of the la a t  h a lf  century has a lte red  so 
ra d ic a lly  th a t whereas f i f t y  years ago an in te l le c tu a l  might have 
en te rta in ed  doubt about the tru th  of C h ris tia n ity , today many would 
find i t  obviously fa ls e .  What was an open question fo r the scep tic , 
David Hume, and considered a m atter fo r l iv e ly  debate, is  fo r many no 
longer even worthy of considera tion . 30

There i s  no doubt th a t  se c u la r isa tio n  has had a marked influence on 
modern theology and philosophy. There i s  no doubt e ith e r , th a t i t  has 
become firm ly entrenched in  the th inking  o f the common populace of the 
Western world. While i t  i s  d i f f ic u l t  to  pin down the c h a ra c te ris tic s  
of the average secu la rised  man, i t  must be noted th a t m illions of 
ind iv idua ls  share a secu la rised  world view. Smart describes the 
average secu la rised  population very ap tly  as 'people who liv e  in  a

31large , gen tle  tw iligh t»sone between re lig iousness and agnosticism •
Ha suggests th a t  they no longer a ttend  church or synagogue, tha t 
they do not fe e l themselves ce lled  upon to  belong to  any re lig io u s  
o rg an isa tio n , and th a t although they have in herited  much of the a n ti-  
c le r ic a lism  of th e  humanist movement, they do not share i t s  in te lle c tu a l 
p resuppositions. The m ajority  of them profess a vague b e lie f in God or 
some c o n tro llin g  power behind the cosmos. However, they feel th a t formal 
worship of such a being has l i t t l e  importance. He believes tha t th e ir  
emphasis is  on e th ics ra th e r  than on r i tu a l ,  and th a t they generally  turn  
to prayer under conditions of s tre s s  They have become alienated from 
the churches es e re s u l t  of inter-denom inational r iv a lry , and because 
of an awareness o f the ex istence of several re lig io n s  and creeds, they 
have become d is t r u s t f u l  of dogma. Having no rea l desire  to deny God, 
they a lso  do not wish to  define h is  nature too c lo se ly . They have 
reverence for a C reator; but they fee l him to  be d is ta n t and detached. 
They o ften  th ink  i t  is  presumptuous fo r man to put himself in the centre 
of the cosmic p ic tu re  by supposing th a t God came down to  bring about h is  
s a lv a t io n . '32 They recognise the abiding relevance of C hristian  moral 
values, but they re je c t  puritanism . Smart suggests th a t they are 
'p o s t-C h r is t im  fo lk ' who are not a th e is ts .  They 'a re  more against

30. Ib id . p. 7.
31. Smart, op. c i t .  p. 667.
32. Ib id . p. 668.



re lig io n s  than re l ig io n , and more against the re sp e c ta b ility  of
Sunday observance than a g a ir t t  the recognition of God which i t  is

33intended to  exp ress’ . They do not have a marked sense of s in , but 
they admire s a in tl in e s s .  Uncertain of C h r is t 's  d iv in ity , they believe 
th a t he was g rea tly  b e tte r  than o ther men. They suspect th a t creeds 
are pern ic ious and th a t C h ris tia n ity  was a fa r  simpler thing in  Jesus ' 
teaching than  i t  i s  in  i t s  modern m anifesta tions. They worry about 
death and hope fo r an a f t e r l i f e ,  but they do not fee l a d iv is ion  between 
heaven and h e l l .  Having belonged to a C hristian  environment, they react 
against i t s  regim entation. They are sc e p tic a l, but they are not 
a th e is ts .

Smart is  convinced th a t such men fa r  outnumber the committed atheist#
and e x p lic i t  agnostics. The l a t t e r  belong to the more in te l le c tu a l
stratum  of so c ie ty . But th e ir  thoughts have become part of a clim ate of
opinion which has penetrated  in to  a l l  p a rts  of the modern Western
community. 8 The notion th a t there  i s  some incom patib ility  between science
and re lig io n  is  widespread. Science with i t s  g rea t p res tig e  derived
from the p ra c t ic a l  b e n e fits  of technology and the awesome mumbo-jumbo
surrounding the expert, has acquired an au thority  which is  thought to
supersede th a t  of re l ig io n . For many young people, th is  is  the p ictu re
presented by the cu rren t s ta te  of our c iv i l is a t io n .  Thus although the
overt a th e is ts  and agnostics s re , and have been, re la tiv e ly  few, the

3 4
influence o f th e ir  thinking has been form idable.'

Despite th is  p ic tu re  of the ra th e r  negative and uncertain  s ta te  of 
re lig io n  in  the  Western world, i t  must be noted th a t there are many 
ind iv idua ls whose world view i s  determined by the directedness of th e ir  
liv e s  to a transcendent r e a l i ty  and who remain devout th e is ts .  I  have 
also  suggested th a t a large number of secu larised  individuals are both 
fascinated  and troubled by the question of God and tha t a th e is tic  
theologians appear to  be searching for God in  one se’nse or another.

The M eaning o f S e c u l a r i s a t i o n

S ecu la risa tio n  r e f le c ts  a trend away from other-w orldly a tt i tu d e s . I t  
has many shades of meaning ranging from a concentration on th ie -v o rld ly  
m atters w ith in  a th e is t ic  context to a to ta l  loss of any concept of the

33. Ib id . p. 668. 34. Ib id . pp. 668, 669



su p e rn a tu ra l. I t s  causes are  many and varied and there seems to  be 
l i t t l e  agreement on th is  u r a t t e r H  I  I

P ra t t ,  who rep resen ts the thinking of the Logical P o s i t iv is ts ,  has a
r ig id  and ra d ic a l view of se c u la r isa tio n . He sevs secu la risa tio n  as

35hav ig two aspec ts . The f i r s t  i s  a so c ia l process which is  re flec ted  
iv the  waning vf re lig io u s  in s t i tu t io n s  such as churches and synagogues. 
TL.j aspect ia em pirically  v e r if ia b le  and is  an obvious mark of a 
se c u la ris in g  so c ie ty . The second is  an in te l le c tu a l  process which 
app lies to  a general o rie n ta tio n  of mind. As men now have a so le ly  
t e r r e s t r i a l  horizon they no longer even think in  terms of ’ the 
Supernatural* . Our e n tire  world view and conceptual framework has 
a lte re d  and no coherent account of the supernatural can be given.
There was a time when b e lie f  in  God was un iversa l; but since then 
atheism  or agnosticism  has passed from being the fa i th  of a tiny  harassed 
m inority  and has become a respectab le  credo -  even, almost an orthodoxy, 
while in  the la s t  few years any statem ent which uses the word 'God* i f  
only to  question  or deny h is ex is tence , has been attscked from the 
th eo lo g ica l l e f t  as o ld-fashioned on the grounds tha t the term is  simply 
m eaningless.

Logical positiv ism  regards as meaningful cnly those statem ents which are 
lo g ic a l, em pirica lly  v e r if ia b le ,  o r mathematical tau to lo g ies . E th ica l, 
a e s th e tic  and re lig io u s  statem ents are regarded as meaningless, the most 
favourable evaluation  th a t c«u be made of them being that they have 
emotional va lue . They convey something which gives information only 
concerning the s ta te  of mind of the maker of the statem ents, and are 
not cogn itive  in  themselves.

Empirical v e r i f i a b i l i ty  as a c r i te r io n  fo r the v a lid ity  of judgments may 
be regarded as a sine qua non fo r the na tu ra l sciences. I f ,  however, 
i t  becomes the c r i te r io n  fo r the acceptance or re jec tio n  of everything as 
e ith e r  tru e  or fa ls e , i t  determines the world view as such. According to 
th is  world view, which can be ca lled  the s c ie n t if ic  world view, only 
those statem ents and b e lie fs  which can stand the te s t  of the p rin c ip le  of 
v e r if ic a tio n  w ithin the em pirical world are tru e . Such a s c ie n tif ic  
world view implies th a t an in te l le c tu a l ,  s c ie n t if ic  development forms the 
foundation of in d u s tr ia l is a t io n  and u rban isa tion , and the rapid emergence

35. P r a t t ,  op. c i t .  pp. 5 f f . 36. Ib id . p. 8.
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of a so c ie ty  In which the supernatural has disappeared and lo s t  i t s  
meaning com pletely fo r the secu la rised  masses, unless i t  continues to 
e x is t in  the  form of crude su p e rs titio n .

Thus, p eo p le 's  absence from church or synagogue is  not the decisive
fac to r when considering se c u la r is a tio n . What i s  decisive  i s  th e ir  
occupation while so absenting themselves. Such occupation i s  determined 
by a p a r t ic u la r  world view and a d is t in c t iv e  way of l i f e  re su ltin g  from
th a t world view.

Harve'- Cox rep resen ts a more moderate view of se cu la risa tio n  than
of P ra t t .  Cox has linked u rban isa tion  with se cu la risa tio n . The
of c iv i l iz a t io n  and the co llapse  of tra d itio n a l  re lig io n  are the two 
main hallm arks of our e ra  and are c lo se ly  re la ted  movements1.37

P ra tt  c i te s  sosie of Cox's marks of secu lar society  in h is  exp lica tion  of 
se c u la r isa tio n  P ra t t  po in ts out th a t  some of Cox's marks of secular 
so c ie ty , l ik a  anonymity v.rd ma i l i t y ,  contact secu la risa tio n  and
urban isa tion  in  a fac tu a l as imposed to i  conceptual way. They are
marks o f an Mrb..a socie ty  ra th e t han .a cu la r  society  proper. However,
Cox's s t r e s s  on the  more cou. eptual c h a ra c te r is tic s  of secu la risa tio n  
such as pragmatism and p ro fan ity  are  marks of secu lar society  as such 
These c h a ra c te r is t ic s  form p a rt of i t s  conceptual framework.

Cox s ta te s :  'By pragmatism we mean secu lar man's concern with the
question "Will i t  work?". Secular man does not occupy himself much with 
m ysteries. 3e i s  l i t t l e  in te re s te d  in  snything tha t seems re s is ta n t
co the a p p lica tio n  of human energy and in te llig e n c e '.38 Modern secular 
man judges ideas by the r e s u lts  they w ill achieve in  p ra c tic e . The 
world is  thus viewed, not as a u n ified  metaphysical system, but as a 
se rie s  o f problem* ana p ro jec ts  I  By pro fan ity  Cox re fe rs  to  secular 
man's 'w holly t e r r e s t r i a l  h o r iz o n ',th e  disappearance of any suprsmundane 
r e a l i ty  defin ing  h is  l i f e .  Pro-fane means l i t e r a l ly  'o u ts id e  the tem ple'39 
-  thus ' having to  do with th is  w orld '. By c a llin g  him profane, Cox does

  ---------------------------------------------------------

37. Harvey B-Cox, The Secular C ity , SCM P ress, Ltd. London, 1965, p. 1.

38. lo id . p. 60.
39. More accu ra te ly , pro-fane means 'befo re  the temple .

■ P 1 P |pr,TPr
FT



an tiy  dll
na tu ra l phenomena were not d isc red ited  because of sc ien ce 's  find ings, but 
because i t s  methods ruled them out. Whereas pronouncements of au tho rity  
were valid  in  the p a s t, science in s is te d  on re fe rr in g  to  observation, 
experiment and reason. P ra tt quotes D asil Willey in suggesting th a t 
major f r u i t  of the s c ie n t if ic  revolution was a d is tru s t  of a l l  t r a d i tio n , 
a determ ination to  accept nothing as tru e  merely on au th o rity , but only 
a f te r  experiment and v e r i f ic a tio n .42 Supernatural phenomena obviously 
f a i l  the rep ro d u c ib ility  c r i te r io n , fo r i f  they did no t, we would not 
d is tin g u ish  them from non-supem atural events. P ra tt  is  convinced th a t 
science elim inated * supernatu ral' phenomena because of a basic incom­
p a t ib i l i ty  of presuppositions, and th a t without any im plications fo r man's
experience, a l l  ta lk  involving 'th e  Supernatural* has become in

. , 43consequence meaningless.

40. Ib id . pp. 60, 61.
41. P ra t t ,  op. c i t .  p. 11.
42. P ra t t ,  op. c i t .  p. 14. Quotation from Basil W illey. The Touch o f

Cold Philosophy, pp. 373 -  374. in  R. F. Jones, ed ., The Seventeenth



I t  i t  in te re s tin g  to note th a t Cox suggests a sim ila r view somewhat 
d if fe re n tly  and with a d if fe re n t eaqphaaia. Having noted th a t urban 
c iv i l is a t io n  and the co llapse  of tra d itio n a l re lig io n  are the main 
hallmarks of our e ra , and th a t they are c losely  re la te d  movements, he 
a s se r ts  th a t u rban isation  'c o n s ti tu te s  a massive change in the way men 
liv e  to ge ther, and became possib le  in i t s  contemporary form only with 
the s c ie n t i f ic  and technological advances vhioh. sprang from the wreckage 
o f  re lig ioue  w o rld -v iew s.^^  S ecu larisa tion , 'an equally epochal 
movement, marks a change in  the way men grasp and understand th e ir  l i f e  
to ge ther, and i t  occurred only when the cosmopolitan confrontation of 
c ity  liv in g  exposed the r e la t iv i ty  of the myths and tra d itio n s  man once 
thought were unquestionable' •

Whichever way one looks a t  the problem, the sing le  fac to r which emerges 
c le a rly  is  th a t the h ab its  and mind of secular man are permeated by the 
ethos of modern science. The r is e  of science and modern technology has 
placed Cite f a i th  of many in  question. Religious f a i th  has been replaced 
for many by a f a i th  in science. On the o ther hand, the r i s e  of science 
may be seen as a d ire c t consequence, and modern technology as the end 
product, of the b ib lic a l view of c rea tion  and b ib lic a l monotheism.

Cox points out th a t saeculum is  one of the two L atin  words denoting 
'w o rld ', the o ther being mundus. The English word 'secular*  derives 
from the Latin word saeaulum meaning 'th e  a g e '. I t  thus hag an 
element of tem porality in  i t .  Saeaulum therefo re  is  a time-word which 
is  used frequently  to  tra n s la te  the Greek word aeon, which also means 
'age ' or 'epoch*. Mundus is  a space-word used to  denote the Greek word 
aosmos, meaning ' the universe* or the created order. There is  an 
ambiguity between the two L atin  words saeaulum and mundus re f le c tin g  
the d ifference  between the Hebrew 'tim e view' of re a l ity  and the Greek 
sp a tia l view of r e a l i ty .  The Hebrews viewed the world in terms of 
h is to ry , a se r ie s  of events beginning with c rea tion  and heading toward 
a consummation. For the Greeks the world was a place or loca tion . 
Happenings of in te re s t  could occur w ithin the world, but nothing 
s ig n ific an t ever happened to  the world. In the Greek view, there was no 
such thing as world h is to ry . The Hebrews, on the other hand, perceived

44. Cox, op. c i t .  p. 1. (my emphasis). 45. Ib id .  p. 1.

46. Ib id .  p. 18.



existence tem porally. Cox points out th a t the tension between the 
Greek sp a tia l  view of r e a l i ty  and the Hebrew temporal view, has 
plagued C h ris tian  theology from i t s  o u tse t. He a sse rts  th a t the impact 
of Hebrew fa i th  on the H e llen is tic  world, mediated through the early  
C h ris tia n s , was to  tem poralise the dominant perception of r e a l i ty .
’The world became h is to ry . Cosmos became aeon\ mundus became 
sa ea u lvm .* ^ ' From the beginning of i t s  usage the void secu la r’

I t  denoted th is  world of change aa 
Cox maintains th a t th is

denoted something vaguely in fe r io r .
opposed to  the e te rn a l re lig io u s  world, 
usage of the word departs ominously from b ib lic a l  ca teg o ries . The word 
’ se cu la r’ therefo re  has the connotation of th is -v o rld lin e ss  and can be
m aintained w ithin the b ib lic a l  concept of r e a l i ty .

Cox sees se cu la risa tio n  as a d escrip tive  term with a wide and inclusive
s ig n ifican ce . The word se cu la risa tio n  ' implies a h is to r ic a l  process,
almost c e rta in ly  ir re v e rs ib le , in  which society  and cu ltu re  are delivered

a  49
from tu te lag e  to  re lig io u s  contro l and closed metaphysical v iew s'.
a b a s ica lly  lib e ra tin g  development.

He cautions us not to  confuse the term with ’ secularism ' which is  the 
name fo r an ideology, a new closed world view which functions very much 
lik e  a new re lig io n . While secu la risa tio n  finds i t s  roo ts in  the 
b ib lic a l  fa i th  I t s e l f  and i s  to some extent an au thentic outcome of the 
impact of b ib lic a l fa ith  on Western h is to ry , th is  is  not the case with 
secularism . Like any other 'i s m ', i t  menaces the openness and freedom 
secu la risa tio n  has produced; i t  therefo re  oust be watched carefu lly  
to prevent i t s  becoming the ideology of a new establishm ent.

C learly  there  is  a d is tin c tio n  between secu la r!ty  (or secu la risa tion ) 
and secularism . The former encompasses the a ttitu d e s  of modern science 
and deals with this-worldly concerns. I t  is  a universal a tt i tu d e  in 
c iv il is e d  countries and in th is  sense i t  is  used by theology to  denote 
an outlook which i s  not necessarily  incompatible with b e lie f  in  God. 
Secularism, on the other hand, is  a more r ig id  a tt i tu d e  of those who 
hold th a t only through science can we have trustw orthy knowledge, and 
only tang ib le  and human a f f a i r s  of th is  world are worthy of a tten tio n .

47. Ib id .  p. 18. 48. Ib id .  p. 19. 49. Ib id .  p. 20.

50. Ib id .  p. 21.
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The secu la r thus has d if fe re n t emphases and meanings for d iffe ren t 
scho lars and schools of thought. Taking the above caution to  be

B ,
v a lid , one would have to consider the p o s s ib il i ty  tha t P ra tt  s view 
of se c u la r isa tio n  would, in  fa c t ,  have to  be termed secularism .

51.

52.
54.

The Je w ish  R o o ts  o f S e c u l a r i s a t i o n

To the extent th a t se cu la risa tio n  swans * th is -w o rld lin ess ' Louis Jacobs 
suggests th a t the 'fran k  aud joyous acceptance of l i f e  in a l l  i t s  
m anifestations i s  a ty p ica l Jewish theme. Judaism certa in ly  does not 
re je c t  the secu la r and Jewish th inksrs are  not unnaturally  puzzled 
at what a l l  the fuss among C hristian  theologians i s  about. Judaism 
agrees with the sentiments expressed in  Bonhoeffer's often  quoted 
saying about " man come of age". I t  only disagrees th a t fo r Judaism 
man has always been of age. ' He,  however, po in ts out th a t  despite 
th is  a t t i tu d e ,  Judaism does not accept a secu lar view of human l i f e  
w ithout a re lig io u s  dimension. He regards the term 'se c u la r  Judaism* 
which appears to mean acceptance of Jewish e th ic a l standards and a 
Jewish way of l i f e ,  without any b e lie f  in  the re lig io u s  teachings of 
Judaism, as a serious d is to r tio n . At the heart of Judaism ' i s  the 
b e lie f  th a t God t s  and th a t a l l  of man's a c t iv i t ie s  can be san c tif ied  
by h is  awareness of the tremendous tru th  . He suggests th a t while 
Judaism embraces the secu lar i t  cannot be id e n tif ie d  with secu la risa tio n . 
C iting Micah 6:8 he affirm s th a t God wants man to  do ju s t ly ,  love mercy 
and walk humbly with h is  God. The se c u la r is t  i s  able to f u l f i l  the f i r s t  
two requirements but the believ ing  Jew adds to these the dimension of 
the sacred. I t  is  God who »3ke these th ings of him and when he t r ie s  
fa lte r in g ly  to  walk humbly i t  is  with God that he i s  try ing  to walk.

Eugene B. Borowitz traces some of the o rig in s  of the modern process of
54s e c u l a r i s t  ion which have taken place in Judaism. He re fe rs  to 

se cu la risa tio n  in i t s  narrower sense, thus including elements of 
secularism . He poin ts out th a t with the Emancipation of the Jews 
from ghetto existence which began a t about ths end of the eighteenth

Louis Jacobs, Vhat dnee Judaism say a b o u t...?  Keter Publishing 
House, Jerusalem , 1973. p. 274.
Ib id . 53. Ib id . p. 275.
Eugene 3. Borowitz, 'Hope Jewish and He*»e Secular’ , op. c i t .  pp. 131 f f



century, ' Judaism underwent J 1 steady process of secu la riza tio n , in  the 
contemporary lim ited  aenae o f th a t term ’. He sees th is  as being 
associated  w ith the rad ica l change in  the p o l i t ic a l  » tatus of the
Jews* Only with the emergence of a secu lar as opposed to  a C hristian
s ta te ,  was i t  possib le  fo r Jews to  have fu l l  r ig h ts  as c it iz e n s . Jews
obviously welcomed th is  development and took advantage of i t s  new 
oppo rtun ities fo r civi* « « r tic ip a tio n . This p o l i t ic a l  secu la risa tio n
was am plified by urban concentration of Jews and th e ir  movement in t
u n iv e rs it ie s  wherever th is  was perm itted. As the nineteenth century

■ I
proceeded, th is  process moved toward self-consciousness. T raditional

56 Orthodox,

57

Judaism saw the need to explain  i t s e l f  to  the surrounding world, o r what 
is  the same, having adopted the s ty le  of general soc ie ty , i t  now had to  |  
explain i t s e l f  to  i t s e l f  in  so c ie ty 's  terms. This meant using theH  
language of secu lar philosophy to ta lk  about Judaism, and, while German 
idealism  was more hosp itab le  to  re lig io u s  in te rp re ta tio n  than today 's 
secular philosophy i s ,  the very proceee of employing a philosophic 
hermeneutic made demands fo r the transform ation of Judaism, 
as well as Reform Judaism, was affected  by the modern secular s p i r i t .
The e ffe c ts  were in te rn a l as w ell. Ir Re >ra Judaism the litu rg y  was 
tran s la te d  in to  the vernacu lar, 'th e  d isc ip lin e s  were reduced to
sub jective  d e s ira b le s , and the clergy  lo s t i t s  aura of i n f a l l i b i l i t y ’
In orthodox c irc le s  observance of Jewish c iv i l  law gave way to  the use 
of the go rnm un t's  legal procedures and a general as well as a Jewish 
education became acceptable, 'bo th  unthinkable courses of action a 
century b e fo re '. 58 Borowitz suggests th a t the decades since have only 
increased th is  involvement w ith se c u la rity .

He suggests th a t the  process took a much more rad ica l turn a t the hands 
of those Jews who f e l t  th a t modernity meant some kind of s c ie n t if ic  or 
m a te r ia lis t ic  positiv ism . 'By the la s t  q u ir te r  of the 19th century 
many Jewish in te l le c tu a ls  knew th a t God was dead and re lig io n  hopelessly 
outmoded.'59 Their su b s titu te s  fo r Jewish fa i th  were e ffec tiv e  in the 
Jewish world. They took the form of Socialism , Z ionist nationalism  or 
S o c ia lis t Zionism. Jewish re lig io u s  concepts were demythologised in to  
p o l i t ic s ,  while the prophets were reduced to  a g ita to rs  for soc ia l ju s t ic e .

55. Ib id . p. 131. 56. Ib id . 57. Ib id . 58. Ib id . pp. 131 -  132. 

59. Ib id . p. 132.



Galut, S  e x i l e ,  wa.t a m atter o f  p o l i t i c a l  geography ra th er  than

e q u a lly  the m etap h ysica l a l ie n a t io n  o f  Cod and man in  th in  w orld .

G'ulah, redem ption, th ey  took back to  i t s  e a r ly  s e n s -  o f  rea cq u ir in g

o n e 's  n a t io n a l land in  P a le s t in e  in ste a d  o f  eq u a lly  meaning the

e s ta b lis h in g  o f  the M essJanie Kingdom. The S ta te  o f  f j s r s e l  i s  the
60

fu lf ilm e n t  o f  th a t s e c u la r is a t io n  o f Judaism .

B orow its in d ic a te s  th a t  th ese  European a c t i v i t i e s  can* to  the U nited  

S ta te s  o f  America much la t e r  an« th a t th e h igh  p o in t o f  American Jewiah  

s e c u la r is a t io n  was reached ju s t  b efo re  World War 11. He p o in ts  out 

th a t by th a t tim e th ere  were enough American-born Jews and a sp ir in g  

young immigrants in  th e  u n iv e r s i t ie s  or in vo lved  in  the gen era l 

s e c u la r  c u ltu r e  to  provide a p o s i t iv e  in t e l l e c t u a l  inducement fo r  

g iv in g  up o n e 's  a u cestra l r e l ig io n .  T his movement was giver, tremendous 

fo r c e  by i t s  lin k age to  the p sy c h o -so c ia l p ressu res  generated  by the  

c u ltu r a l d is ta n c e  between th e  immigrant Y id d ish -sp eak in g  o ld e r  g en era tion  

and th e ir  American o f f s p r in g . 'A . a r e s u l t ,  fo r  Jew ish  youth  
A m erican ization  meant non-observance o f  Jew ish law: s o p h is t ic a t io n

meant a th e is m .'61 He p o in ts  out th a t though t h is  a t t i tu d e  may not 

have a f fe c te d  the m ajority  o f  th e young Jew s, i t  was s u f f i c i e n t l y  

w ide-spread  to  cause concern . T his r e s u lte d  in  a q u est by Jew ish  spokesmen 

fo r  se c u la r  sy n th eses  which e la b o ra ted  n a t u r a l i s t ,  fu n c t io n a l,  non­

m etap h ysica l ex p la n a tio n s o f  Jew ish f a i t h  ( l ik e  M ord.cai Kaplan and 

h is  development o f  R eco n stru ctio n ism ), or in  experim ents w ith  o th e r ,  

even l e s s  G od -orien tated  forms o f  humanism.

a  • o f  the dominant themes o f  B orow itz 's  a r t i c l e  i s  th a t fo r  Judaism  

s e c u la r is a t io n  i s  noth ing new. Borow itz m arvels a t th e r e v o lu tio n  the 

se c u la r  realm  has apparently  in i t ia t e d  in  both  P r o te sta n t and Roman 

C a th o lic  c i r c l e s ,  because he has liv e d  w ith , and v ic a r io u s ly  made h is  own, 

th e  d i f f i c u l t i e s  o f th e  Jew ish  community s in c e  the b eg in n in g  o f  the  

Em ancipation a century and a h a lf  ago. 'We thought th a t the church was 

in th e  world and /a r t  o f  c u ltu r e  w h ile  we were s t i l l  em erging in to  tnem 

Now we wonder what kind o f  s p ir i t u a l  g h etto  C h r is t ia n ity  seeks  

em ancipation  from. U su a lly  Jews borrow th e o lo g ic a l  p a tte r n s  from th e ir  

n e ig h b o rs . For a change, a th e o lo g ic a l movement seems to  have passed



through Judaism before reaching C h ris tia n ity , a lnest c e rta in ly  because 
we are s truc tu red  as a fo lk  or a people and not as a church. We could 
not th e re fo re , even in  pre-Emancipation days, be as separate from the 
"secu lar"  as C hristians have f e l t  themselves to  b e .1 From the Jewish 
experience of many decades of se cu la rity  ' i t  is  both sad and astonishing
to  hear i t  being welcomed by C hristians as a re lig io u s  aid of messianic 
p r o p o r t i o n s ' B o r o w i t x  also finds i t  f a i r ly  s ig n if ic a n t th a t,
desp ite  su b s tan tia l p u b lic ity  to a community generally  recognised as 
highly secu la rised , the very few Jewish death of God advocates have had

m

very l i t t l e  acceptance. 11 a t t r ib u te  th is  to  the soc ia l fac t th a t, while 
to  o thers to hear of re lig io u s  a th e is ts  sounds new and ra d ic a l , i t
i s  somehow very old fashioned. Atheism is  where we a l l  were in  the ’ 30s 
and the '40s, in the days when we s t i l l  thought un ivers ity  rationalism  
would redeem the world. That is  what those of us who care about Judaism
seriously  turned away from; to  revive i t  now for a new Judaism seems 

strangely  behind the tim es. '

Borowitz, however, re a lis e s  the need to accommodate to  contemporary 
se cu la rity  and to  speak to  modern man in a modern way. His reservations 
l i e  in  h is conviction th a t in Jewish experience tra n s la tio n  of the serv ice 
makes i t  not only understandable, but also unbelievable to many. Turning 
law in to  a m atter of individual decision  leads not only to w illing  
compliance, but to  gross non-observance, almost to anarchy. Humanising 

the a u th o r itie s , he argues, mrkes them not only more approachable, but less 
in f lu e n tia l in  uost peop le 's  l iv e s . A re lig io u s  concern with the secular 
s ty le  of our time may solve some of our o lder pressing problems and so 
may be necessary, but i t  w ill a lso  lose us many of the old values we have
treasured  and create  problems which w ill then demand newer so lu tions. 
This is  what brings us to  the post-secu lar s ta  :e.

Despite the fac t th a t Rubenstein w rites from a v astly  d iffe re n t position  
from th a t adopted by Borowitz, i t  is  remarkable how many of the above- 
mentioned concerns with the problem of secu la rity  find a p a ra lle l  in  
Rubenstein 's thinking. This w ill become apparent p a rtic u la rly  in re la tio n  
toRubenstein 's views on the tra n s la tio n  of the litu rg y  in to  the vernacular, 
and in  his own struggle with the observance of Jewish law.

62 Ib id .  p. 133. 63. Ib id .  64. Ib id .  p. 143. 65. Ib id . p. 133.



Rubenstein, in dd ition  to  some of the above-named ceueee of the 
development of se cu la risa tio n  in  Judaism, adds the advent of b ib lic a l 
c r it ic ism . He suggests th a t for the modern Jew the problem of 
se c u la risa tio n  and u rban isation  has been aggravated by the r iM M i I 
b ib lic a l  c r itic ism . Because Judeidm has a t i t s  centre  the conviction 
th a t God gave the Torah to the Jews as a guide of conduct for th e ir  
l iv e s , un ita ry  divine authorship which re f le c ted  a harmonious poin t of 
view was e sse n tia l i f  the Jew was to fee l secure th a t in  h is  Jewish 
re lig io u s  p ra c tic e , he in  fa c t ,  was f u l f i l l in g  the w ill of God. With 
the advent of b ib lic a l  c r itic ism , th is  conviction was attacked a t i t s  
ro o ts . The Jew is  s t i l l  expected to  liv e  according to the Torah, even

(ft
though i t s  divine v a lid a tio n  has been removed.

He i s  a lso  convinced th a t the whole problem of modern secu la risa tio n  
has been aggravated g rea tly  fo r many indiv iduals by thh loss of th e ir  
personal God a f te r  the Holocaust. This aspect becomes the dominant 
m otif in  h is th ink ing . In te re s tin g ly , r h i le  th is  forms the fulcrum 
h is  theology, i t  has not been discussed by the other death of God 
theologians. Borowitz s ta te s  th a t i t  ’ is  c h a ra c te r is tic  of Judaism 
th a t i f  any new statement of atheism was to move the Jewish community 
since World War I I  i t  had to  come on the basis of what happened in
h is to ry  ra th e r  chan because philosophers worry whether statements about 
God can have s ig n if ic a n t in te l le c tu a l  content. Jews, fo r a l l  th e ir  
in te l le c tu a l i ty ,  do not seem so ra t io n a l is t ic  as to consider l in g u is tic  
problems a compelling reason fo r saying God is  dead. And, in tu rn , 
they have been amazed th a t the major death-of-God th inkers have not 
discussed the unparalleled  destruction  of Jews under H itle r  as a reason 
fo r d isb e lie f  in God. That alone has ag ita ted  the Jewish community 
whenever i t  sought to speak of Jewish f a i t h . ’

From the above-mentioned discussion i t  can be seen th a t secu la risa tio n  
in  i t s  narrow sanse means a loss of any meaning in the supernatural. In 
a wider sense, i t  means th is-w orld liness and in  th is  l a t t e r  sense i t  can

66. R ubenstein , After Auechuitt, ’The Meaning o f  Torah in  Contemporary 
Jew ish T heology’ , p . 113 f«
This a^ p ict o f  R u b en ste in 's  th in k in g  r e c e iv e s  f u l l e r  treatm ent in  
Chapter IV o f  t h is  stu d y , d e a lin g  w ith h is  v iew s on Judaism a f te r  
the death  o f God.

67 . B orow itz, ’Hope Jew ish and Hope S e c u la r ', op . c i t .  p . 143.



be expressed w ith in  theism , or attempt to break out of theism. I t s  
major m an ifesta tions and hallmarks are a s c ie n t if ic  world view, 
u rban isa tion , and the general p ro fan ity  and pragmatism of modem man 
Modern times a t t e s t  to  a d is t in c t  loss of meaning in  old re lig io u s  
categories and tra d itio n s  due to  the c re d ib il i ty  gap between the 
tra d itio n a l  view of God and man's actual experience in  the world 
Judaism 's experience in  the world led i t  to  encounter m anifestations 
of se c u la r is a tio n  in  i t s  narrower sense before i t  had any noticeable 
impact on C h r is tia n ity . The Holocaust has been decisive for Judaism 
since World War I I ,  and has influenced se cu la risa tio n . Whilst reactions 
to the  question  of God's re sp o n s ib ility  in  re la tio n  to  the Holocaust 
may d i f f e r ,  no meaningful Jewish theological statement can be made in 
iso la tio n  from the r e a l i ty  of the catastrophe, and the very rea l 
questions a r is in g  out o f God's ind ifference  to , p a rtic ip a tio n , or 
even com plicity in , the Holocaust.

The B i b l i c a l  Root s  o f  S e c u l a r i s a t i o n

Cox, with a g ree t deal of ju s t i f ic a t io n ,  as secu la risa tio n  as a ris in g  
in large  measure from the formative influence of b ib lic a l fa ith  on the 
Western w orld .68 Me d iscerns th ree  main sources of secu la risa tio n  in  
(a) c rea tio n  as the disenchantment of na tu re , 
d e sac ra lisa tio n  of p o l i t i c s ,  and (c) 
deconsecration of values.

(b) the Exodus as the 
the Sinai Covenant as the

The Disenchantment of Nature

Cox c o rre c tly  points out tha t the Hebrew view of c reation  signa ls a 
marked departure from a magical world view. I t  separates nature from 
God and d istingu ishes man from nature . The Genesis account of creation  
taught the Heorews th a t the magical v is io n , by which nature is  seen as 
a sem i-divine fo rce , has no basis  in fa c t .  God is  sole c rea to r of both 
nature and man. Nature i s  made availab le  fo r man's use.

Huston Smith affirm s th is  by pointing to  the underlying conviction 
contained in  the three key asse rtio n s about nature in  the opening

68 . Harvey Cox, The Seoulccp C tty , op. c i t .  pp. 17 f f .
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chapter of Genesis:

God c rea te d .. . the earth;
God said: L et (man) have dominion.. .over a l l  the earth;
And beholdt i t  wae ;>ery good.

We find v  app recia tion  of n a tu re , blended with confidence in
power to  transform  nature fo r the good, th a t i s  unique in  any l i te ra tu re
of the age. I t  was, as we w ell know, an a tt i tu d e  destined to  bring
re s u l ts ,  fo r i t  i s  no accident th a t modern science f i r s t  jumped to l i f e

69in  the Western world.

Hooykaas^0 propounds the th e s is  th a t the development of modern science 
finds i t s  impetus in  the b ib lic a l  view of c rea tio n . He points out th a t 
the Bible knows nothing of nature as a d ivine power, but knows only of 
c reatu res who are  abso lu te ly  dependent fo r th e ir  o rig in  on the wi l l  of 
God. ’Consequently, the n a tu ra l world is  admired as God's work and 
as evidence of i t s  c re a to r , but i t  is  never adored. Nature can arouse 
in  man a fee lin g  of awe, but th is  is  conquered by the knowledge th a t man 
is  God’ s fellow-worker who shares with Him the ru le  of the fellow -creaturo 
the "dominion over the f i sh  of the sea, and ovur the fowl of the a i r ,  
and over the c a t t l e ,  and over a l l  the e a r th . . . " .  Thus, in to ta l  
con trad ic tion  to  pagan re lig io n , nature  i s  not a de ity  to be feared^and 
worshipped, but a work of God to  be admired, studied and managed.'
In a comparison of pagan and b ib lic a l re lig io n s there i s  a fundamental 
con trast between the ideas concerning God and man. In the b b lic a l view, 
God and nature are  no longer opposed to man, but man, together with God, 
confronts na tu re . The denial th a t God coincides with nature a lso  implies 

the den ia l th a t nature is  God-like.

The g rea t d iffe rence  between the b ib lic a l  concept of a transcendental 
c reato r evoking the world out of nothing by h is  free  w il l ,  and the Greek 
concept of growth and generation by immanent divine natu re , had f a r -  
reaching consequences. The ultim ate  development of the science of nature 
depended s ig n if ic a n tly  on which of these two concepts would emerge as i t s  
background. Hooykaas is  convinced th a t both the Greek and Hebrew views

69.

70.

71.

Huston S oitn , The Religions o f  Man, p. 262. Perennial L ibrary, 
Harper & Row, 1965.
R. Hooykaas, Religion and the Riee o f  Modern Science, S co ttish  
Academic P ress, 1973. <cf. a lso  A. A. van Ruler, Dve chrzetelzche  
Kirche das A lte  Testament, MQnchen, 1955, pp. 82 .)
Hooykaas, op. c i t .  pp. 8, 9.



contributed to  the development of modern science, end th a t the 
confron tation  of Graeco-Roman cu ltu re  with b ib lic a l  re lig io n  engendered, 
a f t e r  cen tu ries  of tension , a new science. He has no doubt that most 
s c ie n t is ts  o f the nineteenth and tw entieth cen turies ’may have been 
unconscious of the fac t th a t the metaphysical foundations of th e ir  
d isc ip lin e  stemmed, in  sp ite  of a l l  secu la riza tio n , in great part from 
the b ib lic a l  concept of God and c r e a t i o n M o d e r n  science preserved 
the indispensable p a rts  of the Graeco-Roman h e ritag e , but i t  was 
d irec ted  g rea tly  by d iffe re n t soc ia l and methodological conceptions 
which stem large ly  from a b ib lic a l world view. He also suggests that a 
s ig n if ic an t p a r t , in  the development of modern science, was played by 
the b ib lic a l  view th a t m atter is  not in fe r io r , and that the craftsman 
and labourer, as well as manual work, are to be honoured. This 
released  science from some of the fac to rs in Greek philosophy which 
hampered i t .  The b ib lic a l authors do not p raise  the otium  ( le isu re ) 
which, according to the philosophers, was a c h a ra c te r is tic  and v ir tu e  
of the l i f e  of the Greek c itiz e n .

Cox s ta te s  th a t the disenchantment of the n a tu ra l world provides an 
absolute precondition fo r the development of na tu ra l science. S in c e ... 
technopolis, today 's technical c it % would not have been possible without 
modern science, disenchantment is  a lso  an e sse n tia l precondition fo r 
modem urbanization. Science b a s ic a lly , is  a point of view. However 
highly developed a c u ltu re 's  powers of observation, however refined i t s  
equipment fo r measuring, no rea l s c ie n t if ic  breakthrough is  possible 
unt$l  men can face the natural world u n a fra id .|7 ^

As a subject for subsequent e labo ration , I must point out that modern 
science and technology, made possible by th is  world view, has led to a 
world view in which God is no longer d iscern ib le  to  many. I t  must also 
be noted th a t Rubenstein's a ttitu d e  to th is  aspect of b ib lic a l monotheism 
is  negative.

72. Ib id . p. 26. (cf .  also W.Pannanberg, op. c i t .  p. 66 ; "The so- 
called  methodological atheism of modern science is  fa r  from pure 
innocence. If. is  a highly ambiguous phenomenon. And yet i t s  very 
p o s s ib ili ty  car be regarded as based on the un fa iling  fa ith fu lness 
of the creato r God to h is c rea tio n , providing i t  with the invio lable 
re g u la r it ie s  of natural processes tha t themselves become the heals of 
individual and more precarious and tra n s ito ry  natu ra l sy s te m s..." ) .

73. Ib id . p. 84.
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The D eeacra lisa tion  of P o li t ic s

In d iscussing  the d esac ra lisa tio n  of p o l i t ic s  as a re su lt of the 
Exodus, Cox p o in ts  out th a t no one ru les  by divine rig h t in  secular 
so c ie ty , w hilst in  p re-secu lar so c ie ty , everyone does. As a consequence,
s ig n if ic a n t p o l i t ic a l  and soc ia l change is  almost impossible in  so c ie tie s
in  which the ru lin g  regime i s  d ire c tly  legitim ated by re lig io u s  symbols, 
in which the ru le r  is  believed to be divine or a d ire c t expression of
the d iv ine in te n tio n . P o li t ic a l  change depends on a previous desacrali" 
sa tio n  of p o l i t i c s .7^

The process is  c lo se ly  re la te d  to the disenchantment of na tu re . ‘Since
nature always repeats i t s e l f ,  while h is to ry  never does, the emergence 
of h is to ry  ra th e r  than nature as the locus of God's action opens a whole 
new world of p o s s ib i l i t ie s  fo r p o l i t ic a l  and social change. The
Exodus delivered  the Hebrews from a s a c ra l-p o li t ic a l  order of the 
pharaohs in to  h is to ry  and soc ia l change. Cox co rrec tly  sees i t  as the
cen tra l event around which the Hebrews subsequently organised th a ir  
whole perception of r e a l i ty .

Any tem ptation, during the period of the Hebrew monarchy, to  re tu rn  to  
sacra l p o l i t ic s  was countered by the prophets. The Exodus event had 
made i t  forever impossible to accept, without reservation , the sanctions 
of any monarch. Cox is  fu lly  aware of the ever-present danger of a 
relapse in to  a neo-sacral p o lit ic a l  s tru c tu re . National Socialism in
Germany and Fascism in I ta ly  represented relapses of catastrophic  
proportions. In the l ig h t of th is ,  i t  is  d i f f ic u l t  to accept Cox's 
op tim istic  b e lie f  that 'th e  presence today of desacralizing  curren ts of 
the b ib lic a l  f a i th  and of the movements deriving from i t  suggests tha t
in the urbanized technological world of tomorrow, no s ig n ifican t reversa l 
of the trend toward secu lariza tion  can be ex p ec ted '.77

This relapse in to  neo-sacral p o lit  cs, i t  w ill  be seen, occupies a great
deal of Rubenstein's thought on the group behaviour of the Germans p rio r

78to , and during World War I I .  He is  g rea tly  impressed by Freud's views
on group surrender of the super ego, in which a human leader i s  endowed

75.

78.

Ib id . p. 25. 76. Ib id . 77. Ib id . p. 30.

This w ill be discussed in  g rea ter d e ta il  in Chapter IV dealing 
with Rubenstein's a tt i tu d e  to  re lig io n .



with god-like p ro p ertie s . He is  a lso  deeply pessim istic  about man
Q  H

and h is  very re a l p o te n t ia l i t ie s  fo r e v il .  In the lig h t of the trag ic  
consequences of National Socialism ’ s encounter with the world, and the 
un iversal su ffe rin g  i t  caused, th is  re lapse should not be considered 
as an iso la ted  ab erra tio n , but as a p o ten tia l consequence of man’s 
inherent na tu re . As such, i t s  recurrence, in one form or another, 
should be recognised as a re a l p o s s ib i l i ty , and i t s  occurrence as a 
warning of the depths to  which humanity may sink in  expression of the 
demonic. Also, in  h is  most recent thought, Rubenstain has suggested 
th a t with the  breaking of residual moral b a rr ie rs  achieved by the
Holocaust, i t  in v ite s  re p e tit io n . He a lso  sees i t  as the outcome ofKL-
b ib lic a l  se cu la risa tio n .

The Sinai Covenant as the Deconsei ra tio n  of Values

Cox believes th a t modern man has come to  the re a lis a tio n  tha t a l l  th ings
are  r e la tiv e . He c ite s  T il l ic h ’s d escrip tion  of th is  age, characterised
as i t  is  by the disappeared.a of securely  grounded values, as the

79’ land uf broken symbols’. Hmple e th ic a l c e rta in ty , availab le  to 
previous generations, w ill not be possib le  again. No previous generation 
hat <ad to live  in  the g laring  lig h t of th is  re a lis a t io n . 'S ecu lar
man’ s values have been deconsecrated, shorn of any claim to  u ltim ate  or

80fin a l s ig n if ic a n c e .' The r e la t iv is a t io n  of a l l  human values i s ,  
according to  Cox, one of the in teg ra l dimensions of secu la risa tio n , He 
sees i t  stemming, in  p a rt, from the b ib lic a l  opposition to  id o la try , 
in s titu te d  a t S inai. The Hebrews ware forbidden to worship, or to  take 
with any real, moral seriousness, anything vhich could be fashioned by 
man in sa lf . The Bible does not deny the r e a l i ty  of the gods and th e ir  
values; i t  merely re ia t iv is e s  them. I t  accepts them as human pro jections, 
as the 'work of man's hand ', and in th is  sense is  very close to the modem 
soc ia l sciences.

I t  was because they believed in Yahweh th a t, fo r the Jews, a l l  human 
values and th e ir  rep resen ta tions were re la tiv ised .® 1 Cox suggests that 
the icoitoclasm which runs through b ib lic a l fa i th  provides the basis  for 
constructive re la tiv ism . ' Iconoclasm -  and therefore a kind of re la tiv ism  -

79. Cox, The Secular City,  op. c i t .  p . 31. 80. Ib id . 81. Ib id . p. 32.



is  the necessary and lo g ica l consequence of f a i th  in  the Creator.'® ^
He sees th is  iconoclasm as making possib le an a tt i tu d e  by which the 
n a tio n a l, r a c ia l ,  and c u ltu ra l id o la tr ie s  of the age can be put in 
the .r  place allowing secu lar man to  note the transience  and r e la t iv i ty  
of a l l  c u ltu ra l c rea tio n s  and of every value system without sinking in to  
an abyss of n ih ilism .

These thoughts are  rem iniscent of the conviction of T illic h  when he says: 
’ Id o la try  is  the e lev a tio n  of a prelim inary concern to ultim acy.
Something e s se n tia lly  conditioned is  taken as unconditional, something 
e s se n tia lly  p a r t ia l  is  boosted to  u n iv e rsa lity , and something e sse n tia lly
f in i te  i s  given in f in i te  sign ificance  (the  besc example is  the 1

Bcontemporary id o la try  of re lig io u s  na tionalism ). The c o n flic t between 
the f in i te  basis o f such a concern and i t s  in f in i te  claim leads to  a 
c o n flic t of u l t io a te s ;  i t  rad ica lly  con trad ic ts  the b ib lic a l 
commandments.. . ®̂  Cox sees h is to r ic a l  re la tiv ism  as the end product 
of secu la risa tio n  and as the non-relig ious expression of what Jews and 
C hristians have expressed in  th e ir  opposition to  id o la try .

Cox then poses the leg itim ate  question concerning ’ those myriad modem 
men who fee l the f u l l  weight of re la tiv ism  but have no fa i th .  Must i t  
not be conceded th a t ,  fo r them, Ivan Karamazov is  rig h t when he saysE 
tha t i f  God is  dead, then everything is  possib le?’®* Cox admits tha t 
there i s  a rea l danger th a t a r e la t iv is a t io n  o f values can lead to 
e th ica l anarchism and metaphysical n ih ilism , but th is  need not 
necessarily  be the case. He c a lls  fo r m aturity  in  dealing with th is  
problem, regarding n ih ilism  as the adolescent phase of the re la tiv is a tio n  
of values. Nihilism  ’ swings back and fo rth  from a giddy ce leb ra tion  of 
the freedom man has when the gods are dead to a w istfu l longing a f te r  
the re tu rn  of a world of secure and dependable meanings and norms. In 
psychoanalytic term s, the n ih i l i s t  d isplays a deep ambivalence toward 
the au tho rity  figu re  represented by God and tra d itio n a l values. Having 
re jec ted  the fa th e r , he e t i l l  cannot achieve m aturity and s e l f -  
a c tu a liza tio n . Nihilism  therefore  sometimes becomes a kind of diabolism . 
The n ih i l i s t  uses h is  newfound freedom from the tyranny of God not to 
become a true man but to revel in a l l  the things the dead God once forbade.

82.
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,82is  the necessary and lo g ica l consequence of fa i th  
He sees th is  iconoclasm as making possible an a tt i tu d e  by which the 
n a tio n a l, ra c ia l ,  and cu ltu ra l id o la tr ie s  of the age can be put in 
th e ir  place allowing secular man to  note the transience  and r e la t iv i ty  
of a l l  c u ltu ra l c rea tions and of every value system without sinking in t  
an abyss of n ih ilism .

These thoughts are  rem iniscent of the conviction of T illic h  when he says 
'Id o la try  is  the e levation  of a preliminary concern to  ultim acy.
Something e sse n tia lly  conditioned is  taken ac unconditional, something 
e sse n tia lly  p a r t ia l  is  boosted to u n iv e rsa lity , and something e sse n tia lly  
f in i te  is  given in f in i te  sign ificance (the best example is  the

H
contemporary id o la try  o f re lig ious nationalism ). The co n flic t between
the f in i te  basis of such a concern and i t s  in f in i te  claim leads to  a
co n flic t of u l t io a te s ;  i t  rad ica lly  con trad ic ts the b ib lic a l 

83commandments.. . Cox sees h is to r ic a l  re la tiv ism  as the end product 
of secu la risa tio n  and as the non-religious expression of what Jews and 
C hristians have expressed in th e ir  opposition to id o la try .

Cox then poses L^e leg itim ate  question concerning 'tho se  myriad modern 
men who fee l the fu l l  weight of re la tiv ism  but have no fa i th . Must i t
not be conceded th a t ,  fo r them, Iv in  Karamazov is  rig h t when he says
th a t i f  God is  dead, then everything is  possib le? '**  Cox admits tha t 
there is  a rea l danger th a t a re la tiv is a tio n  of values can lead to 
e th ica l anarchism and metaphysical n ih ilism , but th is  need not 
necessarily  be the case. He c a lls  fo r m aturity  in dealing with th is  
problem, regarding n ih ilism  as the adolescent phase of the re la tiv is a tio n  
of values. Nihilism  ' swings back and fo rth  from a giddy celebra tion  of 
the freedom man has when the gods are dead to a w istfu l longing a f te r
the re tu rn  of a world of secure and dependable meanings and norms. In
psychoanalytic terms, the n ih i l i s t  displays a deep ambivalence toward 
the au tho rity  figure  represented by God and tra d itio n a l values. Having 
rejected  the fa th e r, he s t i l l  cannot achieve m aturity and s e l f -  
a c tu a liza tio n . Nihilism therefo re  sometimes becomes a kind of diabolism. 
The n ih i l i s t  uses h is newfound freedom from the tyranny of God not to 
become a true man but to revel in a l l  the things the dead God once forbade.

82. Ib id . p. 33.
83. Paul T il l ic h , Systematic Theology, Vol. 

L td ., 1968, Combined Vol. (1, p. 16).
84. Cox, The Secular C ity , p. 33.

1, p. 16. James Nisbet * Co.,
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N ihilism  has in  e ffe c t a new god, the n ih i l ,  the negative shadow of
85 7 s athe dead God.*”

I t  w ill  be shown tha t th is  tendency toward n ih ilise  
s ig n if ic a n t p a rt in  the thinking of Rubenstein.

plays

Cox sees n ih ilism  as the equivalent in  the e th ic a l realm of man's
vengeful onslaught against nature which can follow i t s  disenchantment
regarding both responses as adolescent reactions to  lib e ra tio n  from
previous r e s t r a in ts .  Real mastery of th is  newfound freedom requires
m aturity , and th a t ' a l l  men be drawn in to  the se cu la risa tio n  process
so th a t  no one c lings to  the dangerous p re c r i t ic a l  i l lu s io n  tha t h is

86values are  u ltim ate* . The mutual discovery by a l l  p a rtie s  concerned 
th a t th e i r  own value systems are  only re la tiv e  puts a l l  p a rtie s  Into 
the same boat and supplies the coaeon experience and outlook which can
bee the b asis  of a new so c ia l consensus upon which man can liv e  with 
the r e a lis a t io n  that e th ic a l standards can be man-made. Man 'can 
accept the fa c t th a t value sy stese , l ik e  s ta te s  and c iv i l is a t io n s , cos 
and go. They are conditioned by th e ir  h is to ry  and claim no f i n a l i t y . . 
They can be a lte re d  and modified. But insofar as they represent a 
consensus and provide a fab ric  of corporate l i f e ,  they should not be 
tampered with frivo lously  or cap ric iously . Secu larization  places the 
re sp o n s ib ility  fo r the  forging of human values, lik e  the fashioning
of p o l i t ic a l  syst< in  man's own hands.
n e ith e r the n ih i l i s t  nor the anarch is t wishes to  ass

And th is  demands a m aturity 
,87

Cox firm ly believes th a t the roo ts of secu la risa tio n  l i e  in the Bible
and th is  c le a rly  means th a t those whose present o rien ta tio n  to  re a l i ty
is  shaped by b ib lic a l fa ith  can hardly en ter the l i s t s  as adversaries
of secu la risa tio n . Our task is  to nourish the secu la risa tio n  process
and prevent i t  from hardening in to  a r ig id  world view. We constantly
should be on the a le r t  for movements 'which attem pt to thwart and
reverse the lib e ra tin g  i r r i t a n t  of s e c u l a r i z a t i o n 'R e l e a s i n g  men
'to  m aturity  is  the work of the God of C reation, Exodus and S inai.

89Calling them to  m aturity is  the task of the community of f a i t h . '

85. Ib id . p. 34. 86. Ib id . 87. Ib id . p. 35. 88. Ib id . p. >6. 
89. Ib id . p. 36.
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R u b e n e te in * • View o f S e c u la r ie a c io n

Rubenatein affirm * the b ib lic a l  o rig in s of secu la risa tio n  but finds
no reason to  re jo ice  in i t s  e f fe c ts .  His view of modem secu la risa tio n  
i s  negative and pessim istic  and, unlike Cox, he has no hope fo r man or
the world which i s  subjected to  him. The disenchantment of nature 
has had d isas tro u s  a ffe c ts  re su ltin g  in  the to ta l  deu-wmnisation# 
of man. Man’ s v icious onslaught against nature and h is  fellow man
cannot be seen simply in  terms of an adolescent phase in  a developmental 
course growing toward re sp o n s ib ility  and m aturity .

In no sense can Rubenatein share Cox's optimism concerning man and the 
lib e ra tin g  e ffe c ts  of se c u la risa tio n . Rubenatein views secu la risa tion  
not as a l ib e ra tio n , but as an i l ln e s s  re su ltin g  from, and inherent in , 
the Judneo-Christian tr a d i t io n , a lb e i t  an unintended and unforeseen
re s u l t . He sees no ’cure’ fo r the i l ln e s s  which he c a lls  Judaeo-
C hristian  c iv i l is a t io n ,  save to ta l  world-wide catastrophe in  which
hundreds of m illions w ill perish  and c iv i l is a t io n  as we know i t  w ill
disappear. Rubenatein therefo re  i s  convinced th a t the traum atic 'c u re '
of the i l ln e s s  w ill  prove to  be in f in i te ly  worse than the disease 

90i t s e l f .  The idea of c a llin g  the Judaeo-Christian tra d itio n  a disease 
is  not in  any way strange. 'A fte r a l l ,  fo r a l l  th e ir  lim ita tions
b ib lic a l men and omen understood th a t ,  t r r  from being an achievement.
c iv il iz a tio n  requires a Savior to e x tr ic a te  mankind from i t .

V f !  -

90.

91.

Rubenatein, 'R e fle c tio n s  on the Holocaust*. (This essay, received as 
personal communication, is  a revised version of an essay whic‘ appeared
in C hristian ity ' and C ris is , March 3, 1975).

Ib id . s* ■  I  ■ I '  W ZM
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I L  u  i 1

C H A P T E R I I

Who gave ue the sponge to  wipe away the whole horizon?

F riedrich  Nietzsche

Seen in re tro sp ec t, h isto ry  appears innocent and almost 
comfortable. Everything lasted  fo r  so long then and in  an 
unexplored world there was so l i t t l e  to be destroyed.
Today there i s  only a moment betueen decision and e f fe c t ,  
and, measured by our p o te n t ia l i t ie s ,  Genghis Khan, Tamerl 
and H itle r  seem p i t i f u l  a,noteurs.

S lias Canetti

RUBENSTEIN AND SECULARISATION

In h is s£»*t recent works* Rubenstein is  concerned with the problem of 
r a d i c a l u l a r i t y ,  i t s  im plications and causes. When he speaks of the 
'death  o»: Cod' he re fe rs  to the deatfr of a p a rtic u la r  image of God on 
the one hand, and to  the rad ica l secu ia rity  of our tim es, on the o ther. 
He perceives as a fa c t the disappearance of God from the a f fa irs  of men 
for a l l  p ra c tic a l purposes. Radical secu ia rity  implies the removal of 
ever more ureas of human th. -ght and behaviour from re lig ious c o n tro l, 
p a rtic u la rly  in the public decision-making sectors of the so c ie ty , an 
increasing tendency to  ra tio n a lise  behaviour and consciousness, and the

Rubenstein, R. L ., The Cunning o f  H istory, Harper & Row Publishers, 
1975, and Rubenstein, The Age o f  Triage due for publication  a t the 
end of 1982. Information from The Age o f  Triage in th is  th e s is  is  
derived from the prospectus for the book which was sent to me by 
personal communication. Rube s te in  uses the term ’ tr ia g e ' to 
denote se le c tiv ity  according to a system of p r io r i t ie s  of those 
people who w ill be a ss is te d , and those who w ill be allowed to pe rish , 
or even be ann ih ila ted , by peoples who have monetary or o ther 
power.



m t m
fact th a t our tra d itio n a l  e th ic a l ,  legal and theological categories 
f a i l  us when we attem pt to  apply them to  the Holocaust.

The Holocaust i s  and always has been the focal point of Rubens t a in 's  
concern. I t  is  the event which has shaped h is career as a theologian. ^
He has s ta te d : ' I  can f a i r ly  be described as a man with a single
oroblem ra th e r  than a sing le  d isc ip lin e . My problem has been the 
H olocaust.' During the nineteen s ix t ie s  h is concern with the Holocaust 
was prim arily  th eo lo g ica l. He addwesed himself mainly to  the problem 
of the re c o n c ilia tio n  of the exietenue of an omnipotent beneficent Cod 
of h is to ry  who chose Is ra e l and t h * fa c t  th a t m illions of Jews perished 
in the death camps of the Nazis as a d e lib e ra te  act of genocide. He 
d ea lt with th is  problem in  A fte r  iluetdhirir s and Religious Imagination. 
During the nineteen seventies and c u rren tly , h is concerns have moved 
beyond the s t r i c t l y  theo log ica l sign ificance  of the Holocaust to embrace 
i t s  h is to r ic a l ,  p o l i t i c a l ,  socio log ical and economic sign ificance in  a 
secu lar world. He i s  in te n t on exploring the question of the fu ll  
im plications o f the d estru c tio n  of European Jewry during World War II  
f r r  the understanding of contemporary c iv i l is a t io n .  'The Holocaust 
serves as a datum by which we can te s t  the c re d ib il i ty  of our conceptions 
of Cod, man and the p o l i t ic a l  ' rd e r. Since the Holocaust is  as much a 
product of European c iv i l iz a t io n  as the ra ilro a d , Goethe’s Fauett 
N ietzsche1s Zarathustra, the nuclear bomb and Beethoven's Ninth Symphony, 
we ignore i t  a t  our in te l le c tu a l  and s p ir i tu a l  p e r i l  when we attempt to 
understand ourselves and our w orld .'*  He does not see the Holocaust as 
an acciden tal aberra tion  of c iv i l is a t io n  but as an in tr in s ic  expression 
of the problem-solving methods of the m odernisation process w ithin 
modern c iv i l is a t io n .  In tu rn , he sees modern c iv i l is a t io n  as an unintended 
consequence o f  b ib lic a l  monotheism and i t s  values.

Rubenstein, R. L. Plenary Address to  the College Theology Society . 
This is  a na tional American organisation  of Reman Catholic teachers 
of re lig io n  in  colleges and u n iv e rs it ie s . The address which was 
given in 1979 gives a good idea of the development of Rubenstein'a 
thought (personal communication).
Personal correspondence with Rubenstein, l e t t e r  dated July 5, 1979. 
Rubenstein, R eflec tions on the Holocaustt op. c i t .

" w    ...



During the n ineteen s ix t ie s  Rubenstein proclaimed the death of the 
God who ac ts  in  h ia to ry  not because he believed th a t Auschwitz 
rendered b e lie f  im possible, but because ha in s is ted  tha t no 
compromising am biguities should be introduced in to  our in te rp re ta tio n  
of the doc trine  of the sovereignty of God and the e lec tio n  of Is ra e l 
when the question o f God and the Holocaust is  considered. He saw no 
way to avoid the  concluaion th a t ,  i f  these doctrines are  affirm ed with 
the seriousness they deserve, Auschwitz must be seen as a purposeful 
expression of God's w il l .  He s ta te s :  ' I have never objected to  those
who can honestly  affirm  th a t the destruction  of Europe's Jews was an 
expression of d iv ine  purposes. My quarrel has been with those who have 
attempted both to  affirm  the rad ica l sovereignty of the God of covenant 
and e le c tio n  and to  deny th a t God could be the u ltim ate author of the 
Holocaust.* Rubenstein in s is ts  th a t i f  God is  sovereign, and i f  he has 
chosen I s r a e l , then i t  i s  rid icu lous to  pretend tha t he was uninvolved 
in  so overwhelmingly cen tra l an event in I s r a e l 's  h is to ry  as the 
Holocaust.

There is  a po in t in  theo log ica l re f le c tio n  a t  which a certa in  l i t e r a l ­
mindedness is  inescapable i f  theo log ical propositions are to  re ta in  
more than emotive s ig n ifican ce . The Holocaust is  regarded by Rubenstein
as such a p o in t. I f  one cannot accept the Holocaust as the d e lib e ra te  
in ten tio n  of God, one must a t le a s t  be prepared to re je c t the doctrine 
of covenant and e le c tio n , and perhaps the doctrine of absolute sovereignty 
as w ell. Rubenstein has argued th a t i f  one believes in the b ib lic a l  
God 'one had b e tte r  be prepared to  pay one 's theological dues a l l  the 
way'.* Finding him self unable to  pay those dues, ho concluded th a t 
he had no o ther choice but to  r e je c t  not God, but the b e lie f th a t God 
had chosen I s ra e l .^  In place of the b ib lic a l God who acts in  h isto ry  
Rubenstein's idea of God i s  m aternal, e a rth ly , with much indebtedness 
to the mystics and to  Freud. God is  not seen as a problem-solver 
but as unifying ground.

5. Rubenstein, Plenary Addreee.
6. Ibid.

7. This aspect of Rubenstein* s thought is  discussed in  g rea ter d e ta il  
in Chapter IV dealing with h is  views on re lig io n  and also in  Chapter 
VIII.



Even though Rubenstein has moved beyond the s t r i c t  confines of 
theo log ical re f le c tio n  in  h is  current philosophy, i t  must be noted that 
his work s t i l l  re ta in s  theo log ica l s ign ificance . 'When I wrote th a t 
we liv e  in the time of the death of God, I meant th a t we liv e  in  a 
ra d ic a lly  secu lar e ra /*  His analysis of se cu la rity  is  illum inating  
in th a t he sees a causative  lin k  between the b ib lic a l view of the world 
and God, and the dehumanising aspects of modern consciousness which made 
the death camps p o ss ib le .

Rubenstein regards the Holocaust as a s t r i c t l y  modern en te rp rise . I t  
could only have taken place in  the tw entieth  century with i t s  ethos and 
the consciousness which has culminated in  i t .  He is  cu rren tly  exploring 
the type of worl<l in  which the Holocaust and o ther mass k ill in g s  can 
and do take p lace. He poin ts out th a t desp ite  h o s tile  treatm ent of Jews 
throughout almost two thousand years of h ir to ry , C hristians never 
reso rted  to  o u tr ig h t genocide. I t  was Ouly with the Wanaee Conference, 
January 1942, th a t system atic exterm ination of Jews was decreed. P rio r 
to th a t time the t ra d i t io n a l  way of handling of Jews by C hristians was 
by conversion and/or expulsion. I n i t i a l ly  the maxim had been 'You 
sha ll not l iv e  among us as Jews' (conversion). I t  then became 'You 
sha ll not liv e  among u s ' (expulsion). I t  was only under H itle r  th a t the

g
decree became 'You sh a ll not live* (exterm ination). Rubenstein believes 
that to  explain the Holocaust cs being prim arily  e re f le c tio n  of 
anti-Sem itism  i s  inadequate. Other fac to rs  inherent in the modernisation 
process oust be examined in  order to understand more fu lly  the reasons 
for the Holocaust. He in  no way underestimates the part played by 
anti-Semitism  in the Holocaust but he takes the Holocaust beyond the 
confines of theology and the h isto ry  of re lig io n  in order to  examine the 
fu ll  im plications of the Holocaust fo r modern man. In so doing he

8. Rubenstein, Plenary Address,

9. Rubenstein, The Cunning o f  H istory, p. 5. (See also 
Rubenstein, R. L. ' Psychohistorians Discuss Psychohistory,
Comment by Richard L. Pubenstein*, The Journal o f  Peyohohietory, 
Vol. 6, No. 4, Spring 1979, pp. 545ff. Cf. H ilberg, R aul.,
The Destruction o f  the European Jews, Quadrangle P ress, Chicago, 
1967, pp. 3, 4 . ) .



examines the m odernisation procesa and the re la ted  movement of 
se cu la risa tio n , both in  h is  view being e sse n tia l p re -re q u is ite s  for 
the Holocaust to  have taken place.

The tw entieth  century has witnessed a quantum leap in  the destructive  
c ap ac itie s  of man in  both weaponry and human consciousness, but the 
death-dealing capacity  of the tw entieth  century has been reckoned 
mainly in  terms o f technological advances in weaponry and too l i t t l e  
a tte n tio n  has been paid to  the 'advances’ in  social o rganisation  and 
a tt i tu d e  that have made th is  d estru c tiv e  capacity both possible and 
tempting. Taking f u l l  account of the development and ro le  of technology 
as such, Rubenstein understands i t  w ithin the wider context of the 
change in  human a tt i tu d e s  in the tw entieth  century.

Taken to ge ther, technological progress, rad ica l se c u la rity , bureaucracy 
and "he triumph of functional r a t io n a li ty  are a ll  p a rt of the 
m odernisation process which made the  Holocaust possib le . With the 
Holocaust a h ith e r to  unbreachabie moral b a rr ie r  was successfu lly  overcome, 
and in  the l ig h t  of th is  rupture of residual moral b a r r ie rs , i t  in v ite s  
re p e tit io n . Apocalyptic d e stru c tio n  has i t s  own p ecu lia r contagion.10 
Auschwitz has enlarged our understanding of the s ta te ’ s capacity to  do 
violence and henceforth , Rubenstein suggests, the elim ination of m illions 
of c itiz e n s  w ill  forever be one of the cap ac itie s  and temptations of 
government e sp ec ia lly  under conditions o f extreme s t r e s s .11 In 
Rubenstein’s view one of the most s t re s s fu l  s itu a tio n s  with which
governments have to  contend is  the fac t of population explosion and

>r
13

12
population redundancy. Defining surplus population as one which for
any reason has no v iab le  ro le  in  the society  in which i t  is  domiciled,
Rubenstein sees th is  as one of the most in trac tab le  problems of the

10. Rubenstein, M orality and Eroe, McGraw-Hill Book Company, New York,
1970. p. 12. r f .  R efleotione on the Holooauet.

11. Rubenstein, R efleo tione  on the Holoxmet.
12. The Cunning o f  H istory  and The Age o f  Triage deal with th is

sp ec ific  problem w ithin  the wider context of modernity and
rad ica l s e c u la r ity .

13. Rubinstein, The Age o f  Triage, Prospectus. Rubenstein does not
see superfluous population as an absolute concept. I t  is  not
n ecessarily  a function of a so c ie ty ’ s numerical s treng th , but a 
function of a so c ie ty ’s capacity or incapacity to  u t i l i s e  i t s  
human resources. A group or person is  superfluous only when 
excluded from a meaningful ro le  w ithin society . 'The E lect and 
the P r e te r i te ',  pp. 357, 358.
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modern world and one of the root causes behind la rge-sca le  population 
e lim ination  programmes of the tw entieth  c e n t u r y . T h e  destruction  
of Europe a Jews is  regarded as one o f a se r ie s  of modern h is to r ic a l  
occurrences involving -he elim ination  of m illions of men and women 
from th e ir  home communities. I t  is  a lso  the most dramatic of such

15
occurrences.

The M o d e rn is a t io n  P ro c e s s  and F u n c t io n a l  R a t i o n a l i t y

The m odernisation process is  defined by Rubanstein as ’ the growth 
and d iffu s io n  of a d is t in c tiv e  se t o f in s t i tu t io n s  and values rooted 
in  the technolog ical transform ation of the economy. I t  a lso  can be 
understood as an expression of the triumph of functional r a t io n a l i ty ,  
a r a t io n a l i ty  o f means ra th e r  than ends, as the predominant mode of 
problem -solving in  human a f f a i r s . ’ Modernisation requires an economy 
in which the value of a l l  goods and serv ices, without exception, can 
be calcu la ted  in  monetary term s, ’ the most ra tio n a l method of calcu lation  
devised by m en'. 17 Relying on in s ig h ts  of the soc io log ist Max Weber,

14. In The Age o f  Triage Rubanstein, using the Holocaust as h is 
s ta r t in g  p o in t, examines o ther programmes of mass slaughter such
as the massacre of the Armenians during World War I ,  the Cambodian 
genocide of our tim es, and the destruc tion  of the peasant c la ss  by 
S ta lin . He sees these programmes in terms of modern methods of 
problem -solving in the face of population explosion and the re su lta n t 
massive population redundancy. Thus, The Age o f  Triage is  not a book 
about the Holocaust as %uch, but in i t ,  an attempt is  made to  explain 
the world in  which such an event, and sim ila r events can take place. 
Solutions to  the th re a t of massive human su p e rflu ity  which might be 
undertaken by the decision  makers, according to Rubanstein are:
(a) m illions may be condemned to  re lian ce  on public assistance  with 
l i t t l e  hope of ever escaping from poverty; (b) s te r i l i s a t io n  prtgraom 
-  a ’c lean ’ i f  long-term stra teg y ; (c) the death of m illions through 
some form nf Malthusian misery such as famine, epidemic or nuclear 
war, any of which may be welcomed by some governments; (d) in  an 
extreme economic c r i s i s ,  la rge-sca le  bu reaucra tica lly  administered 
population riddance as described here.

15. Rubenstein notes tha t one of the dominant themes of H itle r ’ s progr 
of genocide was Lebensraum and although the Lebeneraum programme as 
such was d irec ted  a t the Slavs, the concept is  ce rta in ly  in lin e  with 
a d es ire  fo r population riddance.

16. Rubenstein, The Age o f  Triage, Prospectus.
17. Rubenstein, Plenary Addreee . Rubenstein also points out th a t

’we have cu rren tly  no t e a l i s t i c  a lte rn a tiv e  but to continue to regard 
p ro f i t  as the appropriate end of economic en te rp rise  in our system’ . 
Plenary Addreee.



Ruberetein suggests th a t the market coeounity fo s te rs  tb ,  most 
i m p e r s o n a l  re la tio n sh ip s  between human beings, the reason being th a t 
the o r ie n ta tio n  of the market is  to  the commodity and only the 
commodity. Thus, p a rtic ip a n ts  in  the market community do not look 
towards the persons of each o th e r . There are no ob ligations of 
b ro the '1 iness o r reverence and no spontaneous human re la tio n s  
c h a ra c te r is t ic  o f personal unions. Absolute depersonalisation .

contrary to  a l l  the elementary formse sse n tia l  to  the  market economy,
„f human re la t io n s h ip .1®

This dehumanising tendency has become the dominant mode of tre a tin g  a 
«ork force in  o rder to  a t ta in  the g rea te s t p ro f i t  with a minimal 
fin an c ia l expenditure. Thus, emotions in  human re la tio n s  have been 
subdued and the re s u lt  is  the triumph of functional ra tio n a li ty . 
Rubenstein defines functional r a t io n a l i ty  as the methodical attainm ent 
of a p ra c tic a l end by means of a p rec ise  ca lcu la tio n  of adequate 
m e a n s . I n  the attainm ent of a p ra c tic a l end decision-making bodies 
in business corporations or p o l i t ic a l  in s t i tu t io n s  are unlikely  to  
consider the h ea lth  or happiness of the labour fo rce . There is  no appeal 
to the  sa n c tity  o f human l i f e ,  o r  to  re lig io u s  p rinc ip les  as long as 
fin an c ia l p ro f i t  is  regarded as the appropriate  end of a l l  economic 
e n te rp r ise . A ll goods and serv ices are calcu lated  in  monetary term s. 
Thus, in  the serv ice  of th is  id e a l, thousands of individuals may be

 — -------------------------------------------------------------

18. Rubenstein, The Age o f  Triaget Prospectus. Weber points out th a t
'I n  a p e rfe c tly  ra tio n a l money economy, no ex trin s ic  value, not
even th a t of the laws of a Cod of Ju s tic e  and m orality can be 
perm itted to  impede the free  functioning of the market p la c e ’ , 
Quoted in  Rubenstein The Age o f  Triage, Prospectus. See Weber,
Max, Economy and Socie ty : An Outline o f  In terp re tive  Sociology,
e d s ., Guenther Roth and Claua W ittich , New York. 1968. Vol I I ,  
pp. 636 -  637. Cf. Fromm, Erich, To Have or To Be, Abacus,
1979, which poin ts to  Western man's obsessive need to  have and 
possess ra th e r  than to  l iv e  au th en tica lly .

19. Rubenstein, Plenary Addreee. Rubenstein is  indebted to Max Weber
fo r th is  d e f in itio n . Weber, 'The Sociology of World Religion'
in  From Max Weber : Eesaye in Soc io logyR trenn l. and ed s ., Hans 
Gerth and C. Wright, M ills Oxford U niversity  Press, New York, 1946, 
p. 293. Max Weber suggests th a t ra tio n a lisa tio n  involves 'th e  
methodical attainm ent of a d e fin ite ly  given p rac tica l end by 
means of an increasing ly  p rec ise  ca lcu la tio n  of adequate means'.



. .  .  ̂ ,
placed at t i s k  in a p o llu ted  environment or rendered unemployed.
While the decision  maker# may be decent end re lig io u s  in  th e ir  p riva te  
liv e s , th e i r  pub lic  decisions r e s t  on a calculus of trad e -o ffs  between 
an tic ipa ted  b e n e fit a and f in an c ia l w ell-being on the one hand, and the 
hazarda of p o llu tio n , ra d ia tio n  and unemployment on the o ther. In such 
a calculus the l iv e s  of ind iv idua ls  are  not considered to  be sacred.

The Holocaust i s  thus in te rp re ted  as an important expression of the 
triumph of functional r a t io n a l i ty  and as a successful attempt to  r id  
Germany of the in tra c ta b le  problem o f surplus population. The 
m odernisation process has re su lte d  in  the development of technology 
which has rendered m illions of people economically redundant. Where 
m odernisation * leads to  the  ra t io n a lis a tio n  o f human ac tio n , as i t  does 
under our economic system, i t  a lso  presupposes thorouifi-going secu la risa tio n , 
a t le a s t  in  the pub lic  sphere. Once purposes of co llec tiv e  action  have 
been defined by e i th e r  government o r business, behavioural constra in ts  
deriving from re lig io u s  t ra d itio n s  can only serve to  impede the employment 
o f  the most ra t io n a l  means fo r a tta in in g  whatever end is  envisaged, even

x f r  Eg 2

i f  th a t end i s  the e lim ina tion  of unwanted secto rs of the population. 
Rubenstein i s  unimpressed by the e ffe c ts  of p riva te  re lig io u s  convictions 
or by s t a t i s t i c s  w hich claim  to v a lid a te  continuing re lig io u s conviction 
among ind iv iduals when i t  comes to  the type of corporate problem-solving 
ta c tic s  discussed above.

Riddance of unwanteo population such as took place during World War I I  
cou ld  o n ly  occur under cover of war, but more im portantly, i t  required 
the se cu la risa tio n  of consciousness, the triumph of functional ra t io n a li ty  
and a su ita b le  body of func tionaries  to  accomplish the task . I t  was 
on ly  during the tw en tieth  century th a t a corps of functionaries with a 
f u l ly  ra tio n a lise d  depersonalised consciousness became availab le  for the 
new tasks. A heightened capacity  fo r system atic murder by individuals 
devoid  of a l l  fee lin g s  of g u i l t  or re sp o n s ib ility  fo r the dead has been 
noted by students of the o v e ra ll phenomenon of tw entieth century mass 

d e s tr u c t iv e n e s s . 21

20. R ubenstein , Plenary Addreee
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B u re a u c ra c y  an d  D e h u m a n is a t io n

This leads d ir e c t ly  to  a considera tion  o f  the ro le  played by bureaucracy 
in the dea th -dea ling  capacity  o f the tw entieth  century in  general and of 
the Holocaust in p a r t ic u la r .  Rubenetein examines the Holocaust as a 
highly successfu l b u reau cra tic  venture it the e lim ination  of surplus

In 1916 Max Weber made the observation  th a t when a fu lly  developed
tjm  Kj|

bureaucracy stands under the p r in c ip le  of ira  ao stud io  (without
scorn or b ias) i t s  sp e c if ic  na tu re , which is welcomed by cap ita lism , is
dehumanisation. A successfu l bureaucracy is  dependent on elim ination 

I  3 ,. i  yJT E
from o f f ic ia l  business of love, hatred  and any purely personal, ir ra tio n a l
and emotional elements which escape c a lcu la tio n . He suggested th a t th is
is  the sp e c if ic  na tu re  o f bureaucracy and th a t i t  i s  appraised as i t s

22sp ec ific  v i r tu e .  Thus, faced w ith a problem atic surplus population, 
Germany's ex term ination  programme could only be achieved under a w ell 
organised bureaucracy in  which human fee lings could be perm itted to E  
play no p a r t .

The Jews in  Germany did  not c o n s titu te  a u se le ss , redundant secto r of
I I  y. -Btij

the German population  but because of th e ir  a lie n  re lig io n  and the demonic
mythic s tru c tu re  which had been applied to  them by the C hristian  Church
for almost two thousand years they could e a s ily  be displaced to  allow
those, le ss  a lie n  than the Jews, to  achieve a usefu l s ta tu s  in the
German economy. I t  i s ,  th e re fo re , a misunderstanding to  see the

in the dea th -dea ling  capacity  o f the tw entieth  century in  general and of 
the Holocaust in p a r t ic u la r .  Rubenstmin examines the Holocaust as a
highly successfu l b u reau cra tic  venture it the e lim ination  of surplus
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from o f f ic ia l  business of love, hatred  and any purely personal, ir ra tio n a l 
and emotional elements which escape c a lcu la tio n . He suggested th a t th is  
is  the sp e c if ic  na tu re  o f bureaucracy and th a t i t  i s  appraised as i t s

Germany's ex term ination  programme could oniy be achieved under a w ell 
organised bureaucracy in  which human fee lings could be perm itted to  
play no p a r t .

The Jews in  Germany did  not c o n s titu te  a u se le ss , redundant secto r of

mythic s tru c tu re  which had been applied to  them by the C hristian  Church

those, le ss  a lie n  than the Jews, to  achieve a usefu l s ta tu s  in the 
German economy. I t  i s ,  th e re fo re , a misunderstanding to  see the 
exterm inators o f the Jews simply in  terms of being b u llie s  and s a d is ts . 
Although th ere  were b u llie s  and sa d is ts  a t  every lev e l of the Nasi 
movement, and Nasi propaganda lAis calcu lated  to  fo s te r  emotions of 
hatred and aggression against the Jews, the exterm ination p ro jec t as 
such, began in  ea rn es t only when a d isc ip lin ed , bu reau cra tica lly  organised 
SS took over from the b u llie s  and s t r e e t  hoodlums. Random, emotion­
laden an ti-Jew ish  ac tions were discouraged a f te r  K rie ta llnach t (November 
10, 1938) and hatred  gave way to  planning, o rgan isation  and method.

22. Rubenstein, R efleotior.s on the Holooaust. (See also
The Cunning o f  H istoryt p p .22 f f  )

23. R ubenstein 's views on the  demonic mythic s tru c tu re  imposed on
the Jews by the Church i s  discussed In g rea te r d e ta il  in



M y  th .«  « . .  i t  p o M ib l. to  c r y  out th .  « t . m i n . t i o n  p ro j .c t  with 
^ x io u o  o ffic io n cy  sod o i a i m .  cost to  I t .  p s r y s r t r . to r s .  so to p .r .c iv .  
o f the triumph o f functional r a t io n a l i ty .24

Another hallm ark o f bureaucracy ia  a b lind  ded ication  to  the fu lfilm en t 
o f assigned d u tie s  by personnel regard less o f human c c s t . l  Bureaucra- 
t . -sat ion of the exterm .nation  p ro jec t enabled German personnel to  proceed 
with th e ir  horrendous task s unimpeded by fee lings of g u i l t .25 The SS 
a t Auschwitz demonstrated th a t  w ith adequate planning there i s  no lim it 
to the obedience a well organised po lice  or m ilita ry  bureaucracy can 
exact from i t s  personnel.

Subenstein po in ts  out th a t Weber, who wrote on bureaucracy in 1916 as 
part of a la rg e r  attem pt to  understand the so c ia l s tru c tu re  and ethos 
of modern c iv i l i s a t io n ,  would have been un like ly  to have envisaged the 
ex ten t to  which bureaucracy could be taken during World War I I .
Rubenste in ,  however, understands the  Holocaust as an expression of some 
o f  the most profound and deeply-rooted tendencies of conteuporary 
c iv i l is a t io n ,  p a r t ic u la r ly  in  r e la t io n  to  the problem of bureaucratic  
dom ination. He in s i s t s  th a t  the Holocaust i s  n e ith e r  a throwback to 
p r im itiv e  behaviour, nor i s  i t  an event which is  wholly a t odds with 
Western c iv i l i s a t io n ,  but i t  i s  an axnreaeion of modernisation and an 
outgrowth of i t .  I t  i s  not an acc iden ta l fea tu re  of the modernisation 
p rocess but in t r in s ic  to  i t .

According to  Weber, modern bureaucracy can be understood as the outcome 
o f the re la te d  processes o f se c u la r is a tio n , disenchantment o f  the world 
and r a t io n a l i s a t io n .26 As mentioned above, the secu la risa tio n  process

24. R u b en stein , The Cunning o f  H iatorv, pp. 22 -  35.

25.

26.

R ubenstein  po in ts  out in  Pef eationo on the Polocauet, 
th a t Adolph Eichmaim revealed a t h is  t r i a l  in Jerusalem , 1961 
th a t he f e l t  n e ith e r  g u i l t  nor re sp o n s ib ili ty  fo r h is p a rt in the 
H olocaust and th a t he would have had a bad conscience only i f  he 
had f a i l e d  to  carry  out o rders . Erich Fromm, fo r the same reason 
regards Eichmann as the arch bureaucra t. (See From , To Have 
or to  Be, p. 181, where he s ta te s  th a t Eichmann "n e ith e r hated nor 
loved  anyone. Eichmann 'did h is  duty ) .
R ub en stein . The Cunning o f  H istory, H>. 27 f f .

i the



involves the l ib e ra tio n  of evmr wider areas of human a c tiv ity  from
re lig io u s  do m ina tion . Diaenchsntment o f  th e  w orld occurs when ’ th e re

Li ,
are no m ysterious fo rces th a t cos* in to  p lay , but ra th e r  th a t one can 
in  p r in c ip le , m aster a l l  th ings by c a lc u la tio n ’ . 27 R ationalisa tion  
involves ’ the  m ethodical attainm ent of a d e f in ite ly  given and p ra c tic a l 
end by means of an increasing ly  p rec ise  ca lcu la tio n  of adequate means.’2*

In line  w ith Cox, Rubens ta in  a sse r ts  th a t the e a r l ie s t  cu ltu re  
sy stem atica lly  to  ’d isenchan t' the world was the b ib lic a l  cu ltu re  of 
the I s r a e l i te * .  The Genesis c rea tion  account expresses tha t disenchantment. 
In ancient I s r a e l  both the  na tu re1 and the p o l i t ic a l  orders were 
progressively  d eeacra lieed . The doamin of the sacred was relegated  to  
the sphere of the transcendent m onotheistic d e ity . With th is  step  a 
beginning was made toward th a t se c u la risa tio n  of consciousness th a t could 
and did culm inate in  modern times w ith the most rad ica l disenchantment 
-  dehumanised, ra tio n a lis e d  forms of modern p o l i t ic a l  and soc ia l 
o rgan isa tion  which included the extrem ity of bureaucra tically  administered 

death camps.

Rubenstein suggests, r ig h tly , th a t the necessary corrective  was present 
in  the b ib lic a l  world in  th a t a l l  human a c t iv i ty  stood under the judgment 
of a rig h teo u s, transcendent de ity  who had receded in to  the supra-mundane 
sphere. He po in ts o u t, however, th a t in  the modern world, th a t supra- 
mundane d e ity  haw, for a l l  in te n ts  and p ra c tic a l purposes, disappeared. 
Thus, in  such a world men and women are l e f t  e n tire ly  to  th e ir  own 
devices, and given the power, there is  no lim it to the ex trem ities of 
th e ir  e x p lo ita tio n  of one another, including mass murder, in the attainm ent

of desired  ends.
The dehumanised a tt i tu d e s  of a fu lly  ra tio n a l bureaucracy could only come 
about i f  the disenchantment process became c u ltu ra lly  predominant. God 
and the world had to  be so ra d ic a lly  d isjo ined  th a t i t  could become 
possib le  to  t r e a t  both the p o l i t ic a l  and na tu ra l orders with uncompromising 
d ispassionate  o b je c tiv ity . This d is ju n c tio n , Rubenstein argues, occurred 
with the  triumph of Protestantism , p a r t ic u la r ly , Calvinism, and i t s  
in sis ten ce  on the rad ic a l transcendence of God.29 Protestantism  thus 
brought to  f u l l  development the se cu la risa tio n  of consciousness im p lic it

27. Rubenstein, R efU otiona on the Holocaust.
29. Ib id .



in b ib lic a l  Judaism. j|jln »o doing, i t  opened the path to the present 
rad ica l se c u la r is a tio n  of cr ntciouaness which made i t  possib le  to  
e lim inate m illio n s of people who had been rendered superfluous by 
bureaucratir * f in i t io n ,  and who had by the same means, lo s t  a l l  
re lig io u s  a ■jg.l'oral sign ificance  as ind iv idua ls , only to  become mere 
ob jec ts b u reau cra tic  problem so lv in g .J°

I t  oust be emphasised th a t  i t  is  not Rubenstein 's in ten tio n  to  blame 
Protestantism  fo r  the in s t i tu t io n  of the death camps. Bis aim is  to 
i l l u s t r a te  the fac t th a t the secu larised  c u ltu ra l ethos which perm itted 
the p e rfec tio n  of ra tio n a lise d  bureaucra tic  mass murder was an 
wtfcreeeen  and un in ten tiona l consequence of the P ro testan t doctrine of 
God's ra d ic a l transcendence which, in tu rn , was an outgrowth of b ib lic a l 
monotheism. The doc trine  of God's rad ic a l transcendence thus becomes 
an indispensable precondition of the secu la risa tio n  process. Rubenstein 
refuses to  see the  Holocaust as an a n ti- re lig io u s  explosion of a lien  
pagan values in  the h eart of the Judeao-C hristian world. He tlso  notes 
tha t i t  was not perpetra ted  by a group of lu n a tics  on the fringes of 
so c ie ty , but by people who formed the core of the professional stratum  
of German so c ie ty . I t  cannot be viewed as an acciden t, and although 
Nazism has many roots,"** Rubenstein is  convinced tha t in some of i t s  
e s se n tia l fea tu res  i t  was an un in ten tiona l outgrowth of the Judeao- 
C hristian  t r a d i t io n  i t s e l f .

ISIS

In th is  regard Rubenstein makes i t  c le a r th a t there  is  a d ifference 
between the m anifest values proclaimed by a t ra d itio n  and the cu ltu ra l 
ethos generated, a lb e it  un in ten tiona lly  and unconsciously, by that 
same t r a d i t io n .  The Judeao-C hristian  t ra d itio n  proclaims an e th ic  of an 
irred u c ib le  element of d igu ity  in  a l l  persons as ch ild ren  of the Creator. 
N evertheless, beyond a l l  conscious in te n t , th a t same tra d itio n  has 
produced a ra d ic a l secu la risa tio n  of consciousness involving abstrac t 
c a lcu la tin g  ra t io n a l i ty  th a t can e rad ica te  every vestige  of human 
d ign ity  in  a l l  areas of human interchange.

30. Rubenstein, R eflec tio n s on the Holocaust. Cf. The Cunning o f  
H istoryt p . 29.

31. Some of the roots of Nazism are discussed in  g rea ter d e ta il  in 
Chanter IV concerning R ubenstein 's views on re lig io n  and man.



Of the two element* th a t together have moulded Western cu ltu re ,
1  MB -c la s s ic a l humanism of the Graeco-Roman pagan world, and the Judeao- 

C hristian  re lig io u s  t r a d i t io n ,  i t  i s  the l a t t e r  which has led to the 
se c u la risa tio n  u? consciousness, nir-m, <iantmeot of the world and 
dehumanised bu reaucra tic  o b je c tiv ity . Rubenstain in s is ts  th a t there  is
an ir re fu ta b le  lin k  between the ra t io n a lis in g , secu la ris ing  ethos of
b ib lic a l  re lig io n  and the tw entieth  century world of system atic, bureau* 
c ra tised  mass s lau g h te r. He suggests th a t theologians tend to focus too 
narrowly on the problem of theodicy when re f le c tin g  on the theological 
s ign ificance  of the  Holocaust and re g re tfu lly  sees o ther issues as being 
equally s ig n if ic a n t ,  one o f them being the. possib le  b ib lic a l  o rig in s  of the 
cu ltu re  th a t  produced the death campt,. I f  th is  hypothesis has any m erit, 
Cox's optimism concerning the Secular City must surely  give us pause I

^ ■ 1  HB „
The E le c t  and th e  P r e t e r i t e

Rubenstein argues th a t  the Judeao-C hristian  tra d itio n  has encouraged the 
dichotomous s tru c tu ra l  d iv is io n  of society  in to  the e le c t and the 
p re te r i te  by which he means, more sp e c if ic a lly , a d iv is ion  between^the 
secre t-bearing  e l i t e  and the large in a r t ic u la te  mass of o u tsid ers . 
P re ts r i t io n  is  defined as the passing over of the non-elect or non­
e lec tio n  to  sa lv a tio n . Governing e l i te s  perceive themselves as the 
chosen or e le c t  while the r e s t  of humanity i s  viewed ms passed over

or damned.

In a so c ie ty  in  which worldly success is  believed to  c e r tify  divine 
e le c tio n , worldly fa i lu re  i s  l ik e ly  to  a t t e s t  to  a double re je c tio n  -  by 
man and by God. I f  poverty r e f le c ts  Cod's ju s t ic e ,  the poor have fa iled  
l i f e 's  supreme t e s t  and are  therefo re  seen both as soc ia l re je c ts  and as 
objects of d iv ine re je c tio n . Rubenstein holds th is  view of American 
so c ie ty 's  se lf-e v a lu a tio n , p a rtic u la rly  when applied to  the ru ling  e l i t e .

33

32. Rubenstein, 'The E lect and the P r e te r i te ',  Soundings, Vol. 59, No. 4, 
Winter 1976, pp. 357 -  373.



Rubeostein beeee h is  view on an in te rp re ta tio n  of the C a lv in ist H  
work e th ic . He po in ts to  the  w ritin g  of Richard Barnet who observed 
that the American e l i t e  from 1940 to  1967 has displayed a homogeneity 
of background which has been C a lv in is t .34 I t  has a lso  been observed
that th e ir  p riv ileg ed  s ta tu s  has been in te rp re ted  as d iv inely  c e r t if ie d .
Their Calvinism long ago l e f t  the  confines of the sanctuary and
entered tb s  w o rld lie s t p rec in c ts  o f  secu lar so c ie ty . One need not be
formally a P ro te s ta n t to  be a secu larized  C a lv in is t. Any American,
be he P ro te s ta n t, C atholic or Jewish, who has achieved e l i t e  s ta tu s  is
l ik e ly  to  conduct the business o f l i f e  in  accordance with the Puritan
work e th ic  and the C a lv in is t d iv is io n  of mankind in to  the e le c t and the
p re te rite .* 35 This s tru c tu ra l  dichotomy bears a strong resemblance to
the b ib lic a l  d iv is io n  of the world in to  the e le c t and the damned,

36p a rtic u la r lv  in  the  C a lv in is t v a ria n t o f b ib lic a l  re lig io n . Rubenstein 
suggests th a t the  s im ila r ity  in  so c ia l s tru c tu re  and doctrine  may not 
be e n tire ly  fo r tu ito u s .

Dominant e l i t e a ,  whether in  government, the economy or the academy, 
tend, f i r s t l y ,  to  be fci possession of jea lously  guarded secre t knowledge 
or inform ation, secondly, hum ility  i s  not one or the hallmarks of 
bureaucra tic  e l i t e s ,  and th ird ly , they arrogate  to themselves godlike 
power to  decide the fa te  of m illio n s , a fa te  from which they are exempt. 
The convergent s tru c tu ra l  and re lig io -m y th ica l elements in  American 
society  could influence the way superfluous population might be handled 
in an extreme economic c r i s i s .  B ureaucratic population riddance 
may be both the  most ’ r a t io n a l ' and most ’economical'  measure by which 
to counter population su rp lus. The Holocaust has shown th a t a dominant 

e l i t e  can deal with the  problem in  th is  manner in  th a t d isposal can be 
confined to  co n tro lla b le  groups and the tem ptation to  la rg e -sca le  murder 
can become i r r e s i s t i b l e  p a r t ic u la r ly  i f  the victim s are perceived as 
d eriv in g  from d if fe re n t  ra c ia l  or e thn ic  backgrounds from the e l i t e .

34. Rubenstein, 'The E lect and the P r e t e r i t*  p. 362, Richard J. Barnet, 
Roota o f  War, Baltim ore, Penguin Books, 1973, p, 48, pp 68 f t .
Rubenstein, 'The E lect and the P r e t e r i t e ', p363.35.

36. Ib id . p. 362.



Could there  be a d ire c t  lin k  between th ia  draconian method of problem­
solving and the C a lv in is t work e th ic  and/or the ideology of Social 
Darwinism? Both secu la r Calvinism and Social Darwinism are employed am 
leg itim ating  ideo log ies fo r propagating the ’ surv ival of the f i t t e s t ' .  

•Briefly s ta te d . Social Darwinism holds th a t the concept of ju s tic e  is  
i llu so ry , th a t v ic to ry  deservedly belongs to  the strong and the f i t ,
and th a t na tu re  must constan tly  e lim inate  the weak and the u n fit in

37order th a t the race su rv iv e .' I t  is  noteworthy that Social Darwinism
38was the one ideology to  which H it le r  was committed throughout h is  career.

C iting Bakan and H ofstadter*s observations, Rubenstein suggests that 
Social Darwinism is  a secu la rised  form of Calvinism in which 'su rv iv a l of 
the f i t t e s t*  i s  the Darwinian equivalent of the C alv in ist 
's a lv a tio n  of the e l e c t ' .  In  both systems the poor and the weak simply 
f a l l  by the wayside. 'D arw in 's v is io n  resembles the b ib lic a l theology 
of h is to ry . The p lig h t of those who su ffe r must be viewed from the larger 
perspective of fhe Great P l a n .^  While in the Bible God i s  the author of 
the Plan, in  Darwin's view i t  is  'N a tu re '. 'What the C a lv in ists  do in 
the name of God, the Social Darw inists do in the name of a strangely  
p ro v id en tia l " N a tu re " .'41 In both views h is to ry  derives i t s  meaning 
from the fa te  of the fo rtuna te  few. ' Of g rea tes t importanoe i»  the fa s t  
tha t both Calvinism and D aruinim  provide a coema ju a ti f ic a tio n  fo r  the 
f e l i c i t y  o f  the few and the misery o f  the many. '  I t  is  th is  feature  
which may re s u l t  in  the u ltim ate  danger to  soc ie ty . An e l i t e  of C alv in ist 
background would probably regard i t  as exceedingly d i f f ic u l t  to 'squander' 
scare*: resources on the impoverished, who are viewed as the obvious objects

of ';od 's  wrath.

___________________________

37. Rubenstein, 'Moral Outrage as False Consciousness', Theny and Society, 
9, (1980), p. 752.

House, 1972, pp. 435 *474.

Beacon P ress , 1955.
40. Rubenstein, 'The E lect and the P r e t e r i t e ' ,  p. 365.

41. Ibid p. 369. 42. Ib id . p. 365.



Darwinist ideas were esp ec ia lly  appealing to success-orien tated  men
who had takun th e ir  chances in a highly competitive in d u s tr ia l society
in  which a l l  honour went to the v ic to rs  w hilst the lo se rs were
relegated  to economic and socia l o b s c u r i ty V ic to r y  was seen in  terms

i 43of ’merely the working-out of a law of nature and a law of God .
Niebuhr observed th a t Calvinism ’ rep e lled ’ the poor and gave 're lig io u s
sanction to  the en te rp rise  of the business man and the in d u s tr ia l is t

44by regarding i t  as a divine c a l l in g '.  jjg

Rubenstein poin ts to  links between Darwin and Protestantism  as well as 
to  links between Darwinism and Protestanism , i f  not Calvinism d ire c tly . 
Darwin was deeply influenced by Thomas Maithus’ 'Essay on P opulation '.
To the extent th a t Darwin's idea of na tu ra l se lec tio n  was c la r if ie d  by 
Malthus* re fle c tio n s  on population, i t  becomes a strange 'th eo d icy '.
I t  is  noteworthy th a t the f u l l  t i t l e  of Darwin's great work was 
The Origins o f  the Species by Means o f  Natural Selection , or the 
Preservation o f  Favoured Races in the Struggle fo r  L ife  (1859). Although 

he did not contemplate any Nazi-type programme for the preservation  of 
favoured rac es , a t the core of Darwin's theory is  the postu la tion  of 
'a  process of se lec tio n  in  which value judgments play no p a r t’

Survival is  not dependent upon v ir tu e s  such as humiliuy and C h ris t- lik e  
agape but on c h a ra c te r is tic s  seen to  be s in fu l in o rig in a l C h ris tian ity , 
such as s,.ftression and avarice. Malthus postulated th a t population

43. Ib id . p. 364. This was a statement made by John D. Rockefeller in
a Sunday school address and is  c ited  by Rubenstein from H ofstadter,
op. c i t .  p. 45.

44. Rubenstein 'The E lect and the P r e te r i te ',  p. 369, c it in g  H. Richard 
Niebuhr, The Social Sources o f  Denaminationalim, op. c i t .  p. 96.

45. Darwin cred ited  Malthus with being the source of the idea of natural
se lec tio n . Malthus saw behind the sca rc ity  of food and the geometric
growth of population a providential design of the Creator. Darwin 
replaces the notion of a Creator with a p rov identia l 'N a tu re '. 
Rubenstein points out that on the surface Darwin's theories appeared 
to be an ti-C h ris tian , yet he sees Social Darwinism as a secularised 
form cf Calvinism p a rtic u la rly  with regard to the survival of the 
f i t t e s t .

46. Rubenstein, 'The E lect and the P re te r i te ’ , p. 363, c it in g  Hans-
Gunther Zmarlik, 'S ocial Darwinism in Germany, Seen as a H isto rica l 
Problem', in Republic to Reich, ed., Hajo Hclbora, New York, Pantheon, 
1972, p. 440.



increases geom etrically while food resources increase a rith m etica lly .■
He understood th is  as an expression of the wise and providentia l design 
of the  C reator. As mankind’s o rig in a l sin  is  'to r p o r ',  in e r tia  and 
laz in ess , unless goaded by sca rc ity  and necessity , both the imbalance 
between population and subsistence and the misery and ev il required 
to keep population in check are part of God's p lan . In h is  wisdom 
God has in f l ic te d  the goad of necessity  and sca rc ity  upon mankind.
'Maithus agrees with both the C a lv in ist and the Social Darwinist 
p o sitio n  th a t those who survive are those chosen to survive, as well as 
i t s  bleak c o ro lla ry . One of the many reasons why Malthus is  a c ruc ia l 
figu re  is  th a t  he an tic ip a te s  the Social Darwinist position  and reveals 
the powerful convergence of re lig io u s  and s c ie n t if ic  themes in th a t 
overwhelmingly important philosophy of l i f e . ' ^

Malthus* ideas on population are s t i l l  the indispensable s ta r tin g  point of 
the contemporary population debate and h is views on the support of the 
indigent are among the e a r l ie s t  expressions of the point of view tha t 
favours cu ttin g  a d r i f t  those who do not have the resources to feed
themselves. Malthus argued th a t public r e l ie f  only serves to 
aggravate the problem of surplus population. Feeding the indigent would 
increase th e ir  numbers which would lead eventually to  exacerbation of 
general sca rc ity  and misery. Opposition to public assistance fo r the 
poor has remained a consisten t theme in  Social Darwinist theory to 

th is  d a y /8

Social Darwinism (and/or secular Calvinism) has not been d iscred ited  as 
a governing ideology of the e l i t e s .  *0n the contrary , i t  gains in 
apparent p la u s ib il i ty  every day the world economy worsens. The decision­
making e l i te s  are p rec ise ly  the groups to whom an ideology dividing 
mankind in to  the fortunate chosen few and the darned m ajority is  most 
a p p e a lin g /9 I f  population explosion fu rther endangers the world the 
p o s s ib ili ty  e x is ts  th a t Social Darwinism or some version of secular 
Calvinism w ill gain g rea ter p la u s ib il ity  among the dominant e l i t e s .
Social Darwinism could provide the leg itim ating  ideology required for 
massive population riddance. Furthermore, the p la u s ib il ity  of Social 
Darwinism is  enormously enhanced by the fac t tha t i t s  roots are to be 
found in both the predominant re lig ious and s c ie n t if ic  tra d itio n s  of

47. Rubenstein, 'The Elect and the P r e te r i te ',  p. 366.
48. Ibid. p. 367. 49. Ib id . *- 36Q.



Through h is  emphasis on C alv in !: and Social Darwinism as leg itim a tin g
ideologies of the g re a te s t u t i l i t y  to decision-making e l i t e s ,
Rubenstein wishes to  make m anifest the depth of our psychic, c u ltu ra l

.and re lig io u s  res is tan ces to any e ffec tiv e  soc ia l or p o l i t ic a l  trans™
form ation, a t  lea s t on the p a rt of those with decision-making power,
although our re lig io u s  and cu ltu ra l heritage  would tend to  work against
such transform ation. Increased misery would confirm ra th e r than
d isc re d it ideologies such as those discussed above. Hoping th a t he doesBjljj K PT 9
not e r r  on the side of pessimism, yet fea rfu l la s t  ’we be tempted

,51 Rubenstein fearsto  an optimism which our s itu a tio n  hardly w arrants' 
th a t mankind may yet be destined to  render f u l l  account fo r having 
accepted a re lig io u s  ideology ' th a t denies the mystery and magic of 
the n a tu ra l order and divides the human order in to  the e le c t and the 
damned' • ^

A M oral Law a t  A uschw itz?

In h is  analysis of the Holocaust Rubenstein poses the painfu l question 
as to whether any law was in fac t broken, and therefore any crime 
committed a t Auschwitz. He suggests tha t i f  there is  any law which 
transcends the law of na tions, any natu ra l or God-ordained law binding 
on a l l  persons, i t  was not operative a t Auschwitz. F ir s t ly ,  the person 
with the highest moral and re lig io u s  au tho rity  during World War I I ,  Pope 
Pius XII, did not regard the Holocaust as worthy of a single p ro tes t 
and, secondly, for the most p a rt , the perpe tra to rs  of the Holocaust were 
restored to  places of d ign ity  in  German society  a f te r  the war. He asks: 
' I f  there is  a law th a t transcends the laws of the sovereign s ta te ,  does 
i t  have any functional sign ificance  i f  i t  is  devoid of a l l  penalty when
violated?

With th is  d istu rb ing  thought in mind, he concludes tha t we liv e  in a 
world which is  functionally  Godless. B ib lical man stood in  awe of God 
and his law, but th is  is  no longer true of decision-making e l i t e s .  I t  
appears th a t i f  a 'h igher law' does exfer* i t  sa fe ly  can be ignored.

50. Ib id . p. 369. 51. Ibid. p . 371. 52. Ib id . p. 3/1.
53. Rubenstein. R eflec tions on the Holocaust. Cf. The Cunning

o f  H istory, pp. 64 f f .



I t  i* apparent th a t no law th a t m attered waa broken a t Auschwitz, hence 
no crime was committed in  a functionally  Godless world. As to  whether 
something worse than a crime was committed, i t  seem*- .net our 
tra d itio n a l  e th ic a l ,  legal and theological c a t c f  w# f a i l  us when 
applied to the Holocaust. 'The process of secu la riza tion  thus ends 
where i t  began. In f.ho beginning secu la riza tion  involved the dem yatifie 
cation  and lim ita tio n  of the sovereign 's power. In the end the secular 
s ta te  has dethroned a l l  m ystifications of power save i t s  own. When
unchecked, the modern s ta te  has the power to become the only true  god

9 .

on ea rth . I t  has the capacitv  to  arrogate to i t s e l f  the u ltim ete power 
of d iv in ity , the power to  decide who sh a ll l iv e  an who sh a ll d ie , as i t  
did under H itle r  and S ta l in .* ^

The N igh t S id e  o f  th e  Ju d aeo -C ’u r i s t i a n  T r a d i t io n

Rubenstein suggests th a t theologians miss the point when, on examining 
the Holocaust, they f a i l  to  perceive th a t the causes of our predicament 
l ie  in  the Jewish and C hristian  tra d itio n s . The Judaeo-Christian 
tra d itio n  therefo re  is  viewed as an in tr in s ic  p e rt of the problem and 
cannot be applied as therapy for the s i t u a t i o n .A l t h o u g h  i t  undoubtedly 
possesses a good and worthy s id e , the 'n ig h t s ide ' of the Judaeo-Christian 
tra d itio n  was revealed in  the world o f the death camps in the society of 
to ta l  domination engendered by th a t tradition.""* 1
Abolition of th is  t ra d itio n  would be both unrealistv.c and impossible. We 
are enmeshed in  i t  in both i t s  re lig io u s  and a a f  '
only Conceptually d is t in c t  from ourselves. TI 
overcome is  through world-wide catastrophe in 
know i t  would disappear. We have the weapon? 
about and such an even tuality  th e re fo re , ia  fea s ib le . The 'c u re ' of the 
i lln e s s  called  the ' Judeao-Christian tra d itio rf  would thus be in f in ite ly  
more traum atic than the disease i t s e l f .

ted forms and i t  is  
)  i t  could be 

v .l ie a tio n  as we 
, v ' ig th is  destruction

54. Rubenstein, R eflec tions on the Holocaust.



A consideration  of R ubenstein '• a tt i tu d e  to  secu la risa tio n  would 
not be complete without reference to some of h is  e a r l ie r  views on 
technology. In Morality and E ro e ,^  he began to  examine the 
im plications of technology fo r our age. He, as y e t, had not arrived 
at h is  conclusion concerning bureaucratic  domination and mass slaughter, 
but began to  perceive the a lte ra t io n  in  human self-ew rreness which 
has resu lted  from the techno-cu ltu ra l revolution of our tim es. Neither 
then, nor now, was technological progress perceived as an unmixed 
b lessing .

Morality and Eroe is  a work in  which Rubenstein considers e th ica l values 
a f te r  the death of God. In th is  work he argued th a t the techno-cultural 
revolution of our times has rad ic a lly  a lte red  ou- id e n ti t ie s .  Unlike 
our grandparents, we no longer have the secu rity  of being rooted in 
primary r e l ig io -c u l tu ra l  coununities with th e ir  accompanying insurance 
of social and re lig io u s  s ta b i l i ty  and sense of id e n tity . The rapid 
advance of technology has exploded and reshaped our view of ourselves 
in the world. Technological advancement l ie s  a t  the root of our 
transform ation and confusion in  four sp ec ific  areas which are a l l  
in te rre la te d . Rubenstein id e n tif ie s  these as (a) the sexual revolution 
which has re su lte d  from the a v a i la b i li ty  of the p i l l ,  (b) theP  

communications revo lu tion , (c) the collapse of au th o rity , and (d) a 
development in  our perception of time which he designates as 'th e  
end of days. '
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

57. Morality and Eroe was published in  1970. I t  represents Rubenstein's 
attem pts to  answer some of the most pressing e th ica l and moral 
questions ra ised  a f te r  the death of the God who acts in h is to ry .
The contents of the f i r s t  chapter which are discussed here deal 
with the tzans format ion in man's nature as a re su lt  of the present 
technological age. Rubenstein's views as presented here 
culminate in  h is  thoughts on modernity and technology as elaborated 
in The Cunning o f  H istory. In Morality and Eros, pp. 22, 23, 
Rubenstein suggests th a t man has been thrown back on h is own 
resources and w ill have to attempt to c rea te  a new system of 
values to  deal with the s tre sse s  and opportunities of our times. 
There w ill  be various d iffe re n t systems of in sigh t with which 
to confront the human s itu a tio n . Morality and Eroe is  an atteispt 
to formulate one such system in tha face of the death of God and 
rad ica l sec u la r ! ty .



(a) The a v a i la b i l i ty  of ' the P ill*  and o ther contraceptive 
devices has elim inated the most re a l d e te rren t to  l ib e ra l  
sexual g r a t i f ic a t io n . Freud regarded c iv i l is a t io n  as 
in im ical to  sexual g ra tif ic a tio n  in  th a t he believed th a t 
an advanced complex soc ia l s tru c tu re  would lead to heightened 
ind iv idual rep ression . Repression would be the p rice  paid 
by socie ty  fo r achieving and m aintaining c iv i l is a t io n . Freud 
feared , however, th a t th is  heightened repression  could lead 
to  an explosion of fru s tra te d  energies which would re s u l t  in  
the possib le  destruction  of the so c ia l o rder. Rubensteic 
suggests th a t in  the l ig h t  of the sexual revo lu tion , the 
v a lid i ty  of Freud’ s views seems doubtfu l. Sexuel hedonism 
has not been fru s tra te d  by c iv i l is a t io n .  In fa c t ,  technology 
has made sexual freedom, p ra c tic a lly , i f  not psychologically, 
fea s ib le  fo r the f i r s t  time in  human h is to ry . Technology 
cannot abolish  the psychological ground for sexual repression , 
but a t the same tim e, technology has abolished the most 
important p ra c tic a l ju s tf ic a tio n  fo r postponement of sexual 
g ra t i f ic a t io n  by consenting ad u lts . I t  has, there fo re , 
ra ised  new moral questions in re la tio n  to sexual p rac tice  
in  the secu lar world.

*

(b) The communications revo lu tion  has resu lted  in the shrinking of 
the world in  the perception of human beings. Redio, 
te le v is io n  and the motion p ic tu re  have resu lted  in the 
c h ild ’ s a b i l i ty  to  apprehend the world in the form described 
by Marshall McLuhan as 'th e  global v i l l a g e '.^ 8 Viewers have 
a more in tim ate encounter with p o l i t ic a l  leaders than they 
would have had without technology. This o ften  leads to  the 
d ire c tin g  of i r r a t io n a l  emotions toward ..hem, frequently  
re su ltin g  in v io lence. In  f a c t ,  the frequent depiction of 
v iolence on te lev is io n  exposes the young to a l i t e r a l  
pornography of v io lence. Through the zoom lens of the camera

______________________________________

58. Rubenstein, M orality and Eroe, p. 4. See Marshall McLuhan, 
Understanding Media. McGraw-Hill, New York, 1965, and 
McLuhan and Quentin F iore, The Medium i s  the Message,
Bantam Books, New York, 1967.



we a re  exposed to sexual intim acies h ith e rto  unavailable 
fo r mass consumption. This has led to d issa tis fa c tio n  w ith 
sexual d en ia l. Man no longer needs to be sa tis f ie d  with 
sc a rc ity  and rep ression .

R apidity of communication has a lte re d  our sequential 
experience o f tim e. Rubenstain reminds us of the ’unreal* 
nature of the screening of a world-renowned figure walking on 
te lev is io n  a t the same time as h is  b u ria l is  taking p lace. He 
suggests th a t archaic p re - l i te r a te  man experienced time 
non-sequentially  and th a t we are increasingly sharing the time

MKm m

sense of archaic  man. 59

The collapse of au tho rity  in  p o l i t ic s ,  re lig io n  and m orality 
pervades contemporary c u ltu re . T o ta lita r ia n  domination of the 
s ta te  apparatus has replaced genuine charism atic au thority  and
reaiaius an ever-presen t danger in  any advanced in d u s tria l

. 60
c - m i t , .  4 I  I  ; I  I
There is  marked evidence of the collapse of au thority  in  the 
student reb e llio n s of the nineteen s ix t ie s .  Students today 
are w ell educated and they have never known what i t  means to  
stand in awe o f p o l i t ic a l  le a d e rs . Through te lev is io n  they 
have f e l t  on fam ilia r terms with p o l i t ic a l  leaders since 
childhood. Above a l l ,  however, fa ilu re  of establishment 
leaders to prevent two world wars, mass genrcide and la rg e - 
scale  rac ia l in ju s tic e  as well as th e ir  fa ilu re  to  prevent th% 
th re a t of ecological d isa s te r  has l e f t  the young with l i t t l e

59. I t  i s  in te re s tin g  to note th a t Rubenstein sees th is  a lte ra tio n  
in  time sense p a r t ia l ly  as a consequence of technology. He 
s t a te s : *In part th is  s h if t  is  a re su lt of the decline of the 
l in e a r , typographical m entality  which predominated during the 
c u ltu ra l supremacy of the p rin tin g  press. E lectronic technology 
has a lte red  our sequential experience of time. There was 
something ghostly about the way Martin Luther Ring addressed
us on te lev is io n  as we watched the mule wagon carry h is  casket 
to h is  grave. Archaic, p re l i te ra te  man tended to experience 
time consequentially . We too increasingly  share h is  tim e-cense.' 
Morality and Eroe, p. 14.

60. Rubenstein suggests th a t anonymous bureaucrats are increasingly 
taking over leadership in place of genuine charism atic leaders 
such as John and Robert Kennedy and Martin Luther King, a l l
of whom were fe lled  by assass in s’ b u lle ts . Morality and Eros, p. 8 .
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reason to  follow  w illin g ly  those in  power. Rubenstein thus sees
the world-wide student rev o lt as an expression of d is tru s t  of

*  .' 'those in  power.

The breakdown in  au tho rity  has also come a t  a time when young 
(and old) are able to enjoy the benefits  o f the secular c ity  
such au anonymity, m obility and unprecedented personal freedom. 
Because our re lig io u s  tra d itio n s  no longer speak meaningfully to 
us as a re su lt  of the revolutionary  cu ltu ra l changes to  the 
present e ra . the au tho rity  of the clergy has diminished and th e ir  
leadership  has becosm inadequate. They frequently  are  suspicious
about, and h o s tile  to , the recent changes in  human behaviour 
p a tte rn s . Their p ricery  function, in  Rubenstein*s view, is  to  act 
as preservers of t ra d itio n  and m aintainers of con tinu ity . They 
form an indispensable lin k  with the p a s t .61

Most im portantly, the collapse  of au thority  cannot be divorced
from the question of the death of God. 'The ultim ate  consequence
of the death of God is  th a t we stand nakedly alone when
deciding m atters of r ig h t and wrong. Authority and tra d itio n

62are no longer decisive in  personal decision-m aking.' E thical 
decisions are no longer determined by divine command or re lig ious 
norms, but by what the individual wants and what he fee ls  he can 
afford m ateria lly  and psychologically . 'The death of God is  a 
symbol of the collapse of ultim ate au tho rity , espec ially  in the 
e th ica l and re lig io u s  spheres. The death of God i s  not something
that has happened to God. I t  has happened to  us. ,63

The coro llary  v. th is  view is  th a t i f  men face th e ir  predicament 
they w ill re a lis e  that they are dependent on th e ir  own resources 
with which to create  values and s tru c tu res  by which they can 
liv e . Nevertheless, moral n ih ilism  is  not the appropriate 
response to the death of God. With the collapse of au thority

61. Rubenstein, Morality and Ero«, p. 21. Rubenstein c ite s  the 
Babylonian Talmud (Tractate Shabbat t 112b) ' I f  they (the 
wise men and re lig ious scholars of e a r l ie r  generations) were 
like  angels, we are like  ordinary men. I f  they were like  
ordinary men, we are lik e  donkeys.'

62. Rubenstein, Morality and Eros, p. 10. 63. Ib id .



sum has absolute freedom, but i t  i s  absolute only insofar as
re sp o n sib ility  for the decisions heman is  prepared to  ass

takes. He must always be aware of the e th ic a l and moral
lim its  inherent in  the human condition. These lim its  are not
the expression of the a rb itra ry  w ill of an a lie n  God, but are 
inherent in  the very s tru c tu re  of p o s s ib i l i t ie s  availab le to 
as a so c ia l and b io log ica l organism.**

Rubenstein 's conception of the ' l a s t  o f days' is  closely
Both Judaismlinked with the above mtioned considerations, 

and C h ris tian ity  have regarded the present world order as in
some way incomplete and marked by excessive su ffe ring . Each has 
contrasted th is  world with some notion o f a world to  come.
thus con trasting  world and kingdom. The Jewish view of the 
kingdom is  completely worldly. I t  envisages God's kingdom as
a resto red  Zion in  which God w ill reign  supreme and in which 
h is  people w ill dwell in  p e rfec t harmony with h is ways. The
b ib lic a l view re s ts  on the conviction th a t God w ill u ltim ately  
transform the huaun condition. However, th is  view, according
to  Rubenstein, refuses to  accept a c e rta in  inexorable necessity  
which defines and lim its  the human condition. In h is in te rp re t 
ta tio n , the inauguration of th is  period requires no divine agency. 
I t  also contains many elements inim ical to human happiness, 
which ind icates th a t unlike the tra d itio n a l view which a sse rts
th a t the la s t  of days w ill be characterised  by unending
f e l ic i ty ,  human suffering  is  a re a l i ty  which must be faced.

Imbuing the term ' l a s t  of days' with to ta l ly  d iffe ren t content 
and meaning Rubenstein a sse rts  that the most s ig n ifican t re su lt 
of technology is  th a t we may already be liv in g  in the time of 
the la s t  of days. ' I  believe th a t our era can be described as 
the time of the la s t days!65 I ts  worst aspect is  the p o ss ib ili ty  
of mega-murder of e n tire  nations by dehumanising technological
means. Hand to  hand combat had b u i l t - in  r e s tra in ts  which would
now no longer be operative. The technology of mega-murder is  
pa ra lle led  by promotion of the health  sciences so that humanity 
'seems bent upon creating  a population surplus s t  the very

64 Ib id . 65. Ib id . p. 11.

_ _



moment that th a t surplus i s  disposable with the la

Relations

su ic ida l 
o rId  with him

mass death

i, and others 
a t  day. 'We 
beings nor do 
i we w ill

technical or moral impediment. The collapse of au thority
severely lim its  the effectiveness of re lig io u s or moral

,  ,

r e s tra in ts  on large-sca le  nuclear aggression .'
between East and West r e s t  on a tenuous 'balance of terror* 
which always stands the r isk  of exploding under a su ic ida l 
psychotic p o l i t ic a l  leader resolving to  take the world with him 
in  an apocalyptic act of se lf-d e s tru c tio n . Auschwitz and 
Hiroshima were two highly successful experiments in  mass death. 
In the lig h t of the occurrence of such events and with 
heightened technology since those two events, every day is  
p o ten tia lly  the la s t  day for mankind because of mankind's 
incredible inventive genius.

As a coro llary  to  h is  view of the la s t  of days, Rubenstain

in h is  position, live  each day as p o ten tia lly  the l a s t  day. 'We 
never lose s ig h t of t ’ e rad ica l contingency of our beings nor do 
we ever elude the enco passing Nothingness in which we w ill

without any attem pts a t  deception i f  men is  to liv e  th is  l i f e  
fu lly  and au th en tica lly . Man can and should live  in  the p resen t. 
Technology has helped remove many of the obstacles to 
g ra tif ic a tio n  in  th is  world, thus making th<* uwri<j the dominant 
category, therefo re  'a t  the gut level* many men fee l that 
th is  l i f e  is  the only l i f e  they w ill ever have. Contemporary 
man has the growing capacity to liv e  a l i f e  appropriate to  h is 
body. 'In c reasin g ly , men find themselves incapable of 
experiencing time as lin e a r , fu tu re-o rien ted , and goal d irec ted . 
This s h if t  is  re la ted  to the categories of world and kingdom.^® 
Although Western men have inherited  the b ib lic a l view of lin ea r 
time, they find  themselves unable any longer to share th is  
temporal s e n s ib ili ty . Rubenstein a sse rts  th a t our time-sense 
resembles tha t of the archaic pagan world. Time is  increasingly 
experienced as c y c lic a l. Though the l i f e  of the individual is  
l in e a r , the l i f e  of the species is  re p e tit iv e  and c y c lic a l. An

cannot accept a b e lie f  in  personal imm ortality. He, and others

inev itab ly  be d isso lved .*6  ̂ This fac t should be confronted
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individual may transform the conditions of h is  l i f e  w ithin 
the inexorable lim its  of human biology, but 'th e  dream that 
the species could ever be transformed by t i a  ab o litio n  of pain, 
su ffe rin g , and death has an element of pa the tic  and u n re a lis tic  
fantasy about i t .  Were pain and death abolished, the species 
would cease...T he species survives by means of the l i f e  and 
death of the individual' .** Species time requires an unending 
re p e titio n  of ind iv iduals . According to Rubenstein, there  is  no 
coming kingdom; there is  only the world constantly  replenishing 
i t s e l f .

'Vov has become the decisive temporal c a t e g o r y * a n d  there is  
a s ig n ific an t re la tio n  between the s h if t  in time-senee and the 
new hedonism. Linear time re f le c ts  a search fo r fu lfilm ent in 
the fu tu re , and, as such, is  both repressive and a confession 
of the fa ilu re  of the present order in i t s  compensating hope 
for the fu tu re . Within the given lim ita tions of the human 
s itu a tio n  men should emphasise present re a lisa tio n  of bodily 
g ra tif ic a tio n . C iting Norman 0. Brown,^ Rubenstein suggests 
tha t * resu rrec tio n  of the body* should take place. Brown 
imbues the idea of resu rrec tion  with contemporary substance.
Men with resurrected  bodies would not be estranged from th e ir  
own sk in s . They would be lib e ra ted  from death in l i f e  ra ther 
than from death, and would be free  to enjoy bodily pleasure 
unhindered by neurotic repression . Such men could accept 
death for men do not fear death because they find th e ir  own 
ann ih ila tion  in to le rab le , but because they have not fu lly  lived 
the l i f e  proper to th e ir  bodies. Rubenstein warns, however, 
th a t he who accepts the body completely must also bow before 
the in e v ita b ili ty  of pain, su ffe ring , disease and the f in a l 
triumph of death. The la s t  days w ill  be a time of r e tu r  and an 
end to bodily a liena tion .

Ib id . pp. 14, 15.
Ib id . p. 16. I t  should be noted th a t nou is  a lso the decisive 
temporal category according to the true  in ten tion  of the Bible. 
'S ecu la r ' means 'th is-w orld ly* .
Brown, Norman, 0 . ,  L ife  Against Death, Wesleyan U niversity 
Press, Middletown, Conn., 1959. pp. 307 f t .



One of the most agonising aspects of the la s t  of days, which 
has been created by technology, la  the ab o litio n  of labour.
The ab o litio n  of labour renders m illions of sen and women 
vocationally  superfluous. Pew enteilm ents of the new technology

With Rubenstein 's prevailingare os p o ten tia lly  d isa s tro u s .
view th a t the Holocaust and o ther progri a of mass murder are
attem pts to  r id  the world of unwanted population groups, h is  
observation in Morality and Eroe re ta in s  v a lid ity . 'Our most
agonising problem may very w ell be our extraordinary  freedom.. .  
B ib lica l man sinned by p i t t in g  h is own w ill before God's.
Contemporary man is  by no means without h is  lim its  but h is  w ill

72need no longer be res tra in ed  by the w ill of God.* Paraphrasing 
Dostoevsky's Ivan Karamazov, Rubenstein suggests th a t 'whether 
or not God i s  dead, p ra c tic a lly  everything is  now perm issib le ' 73

' I f  by the death of God we mean the triumph of the secular s p i r i t  
and i t s  ra tio n a lis in g  modes of behavior and consciousness, we 
can hardly re jo ice  a t a l l  th a t th a t triusiph has m e a n t . 'T h a t  
triumph has meant dehumanisation, the measuring of human worth in  
purely monetary terms and an advanced technology which has
rendered m illions of men and women vocationally  superfluous 
re su ltin g  in the in tra c ta b le  problem of population surp lus. I t
has a lso  meant the growth of a consciousness wdich has made 
possib le  p ra c tic a l bureaucratic  an n ih ila tio n  of surplus population.
One of i t s  most fearsome im plications i s  the th rea t of ir re v e rs ib le  
damage to the ecosphere by d ra s tic  nuclear p o llu tion . Given the
temporal horizons of our c u ltu re , th is  could render la .g e  population 
centres uninhabitable fo r thousands of years.

I t  has been suggested by Rubenstein th a t Ln« measure of human 
worthlessness and redundancy has reached such depths th a t the 
secu lar ra t io n a li ty  which defines worth in monetary terms is  now 
pushing beyond i t s e l f  in  an attempt to rec o n stitu te  a re lig ioua  
d e fin itio n  of worth. He perceives a re lig io u s  response to  the

72. Rubenstein, Morality and Eroet p. 19.
73. Ib id . pp. 19, 20.
74. Rubenstein, Plenarv Addrees.



fee ling  of superflu ity  in  the emergence of a il le n a r ia n  c u lts . 
Those rendered redundant by the secu lar s p i r i t  may adopt new 
forms of re lig io u s consciousness which o ffe r them hope. They 
may, or may not succeed in  th e ir  quest. The Jim Jones c u lt is  
a pe rtinen t example of u sec t which fa ile d , Jones’ promised 
heaven on earth  was h e ll from the very s t a r t .  Instead of a New 
Heaven and a New Earth the People's Temple found a dead end. 
Their b iza rre  sexual acts symbolised th e ir  to ta l  break with the 
values of the world which had re jec ted  them. Judged worthless 
by the standard methods of soc ie ty , they were temptsd to 
re je c t i t s  behavioural norms. The mass suicide of the 
sect in Guyana demonstrates what a group of people might oo i f
they or th e ir  leaders came to  regard the negative aspects of 
th e ir  condition as i r r e v e r s ib le .^

The 'f in a l  irony of the triumph of p rac tic a l ra tio n a lity  might 
be th a t, in an era of ir re v e rs ib le  transform ation and mass 
impotence, the decisive model m ijht be n e ither Hoses, nor Jesus, 
nor Buddha, nor Mohammed but Samson' Self destruction  might 
be the u ltim ate tem ptation o r so lu tion  to  our predicament and the 
destructive  resources availab le  so tomorrow's Samsons might be 
in f in i te ly  g rea ter than those availab le  now.

The S c i e n t i f i c  World View

There seems to  be l i t t l e  doubt th a t the Weltanschauung put forward 
by the b ib lic a l view of man and creation  released men to  promote the 
development of science and modern technology. However, in  the l ig h t of 
the above-mentioned observations one le n t  question the ultim ate 
benefits  of modern technology. Can they be seen in  termo of the 
lib e ra tio n  of man? Is th e ir  outcome <tn unqualified success? One must 
also ask the question whether man has not in  some way overstepped hie 
lim its  an-l made of technology, and thereby him self, a un ity . With h is 
emphasis on the methods of science he has ceased to  be »ble to  view 
the supernatural. Vernon P ra tt suggests that as a consequence of the
s c ie n t if ic  method, the supernatural has become incomprehensible to man. 77

75. Ib id . 76. Ib id .
77. P ra t t ,  Vernon, Reliaion and Secularisa tion , op. c i t .
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An old Jewish legend, which predates the technological e ra  by 
cen tu ries , is  enlightening with regard to th is  problem. Samuel E. 
^a r -* re la te s  th a t when I s r a e l 's  Weizoann In s ti tu te  acquired i t s  
second computer, the s ta f f ,  on groping for an appropriate nickname 
for i t ,  came up with the unanimous decision to  c a ll i t  'The Golem'.
In  Jewish fo lk lo re  a go'^m  is  a man-made robot. I t  is  said th a t the 
prophet Jeremiah and a companion once searched for the sacred formula 
to  create  such a golem. They savoured success when a robot suddenly 
appeared before them. Etched on i t s  forehead were the Hebrew words 
Adonai Elohim Emet, 'God the Lord is  t r u th '.  Bearing a knife in i t s  
hand, the robot scratched out the l e t t e r  aleph from the word Emet 
thus making the in sc rip tio n  read Adoinai Elohim Met, 'God the Lord 
is  dead . Karff points out th a t th is  remarkably perceptive legend 
embraces the fear th a t a new age of unprecedented human se lf -a s s e r t io r  
w ill  destroy the tra d itio n a l image of man. At the same time, the 
tra d itio n a l image of God is  d is to rte d .

Martin Buber has observed the dangers present in our age. In his
I  and Tkou he has described the two possible a ttitu d e s  to  the world
characterised  by the I - I t  and the I-Thou. The I - I t  is  the a tt i tu d e
which must necessarily  be adopted fo r s c ie n t if ic  knowledge and progress
'The primary connexion of men with the world of I t  is  comprised in
experiencing, which continually  reco n stitu te s  the world, and ueing,
which leads the world to  i t s  manifold aim, the susta in ing , re liev in g ,
and equipping of human l i f e . '^ *  Buber emphasises tha t the 'primary
word I-I t. is  not of ev il -  as m atter is  not of e v il . I t  is  of ev il
-  as m atter i s ,  which presumes to have the qua lity  of present being.
I f  a man le ts  i t  have the mastery, the continually  growing world
of I t  overruns him and robs him of the re a l i ty  of his own I ,  t i l l  the
incubus over him and the ghost w ithin him whisper to one another the
confession of th e ir  non-salvation'. Without derogating the I - I t
a tt i tu d e  as such, Buber warns: 'And in a l l  the seriousness of tru th ,
hear th is :  without I t  man cannot l iv e . But he who liv e s  with I t

81alone is not a man.'

78. K arff, Samuel E ., 'Man's Power and Limits in a Technological Age*, 
vudiiem. Spring 1974, p. 161.

79. Buber, Martin, I  and Thou, p. 38.
80. Ib id . p. 46. 81. Ib id . p. 34.



Ruber, in  h is Eclipse o f  Cod described the tenor of the age through
rfhich we are liv in g . ’ In our age, the I - I t  re la tio n , g igan tica lly
swollen, has usurped, p ra c tic a lly  uncontested, the mastery and the
ru le . The I of th is  re la tio n , an I  th a t possesses a l l ,  makes a l l ,
succeeds with a l l ,  th is  I th a t is  unable to  say Thou, unable to
meet a being e s s e n tia lly , is  the lord of the hour. This selfhood
th a t has become omnipotent, w ith a l l  the I t  around i t ,  can na tu ra lly
acknowledge n e ith e r God nor any genuine absolute which manifests
i t s e l f  to man as of non-human o rig in . I t  steps in  between and shuts

09
o ff  from us the l ig h t  of heaven.'

I t  must be noted th a t while Buber did not see the modern era as an
unmixed b lessing , he could a t le a s t look forward to the p o ss ib il i ty  of
improvement in  the s itu a tio n . 'Such i s  the nature of th is  hour. But
what of the next? I t  is  a modern su p e rs titio n  th a t the character of an

83age acts as fa te  fo r the n e x t.’

82. Ruber, M artin, Eclipse o f  Godt p. 129. Rubenstein has a negative 
view of Buber’ s fa ilu re  to  confront the Holocaust as a centval 
theological issue . In ' Buber and the Holocaust r Some Reconsiders1 
tions on the 100th Anniversary of h is B ir th ',  Michigan Quarterly 
Review, Spring 1979, pp. 382 -402, Rubenstein suggests that 
because Buber does not take in to  consideration the very rea l 
issues of d ign ity  and power in  the Jewish h is to r ic  s itu a tio n , and 
instead o ffe rs  utopian admonitions and even rh e to ric , he f a i l s
to deal r e a l i s t ic a l ly  w ith l i f e  and death problems. Rubenstein 
considers Buber's teachings irre lev an t to the tragedies of h is  
time. Yet, he confesses: 'Of one th ing, however, I am c e r ta in .
We needed him. Why, I do not know.’ (p. 402).
Even i f  Rubenstein's views in th is  regard have m erit, I am 
convinced th a t Buher had great in sig h t in to  the human s itu a tio n  
as i t  re la te s  to  the depersonalising a ttitu d e s  ungendered by 
the s c ie n t if ic  world view. Rabbi Joseph Sternberg, in an address 
a t Temple Ansche Chased, said of Buber: 'The postwar world was 
plunged into profound philosophic and experien tia l perp lex ity , 
both individual and c o lle c tiv e . Armed with technological 
weaponry, equipped with s c ie n tif ic  advances, engaged in automatic 
a c tiv i ty , man stood in danger of losing h is soul. Martin Ruber 
came to  find i t  for him .' Quoted by Aubrey Hodes, Encouncer with 
Martin Buber, Penguin Books, London, 1975, pp. 100, 101.

83. Buber, Martin, Eclipse o f  God, p. 129. Buber indicates that 
there may be some hope in  h is words: 'Something is  taking place 
in the depths tha t as yet needs no name. To-morrow even i t  may 
happen that i t  w ill be beckoned from the heigh ts, across the 
heads of the earth ly  archons. The eclipse  of the lig h t of God 
is  no ex tin c tio n ; even to-morrow that which has stepped in 
between may give way.' Eclipse o f  God, p. 129.
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Ruben#tein, in  h is  unsparing analysis of modernity and i t s  f r u i ts ,
o ffe rs  a view which is  almost to ta l ly  devoid of hope. He is  deeply
apprehensive concerning technological c iv i l is a t io n 's  u ltim ate
denouement, which he sees in terms of world-wide apocalyptic
catastrophe. He s tre sse s  th a t h is  concluding scenario is  one which
could q u ite  conceivably unfold. The only hope he can o ffe r  is  th a t
h is envisaged scenario may not necessarily  come about, but h is hope
is  tempered by the conviction tha t the d e lica te  balance of te rro r
between East and West i s  tenuous and th a t mankind w ill only rid
i t s e l f  of i t s  weaponry through u se .8* His message is  undeniably
p essim is tic . His aim, however, is  not to  be e n tire ly  pessim istic  

*: ■ H n  H
but to  examne the general phenomenon of mass destructiveness in our
age in  order to  understand our hazards. He is  convinced th a t only by
fu lly  comprehending our c u ltu re 's  inherent dangers can we hope to
overcome them. In the shadow of the Holocaust he suggests that a
lu itab le  aphorism fo r our times can be: 'The dreams of reason bring

85fo rth  m onsters '. I t  seems th a t he believes tha t somehow we can 
defeat the monster we have created when he s ta te s  c ry p tica lly  that 
'every  th inker who has ever seriously  re f le c ted  on the "death of God"
has awaited the moment of d iv ine re b ir th * •86

84. Rubenstein, M orality and Eros, p . 12.
85. Rubenstein, Plenav; Addrette.
86. Ibid.
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Human kind cannot bear very much r e a lity .

AN EXCURSUS INTO THE PSYCHOANALYTIC THEORIES OF SIGMUND FREUD AS A 
BACKGROUND TO RUBENSTEIN'S THINKING OF THE NINETEEN SIXTIES

C H A P T E R

t  a  E lio t

Ludwig Feuerbach

God ie  the h ighest su b je c tiv ity  o f  mm abstracted  
from him self.

As a theologian who fe e ls  the need to speak meaningfully to  the men
of h is  time, Rubenstein has been moulded decisively  by events and 
thinking of the tw entieth century. The most s ig n if ic a n t h is to r ic a l
events which shaped h is  theology are the Holocaust and the 
re-establishm ent of the S tate  of I s ra e l ,  while the most in flu e n tia l

of the nineteen s ix tie s  arein te l le c tu a l  movements upon h is  thought
e x is te n tia lism  and psychoanalysis.1 His f i r s t  four msjor works.
A fte r  Auschuits, The Religious Imagination, My Brother Paul, and 
Morality and Eros, led me to the inescapable conclusion th a t the 
Freudian element was the most dominant aspect of h is  thought and that, 
the o ther influences were conditioned by h is  deep indebtedness and 
loyalty  to the monumental ed ifice  of Freud's psychoanalytic in sigh t. 
This re lian ce  on Freud overshadows, and to  a great ex ten t, explains 
his rad ica l theo log ical standpoint.

Richard L. Rubenstein, A fter Auschuits, p. x i.



For th is  reason, any examination of Rubenstein 's theology cannot 
be cooiplete without a consideration of psychoanalysis and i t s  
influence on h is  th inking. Perhaps i t  is  not e n tire ly  surprising

2 IB Hth a t the ’Godless Jew’ who stood as an in te l le c tu a l  colossus in the 
early  decades of the tw entieth  century was to  exert a seminal 
influence on the sx>st prominent Jewish ’death of God* theologian 
(and, th e re fo re , the most outspoken 'G odless' Jew) of the 
nineteen s ix t ie s .

The most obvious influences on h is  current thought seem to  be 
philosophies of Max Weber, G. W. F. Hegel aud F riedrich  Nietssche. 
However, as I  find  Rubenstein 's message of the nineteen s ix tie s  
to  be the most v iab le  in terms of the maintenance of Judaism, sa l  
as th a t message is  deeply Freudian and functional in i t s  emphasis, 
the development of psychoanalysis w ill be described. The general 
d irec tio n  of Rubenstein’ s Freudian leanings w ill  be indicated and w ill 
receive f u l le r  consideration  in  the chapters which follow.

S I G M U N D F R E U D

Before d iscussing  Freud's influence on Rubenstein i t  w ill  be necessary 
to ind ica te  some of Freud’ s cen tra l psychoanalytic th eo ries , not only 
as he applied them to  re lig io n , but as they described the human 
p e rso n a lity . In fa c t ,  Freud 's psychosocial and re lig io u s  theories 
can only be understood when seen against h is conception of the 
indiv idual psyche. Freud, the undisputed founder of psychoanalysis, was 
also the o r ig in a to r  of applied psychoanalysis in tha t app lication  of 
psychoanalytic in sig h ts  to  soc ia l and c u ltu ra l phenomena began with 
Freud h im self. Rubenstein makes extensive use of Freud's subsequent 
applied psychoanalysis.

Sigmund Freud (b. 1856 -  d. 1939), undoubtedly one of the most 
in f lu e n tia l  and con troversial th inkers of the tw enteith century, 
opened the way to  a new, comprehensive understanding of the human

2. In p riva te  correspondence with Pastor Oscar P f is te r ,  1928, Freud 
wrote, 'Why was i t  th a t none of the pious ever discovered 
psychoanalysis? Why did i t  have to  wait for a completely 
Godless Jew?' Quoted by David S tafford-C lark in  the prelude to 
h is book, What Freud Really Said, Pelican Books, 1967.
Also in  Gordis, R ., ’The Two Faces of Freud’ , Judaism, Vol. 24, 
No. 2, Spring 1975,



mind through psycheanalyeIs. Psychology was estab lished  as an 
independent science in  the middle of the nineteenth century. 
According to  Hall and Lindxr?, Freud challenged the tra d itio n a l 
psychology of h is  day by positing  the idea of the unconscious in  a 
d isc ip lin e  which had previously confined i t s  investiga tion  to  the 
study of consciousness in  normal adult human behaviour. Watson,* 
extending the h is to ry  of psychology to a n tiq u ity , suggests th a t the 
in te rp re ta tio n  of psychology p rio r  to  Freud as concerning i t s e l f  
exclusively  w ith conscious experience is  inaccurate . The influence 
of unconscious phenomena had been a theme throughout the ages 
from P la to 's  sleeping beast through A ugustine's lim itle ss  room of 
memory to  Aquinas' in a b il i ty  to  view the soul apart from awareness of 
i t s  a c ts  as w ell as in  the thought of D escartes, Spinoza, Leibniz and 
o th e rs . Freud, th e re fo re , did not discover the unconscious. His 
o r ig in a li ty  lay in the fac t th a t none o f the above-mentioned th inkers 
grasped the c ru c ia l importance of unconscious motivation in  human
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o th ers . Freud, th e re fo re , did not discover the unconscious. His 
o r ig in a li ty  lay in the fac t th a t none o f the above-mentioned th inkers 
grasped the c ru c ia l importance of unconscious motivation in  hums” 
behaviour or found as e f f ic ie n t  a way to  study i t  as well as did 
Freud's con tribu tion  lay in  h is  in sistence  on the immense power 
influence wielded by unconscious fac to rs on conscious human beha

the fa r  g rea te r p a r t , below the surface of the w ater, represents 
vast dark domain of the unconscious in which 'are  to  be found th

Based on a model by Fechner, Freud likened the mind to an iceber 
which the v is ib le  area above the water rep resen ts consciousness

the passions, the repressed ideas and fee lin g s -  a great underwo 
v i ta l ,  unseen forces which exercise an imperious control over th  
conscious thoughts and deeds of sum'

Psychoanalysis was launched as a movement in  as decisive and 
con troversia l a manner is  a new re lig io n  or p o l i t ic a l  movement

4. Watson, Robert I .  The Great Peyohologieta from A ria to tle

5. Hall and Lindzey, op. c i t .  p. 30.

3. H all, Calvin S. and Lindzey, Gardner, Vheoriea o f
P ersonality, (2nd. E d ition ), John Wiley and Sons, In c .,

p. 459.
to Freud, (2nd. E d itio n ), J .  B. L ippincott Co., 1968,

1970, p. 30.



would be. I t  had i t s  ardent supporters and vehement c r i t ic s  
Freud’s ideas were subjected to  the most thorough and b l t t e r l  
c r itic ism  during h is  l ife tim e . He was frequently  v i l i f ie d  and
misunderstood, an a tt i tu d e  which s t i l l  p reva ils  in soiue c irc le s . 
However, with indomitable courage and honesty he continued, 
throughout h is l i f e ,  to  s ta te  h is  findings in  publications extending 
over a period of more than fo rty  years, to revise h is  theories 
whenever necessai , and to  accept human nature without revulsion , as 
he found i t  and not seeing i t  as he would havr liked i t  to be.

Freud was a product of the p o s i t iv is t ic  thinking of the nineteenth 
century. He was devoted to  science as the supreme expression of 
r a t io n a l i ty ,  as the sole road to tru th  and v a lid  knowledge, and, 
above a l l ,  as the prime remedy fo r human i l l s .  His s c ie n tif ic  
c u rio s ity  was d irec ted  a t human concerns, psychological and c u ltu ra l, 
and how these evolved, ra th e r  than toward the physical and b io log ical 
sciences. ’ I t  comes as something of a su rp rise  th a t Freud -  
se n sitiv e  prober of dreams, outspoken defender of sexuality , pa tien t 
in te rp re te r  of the neuro tic  and the insane -  should have regarded h is 
l i f e 's  work as an in ev itab le  extension of the  p o s i t iv is t ic  tra d itio n
in  which he was tra ined  as a medical student. ,8

6. George A. M ille r, Psychology, The Science o f  Mental L ife , Pelican 
Boot*. 1967, p. 257, suggests th a t when Freud broke with Adler in 
1911 and with Jung in  1913 i t  was more than a s c ie n t if ic  d is"  
agreement about the evidence and conclusions that could be based 
on the evidence; i t  was a lso  a personal quarre l, a p o lit ic a l  
defection , and a re lig io u s  heresy. See also  Reuben Fine,
A History o f  Psychoanalysis, Columbia U niversity Press, New York,
1979, where he gives the d is t in c t  impression th a t psychoanalysis 
is  analogous to  a re lig io n .

7. I t  is  for th is  reason that sympathetic Freudians such as S tafford- 
C lark, op. c i t . ,  attempt to convey the true  undistorted message of 
Freud. I t  r e f le c ts  a sad irony that he fee ls i t  necessary to quote 
from T. H. White’s The Once and Future King, Fontana Books, p. 302, 
in h is prelude: 'Mierlyn, the magician and prophet of hindsight and 
fo res ig h t, speaks: "Psychoanalyse h e r,"  he said eventually , beginning 
to spin . "But, Merlyn, wait! How are we to  do th is  thing?" "The 
usual metb d ."  "But what is  i t? "  they cried  in despair. He 
disappeared completely, h is voice remaining in the a i r .  "Just find out 
what her dreams a re , and so on. Explain the fac ts  of l i f e .  But not 
too much of Freud." '

8. M iller, op. c i t .  p. 249.



Largely as a re s u l t  of D escartes ' thinking in  the seventeenth 
century , g rea t emphasis had been placed on the power o f human 
reason which was to  culminate in  the very op tim istic  views of 
man put forward by the  th inkers of the Enlightenment and such 
mov< m ts as U tilita rian ism . Freud revolted aga in st, and showed

a
q u ite  c le a r ly  the inadequacy o f , the mechanistic conceptions of 
man which ch arac te rised  n ineteenth  century European thought.
Towards the  end of the n ineteenth  century, along with several o ther 
young in te l le c tu a ls  lik e  Emile Durkheim, William James, Henri 
Bergson and Max Weber, Freud rebe lled  age contemporary socia l 
thought and reo rien ted  i t  by expanding the conception of science 
as i t  app lies to  human beings. Freud was destined to  become the 
moat in f lu e n tia l  of these reb e ls  fo r the tw entieth century. Yet
although he was a re b e l, he was a loyal one. Using the methods ofS3
positiv ism  he evolved new ideas but the m aterial upon which hi 
observations were made and h is  theo ries were b u ilt  are as old and 
un iversal as the human race.

According to M ille r, op. c i t . ,  p. 250, the U ti l i ta r ia n  
philosophy co n sis ts  of four simple propositions

( i)  A ll th a t anybody wants i s  to be as happy as possib le , 
to  maximise h is  own happiness.

( i i )  I t  is  morally good fo r him to  maximise h is  happiness 
as e ffe c tiv e ly  and as in te llig e n tly  as he can.

( i l l )  Society must be organised so th a t maximising his 
own happiness is  always the most benefic ia l thing 
fo r h is fellow men.

(iv) I t  is  possib le  to ca lcu la te  the q u a n titie s  of pleasure 
and pain expected from d iffe ren t kinds of behaviour 
and to arrange society  so as to produce the g rea tes tfl 
happiness for the g rea tes t number.



R e p re s s io n

Freud, as a young doctor in  Vienna, was one of the f i r s t  medical men 
to take h y s te r ia  se rio u s ly . Because the condition was 
charac terised  by the presence of physical symptoms without accompanying 
physical s ig n s , i t  o ffered  l i t t l e  of pure medical in te re s t .  Doctors 
ignored i t  and socie ty  frowned upon i t .  Freud, lik e  Janet, made the 
important discovery th a t h y s te ria  was p rec ip ita ted  by psychological 
fac to rs , but un like  Ja n e t, he a lso  made a daring leap by asking the 
most probing question as to whether powerful unconscious mechanisms, 
which he saw as the only possib le  explanation fo r h y ste ria  (as well 
as the phenomenon of hypnosis) could

e x is t  in  a l l  human beings, and

play an important pa rt in th e ir  liv es  of which they 
were not aware. This led to the conclusion that 
the d ifference  between 'neurotic* and 'healthy* is  
th a t the healthy have a so c ia lly  acceptable form 
of neurosis.

Having made th is  important s tep , he evolved a method of investigation  
and treatm ent known as free  assoc ia tion . I t  was to  becosie a decisive 
foundation fo r psychoanalysis, and i t  remains the p rincipal method by 
which unconscious motives are uncovered. The technique of free  
assoc ia tion  re s ts  on the fundamental assumption th a t there arc two

10. H ysteria is  a medical d iagnostic  term for

(a) i l ln e s se s  characterised  by the presence of physical 
symptoms, (b) the absence of physical signs or 
any physically  observable pathology, and 
(c) behaviour suggesting th a t the symptoms f u l f i l  
some psychological function.

I t  i s  therefo re  a psychoneurosis in  which unacceptable 
impulses are repressed and therefore unconscious, but 
which find o u tle t through bodily symptoms such as 
abnormal sensations l ik e  para lysis which occur without 
any apparent in ju ry  to  the nervous system.

11. Norman 0. Brown, L ife  Against Death: The Psychoanalytical
Meaning o f  H istory, Wesleyan University P ress, (7th p rin tin g ), 
1970, p. 6.



ways in which ideas are associated  in  the human mind — e ith er 
lo g ic a lly , which i s  ch arac te ris tic  of ordinary ra tio n a l thought, or 
em otionally, ty p ic a lly  found in  dreams and fan ta s ie s . The emotional 
a ssoc ia tion  of ideas i s  employed in  Fraud 's technique which reveals 
thoughts deeply embedded in  the unconscious. During analy tic  
sessions, free  asso c ia tio n  used in  conjunction with in te rp re ta tio n  
of dreams and an a ly sis  o f fau lty  and haphazard actions led Freud to 
every one of the p rin c ip le s  which he was f in a lly  to incorporate in to  
psychoanalysis as he defined i t .

The ’ R oyal Road * t c  th e  U n co n sc io u s

The in te rp re ta t io n  of dreams, or dream analysis through free  association
was regarded by Freud as the ’ royal road’ to  a knowledge of the

12unconscious and as the securest foundation of psychoanalysis.

Psychoanalysis assumes th a t dreams have an underlying psychological 
meaning and th a t analy sis  of dreams can be the key to  an ind iv idua l's  
emotional l i f e .  Freud saw dreams as normal processes a t work in  the 
noi.uial ind iv idual but also  exemplifying processes a t work in the 
formation of neuro tic  symptoms. In dream l i f e  the ch ild  that is  in 
man pursues i t s  ex is tence . Freud saw the function of dreams as the 
p reservation  of sleep and fo r th is  reason, wishes unacceptable in  the

13
waking s ta te  would be disguised in  symbolic form to pass the censor. 
Wishes which would normally waken the sleeper would be represented as 
f u l f i l le d  in  ha lluc ina to ry  and o ften  symbolic form. The m odification 
of the content of dreams is  unconsciously performed and is  called  dream 
work. Nightmares and anxiety dreams co n s titu te  fa ilu re s  in  the dream 
work. Dream analysis c o n stitu te s  the reverse of dream work.

12.
13.

K E 51.S taffo rd -C lark , op. c i t .  p

The censor, in  Freud’s e a r l ie r  formulations was the mental 
agency responsible  for dream d is to r tio n  and repression . The 
th e o re tic a l ancestor of the superego, i t  represents an 
endopsychic se lec tiv e  agency which functions as a b a rr ie r  to 
prevent repressed impulses, memories and ideas from coming 
in to  consciousness.



An important consequence of FreutV • in te rp re ta tio n  of dreams was 
tha t i t  led to  the p o s s ib il i ty  of ex p a in in g  unconscious elements 
in re lig io u s  myths and symbols in  analogous fashion, an aspect which 
was g rea tly  e laborated  by Jung. Tne unconscious makes une of 
p a rtic u la r  symbolism which a lso  underlies men's myths and fa iry  ta le s .  I 
The unconscious wishes and fea rs  of mankind could be revealed by 
examination of mythical and r i tu a l  tymbols.

During trea tm en t, Freud often  encountered what he perceived to be 
an involuntary re s is tan ce  on the par: of the p a tien t to the 
communication of some i d e a s . T h i s  resistance  led him to believe 
th a t memories which evoked pain o r g u i l t  were forced in to  the 
unconscious and censored by a mechanism which he called  repression.

a.He subsequently car* to  see repression  as the foundetion stone upon 
which the whole s tru c tu re  of psychoanalysis r e s ts  and he devoted h is 
whole l i f e  to  the  study of th is  phenomenon. In the Freudian perspectiv
'th e  essence of socie ty  is  repression  of the ind iv idua l, and the essenc

15of the ind iv idual is  the repression of him self .

I n f a n t i l e  S e x u a l i ty

Freud's analy sis  of seve.a l p a tien ts  and the information revealed 
to and in te rp re ted  by him convinced him th a t the most important 
fac to r in the make-up of the human psyche was sexuality  in  i t s  broadest 
se n se .16 He found buried sexual memories in a l l  h is  p a tien ts  and 
concluded th a t repressed sex u a lity , the unconscious denial of a

14. W illi H o ffe r 's  theory of res is tan ces has given support to the 
v i t a l i t y  of th is  Freudian in s ig h t.

15. Brown, op. c i t .  p. 3.
16. Sexuality has a very broad meaning for Freud. In psycho­

ana ly tic  theory sex ' and 'sex u a l' are widened so tha t
they include phenomena which have no d ire c t bearing on 
reproduction.
Brown, op. c i t .  pp. 25, 26, suggests Chat the sexual 
in s t in c t  is  the energy or desire  with which the human being 
pursues pleasure but th a t the pleasure sought can derive from
pleasurable sensations in  any organ of the body. Freud
at ribu ted  the capacity to  y ield  such pleasure (erotogenic 
qua lity ) to a l l  parts of the surface of the body.

L



forbidden and now fo rgotten  sexual desire  or experience lay a t the 
root of most neuroses. This led h ie  to  the concept of in fa n tile  
sex u a lity , the exploration  of ch ild ren  by indiscrim inate and 
a n a rch is tic  fashion of a l l  the e ro tic  p o te n t ia l i t ie s  of the human 
body in  p u rsu it of p le a su re .17 I t  is  also the innocent unformed 
and excrucia ting  passion of the ch ild  for the p a re n t.18 His 
theory was met with d e ris io n  end p ro tes t which was not a lle v ia  ;d b> 
the fac t th a t he described the sexuality  of in f r as * polymorphous! y 
perverse* by which he meant th a t sexuality  in  in fan ts and young 
ch ild ren  is  innocent, ignorant and u n d iffe ren tia ted  and also capable 
of an in f in i te  v a rie ty  of incomplete fu lfilm en ts . * Norman 0. Brown 
po in ts out th a t  the 'p e rv e rse 1 components of in fa n tile  sexuality  else 
include the p leasure of touching, of seeing, of muscular a c tiv ity  and 
even the passion of pain. 20

Convinced th a t sexual l i f e  begins soon a f te r  b i r th ,  Freud saw the 
ind iv idual as growing through a predetermined developmental se ries  of 
sexual stages between which there  i s  no sharp break. Freud was probably 
the f i r s t  psychological th e o r is t  to  emphasise the developments! aspects 
of p e rso n a lity  and, in p a r t ic u la r ,  the decisive role played by the 
f i r s t  five years of l i f e  in  the formstion and basic character s truc tu re  
of the  person.

From b ir th  u n t i l  the f i f th  year of l i f e  the ch ild  passes through 
successive o ra l, anal and g e n ita l (or p h a llic )  psychosexual stages.
These statfc* are  determined by changes in l ib id in a l d irec tio n  and 
lo c a lis a tio n  expressed in  changing modes of p leasure-finding  in 
d if fe re n t erogenous zones. This is  followed by a la ten t period from 
f i / e  to  eleven. During adolescence the dynamics of the f i r s t  five  
years of l i f e  erupt again and then s e t t le  down as the adolescent 
gradually  grows toward adulthood.

17. Brown, op. c i t .  p. 27. Richard Wollheim points out the extreme 
reluctance with which Freud arrived  a t the theory of in fa n tile  
sex u a lity . See Richard Wollheim, Freud, Fontana Modem Masters, 
(5th Im pression), 1979, p. 38 f .

18. S tafford-C lark , op. c i t .  p. 25.



During the g e n ita l phase which, according to  Freud, takes place 
between the ages of th ree  and f iv e , the c h ild 's  behaviour is  
m a r k e d  by the Oedipus c o m p l e x .T h e  Oedipus complex was to  become 
cen tra l to  Freud s understanding of personality  and a lso  to  h is 
v i e w s  on re l ig io n . I t  is  a lso  a p iv o ta l theme in  much of 
Rubenstein 's th inking .

The O ed ipus Complex

!

Named a f te r  the mythical Greek prince of Thebes, Oedipus -  who 
unw ittingly  k i l le d  h is  own fa the r and married h is  mother -  the 
Oedipus complex denotes a group of large ly  unconscious ideas which 
are centred around a d e s ire  to  possess sexually the parent of the 
opposite sex and d ire c t death wishes a t the parent of the same sex.
I t  rep resen ts the  symbolic playing out of the Oedipus legend in the 
l i f e  of every b o y .^

vubenstein po in ts out Freud 's b e lie f  th a t 'th e  son 's ambivalent 
yearning to  become lik e  the fa ther by triolently  d isp lacing  him in
the a f.a c tio n s  of the mother, was the nuclear component in  a l l

73
neuro tic  s t r iv in g s . ' Freud also believed th a t th is  phenomenon 
occurred u n iv ersa lly , tha*- i t  is  b u i l t  in to  humanity phylogenetically , 
and th a t i t  l ie s  a t  the roo t of a g rea t deal of unconscious g u i l t .
The ch ild  fears the f a th e r 's  punitive  power to c a s tra te  him for h is 
incestuous longings for the mother. Brown suggests th a t the Oedipus 
complex, and with i t  the whole of in fa n tile  sexuality , succumbs to 
the c a s tra tio n  complex.24 I t  is  through the cas tra tio n  complex th a t 
in fa n t ile  sex u a lity  is  transformed in to  normal adult sex u ality . The 
c a s tra tio n  complex also e s tab lish es  a rese rv o ir of sexual energy which 1

21. The theory of the Oedipus complex arose before the theory 
of psychosexual stages and was discovered by Freud during 
s e lf -m a ly s is  which he undertook from 1897.

22. Freud's theory is  weakest when dealing with feminine 
psychology. The equivalent complex in g i r ls  is  ra re ly  
re fe rred  to  as the E lec tra  complex and i t  culminates in 
fea r of g en ita l in ju ry  or the phenomenon of penis envy.
I t  has been suggested th a t Freud 's re la tiv e  silence on 
feminine sexuality  reveals a b lind  spot in his own personality .

23. Richard, L. Rubenstein, The Religious Imagination, p. 2.
24. Brown, op. c i t .  p. 118.



cannot achieve expression in  normal adu lt a c t iv i ty . Through 
sublim ation, th e re fo re , i t  c rea te s  cu ltu re . F in a lly , i t  is  the 
mechanism by which the in fa n t 's  dependent love of the parents is  
transformed in to  the a d u lt 's  dependent love of so c ia l, re lig 'o u s  
and moral a u th o rity . 'I n  general, inasmuch as neurosis is  caused 
by repression  of in fa n t i le  sex u a lity , the c a s tra tio n  complex is  the 
key to  the human n e u ro s is . '25

A fter the term ination  of the Oedipal period the individual is  l e f t  
with many c o n flic ts  which are modified and hidden by repression , while 
some become in te rn a lise d  in  the superego. The Oedipus complex remains 
a v i ta l  force in the personality  throughout l i f e  and determines the 
in d iv id u a l's  a tt i tu d e  to re la tio n s  with the opposite sex as well as 
a tt i tu d e s  to  people in  a u th o rity , m orality and re lig io n .

Although Freud gave increasing  a tte n tio n  to  the importance of the 
pre-Oedipal mother in  h is  la te r  w ritings, he continued to emphasise 
the Oedipal c o n flic t  in  the formation of personality  and neuroses.
While he constan tly  revised h is  ideas he did not always abandon e a r l ie r  
formulations which seemed inconsis ten t with la te r  developments. Thus 
psychoanalysis never became a closed or fin ished system. The a tt i tu d e  
to the fa th e r in  the  Oedipal phase and the g u ilts  a ris in g  from i t  remain 
c ru c ia l to Freud 's theory esp ec ia lly  as i t  was applied to  re lig io n  in 
Totem arS Taboo and, la te r ,  in  Moees and Monotheism.

Freud recognised th a t the f i r s t  object of human love and dependence 
is  the mother (or a mother su b s ti tu te ) . I t  is  she who s a t is f ie s  a l l  
needs for feeding, warmth, p ro tec tion  and love. In Freud's view the 
human being has o r ig in a lly  two sexual ob jec ts : himself and the woman
who tends him. In the e a r l ie s t  o ra l phase, exemplified by the in fan t 
a t i t s  m other's b re a s t, there is  l i t t l e  i f  any d is tin c tio n  between the 
in fan t and the outside world. Love i s  characterised  by incorporation, 
a re la tio n  of being a t one with the world. As Brown so aptly  puts i t ,  
'I n  the un rea l, protected s itu a tio n  of human infancy, the infant 
develops an unreal sense of r e a l i ty .  Reality is  h is  mother, that is  to 
say, love and pleasure? in fa n tile  sexuality  affirm s the union of the 
s e lf  with a whole world of love and p lea su re .. .the  primal experience of
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union of the s e l f  with a world of love and pleasure se ts  the p a tte rn  
for a l l  human lo v e . ' The aim of normal adu lt loving is  the 
re s to ra tio n  of the primal condition  in which the ego-1ibido and 
o b jec t- lib id o  cannot be d istingu ished .

This m o tif, i t  t r i l l  be seen, becomes extremely important in  the 
thinking of Rubenstein, both in terms of man's s tr iv in g s  being basica lly  
reg ressive  and cyclic  in  ch arac te r and a lso  in terms of h is  view of 
the primal o rig in s  of re lig io n  as lying in  a maternal m atrix.

Closely re la te d  to  th is  e a r l ie s t  phase of human development is  the idea 
of in fa n t i le  omnipotence, another area of Freudian thought which 
receives extensive treatm ent in Rubenstein*s understanding of re lig io n . 
I t  is  believed th a t in fan ts  experience omnipotence of thought which 
means th a t  by thought alone the ex ternal world can be manipulated.
Freud believed th a t omnipotence of thought underlies magic and 
re lig io u s  p rac tic e s  as w ell as obsessional neuroses. Omnipotent 
fa n ta s ie s , in  which the ind iv idual believes himself to be omnipotent, 
also occur in the  in fa n t i le  stage. At th is  stage the in fan t is  unable 
to experience d ire c tly , even in  im agination, the p o ss ib il i ty  of love 
for the mother free  from aggressive, destructive  and defian t impulses.

Rubenstein suggests th a t man's g rea tes t d esire  is  fo r in fa n tile  omni­
potence, and there fo re  as a co ro lla ry , the displacement of God. Without 
God, th e re  would be an end to  a l l  moral r e s t r a in ts .  He frequently
mentions the anarchic tendencies and archaic in fa n tile  yearnings for

27omnipotence p resen t in a l l  human beings.

The S t r u c t u r e  and Dynam ics o f P e r s o n a l i t y

Freud b u i l t  up h is  psychoanalytic .theory over a long period constantly  
modifying and adding to  i t  as new c lin ic a l  evidence presented i t s e l f  
to him. I t  is  d i f f ic u l t  to  separate hie theo ries as a l l  elements work

26.
2 7 .

Ib id . p. 45.

Rubenstein, A ftev  Au8ohuitzt pp. 12, 13, 14, 16, 21. 
Rubenstein, The Beligioue Imagination, p. x ix .



together in  in t r ic a te  in te ra c tio n . I t  i s  a lso  beyond the scope of 
th is  th e s is  to  trace  the chronological adaptations to  Freudian theory. 
However, i t  is  necessary to  give a b r ie f  descrip tion  of the psychical 
apparatus of p e rso n a lity  and the theory of the in s t in c ts ,  two in ex tric -  
able aspects of p e rso n a lity . Rubenstein* s understanding of man implies
the tremendous impact of in trapsychic  tensions and the force of id
.impulses. He a lso  sees man's s tr iv in g s  as regressive in  n a tu re . His 
God-concept i s  deeply indebted to  Freudian in s ig h ts , both in terms of the 
God he r e je c ts ,  which may be seen as a Freudian i l lu s io n , and the God 
he accep ts, which i s  a re tu rn  to  'N othingness' which p a ra lle ls  the 
death in s t in c t .

The psychical apparatus co n sis ts  of the id , the ego and the superego, a 
la te  e labo ra tion  of Freud 's o rig in a l d iv is ion  of mind in to  unconscious 
and conscious components. This d iv is io n  a lso  included the preconscious 
component. The preconscious is  th a t which is  capable of consciousness 
without sp ec ia l e f f o r t . The id , ego and superego are d i f f ic u l t ,  i f  not 
impossible to  d isen tang le . Behaviour emerges as a product of the three 
segments in  in te ra c tio n  and is  ra re ly  the product of one segment alone.

The Id

The Id , the L atin  word fo r ' i t '  used by Freud's tra n s la to rs  to  denote 
h is dae Es i s  h is to r ic a l ly  the h e ir  to  the unconscious. I t  is  the 
o ldest psychical component in th a t i t  contains everything th a t is  
in h erited  and present i t  b ir th  including the in s t in c ts .  The id is  
the unorganised p a rt o f the psychic apparatus and forms the matrix 
w ith in  which the o ther two systems, the ego and superego, become 
d if fe re n tia te d . As a re se rv o ir  of psychic energy, i t  supplies the 
power fo r the functioning of the o ther two systems. The most

28. Watson, op. c i t .  p. 475.
29. With h ir  d e te rm in is tic  and p o s i t iv is t ic  background, Freud invests 

the word 'energy ' with a p a rtic u la r  meaning. He saw no d ifference, 
except in  form, between energy used by the body for physical 
function and th a t used for psychic function. Freud saw psychic 
energy as a fixed quantum supplied by the id . He likened the 
ego’s re la tio n  to the id to  a r id e r  on horseback. The rid e r 
has to  hold the superio r streng th  of the horse in  check with his 
own s tren g th . In the case of the ugo, i t  must use borrowed 
fo rces. C. Rycroft, A C ritica l Dictionary o f  Psyohomalyeta, 
p. 38, Penguin Reference Books, 1972.



prim itive and inaccess ib le  p a rt of the psychic apparatus, i t  
represen ts the  inner world of sub jective  experience and knows 
nothing of reason or lo g ic , ob jec tive  r e a l i ty ,  the ex ternal world or 
the passage of tim e. Harbouring repressed e ro tic  impulses and 
childhood memories th a t constan tly  seek conscious expression, i t  is  
the storehouse of v a s tly  opposing impulses which e x is t side by side 
and thus cause in trapeychic ten sio n s . One of the p rincipal 
c h a ra c te r is t ic s  o f the id is  i t s  in to lerance to increases of energy 
experienced as uncomfortable s ta te s  of tension . Therefore when the 
tension lev e l i s  ra is e d , e ith e r  by ex ternal s tim u li or in ternal
e x c ita tio n , the  id  functions in  the serv ice  of the pleasure p rinc ip le
by re tu rn ing  the organism to  i t s  p r io r  comfortable le v e l. I t  achieves 
th is  by primary process functioning , the form ulation of images tha t 
w ill g ra t i fy  i t s  demands. These are w ish-fu lfilm ent images most 
c h a ra c te r is t ic  of dreams and fa n ta s ie s . A s ig n if ic an t aspect of 
primary process mental functioning is  th a t i t  does not d if f  re n tia te  
between fan tasy  and ob jec tive  r e a l i ty .  Rubenstein points out that 
men ’o ften  fe e l as g u ilty  fo r offences committed in fantasy as those
they a c tu a lly  commit' . 30

As the id has no access to , or knowledge of objective  r e a l i ty  and is  
therefore  always incapable of sa tis fy in g  i t s  own d e s ire s , a second
psychical system, the ego, cooes in to  operation

The Ego

The Ego re fe rs  to  the organised, ra tio n a l pa rt of the psychic apparatus 
which comes in to  existence to allow the human organism to  perform
r e a l is t i c  tran sac tio n s  with the ex ternal world and is the h is to r ic a l 
descendant o f the conscious component of Freud s e a r l ie r  theory of 
mind (although i t  a lso  contains the preconscious). I t  d if fe re n tia te s  
between w ish-fu lfilm en t images and the actual perception of objects in  
the ou ter world which w ill  s a t is fy  needa. The ego obeys, and is  
lim ited by the  r e a l i ty  p rin c ip le  and, by d istingu ish ing  between images 
in the mind and ob jec ts in the ex ternal world, operates by means of 
secondary process functioning . I t s  task  is  to keep the organism alive
and to  ob tain  sa t is fa c tio n  by the best and le a s t dangerous method.

30. Rubenstein, My Brother Paul, p . 12.
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i.nconscious id demands are  con tro lled  by the ego u n ti l  appropriate 
means fo r g ra t i f ic a t io n  are foundjjl The ego has no energy source of 
i t s  own and is  supplied w ith energy by the id  through the process 
of id e n tif ic a t io n . The ego can never be independent of the id and 
i t s  repressed  passions, n e ith e r can i t  be free  of the lim ita tio n s of 
the « te m a l  world or the demands of the superego. The ego i s  the 
rear ve agent serving th ree  m asters -  the id , the superego and re a l i ty .  
When the ego i s  enable to  cope w ith the s tim u li from i t s  th ree  masters 
i t  is  flooded w ith anxiety . To avoid these an x ie tie s  the ego reso rts  
to various defence mechanisms. Repression, or forcing the idea out 
of the conscious mind i s  the most common and most p ivo ta l fo r Freudian 
theory. In the formation of re lig io u s  b e lie fs  and p rac tices the two 
main defence mechanisms are  regression and p ro jec tio n . Regression 
re tu rns the ind iv idual to an e a r l ie r ,  less  threaten ing  stage of 
existence while p ro jec tio n  a t t r ib u te s  the source of anxiety to  the 
external world ra th e r  than to  the in d iv id u a l's  own id or superego

I t  w ill be seen th a t defence mechanisms play a prominent ro le  in 
R ubenstein 's understanding of human re lig io u s  response. Another 
defence mechanism which p e rta in s  ra th e r to  a study of the normal than the 
n eu ro tic , i s  a lso  important in  re lig io n . I t  is  of great importance 
in Rubenstein’ s view of rabbinic Judaism. T«is is  sublim ation, a 
concept which w ill  be given fu l le r  treatm ent below.

The Superego

The Superego emerges as the th ird  component of pe rsonality , 
representing  moral values and p ro h ib itio n s . As a response to  parental

31. Id e n tif ic a tio n  i r  a d i f f f ^ l t  concept but one which is  cen tra l 
to psychoanalysis, i t  is  an unconscious mental process whereby 
we can invest our in s tin c tu a l energies in p a rtic u la r  images by 
adopting them as our own, by iden tify ing  ourselves with them. 
M ille r , op. c i t .  p . 373. Id e n tif ic a tio n  can be primary, 
secondary, p ro jec tiv e  and in tro je c tiv e . The la s t  th ree , unlike 
primary id e n tif ic a tio n  in which the in fan t is  unable to separate 
h is  id e n tity  from th a t of o thers , are a l l  defensive. Rycroft, 
op. c i t .  p. 67. When someone uses id e n tif ic a tio n  as a defence 
mechanism he id e n tif ie s  him self with someone who seems desirab le  
o r adm irable, someone who appears to be invulnerable to the 
danger which l ie s  a t the cause of the anxiety.



punishment and rewards paren ta l moral standards are in te rn a lised  
or in tro jac ted  in to  the in d iv id u a l. The superego is  the in te rna l 
rep resen ta tiv e  of the tra d itio n a l  values and ideals of society  as 
transm itted  to the ch ild  by the parent o r o ther au thority  f ig u res .
With the formation of the superego paren ta l control is  replaced by 
s e lf  c o n tro l. I t  s t r iv e s  fo r p e rfec tion  ra th e r  than pleasure and 
represen ts the  idea l ra th e r  than the r e a l .  There are two sub—systems 

f the superego, conscience and ego—id e a l. The ego-ideal represents 
th a t which is  approved and rewarded and the s e lf  a conception of how 
wishes to  be. Behaviour th a t is  in  c o n flic t with the ego-ideal 
evokes shame. Parental punishment is  incorporated in to  the o ther 
sub-system, the conscience, and causes a sense of g u i l t .  M iller pc i 
out th a t fo r  Freud g u i l t  (anxiety  aroused by th rea ts  from the super 
is  the motive force behinci a l l  soc ia l so lid a r i ty . The v a rt burden 
of g u i l t  shared by every c iv^’ ised person is  what keeps society
in ta c t .  The problem of g r i l t  a-..d i t s  expiation  occupies a great deal.

. ... H wlm K I
of R ubenstein 's thought. ■} mmM

The oasic functic-o  of the superset iac l id s:-

(a) in h ib itio n  o r p roh ib ition  of id impulses, p a rtic u la rly
I

those of a sexual or aggressive nature, 

persuading the ego to  s tr iv e  towards moral perfection(b)
and to  su b s titu te  m o ra lis tic  fo r r e a l i s t i c  goals.

(c) c r i t i c a l  s e lf  observation and s e lf  punishment for
■ 1  B 8negative behaviour or thoughts and se lf  p raise  as a 

reward fo r v irtuous thoughts and deeds.

In tro jec ted  mandates include consciously recognised s ta  lards although 
many superego mandates »re unconscious. The superego h I a tendency 
to oppose the id and the ego in  making the world over i  i t s  own image. 
I t  is  lik e  the id in  being non-rational and like  the eg in attempting 
to exercise contro l over the in s t in c ts .  Unlike t i e  ego which 
postpones in s tin c tu a l g ra t if ic a tio n  the superego t r ie s  > block i t

permedantly. 33

32, M iller, op. c i t .  p. 266.
33, Hall and Lindsey, op. c i t .  p . 35.



rhe Oedipus complex ie  very important fo r superego development and 
espec ia lly  in the development of re lig io u s  b e lie f s .  Fear of cas tra tio n  
for unacceptable incestuous impulses, and h o s t i l i ty  f e l t  against the 
fa th e r, c o n flic t  w ith fee lings of love and dependence on the fa th e r. 
These c o n flic ts  induce in tro je c tio n  in to  the superego of parental 
p roh ib itions against aggression and in ce s t. By th is  means the child  
defends him self against sexual fan ta s ies  and imagined th re a ts  of 
punishment by d riv ing  h is  incestuous de i r e s  in to  the unconscious, or 
repressing them. Id e n tif ic a tio n  w ith paren tal idea ls  determines 
fu ture id e n tif ic a t io n  w ith moral values se t by o ther au tho rity  f ig u res , 
teachers, p o l i t i c a l  leaders and re lig io u s  teachers and a u th o ritie s . 
Thus, the in d iv id u a l's  ego-ideal i s  moulded in conformity with the 
norms end moral values of h is  so c ia l g ro u p .^  The repression of the 
Cedi'- '  complex causes the superego to undergo i t s  f in a l development.
’Th- .ego i s  the  h e ir  of the male Oedipus complex. I t  is  the

H  - H  B f 35bulwark gainst in ce s t and aggression.*
B 1  i eS ta f ' . IrirL ra is e s  a pe rtin en t problem in  re la tio n  to Freud's '  iew 

of per age and h is  explanation of the o rig in  of conscience as
deriv ing  from the c h i ld 's  reac tio n  to  h is  early  environment and
paren tal a t t i tu d e s .  F reud 's view 'makes no provision fo r any inherent
or absolute app recia tion  of r ig h t  and wrong, and is  in  th is  sense

HgF 36
independent of fundamental re lig io u s  or moral sign ificance* . To
equace the superego w ith conscience as Freud did i s  to carry over in to
the conscious mind the p rim itive  oversim plifications c h a ra c te r is tic  of
unconscious mental processes. The prim itive  and ir ra t io n a l  qua lity  of
superego judgments thus renders them to ta l ly  inadequate as a basis for
conscience as a whole. I t  is  arguable th a t our u ltim ate source for
m orality can be merely the d is to r te d  r e l ic s  of in fa n tile  experience
and memories. The o rig in  of m orality  would then have no deeper roots
than the p a ren ts ' own conscience derived in  turn  from th e ir  parents

before them.

34. Ernest Wallwork, Sigmund Freud, In the Section Psychoanalysis and 
Religion.Hoger A. Johnson, e t  a l, e d s .. C ritica l Issues in  Modern 
R eligion, p. 265. P ren tice-H all, In c ., Englewood C lif f s , New 
Jersey , 1973. p. 265.

35. Hall and Lindzey, op. c i t .  p. 52
36. S tafford-C lark , op. c i t .  p. 168.



The T heory  o f th e  I n e t i n c t e

An in s t in c t  ie  a quantum of psychic energy which the force behind
tensions caused by the needs of the id . Freud used the word Tritb  
which connotes ’d r iv e ’ o r perhaps more adequately ' in stin c tu a l d rive’ . 
An in s tin c t is  'an  inborn psychological rep resen ta tion  of an inner 
somatic source of e x c i ta t io n '.37 An in s tin c t has four fea tu res , a 
source, an aim, an ob ject and an impetus. The source is  b io logical
and the aim is  to  remove bodily  e x c ita tio n . The ob jec t of the in s tin c t 
re la te s  to  the appearance of a wish and i t s  fu lfilm en t while the
impetus denotes the force o r streng th  which is  determined by the 
underlying need. An in s t in c t 's  aim is  e s se n tia lly  regressive and
conservative in  nature in  th a t  i t  re tu rns the indiv idual to  the p rio r 
s ta te  which ex is ted  before the appearance of the in s t in c t .  I t  
conserves the equilibrium  of the organism by abolishing ex c ita tio n s .
I ts  aim is  tension  reduction . An in s tin c t can be seen as a re p e titiv e  
process s ta r t in g  w ith e x c ita tio n  and ending in repose .38

In the ea rly  years of psychoanalysis Freud paid g rea te s t a tten tio n  
to  the l i f e  in s t in c ts  which he ca lled  lib id o . The l i f e  in s tin c ts  
serve su rv iva l o f the ind iv idual and propagation of the species.
Sex, hunger and t h i r s t  serve th is  category. The sexual in s tin c t was 
seen to  be the m otivation behind most human behaviour. Several in s tin c ts  
make up the sex in s t in c t .  In childhood they remain re la tiv e ly  separate 
from each o ther but a f te r  puberty they tend to fuse together in  the 
serv ice of reproduction.

Freud saw l ib id in a l  f ix a tio n  occurring in  psychosexual development and 
a lso  reg ression  to  an e a r l ie r  stage of development. The concept of a 
lim ited  q uan tity  o f  sexual energy or lib ido  and of i t s  compulsive 
f ix a t io n  a t lev e ls  short of m aturity  provided Freud w ith the basis for
h is  general theory of neuroses. Freud used the term 'cathexi#
denote attachment of lib id o  to  various objects or complexes. The 
greater the cathex is in one area, the less  availab le  lib ido  remained

37. Hall and Lindzsy, op. c i t .  p. 36.
38. Ib id . p. 37.



at the d isposal of the ind iv idual, so th a t the e a r l ie r  o r more complete 
the f ix a tio n , the le ss  chance there was of sexual m aturity for the 
indiv idual concerned.

Late in  h is ca ree r, a f te r  the theory of in s tin c ts  had gone through 
several stages and a f te r  long d e lib e ra tio n , Freud concluded tha t 
there are only two basic in s tin c ts  or groups of in s t in c ts ,  the l i f e  
in s t in c t  which he ca lled  'E ro s ' and the destructive  in s tin c t which led 
him to the death in s t in c t ,  'Thanatos*.

In Beyond the Pleasure P rincip le, 1920, based on h is c lin ic a l 
observations of 'r e p e t i t io n  compulsion’ of unpleasant anxiety-provoking 
s i tu a tio n s , and h is  conviction, a f te r  World War I ,  th a t aggression was 
as sovereign a motive ao sex in human behaviour, Freud arrived a t the 
concept of the death in s t in c t  and th a t the goal of a l l  l i f e  is  death.
The death in s t in c t ,  lik e  a l l  in s t in c ts , is  a drive towards re in s ta tin g  
in nature the former s ta te  o f a f f a i r s ,  but in  th is  case the ultim ate 
aim is  the re tu rn  of organic or liv ing  m atter to i t s  inorganic or 
unorganised s ta te .  L ife , a preparation fo r and roundabout way to  death 
has i t s  own in s tin c tu a l drive towards th is  end. Paul Ricouer suggests 
that in stead  of a c le a r  de lim ita tion  between Eros and Thanatos there is  
an overlapping of ro le s . While in  one sense everything is  l i f e ,  in 
another, 'every th ing  is  death since se lf-p rese rv a tio n  is  the c ircu itous 
path on which each liv in g  substance pursues i t s  own death'.*0 Herbert 
Marcuse poin ts out the 'ou tstanding  and frightening  event* in Freud's 
re a lis a tio n  of the fundamentally regressive or conservative tendency 
in a l l  in s tin c tu a l l i f e .  ' Freud cannot escape the suspicion th a t he 
haei come upon a h ith e rto  unnoticed "universal a ttr ib u te  of the in s tin c ts  
anti perhaps of organic l i f e  in  general", namely, "a compulsion inherent 
in organic l i f e  to  res to re  an e a r l ie r  s ta te  of th in g s .. .a  kind of 
"organic e la s t ic i ty "  or " in e r t ia  inherent in  organic l i f e " . '  The

39. S tafford  Clark, op. c i t .  pp. 95, 96.
40. Paul Ricouer, Freud and P h iloeoph y, p .  292. Tran si. Denis Savage, 

Yale U niversity  Press, New Haven, 1970, (2nd P rin tin g , 1972),
p. 292.

41. Herbert Marcuse, Eroe and C iv ilisa tio n  : A Philosophic Inquiry 
in to  Freud, Allen Lane, The Penguin Press, 1970, pp. 37, 38.



“  '  I '

o rig in a l goal of the in s t in c ts  remains -  retu rn  to  inorganic 
U fa , "dead" m a t te r '.42

Aggression, which had previously been associated with sexual a c tiv i ty , 
was now seen as a deriva tive  of the death in s t in c t .  Aggression is  
s e lf -d e s tru c tio n  turned outward against su b s titu te  ob jec ts .

The l i f e  and death in s t in c ts  and th e ir  de riva tives often  fuse together, 
n e u tra lise  o r replace each o th err ea tin g , for example, represents a 
fusion of hunger, a l i f e  d rive , and destructiveness. The whole 
charac ter of the  in s t in c ts  'au th o rizes  us to place in e r t ia  on an equal 
footing with the l i f e  i n s t i n c t ' . 4'* However, i t  must be pointed out 
th a t while Freud elaborated the ram ifications of lib ido  extensively , 
he l e f t  the death in s t in c t  re la tiv e ly  undeveloped. In fa c t ,  he
admitted th a t he did not know to what ex tent he believed in  i t . 44

Stafford-C lark  notes the overtones of despair which characterise  some 
of Freud 's l a s t  w ritings concerning the future of the human race and 
i t s  b e lie fs  and he suggests th a t while Freud never loses compassion for 
or fa i th  in  the indiv idual h is  pessimism owes 'something to th is  
daemonic concept which he himself had created or released , and which 
could bring so l i t t l e  comfort to  him or anyone e l s e ' .45

The regressive  nature of the in s t in c ts  and the s tr iv in g  of a l l  liv ing  
organisms to re tu rn  to  the quiescence of the inorganic world is  a 
recu rren t theme in  Rubenstein 's th inking. His view of man is  influenced 
decisive ly  by th is  inherent tendency towards aggression and destructive" 
ness both of the s e lf  and o thers . His thinking owes much to Freud's 
conception of the death in s tin c t and in s tin c tu a l l i f e  in general.

F reud  : A p p lie d  P s y c h o a n a ly s t  and Myth Maker

Freud 's concern was not only d irec ted  a t the intrapsychic co n flic ts  
of the ind iv idual. He extended h is  concern to psychosocial aid 
c u ltu ra l issues and th e ir  evolution. Wallwork poin ts out that 
cu rio s ity  of th is  kind inev itab ly  leads beyond s t r i c t ly  empirical

42.
43. 
45.

Ib id . p. 115
Ricoeur, op. c i t .  p. 239. 44. Ib id . p. 311
Stafford-C lark , op. c i t .  p. 160.



o’ e r  th e  Germane and A uatrians p r io r  to  and during World War I I .

Group Psychology s tre sse s  id e n tif ic a tio n  between members of the group, * 8 

id e n tif ic a tio n  of the group with a le -d e r, and the group's re la tio n sh ip  
with a common enemy. These three fac to te  work in  conjunction with one 
another to  dim inish d isrup tive  e ffe c ts  of r iv a lry  between members of 
the group. For Freud 'men are not gentle c reatu res who want co be 
loved, an. who a t the most can defend themselves i f  they are attacked; 
they a re , on the con trary , creatu res among whose in s tin c tu a l endowments 
is  to be reckoned a powerful share of aggressiveness. As a- re s u lt ,  
th e ir  neighbour i s  for them not only a p o ten tia l t i l p e r  or sexual 
ob jec t, but someone who tempts them to sa tis fy  th e ir  aggressiveness on 
him, to ex p lo it h is  capacity for work without compensation, to use him 
sexually without h is  consent, to seize h is  possessions, to  hum iliate

46. Wallwork, op. c i t .  p. 256.
47. Ib id .
48. A group may be defined as a number of persons united for 

some purpose or oossessing consnon in te re s ts , a sp ira tio n s , 
functions, o r fsa rs which enable them to be d iffe ren tia te d  
as a soc ia l e n tity  both by themselves and by o thers.



him, to cause him pain , to to r tu re  and k i l l  him. Homo hartini lupua '.
As a consequence of th is  primary mutual h o s t i l i ty  of human beings, 
c iv il is e d  soc ie ty  i s  constan tly  threatened with d is in teg ra tio n . The 
ju s t i f ic a t io n  for man’s h o s t i l i ty  is  achieved by two mechanisms, 
ra t io n a lis a tio n  and p ro jec tio n . R a tionalisa tion  is  the process by 
which a course of ac tion  i s  given ax poet fa c to  reasons which not only 
ju s t i f y  i t ,  but a lso  conceal i t s  tru e  m otivation. Antipathy i s  thus 
ra tio n a lis e d , not by acknowledging i t s  basic se lfish n ess , but by 
ascrib ing  i t  to  a love of ju s t ic e  or sense of r e a l i ty .  The 
ra t io n a lis a tio n  is  then strengthened by p ro jec tion . This is  an 
unconscious group a c tiv ity  in  which unpleasant feelings in  the se lf  
such as fee lin g s of g u ilt  o r in fe r io r i ty  are a ttr ib u te d  tv o thers .
This aspect of group behaviour receives extensive treatm ent in 
Rubenstein*a analysis of the Jewish‘s itu a tio n  in Germany in 
A fte r  Auechuit*.

I t  is  important to  note th a t Freud based a l l  of h is theories on actual 
case h is to r ie s .  A pplication of these theo ries to  a r t  and to socia l 
c r it ic ism  followed em pirical observation and analysis . Freud did not 
learn  about sublimation from h is  study of Leonardo da Vinci, nor did
he p o s it the basic i r r a t io n a l i ty  of man by observing h is  re lig ious or■
p o l i t ic a l  behaviour. A pplication of the methods of psychoanalysis to
in te rp re ta tio n  of c r t ,  l i te ra r y  work or soc ia l in s titu tio n s  possibly
helped to  v a lid a te  and confirm the usefulness o* psychoanalytic
in s ig h ts , but a r t i s t i c  productions and socia l in s titu tio n s  themselves

50i )nned no part of Freud's em pirical da ta . Freud's analysis of the
human predicament led him to  speculate about the past and future of 
mankind. The con troversia l works in  which h is  main ideas concerning 
man's re lig io n  and i t s  o rig in s  are elaborated , are Totem and Taboo,
1913, The Future o f  an I llu s io n ,  1927, C iv iliza tio n  and i t s  Discontents, 
1930, and Mosbe and Monotheism, 1939.

Freud regarded the Oedipus complex as cen tra l to  personality  formation 
and as the 'nuc lear component in a l l  neurotic s tr iv in g s , in c lu d irr

—
49.

50.

Sigmund Freud, C iv ilisa tio n  and i t s  Discontentr, Transl. Joan R iviere. 
Revised and newly edited  by James Strachey, The Hogarth Prat.*,
London, 1963, p. 48 .1
H all and Lindsey, op. c i t .  p . 61.



re lig io n  which he took to be a c o lle c tiv e  obsessional neurosis 
Based upon c lin ic a l  case h is to r ie s ,  the theories he evolved were 
extended th e o re tic a lly  to the o rig in s  of re lig io n . Freud believed tha t
h is  assumptions concerning the Oedipal c o n flic t were ju s t if ia b le  on 
the b asis  of h is  experience as a c lin ic ia n  and Rubenstein points out
th a t h is  subsequent hypothetical reconstruction  of the primal o rig ins

52of re l ig io n  was lo g ic a lly  inescapable.

Totem and Taboo

53 7lIn Totem and Taboo Freud presents hi* hypothesis concerning the
o rig in s  of re lig io n . The theme was la te r  taken up again in Moexs end 
Monotheism, the la s t  book he completed, and was extended in to  Judaism 
and C h ris tia n ity . Ricoeur sees Moses and Monotheism as a completion 
and reinforcem ent o f the re p e tit iv e  and regressive theory of Totem
and Taboo.'*1* Totem and Taboo, a compilation of four essays, has a
su b ti t le  which exem plifies Freud 's th e s is :  ’Some poin ts of agreement
between the mental l i f e  of savages and n e u ro tic s . ' He speculates on
the o r ig in  of taboos in re lig io n  by drawing p a ra lle ls  between prim itive 
totem ic tr ib e a  and the compulsion neuro*es of h is day, p a rticu la rly  
those in  which p roh ib itions are p resen t.

i . .

51. Richard L. Rubenstein. 'Psychoanalysis and the Origins of Judaism ', 
The R eco n stm c tio n ist, December, 1960, p.. 11.

52. Ib id .
53. Totem and Taboo, TransL James Strachey, Routledge & Regan Paul,

London, 1960, was one of Freud 's le a s t popular and most imaginative 
works. The primal horde theory which received such round c ritic ism  
was based on the work of no less  a sc i a t i s t  than Charles Darwin.
In Totem and Taboo, p. 100, Freud suggests th a t psychoanalysis 
w ill 'n o t be tempted to trace  the o rig in  of anything so complicated 
as re lig io n  to  a s ing le  so u rc e '. Also in  Pw Future o f  an 'I llu s io n , 
TransL W. D. Robson-Scott. Revised and edited  by James Strachey,
The Hogarth Press, London, 1962, p. 19, he s ta te s  'I n  Totem and 
Taboo i t  was not my purpose to  explain the orig in  of re lig ions but 
only totemism*.
Freud saw the p a ra lle ls  between obsessional neurosis and re lig ious 
p rac tices  of totemism as being so marked th a t ' u! (he term 
'obsessional neu rosis ' had never been invented in Western 
c iv i l iz a t io n  i t  could have been tran sla ted  e n tire ly  from prim itive 
tr ib e s  by c a llin g  i t  "taboo sickness" ' .  Totem and Taboo, p. 26.

54. Ricoeur, op. c i t .  p. 244.
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Freud drew p a ra l le ls  between compulsion neuroses end totemic
taboos. 55

(1) The p ro h ib itio n  has no ra tio n a l explanation, lacks motive, and 
v io la tio n  of i t  produces anxiety which is  out of a l l  proportion 
to  the reasons for v io la tin g  i t .

The p ro h ib itio n  is  associated  with touching or contact of some 
i s o r t .

P roh ib itions are m aintained by in te rn a l necessity .

P roh ib itions are e a s ily  displaced from primary objects to 
su b s titu te  ob jec ts which are in  some wa^ .ssociated with them.

(5) V io lation  i s  expiated by carrying out stereotyped ceremonial 
a c ts ,  the commonest of these being repeated washings.

Freud had found an answer in  psychoanalytic theory to  compulsion 
neuroses. The above-mentioned s im ila r it ie s  led him to posit a 
psychoanalytic explanation fo r taboos associated with totemism. In 
The Future o f  an I llu s io n  he claims to  have searched only fo r the 
o rig in s of taboo and not of re lig io n . I ,  however, find i t  an inescapable 
conclusion th a t he was in  fa c t extending h is  findings to  the o rig in  
of r e l ig io n .5'’

A totem is  usually  an animal (though i t  may also be a p lan t) from 
which a t r ib e  believes i t s e l f  to have descended and with which i t  has 
strong t ie s  of k insh ip . There are some associations of the totem 
with the t r ib a l  god and k i l l in g  or consumption of i t  is  s t r i c t ly  
forbidden w ith the exception of ra re  occasions, usually  one day of 
the year on which i t  may be k ille d  and consumed in a ceremony 
resembling a sacramental r i t e .  Through incorporation of the totem 
the members avow the taking in to  themselves of the q u a litie s  which the 
totem symbolises. There is  a great deal of ambivalence apparent in 
totemism in  which the totem is  to ta l ly  forbidden with the exception of 
one p a r tic u la r  occasion on which i t  is  obligatory .

55t Freud, Totem and Taboo, pp. 26 f f .  Cf. William Alston,
Psychoanalytic Theory and T heistic  J e l ie f  . In Hick, John. ed. 

F a i t h  a n d  t h e  P h i l o s o p h e r s ,  MacMillan, New York, 1966, pn. 65, 6 6 .

56. Freud, The Future o f  an Illu sion , p. 19.



Freud noted th is  livalence to  object* associated  with compulsion 
neuroses. This suggested th a t  unresolved sexual c o n flic ts , fo r example, 
a d esire  to  touch the  g e n i t a l i a ,^  which was strongly  prohibited  by
paren ta l a u th o rity , ware repressed and a desire  then arose which sought

i B  wb&h  P'
a su b s titu te  o b je c t, connected by means of assoc ia tion  w ith the o rig ina l
o b jec t. The d e s ire  becomes unconscious while the proh ib ition  remains

58'n o is i ly  consc ious '. With the su b s titu tio n  the desire  and the 
p ro h ib itio n  bee unconscious. Thus the tendency to  touch the 
su b s titu te  ob jec t and the fea r of doing so derive from sources forgotten
by the conscious mind.

A sim ila r su b s ti tu tio n  is  apparent in  votemism. ^Freud found a clue to 
th is  displacement of emotion onto an animal in  h is  well known case of 
'L i t t l e  H ans', a f iv e  year old boy whose ambivalent fear and awe of 
horses was seen to  be a symbolic expression fo r h is  fear of and 
adm iration fo r h is  fa th e r . His emotions had been displaced onto horses

A noteworthy fea tu re  of tor.emism is  i t s  association  with exogamy, 
in d ica tin g  a p ro h ib itio n  against incest The taboos associated with 
totemism are twofold. They a re  against the k i l l in g  o f the totem animal 
and against in cee t. Freud saw these taboos as sim ilar to  those 
p roh ib itions which under normal circumstances were in tro jec ted  a t the 
conclusion of the  Oedipel phase.

S tafford-C lnrk suggests th a t  obsessional neuroses are a defence against 
incestuous wishes and reb e llio n s  of childhood and in the same way, 
'r e lig io u s  p rac tices  are  a defence against the same fea r, now spread 
among the e n tire  community as a sense of g u i l t  fo r th e ir  aggressive^and 
reb e llio u s wishes ag a in rt the sexual m orality o f th e ir  community . 
Desires remain but are repressed. The ambivalence to the totem, as 
in  the case of neu rosis , i s  derived from long forgotten  sources.

The P rim a l Crim e H y p o th e s is

Freud produced a specu la tive , imaginative and o rig in a l account of the 
beginnings of human h is to ry  in order to  find  a primordial trauma from 
which the o rig in a l taboos could have emerged. This is  known as the

57. Freud, Tctem and Taboo, p. 29 (n ) . 58. Ib id . p. 30.
59. S tafford-C lerk , op. c i t .  p. 181.



primal crime hypothesis and is  regarded by Rubenstein as 'one of
the most potent a e tio lo g ic a l myths of the tw entieth  c e n t u r y * a n d
also as the 'most far-reach ing  attempt to  give a dynamic explanation
to re lig io u s  p h e n o m e n a * A c c o rd in g  to Freud's thoory early  man lived
in imal hordes, each under the tyranny of one dominant male. The
females were h is  property  end only he had access to  them sexually . As
soon as the mele o ffsp rin g  were old enough to  be a sexual th rea t they
were k i l le d , driven  out or cas tra te d . Motivated bv anger and intense
sexual need these young males banded together to  achieve as a group
what they had fa ile d  to  achieve sing ly , to  overthrow the fa ther and
a tta in  h is power. They k ille d  him and then partook of h is  body. The
father was hated and feared , but he was also  honoured as an example to
follow. The c a n n ib a lis tic  ac t assured id e n tif ic a tio n  with the fa th e r
by incorporation  of p a rt o f him. Linking th is  w ith h is  c lin ic a l
observations Freud sa id : 'T his cannibalism need not shock us; i t
survived in to  f a r  la te r  tim es. The e sse n tia l point i s ,  however, tha t
we a tt r ib u te  to  those primaeval people the same fee lings and emotions
that we have elucidated  in  the prim itives of our own tim es, our

62child ren , by psychoanalytic research . '

Freud postu la ted , as Rubenstein poin ts ou t, 't h a t  the brothers were 
d istinguished frot. o ther species by the intense regre t which they 
thereupon experienced, and by the mechanism of denial whereby they 
attempted to rep ress conscious memory of the d e a d .. . .  Th v.gh the fa ther 
was no longer p resen t, he was, psychically , in f in i te ly  more present 
than while s t i l l  a liv e . The death of the fa ther was denied and the 
te r ro r  of h is  in v is ib le  presence was f e l t  as nev«r before . ' 63 The 
iro n ic a lly  victorious sons were now dominated by g u il t  and also by the 
standards assumed to  oe those of the fa th e r. The sons prohibited for 
themselves what previously had been prohibited  by the fa th e r. Realising 
that they had to  renounce in s tin c tu a l g ra t if ic a tio n  i f  th e ir  
achievement was to be of any value the beginnings of m orality and law

60. Rubenstein, 'Psychoanalysis and the Origins of Judaism*, 
op. c i t .  p. 13.

61. Ib id , p. 11.
62. Freud, Moeee and Monotheism, Iransi. Katherine Jones, The Hogarth 

Press, London, 1951, p. 131.
63. Rubenstein, 'Psychoanalysis and the Origin of 'daLim*, op. c i t .  p. 12.



came in to  fo rce . 'Each renounced the ideal of gaining for h iaa e lf  the
position  of the fa th e r , of possessing h is  mother or s i s te r .  With th is

66the taboo of in cest and the law of exogamy casw in to  b e in g .' They 
revoked th e i r  deed by forbidding k i l l in g  of the totem, the su b s titu te  
for the fa th e r  'and they renounced i t s  f r u i ts  by resigning th e ir  claim 
to the women who had now be^n se t fre e . They thus created out of th e ir  
f i l i a l  sense of g u i l t  the two fundamental taboos of totemism, which 
fo r th a t very reason inev itab ly  corresponds to  the two repressed wishes 
of the Oedipus complex*.65 Strengthened by g u i l t ,  which as suggested 
e a r l ie r  i s  in  Freud 's view the determinant of c iv i l is a t io n , the d ic ta te s
of the fa th e r  retu rned  in  disguised form as totemic taboos. Also,

,
as Rubenstein a s s e r ts .  Two forces prevented complete suppression of 
the memory of what had happened: the fee ling  of g u ilt  by the brothers
demanded c a th a rs is  of confession, and the Promethean feelings of 
triumph demanded the re p e titio n  of the v ic to ry . The totem sa c r if ic e , 
in  which an animal was su b s titu ted  fo r the o rig in a l human victim , 
made i t  possib le  fo r both con trad ic to ry  m otivations -  regret and triumph - 
to  in te rs e c t  in a sing le  deed, the s a c r i f ic ia l  act of confession and 
re-enactment through the use of a surrogate v ic tim .'

I t  is  doubtful whether Freud ac tu a lly  believed in  the h is to r ic i ty  
of th is  account. He ind icated , with some ambivalence, tha t th is  
was p a rt of the inheritance  of the human race. Stafford-C lark suggests 
th a t Freud pleads poetic  licence and th a t whether ' i t  happened or not, 
i t  is  im portant, becauie i t  corresponds to the myths and dreams of a l l  
the human race. I f  i t  corresponds to the myths and dreams of a l l  the 
human rac e , i t  must have happened. Freud the myth-maker has come 
a long way from Freud the s c ie n t is t  «6 Rubenstein s ta te s , I do not 
believe th a t an o rig in a l divine-human p a rric id e  ever occurred as a 
h is to r ic a l  or p ro to -h is to r ic a i event. I do believe th a t Freud has 
offered us a powerful and d e fin itiv e  myth th a t expresses some of the 
most s ig n if ic a n t and inescapable c o n flic ts  to which a l l  men are forever 
condemned and which they unconsciously express in  th e ir  re lig ious l i f e '

6ft

____

64. Freud, Moeei and Monotheism, op. c i t .  p. 132.
65. Freud, Totem and Taboo, p. 143.
6 6 . Rubenstein, 'Psychoanalysis and the Origin of Judaism', op. c i t .  p. 12.
67. S tafford-C lark , op. c i t .  p. 184.
6 8 . Rubenstein, The Religions Imagination, p. x i i .



Rubenstein makes extensive use of the primal crime myth in  h is
15 B  ■

understanding of man’s dependence on Promethean se lf-a sse r tio n  in h is
re lig io u s  a t t i tu d e .  He a lso  sees i t  as cen tra l to  sa c rif ic e  and the
E ucharist.

In the conclusion of Totem and Taboo, Freud developed h is  fsmous 
hypothesis about inheritance  of unconscious ra c ia l  guile fo r the 
primal murder. This now d isc red ited  hypothesis suggests th a t a l l  
re lig io n s  a re  attem pts to  p a l l ia te  in h erited  g u ilt  for the murder of 
the primal fa th e r . In Mosets and Honotheim  Freud supplemented h is 
theory of in h e rite d  r a c ia l  g u i l t  by adding the notion of the re tu rn  
of repressed  ra c ia l  memories. He attempted to find  in  the orig ins 
of Hebrew monotheism a re tu rn  of the repressed memories of the primal 

crime.

Moses and Monotheism

In Moses and Monotheism Freud uses the  same p rincip les to explain the 
development of re lig io n  up to  C h ris tia n ity . The c o llec tiv e  ambivalent 
fee lings fo r the fa th e r become repressed and, lik e  a l l  repressed 
m ate ria l, seek conscious expression. The repressed m aterial is  
expressed in  disguised form. Eventually the animal was replaced with 
a personal d e ity  thus bearing a c lo ser resemblance to the o rig ina l 
fa th e r . ’To represent tn a t fa th e r as a personal de ity  i s  obviously closer 
to the tru th  of the m atter, c lo ser to  an actual reinstatem ent of the I 
fa th e r , and Freud suggests th a t th is  development was abetted by the 
fac t th a t in  .ne course of time the b itte rn e ss  against the father 
abated and h is  image became a more ideal one, especially  since, as none 
of the brothers could a t ta in  to h is  power and s ta tu s , tha t s ta tu s came 

to be an una tta inab le  ideal fo r them. But the h o s t i l i ty  had not 
disappeared . ' 69 The primeval la th e r is  most fu lly  restored  in  monotheism 
which was a tta in ed  by the Jews. Moses and Monotheism o ffe rs  important 
considerations regarding the o rig in  of monotheist re lig io n s  in general. 
Freud t r ie s  to  make a p lausib le  reconstruction  of a murder tha t would 
be for monotheism what the primal fa th e r had been for totemism, and 
which could be a continuation , reinforcement and am plification of the

69. A lston , op. c i t .  p . 69.
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primal murder. 'The t r a n s it io n  to  monotheism required the renewal of 
th e k i l l in g  i t s e l f ,  eo th a t  the fa th e r  figure  might be strengthened 
and sublim ated, the  g u ilt  increased , the reco n c ilia tio n  w ith the 
fa ther ex a lted , and l a t e r ,  in  C h ris tia n ity , the su b s titu te  figure  of 
the son m agn ified .. .  .F in a lly , the re lig io n  of S t. Paul completes th is  
retu rn  o f the repressed  and re la te s  i t  to  i t s  p reh is to ric  source by 
giving i t  the name of o rig in a l s in :  a crime was committed against God
and death alone could redeem i t . ,70

In Moeea card Monotheism Freud p resen ts theories regarding

(a) the  k i l l in g  of Moses by the Jews. He believed Moses to  have 
been an Egyptian, wh-- influenced by Akhnaton, attempted 
to  impose monotheism on t  w Jews. He vss murdered, following 
tha  p a tte rn  of the primal crime. Alston suggests th a t with 
the  murder of Moses the Jews were 's e n s it is e d  fo r a more

9  1 ■ y. i i  » . ■complete re tu n Q o f the repressed m ateria l and so gradually
to  accept the doctrine  o f th e ir  g rea t leader*.

o s c illa te d  between oi.edience to  and hatred fo r the remembered 
image of th e  prim ordial fa th e r . The motive fo r accepting
Moses* laws was the same as th a t which motivated the primal 
horde in  Totem and Taboo.

(b) As pure e th ic a l  monotheism i s  unstab le and attempts
re c o n c ilia tio n  w ith the fa th e r  without taking adequate 
account o f the presence of g u i l t  and h o s t i l i ty ,  the 
defic iency is  remedied in  C h ris tia n ity  which takes i t s  
po in t of departure from man's o rig in a l sin  and the atoning 
death of C h ris t. But though the son d ies he is  resu rrec ted , 
becomes the cen tre  of worship, and h o s t i l i ty  to  the fa ther 
remains trium phant. Of Holy Conrmnio- Freud says 'The 
ambivalency dominating the fa thar-son  re la tio n sh ip , however 
shows c le a r ly  in  the f in a l  r e s u l t  of the re lig io u s  innovation. 
Meant to  p ro p itia te  the fa th e r d e ity , i t  ends by h is being 
dethron 'd  and se t a sid e . The Mosaic re lig io n  had been a 
Father re lig io n ; C h ris tia n ity  became a Son re lig io n . The old

70. Ricoeur, op. c i t .  P
71. A lston, op. c i t .  p. 70.
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(c)

God, the Father, took second p lace; C h ris t, the Son, 
stood in  His stead . Ju s t as in those dark times every

72
son had longed to  d o .'

Freud puts forward poignant views on anti-Semitism  which are 
echoed in  R ubenstein 's A fte r  Auaobwit*. One of the 
p e rs is te n t fea tu res  c f  anti-Sem itism  in the accusation of 
de ic ide . Freud sees ".his accusation against the Jews in 
psychoanalytic terms. ’The poor Jewish people, who with i t s
usual s tiff-n eck ed  obduracy continued to deny the murder
of the " fa th e r" , has dearly  expiated th is  in  the course of
cen tu rie s . Over and over again they heard the reproach:
you k ille d  our God. And th is  reproach is  tru e , i f  r ig h tly
in te rp re te d . I t  says, in  reference to the h is to ry  of
re lig io n : you won’ t  admit th a t you murdered God (the
archetype of God, the primaeval Father and h is
re in c a rn a tio n s). Something should be added, namely: " I t  is
true , ae did the same th in g , but we admitted  i t ,  and since
then we have been p u r if ie d ."  Not a l l  accusations with which
antisem itism  pursues the  descendants of the Jewish people

73are based on such good foundations.'

Other motives fo r anti-Sem itism  are e ith e r  obvious or l i e  deeper and 
spring from se c re t sources. These, according to  Freud, include the 
Jews' stubborn su rv ival desp ite  a l l  attem pts to  erad icate  them, 
unconscious acceptance th a t the Jews are in fac t the chosen people 
which re s u lts  in  the operation of s ib lin g  r iv a lry , and an aloofness 
or separation  from o ther people. One of the customs which m atk#^HIl 
th e ir  aloof p o s itio n , th a t of circum cision, made a d isagreeable, 
uncanny impression on o thers . According to Freud, the explanation for 
th is  is  th a t i t  reminds them of the dreaded cas tra tio n  idaa^and of 
things in  th e ir  primeval past which they would fa in  fo rget. Another 
important explanation for anti-Sem itism  offered by Freud is  taken up 
by Rubenstein in  h is  explanation of German anti-Sem itism . Freud c a lls

--------

72. Freud, Moeee and Monotheism, p. 141.
73. Ib id . p. 145.



the im position of C h ris tia n ity  the most recent motive of the se rie s .
All people who 'now excel in  the p rac tice  of antisem itism  became 
C hristians only in  r e la t iv e ly  recent tim es, aometisms forced to i t  
by bloody com pulsion.. .under the th in  veneer of C h ristian ity  they 
have remained what th e i r  ancestors were, b a rb a rica lly  p o ly th e is tic .
They have not y e t overcome th e ir  grudge against the new re lig io n  
which was forced on them, and they have pro jected  i t  on to  the source 
from which C h ris tia n ity  cams to  them* 75 The Jewish m ilieu in  which 
the Gospels are  se t  f a c i l i ta te d  such a p ro jec tio n .E  'The hatred of 
Judaism is  a t  bottom a hatred  fo r C h ris tia n ity , and i t  is  not 
su rp rising  th a t in  the  German N ationa l-S ocia list revolution th is  
close connection of the two m onotheistic re lig io n s  finds such c lear 
expression in  the  h o s ti le  treatm ent o f both . ' * 6 Rubenstein sees 
great deal o f German anti-Sem itism  as a d ire c t re su lt  of the imposition 
of C h ris tia n ity  upon the Teutons.

O th e r F a c to r s  in  th e  G e n e s is  o f  R e lig io n

The th eo ries  put forward in  Totem and Taboo end Moeae and Honothtim 
ere h is to r ic a l ly  f a n ta s t ic .  However, Hallwork a sse rts  th a t the 
v a lid ity  of F reud 's major con tribu tion  to  the  study of re lig io n  is  
not a ffec ted  by ' these dubious metapeychological hypotheses regarding 
the primal murder, in h e rited  g u i l t ,  and the re tu rn  of repressed ra c ia l 
memories' 7 7 Freud him self suggests in  Civiliaation and i t s  Discontents 
th a t the dec isive  point i s  not whether the fa th e r was ac tu a lly  k il le d , 
inasmuch as the un iversal Oedipus complex binds a ll  individuals to 
experience g u i l t .  78 'Had Freud applied th is  in sigh t to h is  cu ltu ral 
stud ies of re lig io n , he might well have dispensed with the primal 
horde, in h e rited  g u i l t ,  and the ra c ia l  unconscious, and simply observed 
tha t the unconscious memories and Oedipal c o n flic ts  mirrored in 
totemism, Judaism, and C h ris tia n ity  stem from common experiences in

in fancy .' 7*

75. Ib id .
76. Ib id . p. 148.
77. Wallwork, op. c i t .  p. 274.
78. Freud, C iv iliza tio n  and i t s  Discontents, p. 68 .
79. Wallwork, op. c i t .  p. 274.



By 1910 Freud had already given an ind ication  of the strong unconscious 
fac to rs  in  the genesis of re lig io n  in  h is study of Leonardo da Vinci.
He was convinced th a t  the in d iv id u a l's  re la tio n sh ip  with Cod was 
determined by the  re la tio n sh ip  with h is  ea rth ly  fa th e r . Repressed 
ambivalent emotions o f love and fe a r , obedience and reb e llio n , hatred 
and dependence, returned in  re lig io u s  symbols and r i tu a ls .

In th is  work he a lso  h in ts  a t  an obscure connection between the pha llic  
mother and the ro le  o f mother goddesses to which he la te r  alluded in 
Totem and Taboo. ' I  cannot suggest a t what point in  th is  process of
development a place i s  to  be found fo r the g rea t mother goddesses,

81who may perhaps in  general have preceded the fa ther-gcds. '  This
undeveloped area in  Freud 's thinking is  the most important area of
departure in  R ubenstein 's Freudian th ink ing . Rubenstein a sse rts  tha t
Freud 's primal crime hypothesis i s  'n o t primal enough* and tha t the
fac ts  as known ' increasing ly  suggest tha t the e a r l ie s t  re lig ions

82were m a tr ia rc h ia l ' .

In h is  work on Leonardo, and o thers , Freud discusses sublimation, 
a concept which assumes g rea t s ign ificance  in  Rubenstein 's understanding 
of Rabbinic Judaism. Rubenstein s ta te s  th a t sublim ation is  'th e  
c h a ra c te r is t ic a lly  Jewish way of handling the s tre sse s  of the 
unconscious' 83 (a  view a lso  hinted a t  by Freud8* ) , and he regards 
P au l's  break w ith Judaism as large ly  re su ltin g  from h is  fa ilu re  to 
handle the dilemmas of the unconscious by means of sublim ation*.

Sublimation, as described by Freud, i s  a complex phenomenon. I t  is  an 
important ego function  through which a sexual impulse or i t s  energy is  
unconsciously de flec ted  so as to express i t s e l f  in a non-sexual and 
so c ia lly  acceptable a c t iv i ty .  I t  i s  a term which is  often  used loosely

80. Freud, S ., Leonardo Da Vinoi : A Study in  Peychosexuality, New York,
Random House, 1947. F ir s t  published in German, 1910.

81. Freud, Totem and Taboo, p. 149.
82. Rubenstein, 'Psychoanalysis and the Origin of Judaism ', p. 14.
83. Rubenstein, The R eligious Imagingatton, p. 63.
84. Freud, Moses and Monotheism, p. 138.
85. Rubenstein, The R eligious Imagination, p. x i i i .



to denote any su b s titu tio n  of what appears to  be a 'h ig h e r ' for a 
' lower* s a t is f a c t io n . Freud point ad out tha t the developswnt of
c iv i l is a t io n  was made possib le  f-y such diversion of in s tin c tu a l energy

^  s  I  2
in to  so c ia lly  acceptable and c u ltu ra lly  c reative  channels. 'Sublim ation,
in  fa c t ,  takes on protean forms with law, order, soc ia l progress,
in te ra c tio n , and achievement as areas of m anifesta tion . 186

According to  S tafford-C lark  sublim ation 'was Freud 's hope f i r  the 
#  H

c rea tiv e  fu tu re  of humanity. He saw i t  as an a lte rn a tiv e  to  neurosis,
indeed as the  a lte rn a tiv e  which c rea tiv e  man had always found when

87the dammed-back lib id o  sought other paths for expression ' - He rig h tly  
poin ts out th a t Freud did not believe th a t displaced sexual energy was 
the so le sovrce of a r t i s t i c  c re a t iv i ty ,  nor th a t the c rea tive  a b il i ty  
of the a r t i s t  could be wholly explained by the mechanism of sublimation. 
He d id , however, 'b e lie v e  th a t the h ighest excursions of the human 
s p i r i t ,  in  the worlds of c re a tiv e  a r t  and science, gained th e ir  impetus 
a t the human lev e l from the reserves of l lb id in a l  energy converted I
to  th . tr  u, . 1. 88 I I  |  I

In CiviU*at<on and i t s  JKeoontente Freud ta lk s  of sublimation as a 
means of fending o ff  su ffe rin g . 'Tht task  here is  tha t ol sh iftin g
the in s tin c tu a l aims in  such a way th a t they cannot come up against 
f ru s tra t io n  from the external world. In th is ,  sublimation of the 
in s t in c ts  lends i t s  a ss is tan ce^  One gains the most i f  one can 
s u f f ic ie n tly  heighten the y ie ld  of pleasure from the sources of psychical 
and in te l le c tu a l  work. • When th a t is  so, fa te  can. do l i t t l e  against one.
A sa tis fa c tio n  of th is  kind, such as an a r t i s t 's  joy in c re stin g , in  
giving h is  phantasies body, or a s c i e n t i s t 's  in  solving problems or 
discovering tru th s , has s specia l q u a lity  which we sh a ll ce rta in ly  one 
day be able to  ch arac te rise  in  metapsycho&igical terms. At present we 
can only say f ig u ra tiv e ly  th a t such sa tis fa c tio n s  seem " fin e r  and 
higher". But th e ir  in ten sity  i s  mild as compared with tha t derived 
from the sa tin g  of crude and primary in a tin c tu a l impulsess i t  does not 
convulse our physical being. And the weax point of th is  metlw is  that

8 6 . Watson, op. c i t .  p. * ‘*9.
87. ta ffo rd -C lark , op. c i t .  pp. 164, 165.

8 8 . B Ib id . p. 165.



i t  i s  not app licab le  generally : i t  is  accessib le  to only a few
p eop le. I t  presupposes the possession of special d ispositions and 
g i f t s  which are  fa r  from being common to any p ra c tic a l degree.'®*

Rubenstein H splays d isillusionm ent w ith th is  lim iting  aspect of
I  a  B  E  g  K R i  g Q

In h is  study of Paul and in  h is  own personal confessions.sublim ation.
he shows the in a p p lic a b ili ty  of sublim ation to  some ind iv iduals.
Another recu rren t thasw in  h is  w riting  is  a denigration of the so-called  
'higher* aspects o f re lig io n  in  favour of a recognition of nan 's 
basal in s t in c ts  and methods most su itab le  for dealing with and 
expiating these  r e a l i t i e s .

R e l ig io n :  an O b s e s s io n a l  N e u ro s is

A more thoroughgoing study  of in fa n t! In needs in  re lig io n  was put forward
in The Future o f  an I l lu s io n  and elaborated fu rth e r in C iv ilisa tio n  and 
i t s  D iscontents. BRBPM
The main theme of The Future o f  on I l lu s io n  iu t «at man's re la tionsh ip
with h is fa th e r  is  decisive  in  the format: m of re lig io u s b e lie fs .

- J  E . .  E -  1  ■  ■

Developing h is  theme beyond the primal crime hypothesis, Freud turns
to the age-old human fee ling  of dependence and the need for p ro tec tion .
R elig io n  ’ » an in fa n t i le  prototype of which i t  i s  only the continuation.
Freud poi its  out th a t in early  infanc- i t  is  the mother who s a t is f ie s
the c h ild 's  hunger and becomes i t s  f i n e  love ob ject and pro tection
ag a in st a n x ie ty . In the function of p ro tec tion , however, ' the
mother i s  soot, replaced by the stron ger  fa ther who re ta in s  that position
for the res  o t childhood'. " * The chiM  experiences ambivalent feelings
of fear  as w l l  as longing and admiration for the fa th e r. These emotions
are repressed . The adu lt i s ,  however, a t the mercy of h is  repressed
f e e l in g s ,  o f  d estru c tiv e  n a tu ra l forces and of a c ra l demands made upon him.

iitevei

89. Freud, C iv ilisa tio n  and i t s  D iscontents, pp. 16, 17.
90. Rubenstein 's w riting  has a d is t in c t  'con fecsional' quality

vl
91. Freud, The Future o f  an I l lu s io n ,  p. 13.
92. Ib id .



Th« ego becomes flooded w ith an x ie ty .93 ’When the growing individual 
finds tha t he is  destined  to  remain a ch ild  fo rever, th a t he can never 
do without p ro tec tion  ayalasr strange superior powers, he lends those 
powers the fea tu res  b llcnging to  the figu re  of h is  father? he creates 
for him self the gods whom he dreads, whom he seeks to p ro p itia te  and 
whom he nevertheless *ocrusts with h is  own protection.*94 Man regresses 
to an i i f a n t i l e  stage so th a t he may be protected by a fa the r he both 
fears and loves. The humanisation of n a tu ra l phenomena helps "»*" no 
react to  them and to  be a l i t t l e  more th a t  defenceless in  tha t he can 
apply the same methods ' against these v io len t supermen ou tside’ as 
those he employs in  so c ie ty . Be can ’ try  to  adjure Lham, to appease 
them, i:o b rib ’t them, and, by so influencing th e n ...ro b  them of a part
of th e ir  power . 93 Thus, through p ro jec tions of th is  e o rt, man can
deal by psychical means with h is  own senseless anxiety. Death is  
overcome in  th a t death i t s e l f  ' is  not: ex tin c tio n , i t  is  not a retu rn
to inorganic l ife le s s n e s s , but the beginning of a new kind of existence 
which l ie s  on the path of development to  something h ig h e r.’9*

With th i r  reg ression  and p ro jec tion  of a d ivine being of which h is  own 
fa th e r is  the prototype man follows the in fa n tile  model by rea lis in g
th a t he must adopt the same methods of estab lish in g  good re la tio n s  with 
God ay he did w ith h ie  own fa th e r . God must be appeased and i f  h is  
wishes are d e tied  h o s t i l i ty  and punishment ensue. Feelings of ambivalence, 
love, fea r , h o s t i l i ty  are  d irec ted  a t  the de ity  in  analogous fashion as 
to the human fa th e r . Religion thus became ’the universal obsessional 
neurosis of humanity; lik e  the obsessional neuroses of ch ild ren , i t  
arose out of the Oedipus complex, out o f the re la tio n  to the

93. Freud d istingu ished  th ree  types of anxiety , a c ruc ia l concept in
psychoanalytic theoryr-
( i)  O bjective anxiety  in  which rea l objective danger 

arouses anx iety .
( i i )  neurotic  anxiety  -  a fea r aroused by in s tin c tu a l forces 

and th a t the ego w ill not be strong enough to  prevent the 
impulsive discharge of in s tin c tu a l energy.

( i l l )  Moral anxie ty  aroused by recognition of danger from
conscience. I t  appears as feelings o f  g u ilt  or shame, 
e ith e r  a t actions already p e rp ertra ted , or those merely 
contemplated.

Modem Analysts would a lso  d if fe re n tia te  e x is te n tia l anxiety or
Angret, which is  p a rt of the human condition.

94 . Freud, The Future o f  an I llu e io n ,  p. 20. 95. Ib id , p. 13. 96• Ibid* p.15.



fa th er  Humanity develops an i l lu s io n  ,m a source of comfort in
the face of h e lp lessn ess . The 'prim al fa th e r was the o rig in a l image 
of God, the model on which la te r  generations have shaped the figure 
o*. God . O riginal s in  and a sense of g u i l t  were re la ted  to prim itive 
in h e r ite d  shame going back to the primal crime. a g  R B I

i t  is  important to  c la r ify  what Freud meant by an i llu s io n . I quote 
his own words: 'An i llu s io n  is  not the same thing as an e r r o r . . . .  What 
is  c h a ra c te r is t ic  o f i l lu s io n s  is  th a t they are derived from human 
w ishes.. .  . I l lu s io n s  need not necessarily  be fa lse  -  tha t is  to say,
unrealizab le  or in  con trad ic tio n  to  r e a l i ty  Thus we c a ll  a b e lie f  an
illu s io n  when w ish -fu lfilm en t is  a prominent fac to r in i t s  m otivation, 
and in  doing so we d isregard  i t s  re la tio n s  to  r e a l i ty ,  ju s t as the 
illu s io n  i t s e l f  se ts  no s to re  by v e r i f i c a t io n . '99

But Freud suggests th a t re lig io n  i s  lik e  a narcotic  or in toxicant 
without which men who have been brought up on the sweet o r 'b itte r-sw e e t 
po iso n '**** of re l ig io n  from childhood could not endure the c ru e ltie s  
of r e a l i ty .  Appealing So the sovereignty of reason he asks: 'But
what of the o th er men, who have been sensib ly  brought up? Perhaps 
those who do not su ffe r  the neurosis w ill need no in toxicant to deaden 
i t .  They w i l l ,  i t  i s  t ru e , find  themselves in  a d i f f ic u l t  s itu a tio n .
They w ill  have to  admit to themselves the fu l l  ex ten t of th e ir  help* 
lesaness and th e i r  in sig n ifican ce  in  the machinery of the universe; they 
can no longer be the cen tre  of c rea tio n , no longer the object of tender 
care on the p a rt of beneficent P rovidence.. . surely in fan tilism  is  
destined to  be surmounted.. .  .Need I confess to you th a t the sole 
purpose of my book i s  to  point out the necessity  fo r th is  forward step?*101

Even i f  man, fo r the moment, remains incapable of giving up the illu sion , 
Freud a s s e r t s  the view th a t 'c iv i l iz a t io n  runs a g rea ter r isk  i f  we

97. Ib id . p. 39 . 98 . Ib id . p . 38. 99 . Ib id , pp. 26, 27.

100. Ib id . p. 45.
101. Ib id . I t  i s  in te re s tin g  to  note th a t in le t te r s  dated 21 August '981

and 20 June 1980, Rubenstein admits th a t he finds p a rtic ip a tio n  in 
worship a t the Reform Synagogue in Tallahassee * in fa n til iz in g ’ . He, 
however, found g reat meaning in p a rtic ip a tio n  in Shinto r i tu a ls  in 
Japan where he was p u rified  and p a rtic ip a te d , 'in good pagan fash io n ', 
in the r i tu a l .  (by personal comsunication).



maintain our preeent a tt i tu d e  to  re lig io n  than i f  we give i t  u p '.102 
Healthy adulthood and m aturity  demand, for Freud, the abandonment
of re lig io n .

Homo H om ini Lupus

In < ,tviliaation and i t s  D iscontents, w ritten  th ree  years l a te r ,  th is  
theme is  e lab o ra ted . The need for these illu s io n s  is  re - exasiined in 
terms of man's in s t in c tu a l  d rives and th e ir  outcome. Freud speaks of 
the u n iv e rsa lity  of s u f fe r in g .. . .'We are threatened with suffering  
from th ree  d ire c tio n s : from our own body, which is  doomed to  decay
and d isso lu tio n  and which cannot even do without pain and anxiety as 
warning s ig n a ls ; from the ex te rnal world, which may rage against us 
with overwhelming and m erciless forces of d estru c tio n ; and f in a lly  
from our re la tio n s  to o ther men. The su ffering  which comes from th is  
la s t  source i s  perhaps more pain fu l to us than any o th er.

Homo homini lupus, man's inhumanity to man, c o n stitu te s  the g rea tes t 
danger and becomes a dominant theme in  the book. This harshness of l i f e  
is  another name fo r  the help lessness of the ego in  i t s  primal s itu a tio n  
of sub jection  to  i t s  th ree  m asters, the id , the superego and r e a l i ty .
To the th ree fo ld  nature of anxiety and fea r . C iv ilisa tio n  and i t s  
Discontents adds the  fu r th e r  t r a i t :  'man i s  b a s ica lly  a "discontented"
being, fo r he cannot achieve happiness in a n a rc is s is t ic  manner and at 
the same time f u l f i l  the  h is to r ic  task  of cu ltu re  which h is  aggressiveness 
impedes; th is  i s  the reason why man, threatened in  h is  se lf-reg ard , is  
so enamoured of c o n so la tio n '. 104 This theme can be seen in  The Future o f  
an I l lu s io n .  Culture steps in  to  meet man's needs and the new face of 
c iv i l is a t io n  is  not one of p ro sc rip tio n  but of p ro tection  'and the 
benevolent visage i s  the visage of re lig io n  .

D iscontent, however, rem ains. One of the reasons l ie s  in man’a 
confrontation with the absurd commandment to love h is  neighbour as 
him self, and the impossible demand to  love h is  enemies (the absurdity

102. Ib id . p. 31.
103. Freud, C iv iliz a tio n  and i t s  D iscontents, p. 14.
104. Ricoeur, op. c i t .  250. 105. Ib id .



and im p o ss ib ility  being in h eren t in  F reud 's  view of men). Freud sees
th is  aggression »s % d e riv a tiv e  of and the main rep resen ta tive  of the 
death in s tin c t,. Thus the evolution of c iv i l is a t io n  represents a
struggle  between Eros a*.d Death. 'T his struggle is  what a l l  l i f e
e s se n tia lly  consists  o f , and the evolution of c iv il is a t io n  may therefore 
be simply described as the strugg le  fo r l i f e  of the human species. And
i t  ii th is  b a t t le  of the giants th a t our nursemaids try  to  appease with 
th e ir  lu llab y  about heaven.' 106

C iv ilisa tio n  can only be ensured by communal renunciation of in s tin c tu a l
g ra t i f ic a t io n , the renunciation  of aggression being the hardest p rivation  
of a l l .  G u ilt, p a r t ic u la r ly  common g u i l t ,  would be one way of enforcing 
th is  renunciation , to  employ in te rn a lised  violence against externalised
violence. S tafford-C lark  makes an in te re s tin g  observation: 'The
e a s ie s t way to  make i t  e ffe c tiv e  would be to d isplace the aggression from 
the ego t j the super-ego, and then to  in tro je c t  the super-ego not simply 
in to  each ind iv idual but in to  the comsainity, in to  th e ir  communal values 
and b e l ie f s ,  in  fa c t a new system of e th ic s  would have to take the
place of the  o ld ; and i t  is  hard to see how psychoanalysis i t s e l f  could 
escape the invidious d is t in c tio n  of becoming a new re lig io n '

As suggested e a r l ie r ,  Freud regards g u ilt  as the most important problem 
in the development o f c iv i l is a t io n  and the price  paid for advance in 
c iv i l is a t io n  is  a lo ss  of happiness through a heightening of the sense 
of g u i l t .  In the l a s t  a n a ly sis , c iv i l is a t io n 's  discontent is  the sense 
of g u i l t  produced by i t .  Religions have never overlooked the part
played in  c iv i l is a t io n  by a sense of g u ilt  and they claim to rede 
mankind from th is  sense of g u i l t ,  which they c a l l  sin.*^®

Freud's v is io n  of mankind is  a mournful but compassionate one. While 
h is f in a l conclusion i s  th a t the  p rice  of cu ltu re  and c iv i l is a t io n  is
individual su ffe ring  and g u ilt  and renunciation of in s tin c tu a l d rives, 
he holds out a tenuous hope th a t  the neurosis of cu ltu re  may i t s e l f  
derive from the pun itive  nature of a co llec tiv e  superego which may some

106. Freud, C ivi.liza ticn  and i t s  D iscontents, p. 59.
107. S tafford-C lark , op. c i t .  p. 187.
108. Freud, C iv ilisa tio n  and i t s  D iscontents, p. 73.

  *  "



day be accessib le  to communal a n a ly s is .109 

R u b e n s te in  w i th in  th e  F re u d ia n  C i r c l e

Freud s view of re lig ion  is  h o s ti le  and h is  view of man pessim istic . 
Wallwork po in ts out the three-pronged nature of Freud 's challenge to
re lig io n . 110

F ir s t ly ,  h is  view e f  man was c le a rly  incompatible w ith the c la ss ic a l 
re lig io u s  d o c trin e  th a t man’s a e s th e tic , moral end re lig io u s  a ttr ib u te s  
transcend the realm of nature and s c ie n t if ic  explanation, and tha t man's 
superio r nattur» aa d iv inely  ordained. Freud mined the  depths of the 
unconscious to  find  hidden sources of moral behaviour and re lig ious 
b e l ie f ,  and to  solve the r id d le  o f man's su p e rio rity  over the animals. 
Secondly, Freud challenged the v a lid ity  o f many re lig io u s  b e lie fs  by 
unmasking th e i r  're a l*  but unconscious o r ie in s , the most obvious area 
being d iv ine providence which he regarded as an i l lu s io n  to sa tis fy  
man's innate  need fo r p ro tec tion . Although speculative philosophers lik e  
David Hume and Ludwig Feuerbach had arrived  a t s im ila r conclusions th e ir  
suggestions could be dismissed as the products of specu lation . I t  was 
d i f f ic u l t  to  disavow the magnitude of Freud's evidence for h is  conclusions 
in view of the s c ie n t i f ic  basis c f  h is  c l in ic a l  observation. Thirdly, 
Freud challenged the assumption th a t the ultim ate e ffe c ts  of re lig ious 
b e lie fs  and p ra c tic e s  yielded p o sitiv e  b e n e fits . From his c lin ic a l 
observation Freud found th a t re lig io u s  b e lie fs  and a tti tu d e s  were often 
dysfunctional in  th a t they impoverished the b e lie v e r 's  a b il i ty  to cope 
in a mature and ra tio n a l manner w ith threatening fo rces , and th a t 
re lig io u s  p ro h ib itio n s often  caused people to  live  overly g u ilt-rid d en , 
unhappy nd u n fu lf il le d  l iv e s . An anxious ad u lt, seeking secu rity , 
p ro jec ts  the i l lu s io n  of a loving fa th e r God who, in tu rn , makes 
impossible moral demands. Providence and forgiveness of the Oedipal 
sin  are  gained a t  excessive psychic cost and repression  of id impulses, 
which in th e i r  tu rn  engender neurotic  anal sty and b iza rre  symptoms.
A v icious cycle o f anxiety , repression , p ro jec tion , moral repression 
and anxiety is  thus se t in  motion.

109. S taffo rd -C lark , op. c i t .  p . 187.
110. WeiIwork, op. c i t ,  pp. 252, 253. 111. Ib id . p. 272.



Wallwork's ob jections to  Freud 's view of re lig io n  l ie  p rec ise ly  in 
se three areas. He questions the accuracy of Freud's portrayal 

o f  man as being determined by in trapsychic forces beyond h is con tro l.
He also asks whether conscious thoughts and deeds can reasonably be 
acsumed to  be determined by sexual and aggressive impulses and 
unconscious memories of in fa n t ile  c o n flic ts . Are man's moments of 
in te l le c tu a l  c re a t iv i ty  spurious and is  a sense of moral resp o n sib ility  
re re ly  illu so ry ?  He m aintains th a t in  Freud 's view man i s  devoid of an 
irred u c ib le  personal cen tre , a seat of genuine s p ir i tu a l  c re a tiv ity , 
decision , a c tio n  and energy* and in  view of the widespread experience 
of the ex istence  of th is  irred u c ib le  cen tra , Freud 's conception of 
man, while having v a lid i ty ,  i s  incozp le ts.

Secondly, he questions Freud 's view of God as a projected i llu s io n .
This view does no ju s t ic e  to  the non-parental re lig io n s  and also takes 
no account o f the mature and v a lid  con tribu tions of the great theologians 
from Augustine to  T il l ic h , who, examined on th e ir  own terms, do not 
re f le c t  the  p rim itive  fan ta s ie s  described by Freud.

Thirdly, although re lig io n  has re su lted  in  repressive a ttitu d e s  Freud 
ignores the  f in e r  q u a li t ie s  such as t r u s t ,  kindness, love and forgiveness 
which can a lso  be seen as the f r u i ts  o f re lig io n . His view of the 
in fa n tile  mode o f re lig io n , while f i t t i n g  in with some re lig ious p rac tices 
of some in d iv id u a ls , does not cover universal modes of re lig io n . Pointing 
towards D ie trich  Bonhoeffer and Erik H. Erikson, Wallwork suggests that 
some forms of re lig io u s  b e lie f  con tribu te  p rec ise ly  to  th a t form of 
psychological m aturity  which Fraud had in  mind. By h is ru th less c ritic ism
of the c h ild ish  i r r a t io n a l i ty  o f re lig io n  Freud inadvertently  contributed 
to the emergence of more appropriate figures fo r human awe, devotion and 
service as represented  in Bonhoeffer's con trast of immature 'r e l ig io n ' 
with mature C h ris tian  fa ith  end Erik H. E rikson 's view of re lig io n  as a 
'profound inner conviction of the trustw orth iness of oneself w ithin a 
trustw orthy universe* .

112.
113.

Ib id . p . 276.
Wallwork, 'E rik  H. E rik son ', Johnson e t  a l ,  op. c i t .  p. 338.
In the same work, Roger A Johnson, in  the chapter on D ietrich 
Bonhoeffer, po in ts out th a t fo r Bonhoeffer the tirm* relig ion  
and re lig io u s  have a specia l and p a rtic u la r  connotation. Instead 
of re fe rr in g  to  a l l  forms of b e lie f  and p rac tice  and e c c le s ia s tic a l 
in s t i tu t io n s  they re fe r  to a personality  type.



Freud 's a tt i tu d e  to re lig io n  nevertheless reveals h is  own cherished
m, h isb e lie fs  and values. These include h is  personal a the i 

compassionate s e n s it iv ity  to  moral in ju s tic e  combined with h is
pessim istic  view of man, and h is commitment to tru th s  revealed by
science. These b e lie fs  and values were endangered by the sup erstitio u s■

src l and non-verifiab le  elements in  popular re lig io n . Freud's view
c e rta in ly  helped to  enlarge our understanding of the unconscious factors 
which play a p a rt in  re lig io u s  b e lie f . Anxiety and helplessness do
play a part in  re lig io n  and re lig io u s  in s t itu t io n s  have o ften  resu lted
in excessively  repressive moral codes causing oppressive g u i l t .

S tafford-C lsrk  co rrec tly  views psychoanalysis as a method of study, 
research and treatm ent which can be based on so lid  claims and as a 
d isc ip lin e  which has undoubted v a lid i ty . He however, regards Freud's 
philosophical th eo rie s , beginning with the concept of the death in s tin c t
and proceeding to  the o rig in s of m orality and re lig io n  as the unfettered  
speculation of th e ir  o r ig in a to r . He suggests th a t no hypothesis
regarding the occurrence of re lig io u s b e lie f s , no m atter how valid  or 
convincing, a ffe c ts  the e sse n tia l v a lid ity  of the b e lie fs  themselves.
Freud, he p o in ts  out, never challenges the v a lid ity  of re lig io u s belief*  
and nowhere does he prw e  or even seek to prove th a t re lig ious b e lie f  
i s  i l l u s o r y .115 Hevertlel .-ss, Wallwork suggests th a t Freud's
demonstration of the 'r e a l '  but unconscious o rig ins of re lig io u s illu s io n  
co n stitu tes  a serious challenge to  th e ir  v a lid ity .

117An important re la ted  consideration is  put forward by Alston. He asks
whether Freud's n a tu ra lis t ic  explanation of re lig io n  renders th e is t ic  
b e l i e f  unacceptable. Acceptance of Freud’s explanation of Cod as an 
i l lu s io n  and r e l ig io n  as a universal obsessional neurosis of humanity 
could, i f  taken to  the extreme, show th a t re lig io u s b e lie fs  can no longer 
be considered serious candidates for acceptance. As a liv e  issue a t

aid as the only theory which attempts to  spell out in  any d e ta ilp r e s e n t ,
the psychological mechanisms involved in re lig io n , Alston regards
Freudian theory ac being ' in  possession of a la rger segment of the complete 
exp la n a tio n  than any o t h e r ',118 although he admits th a t no theory of

114.
116.
117.

S tafford-C lark, op. c i t .  p. 198. 115. Ib id . p. 199.
Wallwork, op. c i t .  p. 270.
Alston, Hick, Ed., op. c i t .  pp. 63 -  I02. 118. Ib id . p. 65.
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re lig io n  which proceeds in  terms of eny one so rt of fac to r can possibly 
present a complete explanation of re lig io u s b e lie f .

After a carefu l lo g ic a l explanation he concludes that ’even i f  the
psychoanalytic theory of the causal basis of th e is t ic  b e lie f  i s  co rrec t,
there seems to  be no reason to  say tha t therefo re  re lig io n  is  s happy
a lte rn a tiv e  to  a neu rosis; and therefo re  there is  no reason for
suggesting, on these  grounds, th a t th e is t ic  b e lie f  is  fa ls e , probably
fa lse , or unworthy of serious considera tion’ e11* I t  is  s t i l l  possible
to d is tin g u ish  causal explanation of a b e lie f  from disproof of th a t 

120

Freud made i t  q u ite  c le a r  what he meant when be used the word ’ i l lu s io n ’ ,
and th a t i t  does not necessa rily  deny the re a l ity  behind the i llu s io n .
Also, Alston revea ls  the lo g ica l fa llacy  inherent in the view th a t
acceptance of the psychoanalytic approach to re lig io n  renders theism

II I
unworthy of considera tion . However, as A lasdair MacIntyre points 
out, Freud t r e a ts  re lig io n  as a form of b e lie f  known independently to  be 
fa lse  and th e re fo re  to  be explained as a m isconstruction. In the seme 
way th a t the C h ris tian  moves w ith in  a c irc le  of ju s tify in g  reasons in 
re la tio n  to re lig io u s  b e lie f s ,  assessing m atters in h is  own terms, the 
convinced Freudian moves w ith in  a s im ila r c irc le  which ex is ts  on the ssm 
level as a re lig io u s  system. There is  a p rio r a tt i tu d e  toward re lig io n  
which a ffe c ts  the e lu c id a tio n  of i t .  He suggests th a t Freudianism, in 
the sense in  which i t  provides a ground fo r re jec tin g  C h ris tian ity  is  
far more than a theory. I f  we aooept the Freudian explanation o f

relig ion we are already moving in side  the Freudian c ir c le .
122

Rubenstein appears, in  my opinion, to be moving within the Freudian 
c irc le  which determines h is  approach to  re lig io n , to man and to the 
death of God. Rubenstein adopts a n a tu ra lis t ic  approach to re lig io n . 
There is  no evidence in  h is w riting  of a transcendent de ity  who reveale

119. Ib id . pp. 98 f.
120. Ib id . p. 102.
121. A lisd a ir MacIntyre. Hidt, e d ., op. c i t .  p. I ll*
122. Ib id . (my emphasis).



himself to  humanity. There are  elements of the functional approach
to re lig io n  in  h is  thought. He sees re lig io n  as representing a return

1 *1Uof the repressed to  human consciousness. These aspects of h is  
thought w ill be elaborated in  the next chapter.

Rubenstein has been in tim ately  involved in  psychoanalysis. M iller 
points out th a t i t  is  easy fo r the ou tsider to  be c r i t ic a l  of Freud's 
ideas in  th a t Freud had l i t t l e  to  say to someone who is  not personally 
involved in  psychoanalysis. Those who are involved are usually  less 
confident in  th e i r  c r i t ic ism .

Once one is  involved in  the psychoanalytic expedition back to  childhood 
and personal commitment to  the therapeutic  process is  given and honesty 
is  attem pted, ' i t  i s  no longer so obvious what i s  reasonable and what 
is  absurd. There is  some m erit to  the claim th a t the c ritic ism  of

5  _______________

123. B ln  a recen t a r t i c le  'R elig ion  and History : Power, H istory and
the Covenant a t Sinai* to  be published in  Jacob Neusner, ed ,. 
Take Judaism For Example. Studies Toward the Comparison o f  
R elig ion , U niversity  of Chicago Press, 1982 (forthcoming), 
Rubenstein states th a t 'th e re  is  no reason to  doubt th a t Moses 
had a reve la to ry  experience. . . and th a t experience became the 
b asis  fo r the covenant between the new God and the escapees .
(p . 14). This statem ent is  an unusual one fo r Rubenstein, as 
in  h is  o ther works one gains the d is t in c t  impression th a t God 
is  not a revealing  God.

124. Norman 0 . Brown a lso  sees re lig io n , and more p a rticu la rly  
P ro testan tism , as a re tu rn  of the repressed to consciousness

• Psychoanalysis may claim th a t i t  represen ts a fu lle r  return

*

125. R ubenst.in , The R eligious Imagination, pp. x L  f .  and 
My Brother Paul, p. 18.
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peychoanalysi* is  best l e f t  to  t ’lose who have experienced i t  . 
Bubensteln 's personal c o v e n a n t  to the therapeutic process of 
psychoanalysis wad h is  acceptance of Freud’s applied psychoanalytic 
th eo rie s  oust t* ;refora be seen as inex tricab ly  bound. g  1

Freud 's view of sum was undoubtedly culture—bound. His view of primal 
mim Was bound by the  b ias and rial adjustments of the middle—class
European family o f the early  tw entieth century. He in s is te d  th a t the 
primal horde and k i l l in g  was not an allegory but an event which 
recurred thousands of times before c iv i l is a t io n  could be achieved. 
Each ch ild  is  destined to overcome the b a tt le  with h is  own father in

phasis on the immense force of unconscious 
fac to rs  in  human conduct suuie the old fa ith  in  the in e v ita b ili ty  of
h is  l ife tim e . His

human progress through man’ s constant growth of knowledge and
understanding sound lik e  an innocent myth concocted to am se l i t t l e  

127child ren .

Freud was a man of genius, compassion and abiding influence. Hall and 
Lindsey a tt r ib u te  h is  tremendous impact and influence to  the fac t that 
h is ideas are challenging, th a t h is  conception of man is  both broad 
and deep, and th a t h is  theory has relevance for our tim es. 'Freud may 
not have been a rigorous s c ie n tis t  nor a f i r s t  a te  th eo re tic ian , but 
he was a p a tie n t, m eticulous, penetrating  observer and a tenacious, 
d isc ip lin ed , coursgeous, o rig in a l th inker. Over and above a l l  of the 
other v irtu es  of h is  theory stands th is  one -  i t  t r ie s  to  envisage a
tul1-bodied individual liv in g  p a rtly  in  a world of r e a l i ty  and p a rtly
in  a world of make-believe, beset by co n flic ts  and inner contrad ictions, 
yet capable of ra tio n a l thought and action , moved by forces of which he
has l i t t l e  knowledge and by asp ira tions which are beyond h is  reach, 
by tu rn  confused and clear-headed, fru s tra ted  and s a t is f ie d , hopeful 
and despairing , s e lf ish  and a l t r u is t ic ;  in  sho rt, a complex human ^  
being. For many people th is  p ictu re  of man has e sse n tia l v a l id i ty .’

811
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M iller, op. c i t .  pp. 264, 265. 
Ib id . p. 267.
Hall and Lindzey, op. c i t .  p. 72.



The h ighest form o f  the oomio arises precise ly  when 
the ind iv idua l comes d ire c tly  under the in f in i te  
abstraction  o f  'pure humanity Tt without any o f  those 
intermediary q u a litie s  which temper the humour o f  
man's p osition  and strengthen i t s  pathos, with 
any o f  the concrete particu la rs o f  organisation  
which the leve llin g  process d estro ys .. . .Man's only 
sa lva tion  l ie s  in  the re a lity  o f  re lig ion  fo r  each 
ind iv idua l.

Siren Kierkegaard

RUBENSTEIN' S VIEWS ON MAN AND RELIGION AS PRESENTED IN AFTER AUSCHWITZ

We now tu rn  from Rubenatein' • Freudian background to  his views on can 
and re lig io n . During the nineteen s ix t ie s  Rubenstein addressed himself 
to the sp e c if ic a lly  Jewish issues a ris in g  out of the Holocaust, 
prim arily exploring th e ir  theological s ign ificance. In h is  more recent 
work the focus i s  not on the Holocaust per se but on what a can learn  
from the Holocaust about our current s itu a tio n  in the larger world and 
he thus investiga tes i t s  p o l i t ic a l ,  h is to r ic a l and sociological 
im plications. *1 am curren tly  concerned with la rger issu es’ , he s ta te s . 
•I would, however, s tre ss  th a t th is  represents a development ra ther
than a leap from one sphere to  another

,1course, the H olocaust,.

My f i r s t  encounter with the thought of Richard L. Rubenatein resulted  
from my reading of After  Auschwitz. In th a t major work of the nineteen 
six tie r, he propounded h is views on the death of the God who acts in 
h isto ry  and in  the wake of tha t event he formulated the way in which

The connecting link  is ,  of

1. Rubenatein, Personal communication, le t te r  dated 5 July 197^



Jews co u ld  l i v e  m ea n in g fu lly . g  In A /t« r  Auaohuitz he sp e lle d  out a 

fu n c tio n a l r a t io n a le  fo r  m ain ta in in g  Jew ish p r a c t ic e  in  terms of 

communal and in d iv id u a l n eed s , an approach which could meet the needs 

o f  modern Jews because i t  m aintained th e e ssen ce  o f  Jew ish p r a c t ic e .  

However, th ere  has been a s ig n i f ic a n t  change in  h is  thought g en era lly  

and s p e c i f i c a l l y  in  h is  own p erson al response to  Jew ish observance.

This became p a r t ic u la r ly  apparent in  Pouer Struggle, h is  autobiogra­

p h ica l c o n fe s s io n . I  must c o n fe ss  th a t a t th e  tim e o f  reading th at  

work I exp erien ced  some con fu sion  w ith  regard to  h is  stan ce  in  r e la t io n  

to  Jew ish  r i t u a l  p r a c t ic e .  H is s h i f t  in  thought was accompanied by a 

person a l abandonment o f  Jew ish  observance which I was unable to  

r e c o n c ile  w ith  h ia  view s as propounded in  A fter Aueohuntz. His stance  

and developm ent have been g r e a t ly  c la r i f ie d  by personal correspondence.

F i r s t l y ,  he p o in ted  out th a t a lready in  an e a r ly  work. The Religxoua 
Imagination, he argues th a t one o f  the most important needs served by 

rab b in ic  t r a d it io n  i s  th a t o f  d is c ip l in in g  Jews so th a t they are not 

tempted to  exp ress th e ir  co u n ter -a g g ress iv e  ten d en cies  in  the fa ce  o f 

th e ir  o v e r lo r d s , e i th e r  Roman or post-Roman. Rabbinic Judaism i s  

th e r e fo r e  seen  as a response o f  the Jew ish community to  the con d itio n s  

o f d e fe a t  and p ow erlessn ess th a t fo llow ed  the f a l l  o f  Jerusalem  

in  70 G.E.

Secondly, in  Porjer Struggle he a s s e r ts  th a t rab b in ic  a u th ority  i s  based  

u lt im a te ly  on a Roman p o l i t i c a l  d e c is io n . H is q u estio n  i s  whether As 

has any reason to  be bound by th a t d e c is io n .2 He se e s  in  th e Jewish  

preyer book a rep re se n ta tio n  o f  th e  s itu a t io n ,  hopes and yearnings o f  

a b i t t e r l y  d efea ted  people who look  forward to  the day when i t s  

r e l ig io u s  and p o l i t i c a l  in s t i t u t io n s  w i l l  be resto red  and d e fea t w i l l  be 

turned in to  v ic to r y .  'Thus, the in s t i t u t io n s  o f  rabb in ic Judaism were 

from th e  s ta r t  designed  to  be interim  in s t i t u t io n s  th at wave meant to  

come to  an end w ith  the r e s to r a t io n  o f  Jewish autonomy in  I s r a e l .

Put d i f f e r e n t ly ,  im p lic it  in  the nature o f  rab b in ic  Judaism was an urge 

towards oloaure a t  so w n  fu tu re  d a te . When I  stood  a t the Wall on ^

Tisha b'Ab in  1967, i t  was mv co n v ic tio n  th a t c lo su r e  had taken p la c e .'

2 R ubenstein , Personal communication, l e t t e r  dated 30 A pril 1980.

3. Ib id .
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Thirdly, Rubenatein understands rabbinic Judaism as having been 
formulated as a re su lt of Yochanan's bargain, the f ru i t  of tha t 
p o l i t ic a l  decision, namely, the bargain with Caesar tha t the 
powerlessness of the Jews would never be used tn  destroy them, i f  
they complied with C aesar's law. The bargain was kept, mere or le s s , 
u n t i l  H itle r  took advantage of Jewish powerlessness to  exterminate 
European Jewry. ' I  would argue th a t, as the conditions which provided 
the soc ia l basis for rabbinic Judaism had been a lte red  and no fu ture 
Caesar could ever be tru s ted , the re lig io u s movement in Judaism

Fourthly, Rubenatein regards diaspora Judaism as having no long-term 
v ia b i l i ty .  I t  is  a doomed community, not necessarily  by violence, but 
by increasing interm arriage and defection . Inasmuch as Jews constitu te  
a m iddle-class m inority, Rubenatein views them as ultim ately  redundant 
as he does a l l  m iddle-class m inorities. He is  convinced tha t the 
Judaism which w ill a rise  in  Is ra e l w ill be qu ite  d iffe ren t from diaspora

Judaism.

F if th ly , he remarks on h is 'bu reaucratic  excommunication' as a re su lt of 
h is  views. ' I  became to ta l ly  peroona non grata w ithin the Jewish 
community. As a re su lt I  teach at a un iversity  which is  over 95* 
non-Jewish iH t. except for my wife, months go by without my even speaking 
to a Jewish p u .so n .'5 He also lives in  'an  overwhelmingly fundamentalist 
P ro te s ta n t '6 c ity  with a population of 150 000. He has sta ted  tha t  ̂
Judaism must be practised  within a community i f  i t  is  to be meaningful.
His s itu a tio n  is  such tha t in  April 1980 he did not fee l tha t he could 
belong to  a congregation, and that any Jewish observance would be out of 
con tex t.8 Later in 1980 he f e l t  obliged to jo in  the reform temple as a 
member so that he could be in  some way a f f i l ia te d  to the Jewish community

4. Ib id . 5. Ibid.
6. Rubenstein, Personal communication, le t te r  dated 21 August 1981.
7. Rubenstein, After  Auschwitz, 'The Symbols of Judaism and the

Death of God', p. 236, where he s ta te s  'R eligious symbols cease to 
be meaningful unless they are appropriated in the shared l i f e  of a 
conmuniry....There is  an interdependent re la tio n sh ip  between Jewis.i 
id en tity , Jewish h is to ry , and Jewish tra d itio n s .

8. Rubenstein, Personal comnunication, l e t te r  dated 30 April 198°*
9 . Rubenstein, Personal communication, l e t t e r  dated 16 September 1980.

predicated on Jewish powerlessness and C aesar's trustw orthiness is  no 

longer tenable.



In August 1981
'

he sta ted  th a t he is  a member of the local reform 
congregation (as there i s  no o th e r) , but in  view of h is  c lea rly  sta ted  
theological views 't h i s  a f f i l ia t io n  i s  more a gesture to  the social 
p ro p rie tie s  of m iddle-class America, in which every respectable person 
belongs to the "church of h is choice" than i t  is  an act of inner 
commitment' . 10 At the simplest leve l he finds the service in fe n til is in g  
and th is  is  aggravated by the fuct th a t almost none of the congregants 
have any responsible knowledge about th e ir  h isto ry  or about Judaism 
except a t the crudest and most prim itive lev e l. Although th e ir  lives 
have bean overwhelmingly affected  by th e ir  being Jewish, they have no 
perspective on th is  constituen t of th e ir  id en tity .

In a l e t t e r  I  once remarked on the harshness of the American Jewish 
cotmmmity in  re la tio n  to  h is bureaucratic exconrounication to  which 
Rubenstein rep lied : ' I  am a l i t t l e  concerned th a t you do not deal too
harshly with the  Jewish community fo r the parting  of the ways with me.

in ities  have in s tin c ts  concerning who can speak for them.
They were en tire ly  correct,

They

understood th a t I  did not belong. They were en tire ly  co rrec t. Had I
been a non-ordained academic or business man, they might have wanted
to claim  me in  any event, but I  was ordained and th a t made a dH fereuce.
Also you are w riting  about me, hopefully , in mid-career and the story

12is  by no means complete.'

I had w ritten  th is  chapter on A fter Auechritz before having inaugurated 
a most f r u i t f u l  correspondence with Dr. Rubenstein. Despite the fac t 
tha t so much of h is thinking has chsnged, I find no substan tia l reason 
to a l t e r  s ig n ific an tly  the contents of my analysis of the book. I t  

rin s, in my opinion, a va lid  representation of Rubenstein's thought
at th a t time and may have the advantage of being presented ' f re s h ly ', 
as i t  was perceived, with none of the la te r  accretions having come to 
my knowledge a t  tha t po in t. This, and the following chapter, represents 
the basis of Rubenstein*s thought of the nineteen s ix t ie s .

10. Rubenstein, Personal communication, le t te r  dated 21 August 1981.

11. Ib id .
12. Rubenstein, Personal communication, l e t te r  dated 20 June 1980.
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L ife  Exp<

Richard L. Rubenstein

ii»  f o r  Theology

profound conviction beit there *
8 " |

no su b s titu te  fo r ’ the agonizing crucib le  of l i f e ’s experiences for 
meaningful theological statem ent’ . 13 For th is  reason, there can be 
no Jewish theology which is  fundamentally out of contact with the 
actual l i f e  of the Jewish people. The decisive moments as lived in 
the Jewish p resen t, or ka iro i, assume great sign ificance in h is thought. 
There are two such moments fo r the Jewish people in  the tw entieth 
century, the Holocaust and the re-establishm ent of the S tate  of Is ra e l. 
Neither event can be ignored in  any meaningful theological statem ent.

For Rubenstein the problem of God and the death camps is  the cen tra l and
decisive question for Jewish theology in  the tw entieth century. He
regards the way in  which th is  problem in  Jewish h isto ry  is  trea ted  as
the one pre-eminent measure of the adequacy of a l l  contemporary
theo log ies . 14 He expressed amazement a t the silence of contemporary
Jewish theologians on the question of God and the death camps, and
concluded, unw illingly and sadly , 16 that the God-who-acts-iu-history
died a t Auschwitz. 17 He i s  convinced tha t i f  there is  a God of h is to ry ,
he must also be the author of Auschwitz, and H itle r  an instrument of
h is w il l ,  an idea which is  too obscene for Rubenstein to  accept. Man's
v ision of God and himself has been impaired permanently by the death
camps. The b e lie f  that Jewish misfortune is  the re su lt  of punitive
v is i ta t io n  of the God who ac ts  in  h isto ry  is  a dysfunctional response
to the Holocaust. Few ideas in Jewish re lig ious thought have been more
decisively  mistaken, in sp ite  of th e ir  deep psychological roo ts , than
the te r r ib le  b e lie f  that God acts meaningfully in h is to ry . The question
for Rubenstein thus becomes: ho* to speak of re lig io n  in  the time of the 

19death of God.

13. Rubenstein, A fte r  Auechuitx:, ’The Supernatural Jew ', p. 177.
14. Rubenstein, op. c i t .  ’The Making of a Rabbi’ , p. 223
15. Rubenstein, op. c i t .  'Symposium on Jewish B e l i e f ,  p. 153.
16. Rubenstein, op. c i t .  Ib id . p. 152. Cf. Rubenstein, The Religioue

Imagination, p. xiv.
17. Rubenstein, A fter  AuechuiU, pp. 130, 153 , 204, passim .
18. Rubenstein, op. c i t .  ’Judaism and "The Secular C ity' ' ,  p. 204.
19. Rubenstein, A fter A uschjite , pp. 205, 153, 191, passim.



Rubenstein s ta te s  qu ite  c lea rly  tha t theology is  a subjective d isc ip lin e
I ts  zxm is  to

experience
I t  reveals less  about God than about the men we are . 
help o thers to c la r ify  th e ir  thoughts in the face of com 
and thereby to  con tribu te  to self-understanding. L - r ig h tly  s ta te s  
that 'No man can rea lly  say th a t God is  dead. How can w* know that? 
Nevertheless, 1 am compelled to  say th a t we live  in  the time of the

"death of God", 
than about God.

This is  more a statement about man and h is  cu lture 
The death of God is  a cu ltu ra l f a c t ' .

For Rubenstein God is  to ta l ly  unavailable as a source of meaning and 
value. There is  no v e r tic a l transcendence . 22 There har been a breach 
between present day perspectives and those of our ancestors which can 
never be healed. The experiences of the tw entieth century have been 
rad ica lly  d iffe re n t from previous experience and the theologian of 
today must invest theology with the way he fee ls  about the ultim ate

questions of l i f e ,23 This absence of God is  f e l t  by many,4 Rubenstein 
and the C hristian  death of God theologians share the experience of the 

rad ica l eecu la rity  of our times.

With the r is e  of the modern m etropolis, increasing urbanisation and 
advances in  technology, there has been a concomitant loss of a re lig ious 
dimension. Harvey Cox suggested tha t urbanisation is  re la ted  to 
se c u la risa tio n ? 4 Some of the main c h a ra c te ris tic s  of h is technopolis 
are anonymity, m obility , pragmatism and profan ity . While Cox 
aware of the loneliness and a liena tion  caused by anonymity and m obility 
he celebra tes these a ttr ib u te s  of modem society . Rube-.tain questions 
th is  celebra tion . He points out the deep need men rimary
groups, 25 and questions the actual existence of t .r c ity  in

20. Rubenstein, A fte r  Auaahjntz, p. x.
21. Rubenstein, op. c i t .  'Symposium on Jewish B e l i e f ,  p . 151.
22. Rubenstein, op. c i t .  pp. 205, 151.
23. Rubenstein, A fter  Auschwitz, 'Death of God Theology and Judaism ', 

p. 244.
24. Harvey Cox, The Secular C ity% op. c i t .  pp. 4, 5 f f .
25. Rubenstein, A fte r  Auechuitz, pp. 199, 221, and p. 28. He bases his

O'Dea, The Sociology o f  Religion, P rentice-H all, 1986, p. 36.



that what appears to  be a m etropolitan community turns out in re a lity  
to be a se ries  o f re la tiv e ly  small sub-coommities separated by race, 
re lig io n , na tional o rig in  and economic circumstances. He asks the 
pertinen t question as to whether the p ro life ra tio n  of suburban churches 
and synagogues (a seeming anomaly in th is  secular age) is  not a p a rtia l 

■response to th is  need for primary groups.

For the modem Jew the problem of secu la risa tio n  and urbanisation has 
been aggravated by the r i s e  of b ib lic a l c ritic ism . Jews can no longer 
accept a t face value the myths concerning the divine authority  of 
tra d itio n a l b e lie fs  and p rac tice . At the heart of tra d itio n a l Judaism 
lie s  the conviction that God, the omnipotent Creator, gave the Jewish 
people the Torah as a guile  of conduct for th e ir  l iv e s . Sasic to th is  
b e lie f  was the conviction tha t the Torah is  a unitary  document which 
expressed a harmonious point of view. Any apparent contradictions in 
the Torah were solved in  the oral law. Thus, guided fo r two m illennia 
by rabbinic in te rp re ta tio n , the Jew could re s t  secure in the knowledge 
that h is  conduct was in accordance with the w ill of God. Righteousness 
was the re su lt of obedience to God's w ill as reve/.isd in  the Torah, while 
sin  constitu ted  the lack of conformity with h is  w ill . B ib lical c ritic ism  
attacked th is  conviction a t i t s  roots and proved to  be fa r more damaging 
to Judaism than to  C h ris tian ity . For C h ris tian ity  the Christ-event. is 
cen tra l to affirm ation . Unitary authorship of the Bible i s  not decisi «. 
The Jew, on the other hand, has now to liv e  according to the Torah, but 
without the previous assurance.

This already d i f f ic u l t  s itu a tio n  has been fu rth er exacerbated for many 
by the death of th e ir  personal God a f te r  Auschwitz. The pa triarchal ^  
God of monotheism has died for many, beyond a l l  hope of resu rrec tion . 
Rubenstein points out three main responses to  th is  new s itu a tio n .
F ir s t ly ,  there is  a f id e is t ic  dogmatism which ignores b ib lic a l 
scholarship. Secondly, there is  re jec tio n  of Jewish p rac tice  with 
a massive defection  from Judaism. The th ird  response is  to find a new 
ra tio n a le  for continuing to f u l f i l  th a t sector of Jewish re lig ious 
b e lie f  and p rac tice  which remains meaningful. In h is  major work of the

26. Rubenstein, Aftei" Auaehuitz, 'Judaism and "The Secular City" ' ,
pp. 198, 199.

27. Ib id . op. c i t . , 'The Making of a Rabbi , p. 221.
28. Ib id . op. c i t .  'The Symbols of Judaism and the Death of God*, p. 227
29. Ib id . p. 227. See also op. c i t .  'The Making of a Rabbi', p. 223.
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nineteen s ix t ie s .  A fter  Auechuitz, Rubenstein chose the th ird  way of 
response. For him the problem was how to continue Jewish re lig ious 
p rac tice  a f te r  i t s  t ra d itio n a l va lida tion  had become altogether 
tran sp aren t. Theology, as he understood i t  a t tha t time, must be 
able to  give re lig io u s  meaning a f te r  the death of God, in  the face of 
urban c iv i l is a t io n  and the population explosion, and in  the lig h t of 
aodern technological progress. Rubenstein*s task  was formulated as 
how to  speak of re lig io n  in  the time of no God. As w ill be seen, he 
did th is  through maintaining tra d itio n a l Jewish re lig ious forms. However, 
h is  reasons for maintaining these forms are functional, th e ir  function 
being prim arily  psychological.

The F u n c t io n a l  A pproach to  R e lig io n

Thomas F. O'Dea s ta te s  th a t i t  i s  'a n  axiom of functional theory tha t 
what has no function ceases to e x is t. Since re lig io n  has continued to 
e x is t from time immemorial i t  obviously oust have a function, or even a 

complex of fu n c tio n s '. ^

Religion i s  one of a number of in s titu tio n s  in  the complex of social 
in s t itu t io n s  and i t ,  like  the o thers , has both manifest and la ten t 
functions in  maintaining the equilibrium  of the social system as a whole.
I t  m aintains the ongoing equilibrium  of the individual personality  within 
the social system and cu ltu re . Man needs something 'beyond' the em pirical, 
' something th a t transcends experience* or a ' transcendental reference*. 
Functional theory sees such need as a ris ing  out of the three fundamental 
c h a ra c te r is tic s  of human existence; contingency, powerlesiness and 
sc a rc ity , and the consequence of these three c h a ra c te r is t ic s , fru s tra tio n  

32
and deprivation .

J . Milton Yinger suggests th a t a good s ta r tin g  point for the functional 
approach to  re lig io n  may be T il l ic h 's  d e fin itio n  of re lig io n  as th a t 
which concerns us u ltim ate ly . 33 Although there are disagreements about 
what c o n titu te s  ultim ate problems, he suggests that most people would

30. Thomas F. O'Dea, The Sociology o f  R eligiont op. c i t .  p. 4.

31. Ibid. 32. Ibid. p. 5.
33 . J .  Milton Yinger, The S o ie n tifio  Study o f  Religion, The Macmillan

Company, 1970, p. 6 .



accept the following as being among the fundamental concerns of human 
so c ie tie s  and ind iv idua ls . How sh a ll we respond to the fac t of death?
Does l i f e  have some cen tra l meaning despite  the suffering  and the 
succession of f ru s tra tio n s  and tragedies i t  brings with i t?  How can 
we deal with the forces th a t press in  upon us, endangering our livelihood, 
our h e a lth , and the surv ival and smooth operation of the groups in 
which we liv e  -  forces th a t our empirical knowledge cannot handle 
adequately? How can we bring our capacity for h o s t i l i ty  and our 
egocen tric ity  su ff ic ie n tly  under control to allow the groups w ithin 
which we live  tc  be kept together?3  ̂ Yinger sees these questions as 
’deep-seated emotional needs springing from the very nature of man as 
an ind iv idual and as a member of socie ty '.35 I t  w ill be seen that i t  
is  p rec ise ly  th is  type of u ltim ate concern which preoccupies Rubenstein 
in  h is  search fo r meaning in  re lig io n  a f te r  the death of God.

The functional theory looks a t man in society  and recognises the 
con tribu tions of personality  psychology. As O'Dea points out, personality  
systems are not ’ s itu a tio n le s s ' egos (or even ' s itu a tio n le ss  
combinations of egos, ids and superegos) but they ex is t w ithin so c ia lly  
struc tu red  s i tu a tio n s . ^ 0

Yinger sees re lig io n s  as having been b u il t  to carry the 'peak load ' 37 of 
human emotional d i f f ic u l t ie s .  Religion, there fo re , is  a permanent 
aspect of human society which is  unlikely  to disappear no m atter how 
enormous i t s  range of v a ria tio n s . Religion is  rooted in two spheres 
of fundamental needs -  individual and group needs. The human being is  
endowed with the power of language and is  therefore capable of 
an tic ip a tin g  the fu tu re , which includes the foreknowledge of h is own 
death. He is  a lso  able to verba lise  ideal s ta te s  and create standards.
Yet hv is  always threatened with fa ilu re , f ru s tra tio n  and lack of 
fu lfilm en t. Problems of th is  nature tend to loom up overwhelmingly as 
absolute e v ils .  'R elig ion is  man's attempt to " re la tiv ize "  these 
d if f ic u l t ie s  by in te rp re tin g  them as part of some larger good, some 
conception of the absolute tha t puts the in d iv id u a l's  problems in to  new 
perspective, thua to remove or reduce th e ir  crushing impact.
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Yinger sees re lig io n s  as having t  en b u ilt  to carry the peak load of
human emotional d i f f ic u l t i e s .  Religion, therefo re , is  a permanent 
aspect of human society  which is  unlikely  to disappear no m atter how 
enormous i t s  range of v a ria tio n s . Religion is  rooted in  two spheres 
of fundamental needs -  indiv idual and group needs. The human being is 
endowed with the power of language and is  therefore capable of 
a n t i c i p a t i n g  the fu tu re , which includes the foreknowledge of h is  own 
death. He is  a lso  able to  verba lise  ideal s ta te s  and create standards.
Yet he is  always threatened with fa i lu re , f ru s tra tio n  and lack of 
fu lfilm en t. Problems of th is  nature tend to loom up overwhelmingly as 
absolute evil s . 'R elig ion is  man’ s attempt to  " re la tiv ise "  these 
d if f ic u l t ie s  by in te rp re tin g  them as part of some la rger good, some 
conception of the absolute that puts the in d iv id u a l's  problems in to  new 
perspective, thus to  remove or reduce th e ir  crushing impact.
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Ylnger goes on to suggest tha t a t  the same time man’s soc ia l re la tio n s  
are beset by sim ila r problems in  th a t fea r and f ru s tra tio n  can lead 
to d isrup ting  h o s t i l i t i e s  unless they can be in te rp re ted  as part of 
a shared experience. In addition to th is ,  there i s  a tendency of each 
individual to  regard h is  own personal joys and desires ea ' absolute 
goods' which th reaten  the pa ttern s of mutual adjustment that social 
l i f e  requ ires. 'R elig ion  is  the attempt to re la tiv is e  the ind iv id u a l's  
d e s ire s , as well as h is  fears by subordinating them to a conception

ii '

certa in
of absolute good more in  harmony with the shared and o ften  mutually 
contradictory needs and desires of human groups Z39 Generally, 
kinds of b e lie fs  and action develop from th is  double rooting of

re lig io n :

(1) Failure and fru s tra tio n  are symbolically re - in te rp re te d .
Failure is  only apparent and death is  not what i t  seems.

.
(2) Religion brings each individual in to  a fellowship in which 

shared experiences are emphasised. This spreads the 
burden of one's fears and fru s tra tio n s  and thus becomes 
'a  kind of psychic insurance policy ' 40 and lays emphasis 
on shared and un iversally  availab le  values -  the scheme 
of salvation  -  ra the r than upon scarce values. This makes 
the inev itab le  fa ilu re s  w ith regard to the l a t t e r  seem less 
important. Based on th is ,  another aspect of re lig io n  emerges 
in tha t some of the values i t  upholds become superempirical 
which means 'th a t  they are beyond the reach of constant 
re fu ta tio n  by the fac ts of immediate experience '. Men 
believe ' i n  an e ffo r t to susta in  l i f e  and hope and to  give 
more meaning to existence*.

Religion is  thus, according to  Yinger, 'a  system of b e lie fs  and p ractices 
by means of which a group of people struggles with these ultim ate problems 
of human l i f e .  I t  expresses th e ir  refusal to cap itu la te  to death, to 
give up in the face of th e ir  fru s tra tio n s , to allow h o s t i l i ty  to tea r 
apart th e ir  human assoc ia tions ' . 43 The more positive  elements of re lig ion  
lik e  celebra tion , positive  affirm ation , ecstasy and thanksgiving need

39. Yinger, op. c i t .  p. 15.
43. Ibid. p. 7.

40. Ib id . p. 16• 41. Ib id . 42. Ibid.
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also to  b« taken in to  account for a fu ll understanding of re lig io n .
But, according to  Yinger, the 'most positive  affirm ations achieve
th e ir  power in  the context of the defeat of tragedy by fa ith . The
ode to  joy -  whatever c u ltu ra l form i t  takes -  is  a celebration  of
th is  u ltim ate  v ic to ry . Glory is tragedy seen through a re lig ious
prism. They are part of the same fundamental fac ts  of human 

44existence .
J ^  ,  . . . 

Rubenstein in te rp re ts  re lig io n  as performing a d e fin ite  function in the
lives of indiv iduals in  soc ie ty . The decision to p a rtic ip a te  in  the
re lig io u s conssunity re s ts  on forces which have l i t t l e  to do with
ra tio n a l argument. An important psychoanalytic insigh t is  th a t there
is  a psychological function in re lig ious myth and r i tu a l ,  namely, in
th e ir  capacity  to  o b jec tify  and dramatise the unconscious s triv in g s  of
the indiv idual in  a s ig n ifican t soc ia l s tru c tu re . The c rise s  of l i f e
are emotionally overdetermined and i t  is  through myth and r i tu a l  that^men
express a t both conscious and unconscious lev e ls , the c rises  of l i f e .

Rubens te  in does not maintain that any one re lig io n  i s  ' tru e r ' than any 
o ther. All re lig io n s  have tru th  fo r th e ir  be lievers -  tru th  in  terms 
of psychological function . 46 Judaism possesses the g rea test tru th  for 
Jews and is  the only path to  th e ir  personal au th en tic ity . Rubenstein 
suspects th a t many individuals remain Jewish because they have concluded 
that self-contem pt and s e lf - f a ls i f ic a t io n  are too great a price  to pay 
for sa fe ty . 47 He personally fee ls  compelled to affirm  h is own iden tity  
as a Jew. He sees no p a rtic u la r  v irtu e  in  th is  decision but finds 
that i t  is  h is only pathway to au then tic ity  as a human being.

His task  as a Jewish theologian is  to speak meaningfully of Judaism for 
the present age. Jewish theology oust understand the re lig ious act 
whereby the Torah remains the decisive centre of Jewish l i f e .  In 
searching for a new ra tio n a le  for maintaining Jewish b e lie f  and p rac tice .

Yinger, op. c i t  p. 8 
Rubenstein. A fter Auschwitz, 'Judaism and "The Secular C ity " ',p . 195. 
Rubenstein, op. c i t .  'Symposium on Jewish B e l i e f , p. 148.
Rubenstein, op. c i t .  'The Making of a R abbi', p. 233. 48. Ibid.
Rubenstein, op. c i t .  'The Meaning of Torah in  Contemporary Jewish 
Theology*, p. 117.



Rubenstein has found the in sig h ts  of depth-psyihology p a rticu la rly  
u sefu l. He poin ts out th a t Freud d istingu ishes between the la ten t 
and m anifest content in  h is  analysis of dreams, finding the la ten t 
content most meaningful. S im ilarly , in  the r i tu a l  act the la ten t 
content is  the most meaningful. Freud spoke of re lig io n  as a group 
neurosis. He disparaged i t  a t one lev e l, but a t another, he pointed 
to the degree to  which re lig io n  re f le c ts  the deepest fe a rs , asp ira tions 
and yearnings of the  indiv idual and group. Freud continued to believe 
in  the psychological tru th  of re lig io n , though he ceased to  believe in 
i t s  h is to r ic a l  t r u th . 50 With th is  in  mind, Rubenstein suggests th a t 
the modern Jew, having lo s t  a l l  f a i th  in the h is to r ia l  ju s t if ic a t io n  of 
h is  f a i th ,  w ill find  th a t psychological ju s t if ic a t io n  o ffe rs  the most 
f r u i t f u l  path for a contemporary ra tio n a le  for Jewish b e lie f  and

p rac tice .

Slncu Rubenstein 's view of man is  predominantly Freudian, he understands 
re lig io n  in  terms of psychological function. Religion in the time of the 
death of God ' i s  the way we share and celebra te  both consciously and 
unconsciously, through the inherited  myths, r i tu a ls  and trad itio n s  of our 
communities, the dilemmas and c rise s  of l i f e  and death, good and e v il . 
Religion is  the way we share our predicament; i t  is  never the way in 
which we overcome our condition ' . 51 I t  i s  man's pathetic  a tten* t to  make 
a meaningless word meaningful, a psychologically indispensable but ^  
fu t i le  attem pt, as the human condition cannot, in fa c t, be overcome.

R u b e n s t e i n ’ s  V i e w  o f  Man

T h eo lo g y , a c c o rd in g  to  R u b e n s te in , i s  p r im a r i ly  an a n th r o p o lo g ic a l  

d i s c i p l i n e  w h ich , th o u g h  i t  p u r p o r t s  t o  make s ta te m e n ts  a b o u t God, r e s t s  

on w hat i t  r e v e a l s  a b o u t t h e  th e o lo g ia n  and h i s  c u l t u r e .  F o r t h i s  

r e a s o n  R u b e n s te in 's  v iew  o f  man assum es g r e a t  s ig n i f i c a n c e  in  any 

e x a m in a tio n  o f  h i s  th o u g h t .  B e fo re  d e a l in g  w ith  t h i s ,  how ever, i t  * i s t  

be p o in te d  o u t  t h a t  R u b e n s te in 's  th o u g h t  c o n ta in s  many i n t e r s e c t i n g  

l i n e s  and many i n t e r - l i n k e d  id e a s  and i t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  t o  i s o l a t e  any

50. Rubenstein, op. c i t .  'The Symbols of Judaism and the Death of God',

51. Rubenstein, op. c i t .  'Death of God Theology and Judaism ', p . 263.
52. Ib id .



one aspect of th is  thinking from the whole. In an attempt to c la r ify  
the various strands of h is  thought, I  have decided to  begin with his 
view of man. This w ill be followed by an examination of the importance 
of the mythic s tru c tu re  in  Judaism and C h ris tian ity . Following th is ,
I shall give an exposition  of h is  views on re lig io n  and i t s  function in 
the modern period. His ideas on God, eschatclogy and h isto ry  w ill be 
presented in  the following chapter.

I r ra t io n a l  Man

For Rubenstein, as for Freud, man is  a creature of inescapable unconscious 
c o n flic ts  which he barely understands and can less  con tro l, consequently 
•no contemporary theology w ill speak with any degree of relevance or 
accuracy to the human condition i f  i t  f a i l s  r e a l is t ic a l ly  to assess the
profound capacity  of the ir ra tio n a l darkly to move men'.

As the Holocaust is  so cen tra l to  h is  theology, Rubenstein has examined 
the psychological roots of the death camps. In h is  examination he has 
come to the shocking but extremely honest re a lisa tio n  tha t most men are 
more lik e  the Germans than unlike them. The difference between the 
Germans and o ther men is  not g rea t. Most men would commit the same sort 
of a tro c it ie s  under sim ilar conditions. His analysis of th is  extreme 
s itu a tio n  reveals h is view of man in general. Nazi Germany revealed the
fu ll  p o ten tia l of the demonic in  humanity.

Inner Lawlessness

Rubenstein believes th a t inner lawlessness is  universal and tha t soc ia lly  
compliant behaviour is  achieved through an inner struggle against 
regressive anarchic tendencies. Frequently c itin g  T*r„* s statement in 
Dostoevsky's The Brothers Karamasov, ' I f  God does not e x is t, a l l  things 
are pe rm itted ', Rubenstein sees displacement of God as mankind's most 
demonic fan tasy . 55 'The murder of God is  an immensely potent symbol of 
man's primal desire  to do away with h is impediments to in stin c tu a l 
g ra tif ic a tio n .*56 Thus, as in Judaism and C hristian ity  a l l  re s tra in ts



derive from God's lordship  over the created world, the wish to murder
God is  the term inal mythic expression of mankind's ineradicable 
tem ptation to  moral anarchy . k  world without God would be a world
without impediment to g ra tif ic a tio n  of desire  no m atter how perverse 
or so c ia lly  harmful. Murdering God only makes sense when a l l  value* 
derive from him. I t  thus would make no sense w ithin paganism.

However, as a concomitant to  th is  demonic side of human nature, men
would w illin g ly  ascribe  to o thers , and destroy them for what they most 
fear in  themselves. 58 In a carefu l analysis of the mythic struc tu re
of both Judaism and C h ris tian ity  Rubenstain concludes th a t the Jews 
represented q u ite  unambiguously in the New Testament as deicides.
He sees the Jewish doctrine of e lec tio n  as an important com ponent o f

enti-Sem itism . Though Jews were hated before C h ris tian ity , the 
pathological hatred fo r them under C h ris tian ity  must be seen as in part
re la ted  to  one of the o ldest c o n flic ts  between Jew and C hristian , 
namely, who has the r ig h t to be reckoned as the e lec t of the Lord.
C hristian  anti-Sem itism  therefore is  understood in terms of the dynamics

60of sib ling  r iv a lry .

Anti-Semitism : A Rebellion against God

In line  with Freud's views on anti-Semitism  as represented in Mosee and 
Monotheism, Rubenstein in te rp re ts  Nazism's intense hatred of Judaism as 
being, in p a r t ,  a hatred of C h ris tia n ity . Through C h ris tian ity , the 
Jewish God had been imposed on the Germans, which, in  tu rn , d ep osed  the 
Teutonic folk gods. The resentment against th is  dethronement of the 
Teutonic gods by C hristian ity  was displaced onto the mother re lig io n . 
H itle r  had a hatred and contempt for C h ristian ity  and German alienation  
could only be term inated, by an end to  the Jewish God of C hristian ity .
As i t  would have been d i f f ic u l t  to uproot the C hristian  church the Nazis 
could vent th e ir  anger on the in f in ite ly  weaker Jews thu , achieving a I 

cheap v ic to ry  for Teutonism.

37. Rubenstein, op. c i t .  'R eligion and the Origins of the 0*hU» Camps', 
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61Under th re a t men are inclined  to  find safety  in  the death of another.
The re a l and fantaaied  catastrophes a f te r  World War I upset the
balance in Germany. Unable to face the f u l l  impact of re a l ity  there
was a massive regression in to  a fantasy world accompanied by the
search fo r a magic foe upon whom a l l  the re a l and imagined ev ils  could
be blamed. The Judas sto ry  of C h ris tian ity  helped to create the
psychological ground which made i t  possib le  fo r the Germans, under s tre s s ,
to  see the Jews as th e ir  ultim ate enemy. In times of s tre ss  the Judas
image la  magnified, regresaion occurs, and primary process mental
functioning supersedes secondary process mental functioning. In the
search for a magic be trayer, the accusation of deicide against the Jews
has always been c red itab le  in  C hristian  lands. I t  is  a contemporary

62restatem ent of the old mythic drama. The most important casualty 
under such circumstances, Rubenstein avers, is  the community’ s sense 
of re sp o n s ib ility  fo r i t s  own destiny . K illing  of the other is  the 
most p rim itive  form cf socia l encounter. ' I t  hearkens back to  e a r l ie s t
infancy when the ch ild  re la te s  to  the world prim arily by means of the

63mouth, and eating  and sleeping are i t s  primal modes of a c t iv i ty . '
For the Nazis to ta l  destruction  of the 'enemy' became the only possible 
a lte rn a tiv e  when v ic to ry  could not be envisaged.

Rubenstein is  impressed g rea tly  by Freud's death in s tin c t which serves 
to take the organism as fa r hack as to i t s  o rig ina l s ta te , u ltim ately  
to the s ta te  of quiescence before b ir th . 'A ll masochism, sadism, 
h o s t i l i ty ,  destruction  v io le n ce .. .a re  thought to be an expression of the 
death in s t in c t . ' 64 H i t le r 's  w ill was not l i f e  enhancing. I t  was the 
attempt to embody the fantasy of a paradise lo s t , a time before a ll  
r e s tra in ts .  The death camps have demonstrated that mankind's perverted 
fan tasies are more deeply rooted in aggression than in sexuality . The 
Jews were so to ta l ly  dehumanised that very rare ly  did sexual feelings 
in trude. Sadism and an a iity  have also been found to  be re la te d . The 
Germans have always been proud of th e ir  o rd e rlin ess . 65 Rubenstein points 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
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out th a t the moat outwardly d isc ip lined  individuals are often the 
most reb e llio u s inwardly.** Judaism as a re lig ion  of law represented
much th a t such outwardly d isc ip lined  but inwardly rebellious men 
resented most, and th is  was aggravated by the Church’s claim th a t men 
had been lib e ra ted  by the Gospel. The choice of H itle r as a leader 
was extremely te l l in g .  His in fa n tile  fury offered the sim plest and 
most in fa n t ile  method of dealing with rea l or imagined enemies -  
by exterm ination.

Surrender of the Superego

Freud was awesomely prophetic in  describing the behaviour of groups 
under an all-pow erful leader to whom they could surrender a l l  judgment 
and r a t io n a l i ty .  F ir s t ly ,  c ru e ltie s  normally not permitted could be 
allowed. Secondly, a regression to in fa n tile , illo g ic a l and magical 
thinking takes p lace. Thirdly, there is  id e n tif ic s tio n  w ith, and 
absolute submission to , the w ill of the leader and a to ta l  surrender 

f the superego . 67

Those who accused the Jews of the demonic subsequently se t up the most 
demonic environment known to man, the extermination camp, an environment 
in which God was dead and a l l  things perm issible. For Freud, God is 
the projected superego of the people. H itle r  now acquired a god-like 
a b il i ty  to  determine rig h t from wrong in the eyes of h is  followers, 
simply on the basis of h is  anarchic, archaic and to ta l ly  destructive  w ill 
Right and wrong were measured in terms of obedience to the FUhper.
This, according to  Rubenstein, explains the p e rs is ten t disclaim er of 
re sp o n sib ility  which has been such a s tr ik in g  aspect of the Nazi reaction  
a f te r  World War I I . * 9 While Rubenstein by no means absolves the Nazis 
from resp o n sib ility  for th e ir  a tro c it ie s ,  he sees the disclaim er as more 
than simply an insincere dodge. He suggests that breaking the oath of 
f id e l i ty  to the FUhrer was tantamount to rebellion  against God. The 
Nazis, in th e ir  mass psychosis, were bound by primal libid inous t ie s  
as members of s psychically  homogeneous group. The oath could not be 
broken to  the leader of the FoZk-conmunity without th e ir  en tire  moral

66 . Rubenstein, op. c l t .  ’Religion and the Origins of the Death Camps', 
p. 38.

57. Ib id . p. 24. 68. Ib id . p. 25. 69, Ib id . pP- 25 f f .



universe, p rim itive  end a ta v is tic  as i t  was, fa llin g  a p a rt. A giant 
r i tu a l  murder ensued. German popular cu ltu re  had long e g > designated 
the villain-enem y-victim . The death camps became the anue rrrundi in 
which the Jews were dehumanised and reduced to faeces. ^  In a 
regressive search fo r a paradise lo s t ,  a longing to which Rubenstein 
believes we are a l l  h e i r s , ^  the Nazis created a world in which they 
could be free  to  s o i l  a t  w il l ,  a world in  which God was negated. In 
th is  h e ll  on ea rth  the Germans r id  themselves of God and avenged His 
death sim ultaneously.

However, r e a l i ty  w ill always have the f in a l say, even i f  i t  is  only in
the grave. Something in  a l l  of u ; finds re a lity  unbearable and every
time we re tr e a t  from .1 mature confrontation with the lim ita tions of
th is  rea l world, th is  tendency to re tr e a t  is  strengthened. 'U ltim ately
the end to a l l  r e s t ra in t  has no other meaning than the end to existence,
fo r , of n ecessity , to be something is  to  be something d e fin ite , concrete

73and lim ited . Only death and nothingness are without l im i t . '  H itle r 
elim inated (and f in a lly  embraced) r e a l i ty  by destroying him self. The 
Nazis won only a fantasy war. Nothing rea l had been achieved.

Rubenstein concludes th a t the death of God does not create  a world of
in s tin c tu a l freedom. I t  has the power to  unleash the death in s tin c t,
h ith e rto  held in  check by important and indispensable safeguards. We
tend to re fra in  from a n ti-so c ia l behaviour largely  because of the fear

74of ourselves and not only because of fear of God. Rubenstein s ta te s  
c ry p tica lly  th a t the ' f in a l lesson may very well be that there is  mere 
r e a l is t ic  pleasure in  the d isc ip lin es  and norms of the Living God than 
in  a l l  the freedoms of the Dead God*

Like Freud, Rubenstein is  extremely pessim istic about man. Be believes 
th a t the n igh t-s ide  of human existence was revealed at Auschwitz and 
th a t man is  not capable of much change in  that he has not developed 
more insight or ra t io n a li ty . The challenge to theism cosms, not from 
nature or science, but from man. 'Man i s  a problem to h im self.’ Every 
organism has i t s  trag ic  flaw. Man is  e ssen tia lly  a tra g ic , ironic



figure of extremely lim ited  p o e s ib il i t  
worldly se lvation  is  an i llu s io n . 'In  
advance is  a lso  a r e t r e a t ;  sa lvation
of a b i l i ty  on the part of the mature n 
is  and has and to  learn  to love h is
universe which is  not so constitu ted  a
N evertheless, rad ica l pessimism need r
or psychologically . There is  somethil 
sa tis fy in g  about making the best of a
In the long run re a l i ty  is  more comfol 

The Tragic Vision

Rubenstein po in ts out the difference 
theologians and him self, in tha t they 
He regards re je c tio n  of the trag ic  
'success s to ry ' and views American t  
o rien ta ted . However, everything 
in v in c ib ili ty  is  not an a ttr ib u te  of 
u ltim ately  come. The fac t th a t the 
p o ss ib il i ty  of ♦•he trag ic  sense of l i  
in a b il i ty  to  regard human loss as s i  
possible only when something perishes 
Every l i f e  lo s t  is  trag ic  in some sen 
regarded in some way as unique and i r  
that i f  we have lo s t the trag ic  sense 
s te r i l is e d  the impact of death. When 
the service of technopolis the trag ic
not to a new optimi 
of l i f e  as well as

am, but to a deper 
death . 78
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G uilt fee lings in  men ere as cen tral to Rubenstein’ s thought as they 
were to  F reud 's . His ra tio n a le  for maintaining Jewish practice is  
la rge ly  rooted in  h is  conviction that a l l  men are g u ilty , th a t men 
are g rea tly  troubled by th is  sense of g u ilt  even though they may 
often  appear to  be in d iffe re n t to  moral and re lig ious fa ilu re , and 
th a t without re lig io u s  r i tu a l  performed w ithin the re lig ious community, 
g u i l t  tends to  is o la te  the deviant, cu tting  him off from the community. 
As g u i l t  is  an a tt r ib u te  of a l l  men we would indeed be a ' lonely 
crowd' i f  we do not acknowledge g u ilt as the shared predicament of 
m a n k i n d .G u i l t  is  incurred in every act of ex is tin g ,®0  and because 
men are b asica lly  not capable of improvement, g u ilt  can only be 
p a r t ia l ly  overcome, but never completely elim inated.

I t  is  la rge ly  because of h is  b e lie f  in the cripp ling  power of g u ilt 
th a t Rubenstein has posited the death of the God of h is to ry . After 
the e x ile  in  70 C.E. which resu lted  in an a liena tion  from the land of 
Is ra e l fo r almost two thousand years, two forces converged to create 
g u ilt  and self-blam e as cne dominant psychological motifs of Judaism.
The stronger force was the Jewish mythic stru c tu re  which saw in every 
m isfortune the hand of an angry and punitive God. This resu lted  in  
self-blam e. The le s se r  element in the creation  of g u ilt  feelings was 
the C hristian  theological tra d itio n  which in terp reted  a liena tion  from 
the land as God's punishment of a deic idal community. In both 
tra d itio n s  d ispersion  was equated with Jewish g u ilt  and punishment 
Only an end to Jewish g u ilt  could bring about an end to Jewish 
a lie n a tio n . 81 Rubenstein in te rp re ts  Zionism as the breaking of th is  
la rge ly  self-imposed chain of sin and punishment by reuniting the people 
with th e ir  ancient homeland. Zionism, in h is  view, put an end to the 
in te rp re ta tio n  of necessary insecurity  as being the re su lt of punishment 
re su ltin g  in g u ilt  with i t s  impediment to rea lisab le  joys . 82 Rubenstein
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views h is to r ic a l  man with h is  Lord of h isto ry  as being estranged from 
natu re . A ll su ffe ring  was seen as the payment of a debt exacted by 
an angry Master. Even the v ic iss itu d es  of nature were in terpreted  as 
punishment, not born of necessity , but of God's wrath. Thus only 
supra-mundane te r ro r  and g u ilt  were r e a l .  His main th es is  is  th a t 
to  the necessary and ineradicable anx ie ties were added unnecessary 
fea rs  and an x ie tie s  imposed by the b ib lic a l view of history.®"* This 
was exacerbated by the Jewish doctrine of e lec tion  which fu rther I 
magnifies Jewish g u ilt- fe e lin g s  before God.®* Man, therefore , must 
overcome h is  h is to ry  in order to h a lt the process of dehumanisation

OC
th a t ensues from th is  view of God and h is to ry .

Rubenstein avers that g u ilt  incurred in fantasy is  as rea l as objective
g u i l t .  Religious r i tu a ls  lik e  the Yom Kippur service in  Judaism and
the confessional in  Roman Catholicism deal with ra tional and irra tio n a l

g a g  ■ H 5
g u il t  on the conscious and unconscious leve ls . But as g u ilt  is  largely
unconscious and ir ra t io n a l  in  o rig in , ra tio n a l insight is  of l i t t l e  value
in  expiating i t .  R itual remains the most e ffec tive  means to deal with
the problem of g u i l t .  Jews and C hristians are both united and separated
in  g u il t .  A ll men are inescapably g u ilty . Rubenstein understands the
C hristian  yearning to  overcome g u ilt  through b e lie f  in the saving power
of C hrist, but he does not believe th a t Christ or any power can, in
fa c t ,  redeem men. The function of the re lig ious community, both Jewish
and C hristian , therefo re , is  the absurd, pa thetic  attempt, for which
there can be no su b s titu te , to  make a meaningless l i f e  meaningful. He
considers the attempt to be u ltim ately  fu t i le ,  but psychologically
indispensable.®® Through our respective trad itio n s  we are taught our
tru e  s itu a tio n  and we concentrate on our shared preiicam erts that
g u i l t ,  a lien a tio n  and fin itude  are common humar a ttr ib u te s . 'Nothing

87so humbles us and teaches us our true s ta tion  as do our t r a d i t io n s . '
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We should be able vo acquire the capacity to  enjoy our physical 
possessions and liv e  wfthin our own bodies through removing
a lie n a tin g  g u i l t s .  The t r  gedy h is to r ic a l  man is  not h is

w® m m  flti h
sin fu lness o r arrogance; these are but reaction  formations to  h is
debted submissiveness. The re a l tragedy i s  tha t even when he goes
through the motions of seeming to find p leasure, h is g u ilt-rid d en ,
w rath-begotten universe swkes even the ta s te  of perm issible joys a
s in . In fa i lu re  to find  joy in  the perm issible, man is  driven to the

vfj I K j  ■ la.
impermissible, never finding sa tis fa c tio n  or re s t  u n til  only aggression,

88acq u is itio n  and se lf-d e s tru c tio n  are fo r him the way of the world.

G uilt end E x isten tia lism

To h is  deeply Freudian view of man Rubenstein has added the 
in s ig h ts  of ex is ten tia lism . E xisten tia lism  has given philosophy a 
whole new host of concerns fo r ra tio n a l analysis . Among these are 
ca re , anx iety , g u ilt  and c o n f l ic t .  These aspects of existence cannot 
be dismissed in the tw entieth  century. Rubens te  in is  impressed by the 
absurd fa c t ic i ty  in  the way we are thrown in to  the world. No one is  in 
a p osition  to  choose h is  community or re lig io n  a t b ir th , and the only 
choice th a t remains to  him is  how seriously  he takes h is inherited

g o
t r a d i tio n . We are a l l  thrown absurdly in to  the universe, into a
world which knows no warmth, concern, care , love or fellowship save

90th a t which we bestow on one another. Jewish iden tity  is  an absurd 
' g iv e n '. Jews are th ru s t in to  the world with an inherited  mythoe 
which includes the doctrine of the e lec tion  of I s ra e l. Rubenstein 
cannot accept th is  m ythically based doctrine , but he knows no way to 
be r id  of i t .  The Jewish s itu a tio n  with i t s  mythoa and tra d itio n  
i s  the only one relevant to  the Jew and the only appropriate vehicle 
through which the Jew can achieve au th en tic ity .

For Rubenstein to be human is  to be locked in a liena ting  fin itude  from
91which death is  the only e x it .  He agrees with Camus and Sartre  in th e ir  
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analysis of the broken condition of human fin itu d e , a condition tha t
we m ust endure w ith o u t  h o p e . He con cu rs w ith  Casus th a t  to  hope

means to resign  oneself and l i f e  is  not resignation . He shares with
Casus the choice of human so lid a r ity  in  an absurd and meaningless
cosmos over the choice of a God who acts meaningfully in h is to ry , and
before whom men are inescapably g u ilty . I f  God acts meaningfully
in  h is to ry , su ffe ring  and tragedy must be in te rp re ted  as in sow way
re f le c tin g  h is  w il l .  This becomes a deeply d istu rb ing  problem
inherent in the prophetic , Deuteronondstic view of God and h isto ry .
I t  suggests the idea th a t because w n  suffer they deserve to su ffe r .
Such a view deprives w n  of the consolation th a t suffering , though
in e v ita b le , is  n e ith e r m erited nor deserved. This aggravates human
g u i l t  fee lings and i t  is  largely  for th is  reason th a t Rubenstein re je c ts
the  God who ac ts  in  h is to ry  as a dysfunctional response to the Holocaust
He p re fe rs  an absurd cosmos, where suffering  is  inev itab le , but is  not
in te rp re ted  as the punitive  act of an angry God. He, however, parts
company with the a th e is t ic  e x is te n t ia l i s ts ,  such as Satre and Camus,
in  h is  firm  conviction th a t man s t i l l  needs re lig io n  as the only
mode in  which to  share the human pre.dicawnt in an absurd Mid

meaningless cosmos. I t  i s  only w ithin  one's re lig ious community that
9 3

the human condition can be shared in depth.

9 4
A lienation and re sp o n s ib ility  are in te rp re ted  as being of a piece.
Super cu ltu re  inev itab ly  causes a lien a tio n , but i t  also foste rs the 
development of re sp o n s ib ility  and in d iv id u a lity . A lienation is the 
p rice  th a t every mature adu lt must pay for autonomy. An a ta v is t finds 
a lien a tio n  in to le ra b le , p refe rring  to  surrender h is ind iv iduality  in a 
p rim itive  fo lk -c u ltu re . 95 Our quest should be for s e lf - re a lis a tio n , 
a finding of ourselves as true persons, the only persons we re a l is t ic a l ly  
can be, our f in i t e ,  au thentic  selves in a l l  the rad ical insecurity  and
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95. Ib id . pp. 26, 27.



p o te n tia l i ty  of l i f e ,  a .  given to mortal man. 96

Most men, i t  would seam, remain captive to  th e ir  warring impulses, in 
Rubenstein’s view. Few men have the courage and moral f ib re  to become 
rea lly  mature, independent and autonomous. In h is attempt to analyse 
human behaviour as a cause of the Holocaust he admits tha t th is  is  not 
the so le  explanation of the phenomenon.9  ̂ He also recognises that 
h is attem pt to  understand is  a t times extresw. But, he r ig h tly  says,
' hard ly  as ext ream as the phenomenon i t  seeks to explain* ,9®

,
I t  oust be remembered th a t Rubenstein sees 0 0 J a s  sharing the same 
problems and human c h a ra c te r is t ic s . His analysis of the Nazi m entality 
oust be understood as normative fo r a l l  men as they would a l l  be capable 
of the same type of behaviour under the a asm type of conditions. His 
analysis is  not undertaken in order to blame. I t  is  done in order to 
point out the inherent danger in the human condition. Understanding of 
th is  common condition could help to make us aware of our aggressive 
p o te n t ia l i t ie s .

This leads to  an examination of the mythic struc tu re  of Judaism and 
C h ris tia n ity , for i t  i s  in  th is  area th a t Rubenstein finds much of the 
p o te n tia lly  explosive m ateria l which leads to f r i  on and riv a lry  
between the Jew and C h ris tian .

The M yth ic  S t r u c tu r e  in  Ju d a ism  and C h r i s t i a n i t y

In Rubenstein*s exp lica tion  of the causes of the Holocaust the Jewish 
and C hristian  mythic s tru c tu re  play a decisive ro le . Though there is  
an in fin itu d e  of pain in the exploration of th is  question, ne ither the 
C hristian  nor the Jew can avoid i t .  The death camps and the unspoken 
a cq u iescen ce  of the world to the Holocaust led Rubenstein to see a 
re la tio n sh ip  between the C hristian  theology of h isto ry  and the deep
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logic in C h ris tian  theology when pushed to  an extreme which ends with
ju s t i f ic a t io n  o f , i f  not incitem ent to , the murder of Jews?* The
roots of the death camps therefo re  must be sought in  the mythic
stru c tu re  of C h r is tia n ity , which, in  tu rn , is  based on the mythic
s tru c tu re  of Judaism. This a sse rtio n , he is  carefu l to point out, must
not be regarded as an imputation of g u ilt  against C h ris tian ity  for
the death camps. I t  would be a vast over-sim p lification  to suggest
th a t C h r is tia n ity  was responsible for the death c a m p s .R u b e n s te in
in te rp re ts  Nazism as profoundly an ti-C h ris tian  but as d ia le c tic a lly  

102re la ted  to  i t .  C h ris tia n ity  iro n ic a lly  supplied for Nazism the 
v illain-enem y-victim  in  Nazism's vast an ti-C h ris tian  explosion. The 
Nazis took C h ris tia n ity  very seriously  in  the one area which designated 
the Jew as d e ic id e . The Nazis were able to negate C hristian ity  and 
i t s  values, while using the C hristian  myth of Jewish v illa in y  for 
th e ir  own purposes. The death camps were the term inal expression 
of C hristian  anti-Sem itism . 103

The Doctrine of Chosenness as a Cause of Anti-Semitism

As I have noted prev iously , each man is  thrown absurdly in to  his 
re lig io u s  community w ith i t s  inherited  nythos. The individual is  in 
no way responsib le  fo r th is  mythoa. He did not create i t  and cannot be 
e as ily  r id  of i t .  The Jew in h e r its  the doctrine of e lec tion  at b ir th . 
Rubenstein see . the u ltim ate  cause of C hristian  anti-Semitism as lying 
in  the Jewish doctrine  of e le c tio n . Unable to  accept th is  doctrine, he 
regards i t  as a fa n ta s tic  claim  which the G entiles, and p a rticu la rly  
the C hristian  world, took se rio u sly . 104 With the establishment of 
Pauline C h ris tia n ity  e le c tio n  passed from the 'Old1 Israe l to the Church 
as the Ne ' I s r a e l .  The rea l problem derives therefore from the 
r iv a lry  between Jew and C hristian  as to  who is  the F a ther's  beloved ch ild , 
in a s itu a tio n  c lose ly  resembling the dynamics of s ib ling  r iv a lry .

100. Rubenstein, A fte r  AuaohurLtz, 'The Dean and the Chosen People’, p. 48.
101. Rubenstein, op. c i t .  'R elig ion  and the Origins of the Death Camps',

pp. 3, 21.
102. R ub«n.t.in . op. c i t .  ’The Own ,nd th< C h c .n  P .o p l.- , p. 47.
103. R u b .n it.in t op. c i t .  'R . l i , io n  .nd th . O rigin , of th .  C t h  C « p . \

pp. 19 f .
104. Rubenstein, op. c i t .  'Symposium on Jewish B e l i e f ,  p. 147.



I t  is  im portant to  note th a t ,  in  Rubenstein* s view, the doctrine  of
e lec tio n  is  not a doctrine  of ra c ia l su p e rio rity . If  anything, i t  
has been the source of m illennia of p a th e tic  and u n re a lis tic  s e lf ­
c r i t i c  ism by Jews. Their performance was never seen as good enough 
and every d is a s te r  was in te rp re ted  as m erited punishment of a sinful 
people by an angry God. The doctrine served to magnify Jewish g u ilt 
fee lings before God.
Judaism.

105 As such, i t  is  a dysfunctional doctrine in

He s ta te s

However, Rubenstein is  of the firm  conviction th a t i t  may be impossible 
for C h ris tian s to  remain C hristian  without taking the doctrine of 
e lec tio n  se rio u sly  and seeing the Jew in mythic, magic an- theological 
ca tego ries . ’The C hristian  Church must in s i s t  on the separate and 
special ch arac te r of the Jewish people in order th a t i t s  c la ii 
concerning the sign ificance  of Jesus may gain credence.' 
qu ite  b lu n tly  th a t 'u n less  Jews have a supernatural vocation the C hrist 
maker abso lu te ly  no theological d ifference '.^®

The Deicide Accusation

Rubenstein po in ts out th a t C h ris tian ity  begins i t s  independent career 
with a murder and the Jews provided both the ir carnate deity  and his 
m urderers. 108 The New Testament places the onus of g u ilt quite  squarely 
upon the  Jews fo r the murder of C hrist. Furthermore, Matthew 27:25^ 
nominates the event as a continuing source of g u ilt  for p o ste rity . 
Despite the modem C hristian  attempt to  spread the blame of deicide •-o 
.he whole of humanity, Rubenstein a sse rts  th a t the New Testament leaves 
no room for doubt as to  who the c u lp rits  were. Deicide was a new crime 
and the image of the Jew as deicide became a s ig n ifican t component of 
anti-Sem itism  and u ltim ately  of the death camps. 'Only the te rn o le  
accusation, known and taught to every C hristian  in e a r l ie s t  childhood

105. Rubenstein, op. c i t .  'Symposium on Jewish B e l i e f ,  p. U 8 .
106. Rubenstein, op. c i t .  'The Dean and the Chosen People’ , p. 56
107. Rubenstein, op. c i t .  'The "Supernatural" Jew ', p. 186.
108. Rubenstein, op. c i t .  'R elig ion  and the O rigin, of the Death

Camps', p . 9.



th a t th e Jews are th e  k i l l e r s  o f  C h r ist ce” account fo r  thi' ie p th

and p e r s is t e n c e  o f  t h i s  supreme h a tred . ,110

R ubenstein  su g g e sts  th a t an accu sa tio n  o f  d e ic id e  im p lies that the 

d e ic id e s  are u t t e r ly  beyond law and th a t th e a ccu sa tion  as put forward 

in  the New Testament was subsequently  am p lified  by C h r istia n  th eo log ian s  

and p h ilo so p h e r s . While Paul showed a k in sh ip  w ith , and compassion for

h is  e r r in g  b re th ren , subsequent C h r istia n  th in k ers such as J u stin

M artyr, u n w itt in g ly  added to  the demonic p ic tu r e  o f the Jews, thus 

d ev e lo p in g  m a te r ia l which c o n s t itu te d  secondary myths concerning the

demonic nature o f  the Jew s. In such myths the Jew was seen as a n t i-  

C h r is t , d e v i l ' s  spawn, so r c e r e r , Satan , m agician , cannibal and 

m urderer.111 J u s t in  M artyr, 'an o th erw ise  decent p h ilo so p h er ', suggested

th at Jews needed th e  Law because o f  th e ir  inner la w le ssn e ss . Rubens te  in  

regards him as an e x c e l le n t  in t u i t iv e  p sy c h o lo g is t  ir  th at a l l  men are

c h a r a c te r ise d  by inner la w le s s n e s s . However, J u s tin  Martyr u nfortunately  

turned a u n iv e r sa l c o n f l i c t  in to  a s p e c ia l and p a r tic u la r  Jewish

p r o c l iv i t y  toward e v i l  by d isp la c in g  a u n iv ersa l human tendency tc

moral anarchy on to  th e Jews
112

The Dilemma Inherent in  th e  D octrin e o f  Choseuness

There i s  an in s o lu b le  and tr a g ic  dilemma in  th e Judaeo-C hristian  d octrin e  

o f e l e c t io n ,  in  th a t  Jews cannot be viewed as mere humans. 'As long as
mankind in  g en era l, theyJews are thought o f  as s p e c ia l  and apart frc 

are go ing  to  be th e  o b jec t  o f  both abnormal demands a n d . . .d e c is iv e
,113 T h .r .  i ,  .  p o la r ity  i n  the C h r istia n  view o f Jews. The Jewh a tred s ,

i .  seen in  nychlc c .rw  • •  e i th . r  th .  b u t  o t . . i n t .  o r th .  » r . t  of 

sinners. 114 In *,imes of s t r e s s ,  as in  the r i s e  o f  Nazi Germany, the

d e o o n o lo g ic a l  in te r p r e ta t io n  becomes the more potent

n o .

i n .
113.
114.

R u b e n s t . i n .  A fte r  Auectuit*. • R . l i . i o n  .nd t h .  O r ig in , o f th .  
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as h is  neighbour, 
level of expectat

but in  the case of the Jew, there is  a d iffe ren t
on. Rubenstein observes th a t as - - ig as there is

C h ris tia n ity  i t  would seem th a t Jews w ill be the po ten tia l objects of
special and u ltim ate ly  pernicious a tten tio n  which can always explode

in  v io len ce . 116 The supernatural vocation of the Jew imposed by the
mythology of C h ris tia n ity  has resu lted  in  a dehuman: nation of the Jew.
irhe importance of the Jew is  exaggerated out of a l l  r e a l is t ic
p ro p o rtio n s .11  ̂ He is  not regarded as a normal human being possessing
i be average spectrum of v ices and v ir tu e s . The Jew is  regarded as a
myth ra th e r  than as a rea l person by the C hristian . The Jew has
1>een condemned to  the domain of the sacred by C hristians where he can
a lte rn a te ly  be praised as Je su s-lik e  and condemned and murdered as
Ju d a s-lik e . 119 Thus, philo-Semicism is  as u n re a lis tic  and pernicious
as anti-Sem itism , for i t  destroys the Jew's most precious a ttr ib u te ,

120is simple humanity.

is te in  . . k .  ch. probing question! 'D o ., the . . y  the Jews r .g .rd  
selves con tribu te  to  the te r r ib le  process?' Convinced that .is 

locg as the Jew, uphold the doctrine  of e lec tio n  they cannot b l—  ^
C hristians for vieving them through the prim , of mythology of h is to ry , 
he re liev es th a t both t r a d i t io n ,  should be demythologi.ed so tha t both 
jew and C h ri.tia n  can each accept h i .  <nm humanity. He is fu lly  avar.

717. Rubenstein. op. t i t .  'The Dean and the Chosen Peoole'. p. 57

116. Ib id . pp. 56, 57. _ ,
117. Rubenstein. op. c i t .  'R elig ion  and the Origin of the Death Camp,, . 

pp.  9 ,  10.
118. R u b e n ste in , op. c i t .  'Person and Myth in th e  Judaeo-Chrl.tian 
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11, .  Rubenstein, op. c i t .  'The "Supernatural" J « '  . P- 186.
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of the d i f f ic u l ty  involved £n surrendering a myth which has infusedggmsggggg
a peop le 's  ex istence with meaning fo r over two thousand years. With

the dem ythologisation of Judaism C hristiana w ill  be able to  view 
Jews as persons ra th e r than as myths. He views Zionism in the lig h t 
of such dem ythologisation in  th a t i t  i s  a fac tual re jec tion  of the 
cen tu ries of a lien  ion and self-blam e. After the experiences of the 
tw entieth  century Rubenstein can n e ith e r affirm  the omnipotent God 
of h is to ry , nor m aintain i t s  co ro lla ry , the e lec tio n  of I s ra e l.^  'Jews 
do not need these doctrines to  remain a re lig ious community.'
One of the lessons of the death camps is  that the Jews should not have 
to possess specia l v ir tu e s . Rubenstein in s is ts  th a t Jews mist 
demythologiae th e ir  re lig io u s  ideology and affirm s tha t he himself has 
made th a t  a lte ra t io n  in  h is  own perspective. However, he sees no way 
in  which C h ris tia n ; can demythologise th e ir  conception of I s ra e l .  In 
th ic  dilemma the tragedy of the Judaeo-Christian encounter becomes

e x p l ic i t .
B u ..n ste in  r .c o g n i . . .  th a t t h .  belicTtn* C h ri.tian  cannot avoid c la in in , 
th a t h .  i .  a member of th .  Mem I . r a .1 ,  th .  tru ly  e lec t of Cod. Even 
th .  death o f Cod theologians In C h r i . t i .n i ty  and Judaism cannot avoid 
th is  Lav-Gospel c o n f l ic t .  The co n flic t has an * n tig o n .- llk . qua lity  from 
which there  is  no way out save moral and psychological modesty, and ch. 
r e a l is a t io n  th a t th .  C h ristian  has-been th ru st a .  absurdly into h i .  

community as the Jew has in to  h is .

R u b e n ste in  h as b e .n  drawn t o  R econ stru ct i o n i s e  a . i t  d o . ,  not a s s e r t  

th a t  J ew ish  e x is t e n c e  i s  v a l id a t e d  by a a p s c ia l  r e la t io n s h ip  to  God, 

r a th e r  th an  by I . r a .1  .  n a tu r a l h i s t o r i c a l  . . i . t s n c .  a .  a p e o p le . 

R e c o n s tr u c t io n ism  a s s e r t ,  t h .  prim acy c f  th e  , . o » l . h o , d  o f  I . r . . l  

above r e l i g i o n .  R u h a n st.in  w elcom e, th e  e th n xc  and n o n -p r iv ile g e  

c h a r a c te r  o f  Judaism a . put forw ard by R a c o n s t r u c t lo n i . . .  I t  i s  not 

w rong, I r r a U g io u .  or im pious to  s u g g a .t  th a t  t h . r .  is  no s p e c ia l

,2 3 .  R ubenstein , op. c l t .  -Person and Myth in  t h .  Judaeo-C hristian  
Encounter'., p . 69.

124, Rubenstein. op. c i t .  -S j^ p o .iu -  on Jewish Rsli.f , P-
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Lstence may tu rn  out to  be extensions of thoroughly unhealthy and 
•- ra tio n a l non-'Jewish myths about Jews and Judaism .1125 For two 

3usand years the conviction th a t Judaism is  specia lly  re la ted  
to the  d iv ine , was commonplace in  both Judaism and C h ris tian ity . Jews

'

ite rp re ted  i t  as specia l love and C hristians as the re jec tio n  of the 
>sen people in  favour of the New Is ra e l for the crime of re jec ting  

the C h ris t. The fa c ts  of h is to ry  were offered as proof of th is  divine
e jec tion . 'Too o ften  the human psyche has attempted to make re a lity

126if o ra  to i t s  m yths.'

Holocaust : A Giant R itual Murder

In h is  ty p ic a lly  Freudian view of man Rubenstein points out th a t deicides 
would not be considered beyond commission of the most heinous of crimes. 
When under th re a t ,  one finds safety  in the death of another. There is  
» kernel of t ru th  in  the accusation tha t the Jews wanted to k i l l  God, or 
had done so sym bolically, in th a t a l l  men are possessed of the same 
yearning fo r in fa n t ile  omnipotence. 128 In times of s tre ss  regression 
occurs and in  Nasi Germany there was a displacement of blame onto the 
Jiews instead  of acceptance of r e a l i ty .  'The darker aspects of the 
myth came to  the fo re . ' 129 Drawing from secondary myths concerning 
the demonic nature  of the Jews the Germans were able to iden tify  in 
the Jews a t enemy equal to  the sapping of Germany's streng th , secre tly  
causing her defeat and gloating  in the triumph of her v ic to rs . An 
omnipotent enemy was needed fo r what was to  be h is to ry 's  g rea test r i tu a l  
murder. 130 The Judas image of be trayer made even kindly acts of Jews 
seem suspect, p a r tic u la r ly  in  the eyes of ch ildren . In times of s tre ss  
there  is  a tendency to  regress to  infancy. In the German regression 
from super-cu ltu re  to  a (W k-com unity there was a social analogue of 
th is  process . 131 On the other hand, because of the p o la rity  in the 
view of the Jews the Jesus-image also  caused b itte rn e ss . Bucause of

125. R u b en ste in . A fte r  Aueohsitz, 'R e c o n str u c tio n ism  and th e  Problem 
of E v i l ' , p. 84.

126. Ib id . p. 85.
127. Ruben.tein, op. = l t .  'R elig ion  ch. Origin of ch. D..C1, C « p . . 
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the innate v iciousness in  a l l  men, they tend to d is lik e  extreme
v irtu e  in  o th e rs , which to  sosie decree is  regarded as inhuman.
Because of the mythic view of the Jew, h is more v irtuous aspects had

132also to  be condemned.

The Jews were the actors in  the mythic drama of the Passion of C hrist.
One can hate  God fo r  the v ir tu e  he commands, yet d isp lace one's
murderous fee lin g s  onto the Jew, hi- murderer. The Jew, therefo re ,
plays the  ro le  o f scapegoat or s a c r i f ic ia l  v ictim . The death camps of
Germany tnus became the ac ting  out of a hug3 r i tu a l  murder in which
the p e rp e tra to rs  were convinced th a t by elim ination of the Jews Germany's

133safety  could be vouchsafed.

One of the f u t i l e  traged ies of the s itu a tio n  was th a t the Jews always
|  m B

d ealt w ith the deic ide problem at the manifest le v e l, p ro testing  th e ir  
innocence, which rendered the response irre lev an t. Seldom did they 
understand th a t the accusation was an attempt by the accuser to  deny 
h is own law less tem ptations, by ascrib ing  them to the Jews. In fac t, 
the den ial made m atters worse. One of the worst aspects of the 
tw o—thousand-year—old Judaeo—C hristian  encounter is  the mutual 
incapacity  to  understand what is  v i t a l  to the o ther. 'There was 
apparently no way in  which Jew and C hristian  could simply acknowledge 
the problem of overcoming inner lawlessness to be a universal one.
Each side could only b o ls te r  i t s  own uncertain conviction of v irtu e
by blackening the o ther. This dreary procedure has yet to be

• .  u '135term inated.

True dialogue i s  impossible as long as each group is  conmitted to  i ts  
r e l ig io -h is to r ic a l  myths. Referring to the C hrist-event in the 
re la tio n sh ip  of Jews and C hristians Rubenstein s ta te s :  'Not only do
the mythic contents of our re lig io u s  fa ith s imped, meaningful connmnity, 
they absolu tely  preclude i t . ' 136 Rubenstein fee ls  no blame or anger. 
Myths and legends are not easily  invented. He also fee ls  that he has no

132. Rubenstein, op. c i t .  'Person and Myth in the J u d a e o -C h n s t ia n  
E ncounter', p. 71.

133. Ib id . P. 74.
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consequence beyond h is  own p ro jec ts , those of h is family and of h is
unwanted superordinatecommunity. Without choice, he has 

s ign ificance  fo r o th e rs , simply 
large ly  because the C hristians took 
they claimed fo r themselves a special re lig ious destiny 
not blame the C hristian s fo r refus
but undertakes th is  ta sk  fo r himsel 
as he cannot persuade Jews to d 
hardly expect o thers to  do so . 1^7

ise he was born a Jew, and 
h is  ancestors seriously  when

He does
to demythologise th e ir  trad itio n , 

and for h is  community. However, 
log ise  th e ir  tra d itio n , he can

The Secular : A Solution to  the Problem?

Rubenstein claims th a t i t  is  a p a rtic u la r  German c h a ra c te ris tic  to 
demand u t te r  metaphysical consistency.*^® This consistency can be 
highly c rea tiv e  bu t, in  re la tio n  to the Judaeo-Christian mythic 
s tru c tu re , i t  can a lso  re s u lt  in  the loss of l i f e  through a murderous 
logic which destroys what i t  cannot countenance. He suggests that 
in America pragmatism often predominates, re su ltin g  in friendly  
re la tio n s  which also tend to  su ffe r in  times of s tre ss . Frag* a t ism 
demonstrates th a t people are b e tte r  o ff when they develop tolerance for 
ambiguity which allows them freedom in  encounter which u t te r  theological

14r0consistency would withhold.

Another » .y  out - o l d  be .e c u le r iM tio o . Ruben.rein i .  convinced that 
the root o f Jewish . t h . i . e  end . . c u l . t i e . t i o n  in  modem tim e. h . .  
a lw .y . b.«n th a t Jewiah .o ffe rin g  could not he . .p . r . t e d  from the 
Judaeo-C hri.tian  c o n f l ic t . 141 He Roe. not agree with t h i .  choice in 
th a t on. cannot place o n . '.  hop. in .e c u l .r  .o c te t , .  A society of 
myth i .  repleced by a society  of c a lc u l.tio n  end con trec t. What

Rubenstein, op. c i t .  'P . r . - .  and Myth in  the judeeo -C hri.tim  

™ ' l :  o p / c i c .  -Th. Dean and the C h .. . .  P eop le '. 57.

Rubenstein! o p ^ c i t .  ' P . r . o n  .nd Myth in  th . Judaeo-Chri.tian 
Encounter', p. 76. U l*  Ib ld *
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modern man r e a l ly  needs is  a society  of persons. All men are g u ilty . 
Whilst we cannot share the C hrist .*0  myth because of the Jewish 
conviction th a t  Jesus was no moru than another Jew, we a l l  yearn for 
the healing  which the myth im plies. ’Since we cannot be brothers 
in promise, l e t  us a t le a s t  be brothers in  n e e d .'1^  Through our 
respective  t r a d i t io n s  we share only the complex in te rsec tio n  of 
promethean s e lf -a s s e r t io n  and pious submission which a l l  men feel 
before the ' incaxnational re a l i ty  of the D iv in e '.1*̂  The C h ris t! ... 
myth separa tes Jew and C h ris tian , but what i t  points to  unites them. 
Secular soc ie ty  makes no such knowledge of g u ilt  possible because i t  
lacks a sense of the tra g ic  in  refusing  to  see th a t a l l  men are 
destined to  f a l t e r  and f a l l .  The success-orientated secular society 
produces a p a th e tic  i l lu s io n  of success, when, in fa c t ,  humans remain 
re la tiv e ly  co n stan t. Through the primacy of love, w ithin our ,
t r a d i tio n s , we must seek the meeting of true  persons ra th e r than 
seeing each o th e r in  terms of myths or ab strac tio n s. Our greatest 
need is  to know who we a re . I f  we concentrate less on what our 
re lig io u s  inheritances promise and th rea ten , and more on the human 
existence we share through these t r a d itio n s , we w ill achieve the 
superla tive  yet simple knowledge of who we tru ly  are .

Th. c h r i . t i s n  mythic . t n .c t « r .  . i l l  continu . to  pL y .  v i t . l  r o l .  in 
Jewish C h ris tian  e l a t i o n . .  Th. J u d e  s to ty  is  d ..t in .c l to  plsy .  
decisive  r o l .  in  poisoning C hristian  e l a t i o n ,  with Jews. The Passion 
of C h rist is  a  p iv o ta l and highly emotional aspect of C h ris tian ity , 
i t  e h e a r .e .  t h .  • te r r ib le  ta le  of the J e r f .h  betrayal and th . J « i . h  
murder of t h .  Jewish Cod'.146 L ik e * . . ,  the doctrine of e lection  - i l l  
continue to d iv ide Jew and C hristian . Th. doctrine describe , a 
covenantal re la tio n sh ip  vhich demand, th a t th .  J .»  behave, in a

s p i r i t u a l l y  c o n s i s t e n t  may a .  •  • « * « •  •>« f
b i b l i c a l  view o f h i s t o r y  i n t e r p r e t .  Cod', w rit a .  e v id e n t  u, h is to ry . 
A, a  c o n s e q u e n c e , t h .  H o lo c a u s t  must b e  s e e n  a .  b e in g  Cod .  . i l l .

143.
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R u b .n st.in , A fte r  duaoW tts. 'Parson and Myth in  the Jud.eo- 
C h ristian  Encounter , P« ao*
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The d ifference  between the Jewish and C hristian  views w ill re s t
on in te rp re ta tio n  of h is to ry  and s in , f; Ruben s te in  points out that 
C hristian  clergymen have, on the wholt, been re luc tan t to  take the 
logic of th e ir  theology to i t s  hideous conclusion.1^7

Rubenstei" refuses to  see Jews in the old mythic perspectives. L ife 
need ha j no m e ta - f 's to r ic a l  meanings to  be worthwhile. However,
Jews sh Id keep th e ir  tra d itio n s , not because they are b e tte r  or more

147. Rubenstein, A fte r  A usch iitz , ’The Dean and the Chosen People’ , 
p 53.
The view th a t the Holocaust finds i t s  roo ts in  C hristian 
theology is  not pecu lia r to  Rubenstein. For example, E liezer 
B erkovits, in  an a r t ic le  e n ti t le d  'Judaism in the Post- 
C h ris tian  Era’ , Judaism, Vol. 15, No. 1, Winter 1966, 
pp. 74 -  84, s ta te s :  "A s tra ig h t line  leads from the f i r s t  
ac t of oppression against the Jews and Judaism in the fourth 
century to the holocaust in  the tw en tie th ."  p. 77. . . .  'Without 
the contempt and the hatred  fo r the Jew planted by C hristian ity  
in  the h ea rts  of the m ultitude of i t s  follow ers, Nazism s crime 
against the Jewish people could never have been conceived, 
much le ss  executed. What was s ta r te d  a t the Council in Nicea 
was duly completed in  the concentration camps and the 
crem atoria ."  p. 77.
The view th a t the Jews were an accursed people for the crime 
of having k ille d  Jesus can be seen in several works, many of 
them by C h ris tian  authors. See, for exam le:

Malcolm Hay's Thy B rother's Blood, Hart Publishing Co.,
In c ., New York, 1975;

pp. 4 —5,  4 7 —48 and 51,
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Nicolson, 1970.
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pleasing to  God, but because they are 'ou rs and we could not with 
d ign ity  change them fo r any other* By the same token, having lo s t 
the need to  prove th a t what we have is  b e tte r  than what others are 
or have, we have gained a reverence for o ther men's sacred 
tra d itio n s . This is  a co ro lla ry  of our b e lie f  th a t these trad itio n s  
are not m atters of o rig in a l choice but are  p a rt of the absurd 
givenness of every concrete, lim ited  human p e rsp e c tiv e '.148

Jews can never be e n tire ly  a t home in  a G entile world. There is  a 
specia l q u a lity  to  Jewish a lien a tio n  which d if fe rs  from the a lienation  
of o th e rs . Jews are destined to be strangers and wanderers on earth  
to the end of d ay s.149 Bat Rubenstein refuses to appease the 
ir r a t io n a l  mythology which the C hristian  world has constructed of the 
Jew. By affirm ing him self as Jewish he can lib e ra te  himself from 
what he regards as a f u t i l e  and degrading s e r  i l i t y .  The only way^to 
live  fre e  of such d is to r tio n  is  through self-acceptance as a Jew.

Jm  ind C hrie tian  . r .  <.ivtd«d Sj ch. .bsurd th ro v n n ... {Ceuarfmheif) 
of t h . i i  concr.ee h i- to r* c « lly  d . t . r a i  nrf «i tu it io n s . T h .r. is  no way 
for the C hrietian  to  confront ch. hoi ness of God save through the 
C hrist and the paths of sa n c tity  in  which he i t  the decisive figure.
For the  Jew, no re lig io u s  way e x is ts  but through the Torah as i t s  
tre d itio n e  have been in h e rite d , re flec ted  upon and tra n s a c te d  throughout 
Jewish h is to ry . The agony of both s i tu a tio n , is  mad. more painful since 
Jew and C h ris tian  sre h e irs  to  end p a rtic ip an ts  in a co n flic t which is  
no longer of e i t h e r ' ,  making. While both Judaism and C h r i l t la n i t ,  can 
dwell outside of God's t ru th , only on. of the con flic ting  tra d i tio n , can 
conceivably dwell w ith in  i t ,  a t le a s t  with regard to  the question of the 
C h ris t. 'We are  locked in  a tra g ic  = o ..ilic t f r o .  which Cher, is  no 
way o u t . '151 Tragic encounter, csn lead e ith e r  to .o rd er or to -o ra l 
modesty and - t u a l  en richm nt. O t t i .a c .ly  the benefit of the painful 
consideration  of the two opposing mythic s tru c tu re , w ill be tha t with

18. g u b en ete iu , d/tar d u s o h s n t s .  'P erson end Myth in  the Judseo- 
C h - i s t i  in E n cou n ter', p . 70.

49. Rubenstein, op. c i t .  'The Making of .  Rabbi , p. did

.50. Ib id . p. 22&.
LSI. R ubenstein , op . t i c .  'P erson  and Myth in  the J u d e .o - C h r t .t i . .  

E n cou n ter', p . 63.



an awareness in to  the explosive p o te n t ia l i t ie s  of re lig ious 
ideo log ies, we w ill  be ab le  to moderate th e ir  destructiveness.

R e l ig io n  in  R u b e r s t e i n 's  T hought

and in  Reform Judaism in  p a r tic u la r , to emphasise the moral 
aspects of the Torah a t the expense of the sacerdo tal. 

ng to Rubenstain, served a dual need. I t  * addressed the 
t i t i l l y  in  h is  economic a c t iv i t ie s  and i t  sought to  guide

The C e n tra lity  o f the Torah

Nineteenth century Judaisu  was characterised  by a great deal of social 
and theo log ica l in s ta b i l i ty .  Jews were en .ering  the secular society 
of con trac t and commerce a t  the same time as the r is e  of b ib lic a l 
c r i t ic ism . F ull p a rtic ip a tio n  in  society  demanded curtailm ent of the 
sacramental aspects of Jewish l i f e . The decision to ’reform* Judaism 
was rooted in economic and soc ia l r e a l i ty  as much as i t  was in  any 
purely re lig io u s  need fo r change. There was a tendency in Judaism 

genera) 
and re  
This a c r '
Jew mor
him at U .tii. misuse a t  a time when Jews were s tre ss in g  the minimal
d ifferences tep a ra tin g  them from th e ir  neighbors. In add ition , the new 
s tre ss  on the moral aspects of the Torah provided an unconsciously 
formulated defense against the Judas-image of the Jew which an 
increasing ly  secu lar soc ie ty  not only fa iled  to repress but actually

m agnified '.

J i th  the r i s e  of b ib lic a l  c ritic ism  there was a new freedom to 
question and reform ulate Judaism. Refutation of Mosaic authorship of 
the Torah removed the old  assurances that the Jew's acts were 
meaningfully r e l a t e  to  God'. * 1 1 .  J * * .h  i o t .U .c t u . l .  thu . u ..d  th .
stra teg y  of em p h a sis in g  the s p i r i t  ra ther than the l e t t e r  of th .  Torah 
in  an attempt to  r e t . i n  meaning. The abiding relevance of th .  moral 
elements of Toreh - r e  s tre ssed . I  . . .  reduced to  fulfilm ent 
of the e th ica l de .d . Those aspec t, of th .  Torah which -e re  irreducib le  
to  the moral demand » r .  discarded. Th. old s a c r if ic ia l  order a *  
Wakrutb ere re je c ted . 'The opaque, th . i r r a t io n a l ,  and th .  mystical 
.e r e  equated * t h  th .  "p rim itiv e" , a n d . p s e u d o -evolu tionary  mythology

152. R uben .t.in , d / t« rd u a d b u its , 'T h e  M e a n in g  of Toreh^in^Contemporary
” w o i y .  An E x i s t e n t i a l i s t  P h ilo so p h y



was employed to  obscure th e ir  frequently  continuing relevance.
Whatever in  the Torah d e a lt w ith the dilemmas of bodily existence 
and sought to  root Jews in  the v ic iss itu d e s  of earth  sn i human biology 
became an acute embarrassment. The ancient longing of Judaism for an 
existence in  i t s  own e a rth ly  sphere was rejected  as inconsisten t with 
the "higher11, " s p i r i tu a l" ,  forms toward which Judaism had "evolved". 
What remained was a desiccated , unimaginative moralism with l i t t l e  
symbolic or mythic power.*153

N evertheless, the  Torah s t i l l  remains decisive in  a l l  three branches of 
Judaism, Orthodox, Conservative and Reform, even though there is  no 
assurance th a t a l l ,  o r any p a rt of i t  expresses God's w ill ex p lic itly  
qnd unambiguously. Today, a t  the heart of Jewish l i f e  therefo re , there 
is  'a n  inerad icab le  tension between fixed fora (the Torah) and personal 
su b je c tiv ity  which a l l  must endure*. Rubenstein has, in his 
exp lica tion  of th is  dilemma, pinpointed the agonising ambivalence and 
tension f e l t  by many secu larised  Jews. In h is to ta l  reversal of the 
l iv a ra l  Jewish emphasis on the moral aspects of Judaism, he has given 
a convincing ra tio n a le  fo r the maintenance of those Jewish trad itio n s  
which remain opaque, i r r a t io n a l  and even embarrassing.

The Importance of the P r ie s t ly  Aspects of Religion

His deepest conviction with regard to man is  th a t man is  not capable 
of much improvement through hom iletic sxhortation. The substitu tion  
of exhorta tion  fo r sacerdo tal aspec t, of re lig io n  in  l ib e ra l  Judaism 
(which f in d . i t .  p a ra lle l  in  P ro testan t C hristian ity ) presumes th a t 
re lig io u s ly  insp ired  choice of v ir tu e  is  a rea l option available to 
mankind.155 Because Rubenstein understands man a . a creature 
charac terised  by inescapable warring c o n f lic t ,  he fin d , tha t the archaic, 
i r ra t io n a l  and opaque element, in re lig io n  remain the most meaningful. 
Terms lik e  'h ig h e r ' and 'advanced' are deceptive and presuppose an 
im p lic it standard of reference which reveal, more about the person 
making the judgment than i t  doe. about the true  nature of the subject

153.
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156matter at hand. Rubenstein reverses the thought of the nineteenth
century, favouring p r ie s t ly  over prophetic re lig io n , in h is 
con v iction  th a t i t  is  the p r ie s tly  r i tu a ls  which help us to pass 
through the c r is e s  of l i f e  such as b ir th ,  puberty, marriage, sickness 
and death. He concludes th a t the re lig io u s  r i tu a ls ,  lacking in the 
e th ic a l ,  are o ften  most meaningful in  th a t they dramatise our feelings 
concerning these important areas and ultim ate concerns of l i f e .
In the time when men no longer experience v e r t ic a l  transcendence, the 
Synagogue and Church re ta in  meaning. I t  is  simply because he 
believes the human to  be so u ltim ately  hopeless and unredeemed a t 
present th a t he sees the primary ro le  of re lig io n  as being p r ie s tly , 
thus o ffe rin g  men a r i tu a l  and mythic s tru c tu re  in  which the abiding 
r e a l i t ie s  of l i f e  end death can be shared. As long as men are born, 
pass through the  c rise s  of t ra n s it io n , experiencing g u i l t ,  f a i l  as 
they must, grow o ld , and d ie , t ra d itio n a l churches and synagogues w ill

be irrep laceab le .^ ^

For the Jew the Synagogue is  the in s t i tu t io n  which makes meaningful 
and dram atises the decisive  moments of l i f e .  For Rubenstein, the 
Synagogue is  the only in s t i tu t io n  which is psychologically, and
c u ltu ra lly  appropria te  fo r h is  personal need Although he admits

i r iu b j.= t i . .  * , ! = . . ~h. h .id .
th . . m e  im p o r ta n c e  t o ,  m en , o , h . r  J « .  i n  t h e ,  t r e d l t l o o e l  

l i t u r g y ,  u s in g  t h .  ! • « «  p o s s ib l e  s l t . r . t i o n . ,  i .  t h .  m o .t  . p p r o p n . t .  

vehicle f o r  . . p r . s . i o n  o f  c o . e c i o u .  . .  « U  . .  u n = o n .c io u . f . .U n , .  
tow ard  t h .  = , i . . .  o f  l i t . .  Myth and r i t u a l  a r .  t h .  d o ^ n .  t -  which 

w. e x p re a a  and  p r o j e c t  o u r  u n c o n a c io u . f . a l i - g .  = o - = . r - in g  t h .  d i l - a .
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-  is l l t l  -  J l  111

I t  seems th a t r i tu a ls ,  with th e ir
160of myth and th a t of r i t u a l ,  

accompanying myths, give expression to  u ltim ate concerns by appealing 
the la te n t  as opposed to  the m anifest level of human consciousness. 

The fac t th a t myth and r i tu a l  are no longer regarded as true  a t the 
manifest lev e l is  e n tire ly  irre lev a n t to  th e ir  cen tra l function.

I shall examine Rubensteln* s views on the c e n tra li ty  of Torah, 
s a c r if ic e  and the re lig io u s  community in  order to  c la r ify  th is  
exposition  of h is  view concerning p r ie s t ly  re lig io n .

Torah, S a c rif ic e  and the  Religious Commmity

Ruben s te in  i s  g rea tly  saddened by the death of God, and he is  convinced 
that Jews need Torah, t r a d i t io n  and community more than when God's 
presence was meaningfully experienced, otherwise the slender fabric 
of human decency may disappear a lto g e th e r .161 As the C hristian  death 
of God theologians s tre s s  the c e n tra li ty  of C hrist and the Gospel, 
Rubenstein proclaims the in d isp en sab ility  of Tor*^*2 Rubenstein ##11**## |  
the Torah to  be sacred but not d iv inely  revealed. All of i t s  six  
hundred and th ir te e n  commandments are  equally binding and yet ve have 
the freedom to  accept or re je c t  any or a l l  of them. The s itu a tio n  of 
the modern Jew is  absurd, tra g ic  and free . Paradoxically, th is  s itu a tio n  
allows Jews in  the modem period to recapture the Torah for the f i r s t  
time as th e ir  dec isive  re lig io u s  te x t .  Jewish re lig io n  is  inseparable 
from Jewish id e n ti ty . Jews are what they are as a re s u lt  of th e ir

h is to ry . 163 P art of th is  h is to ry  i s  th a t the Jews accepted the Torah

160.
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as th e ir  decisive  re lig io u s  tex t V‘r  th e ir  concrete being-in-the-
3  rsB

world. Jews a re  h e irs  to  tha t te x t and to a l l  the co n flic ts  i t  has 
engendered. The canonic!ty of the Torah made C h ris tia n ity 's  
way impossible fo r Jews and the Torah has thus had te rr ify in g  
consequences in  the l iv e s  and deaths of m illions of Jews* Rubenstein 
a sse rts  th a t even i f  God had not commanded i t  ' i t  is  the inheritance 
of the house of Jacob. I t  r « r t  of us as Jews, and to deny i t  is  to 
deny an important element of our selves*.flHowever, the doubt about i t s  
divine au th o rity  re s u l ts  in great re lig io u s  insecurity  and i t s  
commandments are  d i f f ic u l t  to follow because of the breach between our 
cu ltu re  and i t s  an tecedents. There is  no way we can avoid our freedom.
We hold the Torah as holy yet ' cannot and w ill  not elim inate the 
subjectivism , the voluntarism  and the consequent anxiety ' which have 
triumphed in  a l l  contemporary Jewish re lig io u s groups in fa c t, i f  not 

in  theory.

Kub«.ns' ein a c ts  upon h is  freedom before the Torah in  th a t he in ta rp re ts  
th»t freedom as speaking for himself and not for o thers . He opposes 
th . n ineteenth  c .n tu r ,  re je c tio n  of e n b .r r . . . in g  pert#  of the lo r eh.
Whet th is  generation f in d , anbarraesing m e/no. b . so found by future 
generetiona. Each generation muat be l e f t ^ c  e*k« i ta  own choice end 
cotHitment. The in h erited  corpua m ist be l e f t  in ten t for future 
generetiona to  confront i t  with the ..me freedom ae a here. The 
so -called  b a rb a r i t ie s  in  the Torah in  no way equal the b a rb a ritie s  of 
the tw entieth  century. The Torah m a t be kept completely in ta c t. I ta  
u n i t ,  is  p a rt of our f a c t ie l ty  a . Jews. can r id  ourselves of i t  only
by being q u it  o f our jew ishnees.'1* 5 R ub.nat.io view, -ha Torah a . a 
repository  of norm, w h ic h , because of i t .  o r ig in , in the psychological ^  
s tr iv in g , of t h .  Jewish people, i s  W rgely e p p to p r i .t.  to  i t .  function. 
The w isest course both theo log ica lly  end p rac tic a lly  is to recognise 
both th .  binding cherecter of .11 the c - ^ d m e n t .  of th . Torah and our 
to ta l  freedom before then. ' I f  »  — « U » . without God. re lig ious l a .  
t .  more necessary for u .  than ever. Our temptation to  anarchic 
osaiipotence and th .  t o t . l  ind ifference  of th . co.no. to our deed, c e ll
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fo rth  the need fo r a s e t  of guidelines to  enable us to apprehend 
the lim its  of appropria te  behavior. Without Cod, we need law, 
tra d itio n  and s tru c tu re  fa r  more than ever b e fo r e . '167 Rubenttein 
cannot accept the C h ris tian  view th a t there  has been a transform ation 
in thw human cond ition . He agrees with the Pharisees th a t there is  
uo a lte rn a tiv e  but to  remain fa i th fu l  to the Law, even though i t  was 
and remains a d i f f i c u l t  instrum ent.

The S a c r i f ic ia l  T rad ition  in Judaism
#

In h is  emphasis on the value of p r ie s t ly  re lig io n  Rubenstein finds 
g reat promise in  the s a c r i f ic ia l  tra d itio n  of Judaism, an area which 
is  the source of much embarrassment among lib e ra l Jews. Thus, 
s a c r if ic e  ought to  be reta ined  as the cen tra l element in  Jewish 

re lig io u s  l i f e .

F ir s t ly ,  Rubenstein observes th a t s a c r if ic e  is  un iversally  accepted in 
the m ajority  of re lig io n s  of mankind. He regards prayer and |  F
exhortation as la te  expressions of a tendency which is  not universal.
He concludes th a t s a c r if ic e  has un iversal psychological function.

Secondly, w ith Rubenstein*s presupposition that men wish to  overthrow 
God, s a c r if ic e  becomes a surrogate fo r man's unconscious desire  to  do 
violence to  God. In . . c r i t i c ,  man o-- .rcom.i God *nd a t the «e«a t i  
submit, and r e c o g n i . . .  h i .  inev itab le  v ic to ry . R«Lted to th is  
aspect s a c r i f ic e  h ig h lig h t, the  tra g ic  in te rsec tio n  of contradictory 
motive, in  e lig io n . S acrifica  1 . a v io len t and bloody d « d  in which 
an innocent v ictim  i .  k ille d  fo r  the benefit of a l l .  The . . c r i f i c i a l  
act th u . bacomao a th in ly  d i.g u i.a d  surrogate fo r m m ', rea l d a . i r .  
which i .  'b o th  to  end the tr im , and continue i t .  ,o - i . . io n .p r o m e th e a n  
. . I f  . .s e c t io n  and pen iten t submission .w a.oa.ly  in t . r .c t  . Thi.
element of . . c r i t i c .  I .  d W H  . . .o c i . t a d  with „ . u d ' .  primal trim . 
hypothe.1 .. A fter the  cau s lb a l l . t lc  murd.r of the f . t h . r ,  th . b ro ther.

1 ,7 .  R u b e n s te in ,  o , .  c i t .  'D a a th  o f  God T heo logy  and l u d a i . . ' . , .  2 5 9 .

168 . R u b e n s te in ,  o p . c i t .  ' A t o n a - t  and  S a c r i f i c a  in  C ontem porary  

Je w is h  L i t u r g y ' ,  P« 53.
169. Ib id . in troduc tion  to  'A to n -e n t ami S a cr ifica  in  C o n t^ o r .ry  

Jewish L itu rg y ', P« 52.
1 ,0 .  R u b e n s te in ,  o p .  c i t .  'A tonam m t and  S a c r i f i c a  i n  C o n t e ^ o r . r ,

Jewish L itu rg y ', P« " ‘0



were d istingu ished  from other species by intense reg re t, and by denial
whereby they attempted to repress conscious memory of the deed. Yet
the crime continued to obsess the brothers and the murdered fa ther was
projected  in to  the heavenly sphere and imagined to  be a heavenly
fa th e r. According to Freud, the o rig ins of re lig ion  lay in mankind's
ambivalent fee lings toward th is  crime. P two forces prevented complete
suppression of the memory of the event: the feeling  of g u ilt  demanded
ca th a rs is  by confession and the Promethean feelings of triumph demanded
re p e titio n  of the v ic to ry . Freud saw th is  duality  as c h a rac te ris tic  of
the re lig io n  of h is  day. 'C erta in ly  one of the most s ig n ifican t insigh ts
suggested by the myth is  th a t re lig io n  i t s e l f  is  an inescapable
balancing of moral submissiveness with Promethean s e lf -a s s e r t iv e n e s s . '^ ^
Freud has a lso  shown th a t the re lig io u s r i t e  is  more than gross and
deceived su p e rs titio n  and th a t i t  i s ,  in f a c t ,  rooted in the trag ic
iron ies of the human predicament. I t  therefo re  is  possible to  'find
heightened meaning in  re lig io n  as a decisive and fundamental expression

i 172of the human predicament*.

Rubenstein suggests th a t i t  is  psychologically illum inating that 
C h ris tia n ity  dep ic ts i t s e l f  as commencing i t s  independent career with 
such a crime. Freud saw in  the s a c r i f ic ia l  death ~f C hrist a retu rn  of 
the repressed*. Freud also  asserted  th a t the can n ib a lis tic  aspects 
of the primal crime are repeated in  the Catholic Mass which he regards 
is  both a symbolic re p e tit io n  of and a r i tu a l  c a th ars is  of the 
o rig in a l crime. Even though Freud 's myth, according to Rubenstein, 
may t e l l  us l i t t l e  of human and re lig io u s  o rig in s , i t  in tu its  a great 
deal concerning the awesome ambivalence men feel toward those who 
symbolise au tho rity  and c iv i l is a t io n . 'The murder of God is  an immensely 
potent symbol of man's primal desire  to  do away with h 's  impediments 
to in s tin c tu a l g ra t if ic a tio n .* 73 Herein l ie s  C h ris tia n ity 's  amazing 
mythic power 'f o r  in the c ruc ifix ion  we behold the symbolic acting out 
of th is  deepest w ish*.174 I f  Freud is  co rrec t, the s a c r if ic ia l  cu lt 
o ffers a dramatic c a th a rs is  wherein mankind's o ldest and darkest crime 
is con tinually  confessed through symbolic re-enactment and, in the

:  r * .
174. Z Z t t i n / o p .  c i t .  'Person and Myth in the Jud.eo-C hristian 

Encounter*, p. 73.



process, again abjured Rubenstein only accepts the primal crime
hypothesis p a r t ia l ly ,  suggesting th a t i t s  significance l ie s  in the 
way i t  h in ts  a t the many dimensions of conscious and unconscious 
concern which are dramatised in  the s a c r i f ic ia l  ac t. He maintains 
th a t Judaism cannot afford  to  ignore th is  multidimensional character 
of human s tr iv in g s  which sa c r if ic e  h ig h lig h ts .

T hirdly, and most im portantly , s a c r if ic e  acts as a ca thars is  and a 
binding fo rce . The Yom Kippur se rv ice  which symbolises the most 
important aspect of s a c r if ic e  and atonement in  the Jewish calendar, 
enables Jews to  come to  terms with fa ilu re  to  f u l f i l  re lig ious and 
moral standards considered to  be binding on a l l .  The s a c r i f ic ia l  r i tu a l  
brings about the communal knowledge th a t man is  not alone in h is 
f a i l in g s .  Moral fa i lu re  is  thus shared. All men are seen as gu ilty  
and sin s committed in  fantasy as well as in  re a lity  are confessed. No 
one cornss away from the r i tu a l  with a sense of success and attainm ent, 
but with a sense of moral f a i lu re .  Thus, the ccnmunity is  united in 
the knowledge th a t g u ilt  i s  the shared predicament of mankind. There 
are few g u i l ts  as d i f f ic u l t  to  beat as th a t of Iso la tion  in g u ilt  from 
one 's p eers . In Rubensteiu 's view Tom Kippur is  merely p a llia tiv e .
I t  does not guarantee renewal, but i t  avoids the anguish of iso lated  
g u i l t ,  denoting g u i l t  as a common problem ra th e r than as a hidden 
se c re t. Despite reso lu tions made and not kept, Ym Kippur is  not fu t ile . 
The charac te r of the day gives i t  perennial value in that sac rif ice  
focuses on shared fa ilu re  and common reso lu tions for the fu ture.

Fourthly, one of the main function , of sa c r if ic e  is  th a t nun's inherent 
tendency toward aggression is  channelled, in  order to prevent 
uncontrolled  l r r . t lo n .1  v i d e o c . .175 R n b .n .t.ln  i n t . r p r . t .
(Ch. Jewish d ie ta ry  Uw.) in  th .  l ig h t of " c r i t i c .  «  i t  is  deeply 
rooted in , end e re s u l t  o f , the se c rm e n t.l  e p ec t, of Jewish existence. 
In ka .kru th  i t  is  recognised Chet . . t i n ,  is  e - t i o n e l l ,  over-decer-ined.

Ka.hruthdeals with th .  problen of . r e l i t , .  'H er. . .  w ell . .  tu  every 
other s ig n if ic a n t hunan s tr iv in g , normative Judaism ha. always been 
responsive to  the e v e r t  and unconscious a . i t  ha, tc  the conscious end 
ra tio n a l. The key to  th .  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  -< Judaism's b a s i c  method of 
dealing with such p - o b l .»  is  that Judaism never sotght to abolish what

175. R ubenatein, d / t e r  dwaohufta. pp. 73, 99, passim



in any event could not be abolished. Instead i t  sought to  lim it and 
channelize emotions and s tr iv in g s  which become hopelessly destructive  
without such l im ita tio n . This is  true  of kaehmth  which makes of 
every meal a sacramental a c t; i t  is  a lso true of the s a c r i f ic ia l  order
of t r a d i t i o n . '176

Rubenstein suggests th a t a re lig io n  of exhortation reaches only the 
ra tio n a l conscious area  of the mind. I t  i s  addressed to the ego and says 
nothing to  the unconscious elements in the makeup of the p a rtic ip a n ts .
I t  is  a lso  in c lin ed  to  be a e s th e tic a lly  impoverished, lacking opportunity 
for emotional expression. I t  is  not addressed to moral and re lig ious 
fa i lu re .  Exhortation serves c ru e lly  to rub sa lt  in to  p a th e tica lly  open 
wounds in  th a t man recognises h is  g u ilt  and knows th a t he cannot reach 
the required ex p ec ta tio n s .177 Exhortation to improvement heightens the 
in d iv id u a l's  iso la t io n  in  an already fragmented society . Exhortation, 
th e re fo re , cannot end the sense of a liena tion  which very frequently 
attends g u i l t .  The unspoken conviction of the s a c r i f ic ia l  system is  tha t 
indiv iduals are more l ik e ly  to  repeat th e ir  fa ilin g s  and ch a rac te ris tic  
mode of behaviour from generation to generation thf-n to improve upon 
them.178 Therefore, even though in  a ra tio n a l society  sa c rif ice  seems 
to be needless d e s tru c tio n , i t  plays an extremely s ig n ifican t ro le on an 
unconscious le v e l. I t  has now been relegated  to the verbal sphere, but 
i t  remains e ffe c tiv e  in  a sim ila r way to the therapeutic value of 
psychoanalysis which is  a lso undertaken on the verbal lev e l. The p r ie s t 
i ,  p essim istic  about human na tu re , unlike the prophet who seek, to improve

i t .
179 The p r ie s t  t r i e s  to make the best of an imperfect c reation .

Ruti.net.in  t .  o t t h .  opinion t h . t  « , . t  , .b b l .  function . .  p t i . e t .
and t h . t  i f  . .  take contro l W  e * , i .  o -t of r .l ig io n  th . r . . u l t  . i l l  -o t 
be g rea te r r a t io n a l i ty .  R .th .r ,  the re e u lt r i l l  be deveatatingly 
uncontrolled i r r a t io n a l i ty .  Th. to ta l  abo lition  of a a c r if ic .  can only be 
damaging for. r ie n  th .  th in  v .n . . r  of ra tio n a lity  d i . . , » . . r .  in t « .  ot 
a t . . .  reg ression  o ccu r.. T h i. can re a u lt in o u tb u r.t, of magic in 
vhich g u ilt  and anger are .k p r . . .e d  by unreatrained k ill in g  of ^
■ a lien '. I t  la  in t h i .  lig h t th a t R u b . . .t a in In te rp re t, th .  Holocauat.

176. R u b e n s t e i n .  op. c i t V Ito n e m ." t end S*“ ^  106. 
J e w i s h  L iturgy ' p. 100. 177.
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At a  t im e  when r a t i o n a l i t y  seem s 
v io le n c e  and in h u m a n ity  th a n  e v e r .  A l i t e r a l  p o rn o g rap h y  o f  v io le n c e  

f lo o d s  t h e  m ass m e d ia . R u b e n se e in  i n s i s t s  t h a t  we d a re  n o t a l t e r  

th e  p r a y e r  book i n  l i n e  w i th  w hat i s  c u r r e n t l y  b e l ie v e d  to  be 'h ig h e r  

a s  o p p o sed  t o  p r i m i t i v e * .  We d a re  n o t  t r a n s m i t  o u r  p r e s u p p o s i t io n s  

i n  t h i s  a r e a  to  f u t u r e  g e n e ra tio n s .^ ® ^  What R u b e n s te in  r e g a r d s  as th e  

p r e s e n t  f a l s e  th e o r y  o f  s a c r i f i c e  a t te m p ts  to  s u p p re s s  im p o r ta n t  

a s p e c t s  o f  t h e  human p e r s o n a l i t y .  He i n t e r p r e t s  Ju d a ism  as  r e t a i n i n g  

m ean ing  on e v e ry  l e v e l  o f  e x i s t e n c e .  I n  n o rm a tiv e  Ju d a ism  n e i t h e r  

p ro p h e t  n o r  p r i e s t  won th e  d a y . Each h a s  found  a  p la c e  in  a  t r a d i t i o n  

w hich  was 'w i s e  enough to  e n d u re  th e  t e n s io n  betw een^them  r a t h e r ,  

th a n  f a l s e l y  c h o o se  one in  p r e f e r e n c e  to  th e  o t h e r ' . P rob lem s o f 

o r a l i t y ,  a g g r e s s io n  and sa d ism  w ere b ro u g h t i n t o  th e  dom ain o f  th e  

s a c r e d  w here  t h t y  c o u ld  b e  r e g u la tp d  and d e a l t  w i th ,  r a t h e r  th a n

ig n o re d .

R u b e n s te in  a d m ire s  p a g a n is m 's  ap p ro a c h  to  s a c r i f i c e .  In  s a c r i f i c i a l  

d e a th ,  p ag an ism  a c c e p ts  i t s  own g u i l t  f o r  s a c re d  v io le n c e  b lam in g  no 

o u t s i d e r  f o r  a  d eed  w hich  i s  r e g a rd e d  as  a  sad  and b lv o d y  n e c e s s i t y .

Pagan c u l t i c  r e l i g i o n  was r o o te d  i n  th e  r e a l i t y  o f  human b io lo g y  and 

p s y c h o lo g y . I n  pag an ism  v io le n c e  i s  c h a n n e l le d  and in  a l im i t e d  a c t  

o f  v io l e n c e ,  one  d ie s  f o r  a l l .  I n  N azism , on th e  o th e r  h a n d , t h e r e  was an  

i r r a t i o n a l  e x p lo s io n  o f  r e p r e s s e d  f o r c e s ,  t h e r e f o r e  to  c a l l  Nazism  

p ag an ism  i s  an  i n j u s t i c e  to  p a g an ism . Nazism  was an  in v e r te d  and d e r m i c  

t r a n s f o r m a t io n  o f  J e w ish  and C h r i s t i a n  v a lu e s ,  com bined w ith  a ro m a n tic  

h a n k e r in g  a f t e r  a p ag an ism  i t  n e v e r  u n d e rs to o d .

In  th e  f i n a l  a n a l y s i s ,  R u b e n s te in  s u g g e s ts  t h a t  Jew s sh o u ld  t u r n  to  th e  

wisdom o f  th e  r a b b i s  r a t h e r  th a n  to  th e  b lo o d  o f  th e  pagan o r  th e  

id e a l i s m  o f  th e  r a t i o n a l i s t  w i th  r e g a rd  to  th e  p la c e  o f  v e r b a l  form s 

o f s a c r i f i c e  i n  th e  J e w ish  t r a d i t i o n . 184 The sym b o l, o f  l i f e  w hich a r e

1 8 1 .

1 8 2 .

1 8 3 .

1 8 4 .

Cunning o f  History.

r t r "  -
R u b e n s te in ,  or . = l t .  'A to n .rn .n t  S s c r i f t c .  In  C n .te m p n r .ry  
Je w ish  L i t u r g y ' ,  p .  H I *



rep resen ted  in  t r a d i t io n a l  re l ig io n  must be kept in ta c t otherw ise the

l i f e  n e g l e c t  t h e i r  t a s k ,  th e  sym bol m akers o f  d e a th  w i l l  g iv e  man 

what he t h i r s t s  f o r  m o s t ,  an in t e g r a t e d  p sy ch e  i n  w h ich  h i s  p e r so n a l  

g o a l s ,  b o th  c o n s c io u s  and u n c o n s c io u s ,  a r e  a t  on e  w ith  th e  la r g e r  

com m unity . Sym bols o f  d e a th  c o n ta in  much p ow er.

M arking t h e  D e c i s iv e  C r is e s  o f  L i f e  w i t h in  th e  Community

.
B eca u se  R u b e n ste in  i n t e r p r e t s  r e l i g i o n  a s th e  way we sh a r e  th e  d e c i s iv e  

t im e s  and c r i s e s  o f  l i f e  th ro u g h  th e  in h e r i t e d  e x p e r ie n c e  and norms 

o f  o u r  com m unity h e  a t t r i b u t e s  d e c i s i v e  im p o rta n ce  t o  J u d a ism ’ s  

r i te s  de passage. T h ese  r i t u a l s  a p p ea l t o  th e  l a t e n t  l e v e l  o f  m en ta l 

f u n c t io n in g  and g iv e  p ro fo u n d  e x p r e s s io n  to  ou r  f e e l i n g s  a t  th e s e  

d e c i s i v e  t im e s  in  o u r  l i v e s .  He p la c e s  g r e a t  s t r e s s  on th e  fu n c t io n  

o f  su ch  r i t u a l s  a s  t h e  Bar M itev a h 186 and th e  m ourning r i t e s  in

th e  l i f e  o f  th e  I n d iv id u a l  and g ro u p , v ie w in g  them a s d e e p ly  ro o ted  in  

p s y c h o lo g ic a l  n e e d . B ar M itsv a h  c o n f ir m , th e  a d o le s c e n t  b o y 's  manhood 

and h i s  n ew ly  a c q u ir e d  m a s c u lin e  r o l e .  I t  f o r c e s  away th e  c l i n g in g  to  

in f a n c y .  The b oy  i s  r e c o n c i l e d  w ith  h i .  f a t h e r  a f t e r  th e  d i f f i c u l t  

O e d ip a l p e r io d ,  th r o u g h  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n .  The f a t h e r ,  h a v in g  e x p e r ie n c e d  

th e  same r i t e ,  e n c o u r a g e s  th e  s o n 's  p r o g r e s s  tow ard manhood in s t e a d  o f  

im p ed in g  i t .  At th e  same time th e  p a r e n t ,  e x p e r ie n c e  th e  B ar M itzvah  as 

a fo rm a l r i t e  de passage in t o  m id d le  a g e .  R u b e n .te in  re g a rd s

sym bol m akers o f  d e a th  w i l l  ta k e  o v e r .* 8 ’’ I f  th e  sym bol m akers o f

ev e n  w ith o u t  God. Si 

man w ith  th e  r e a l i t y  

can  ta k e  up th e  ta s k  

b e g in s .  In  a d d i t io n
i o n ,  th e  com munity sh a r e s  th e  m o u rn er 's  t e r r i b l e

. 188 
b u rd en .
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Because the archaic r i tu a ls  are of such crucial importance to Judaism, 
Rubenstein is  almost tempted to rea sse rt th e ir  divine orig in  and 
a u th o rity .189 But he i s  of the firm conviction th a t relig ious r i tu a ls  
and symbols cease to  be meaningful unless they are appropriated in the 
shared l i f e  of the community. Contemporary Jewish theology cannot, 
in h is  view, ignore the question of the meaning of the Synagogue in our 
tim es. Though the Synagogue is  an inadequate in s titu tio n  in whichB 
many modern Jews cannot feel e n tire ly  comfortable, i t  remains 
indispensable. 'I n  such rea lly  important aspects of human experience 
as b i r th ,  adolescence, mating, g u ilt  and death, our fundamental 
experiences tend to  remain the same as those of prim itive man. If 
anything we are a*- a disadvantage in our secular cu ltu re.1 Prayer 
is  regarded by Rubenstein as ineffec tual on i t s  own, but interwoven with 
r i tu a l  i t  becomes a common sharing of ultim ate concern in  the relig ious 
community. T ranslation  of the prayer book in to  the vernacular is  a 
response to the ra tio n a l. Rubenstein maintains th a t we need drama, 
grandeur and mystery. T raditional re lig io n  is  the most appropriate 
vehicle for expressing conscious and unconscious feelings toward the 
c rise s  of l i f e .  One may perhaps even c a ll them fczwvi in the l i f e  of

the indiv idual.

The Sobering Weight of T raditional Religion

The unconscious was not invented 1 / Fteud. Basic human responses to 
the human condition were dealt with long before the twentieth century. 
R itual and myth express the most abiding concerns of man in a form 
which can be understood ay individuals a t a l l  leve ls  of in te lle c tu a l 
attainm ent. These r i tu a ls  and myths no longer have to be seen as being 
true  a t the manifest level of human functioning. As I have said 
e a r l ie r ,  th a t is  irre lev an t to th e ir  cen tral function.

We have been fa r  more successful at mastering the physical world than 
we have in dealing with the emotional c rise s  a ris in g  out of the 
developing p e rso n a litie s  of individuals in our cu ltu re . Traditional
re lig io n  would perform th is  function, and our time betrays i ts  
impoverishment in i t s  fa ilu re  to find a place for the to ta l i ty  of the



192
human psyche in  r e l ig io u s  l i f e . ..
I t  i s  in  t h is  fu n c tio n a l l i g h t  th a t R ubenstein in te r p r e ts  a l l  

r e l ig io n ,  but he a p p lie s  h is  view s to  Judaism in  p a r t ic u la r . We need 

t r a d it io n  to  p o in t to  our t r a g ic  f la w s . 'The whole w eight of r e lig io u s  

tr a d it io n  w ith  i t s  in s is t e n t  and dram atic r e i t e r a t io n  o f God's holy  

m ajesty  and the f in itu d e  and c r e e tu r e lin e s s  o f  man, reminds me over 

and o ver  aga in  o f  what I am. Furthermore, i t  does more than teach us 

th ese  le s s o n s  s t  th e  co n sc io u s , in t e l le c t u a l  l e v e l .  I t  a llow s us 

share th e se  tr u th s  ir  th e  many dim ensions which r e l ig io u s  ceremony at 

i t s  h ig h e s t  can e l i c i t .  We can in  r e l ig io n  share the r e a l i t y  toward 

which th e  myth p o in t s ,  but which i t  can never adequately attem pt to  

exp ress w ithout in cu rr in g  the s in  o f  i u . l a t r y / 9 In our su b jec tiv e  

response to  the Torah th ere  i s  an inner cDnnection between our modern 

absurd freedom b efore  the f a c t i c i t y  o f  e> Lstence in  the world and the  

m ysteriou s awe w ith  which our A ncestors experienced  God's p resence.

The Torah p o in ts  w ith  words to  a r e a l i t y  b efore  which words are

h e lp le s s 194

T h l. l . . d .  to  .  co n sid era tio n  o f  t u M n .t . ln ' s  view  o f God «htch « i l l

fo llo w  in  th e n ex t chapter.
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GOD, ESCHATOLOGY AND HISTORY IN THE THOUGHT OF RUBENSTEIN

iod

n» m o .t  p r o . i n . n t  . . p n c t  o f  R u b . n . t . i n ' .  t h in k in g  i .  h i .  r . j o c t i o n  o f 

:h .  t h n i a t i c  God o f  h i s t o r y .  The M i . t n n c  o f  h im in  « v i l  i .  t h .

> o te n t argum ent a g a i n . t  t h .  a x i . t a n c .  o f  auch  .  C od. The g r a a t a . t  

t h . l l . n g a  t o  b a l i a f  i n  t h .  Cod o f  h i . t o r y  i .  t h .  , u . . t i o n  o f  Cod .n d  

t h .  d . . t h  c « p . .  T h . c u r r « t  d . b . t .  o f  H o l o c .u . t  t h M l o g ,  h .g a n  » i t h  

t h .  q u a . t i o n  c o n c .m in g  th o  p o M i b i l i t ,  o f  r . c o n c t l i n g  t h .  j . a l o u .

God o f  t h .  c o v e n a n t w i th  t h .  f a c t  o f  t h .  d e a th  c a n p . .  Can A u sc h w itz , 

i t  i .  a .k e d ,  b . ,  in  any ,  n . .  a  m e a n in g fu l a x p r .« . i o n  o f  C o d 's  

in v o lv e m e n t i n  h i . t o r y ? 1 5 u b . n . t . l n  h a .  c o n c lu d e d  t h a t  in  ' r . a l i t y ,  

t h .  o n ly  c o n c e p t io n  o f  Cod t h a t  cannotb.  r . c o n c t l . d  w i th  A u a c h w it . i .  

t h .  B i b l i c a l  Cod o f  t h .  c o v e n a n t  a .  u n d . r . t o o d  w i t h in  J u d . i m . ,  Such .

God m uet b .  m o ra l ,  a t  l . . . t  t o  t h .  e x t e n t  o f  k e e p in g  f a i t h  w i th  h i .

c o v e n a n t ,  Thooewhom he o a u ee . to  e u f f
R u b .n a t . i n  f i n d ,  i t  d i f f i c u l t ,  i f  n o t  i m p o . . i b l . ,  t o  . . .  w hat f a i l i n g  

c o u ld  j u s t i f y  A uachw ita  a .  t h .  d i v i n .  r . . p o n . .  t o  a  b re a c h  o f  t h .  c o v .n a n c  

, .  i t  i .  u n d . r . t o o d  i n  J u d a i m .  O th a r  c o n c p t i o n .  o f  God .u c h  a .

H e g e l’ .  G e i n t  o r  t h .  p ag a n  d l v i n i t i . .  n . ^  n o t  b .  m o ra l .  The J « i . h  

c o n c . P t  o f  Cod d o . ,  n o t  ~ k .  . l l o w a n c .  f o r  t h .  ’ d a rk  o f  d i v i n i t y  w h ich  

i .  d i f f i c u l t  t o  r e c o n c i l .  w ith  t h .  Cod o f  t h .  c o v e n a n t .

1.

2 .

R u b .n a t.ln . ’Emil F .c k .n h . i . ' .  Radical H o n o th .l . . '. 
Vol. 57, No. 2, Summer 1974, p. 245.

Ib iu  • P« 2*v !• 5. I b i d . 247.



Rubenstein has concluded th a t a th e is t ic  God is  not necessary for
Jewish re l ig io u s  p ra c tic e . He, however, does not in te rp re t the death
of God as a cosmic lib e ra tio n  but i s  deeply saddened by i t .  Unlike
Hamilton and A ltiz e r , he i s  unable to  re jo ice  in the death of God.

,4
* I f  I am a death of God theologian, i t  is  with a cry of agony.

Rubenstein i s  grappling w ith the pro fan ity  of our times and to  tha t 
ex ten t, he shares a common perspective with the C hristian  rad ica l 
theo log ians. Working independently of Hamilton and A ltize r he reached 
h is  own co n c lu s io n s  concerning the death of the God theism . He was 
extremely embarrassed when Hamilton labe lled  him a death of God 
theo log ian , both because of the inadequacy of the term, and because of 
i t s  C h ris tian  o r ig in .5 'I n  Judaism God simply does not d ie . The 
symbolism upon which the metaphor of the death of God re s ts  is  of 
obvious C h ris tian  o r ig in .’6 The absence of God is  f e l t ,  yet i t  is 
impossible fo r Jews to  use the words 'God is  dead' because of th e ir  
a lie n a tio n  from the symbolism of the c ro s s .7 All rad ica l theologians 
experience the rad ic a l se cu la rity  of our times and a l l  have been 
influenced by the same th in k e rs . A fter Nietszche i t  is  impossible to 
avoid h is  language to  express the to ta l  absence of God from our 
experience. Thus, the death of God is  an unavoidable tarm which

Rubenstein, A /te r  Auachsitz, 'Death of God Theology and Judaism'

* »

6. R u b e n s t . i n ,  After A ueo tv it* .W h  of God Th.olog, .nd d u d .! . .
p 244 .



Ruben,tein uses against h is  w il l .  He has no b e tte r  way to  express 
the void where God once stood ,8 and has concluded th a t we liv e  in  
the time of the death of God. He perceives the v i ta l i ty  of death 
of God theology as lying in  the fac t th a t i t  has faced more openly 
than any o ther contemporary theological movement the tru th  of the 
divine-human encounter of our tim es. ’The tru th  is  th a t i t  is  to ta l I j  
nonexisten t.^  Rubenstein suggests th a t  the death of God theologians 
depict an indub itab le  c u ltu ra l fa c t in  our tim es. God i s  to ta l ly  
unavailable as a source of meaning or value. There is  no v e rtic a l 
transcendence. The problem fo r Rubenstein is  not how to  th ink of 
God in  a secu lar way, but how best to  share the decisive  c rise s  of 
l i f e ,  given the  cold , unfeeling , in d iffe ren t cosmos tha t surrounds us, 
and given the fa c t  th a t God the Holy Nothingness o ffe rs  us only 
d isso lu tio n  and death as the way out o f the dilemmas of earth ly

Radical theology e rrs  in i t s  a sse rtio n  th a t God is  dead. Such a 
statement exceeds human knowledge and reveals more about the maker of 
the statem ent than about God. In f a c t ,  i t  reveals nothing about God. 
The statement ought, th e re fo re , to  be formulated from the viewpoint of 
the observer. To declare th a t we liv e  in  the time of the death of 
God is  more p rec ise . The death of God is^a  cu ltu ra l fac t and we .h a il

never know whether i t  is  more tnan th a t.

Rubenstein thus make, the dual a sse rtion  th a t man cannot re a lly  make 
judgments about God’ s death as i t  is  beyond h is  knowledge, and th a t a 
divine-human encounter is  to ta l ly  non-existent in our tim es. However, 
he has not abandoned b e lie f  in  God completely, as can be seen from his 
statement above concerning God, the Holy Nothingness. One of the main 
tasks in th is  chapter is  to attempt to convey Rubenstein’ .  God-conc.pt

Rubenstein, op. c i t .  ’Symposium on Jewish B e l i e f ,  p . 151 f .  
Rubenstein, op. c i t .  ’Death of God Theology and Judaism ', p. 245. 
Rubenstein, op. c i t .  ’Judaism and "The Secular City" ’ , p. 205.

m m w m m
concerning h is  fellow men and the world.



.

I t  is  a problem atic area in  h is  th inking. F ir s t ly ,  he uses •  
Freudian frame of reference which makes re fu ta tio n  of h is  ideas 
d i f f ic u l t  as he moves w ith in  the Freudian c ir c le .  Secondly, h is 
statem ents are o ften  co n trad ic to ry , which caui.es d if f ic u lty  to the
reader, but a t the same tim e, indicates h is own inner strugg le , and

12grappling fo r meaning in  God. □
Robert Gordis has s ta te d , 'For Rubenstein there  is  no God and Israe l

13 '  ‘ ^ 'is  His w i t n e s s ' . A s  can be seen from the previous chapter, there is  
l i t t l e  reason to  quibble about the second p a rt of the statement as i t  
contains much t ru th ,  c e r ta in ly  as fa r as Rubenstein 's thought of the 
nineteen  s ix t ie s  was concerned. However, i t  is  necessary to  examine 
Rubenstein’ s w ritin g  to  assess to what extent the f i r s t  p a rt of the

statement is  tru e

Rubenstein : Secular Humanist or A theist?

I t  mu.t b . m>t.d i n i t i a l l y  th a t R ub.nat.in  i .  n a ith a r a . . c u l . r  huoani.t 
nor an a th a ia t .14 in h i .  conviction th a t tha Torah m a t ranain a t tha 
centre  of Jaw t.h l i f e  d a .p i t .  .11 u n c a r t . in t i . ,  conc.rn in , d iv ln . 
v a lid a tio n , Rubenat.in a a p l .in .  why the above se, :la r . I t e r n a t iv . .  
are unacceptable. He >eea .e c u l .r  b u sa n i.. and/or e x t r a -  atheU n a .arc ™    .
the most rad ic a l a l t e r . ,  iv e , to  the ob.ervance of Torah. Despite 1.tn e  l U U O V  i e - a . w = .   ------------------  . . .  .  .

re je c tio n  of th e .  h . regard , both t h . . .  p o .i t io n . a . in te lle c tu a lly  
respectable and as having the v ir tu e  of unambiguous c la r i ty .

H. r e j e c t ,  secu lar humanism because he regard , i t  as unmindfu. of the 
fu ll  determ inant, of th .  person which root . .c h  individual irrevocably 
in a d e f in ite  s i tu a tio n  involving the shared v ic is s itu d e , of h is to ry , 
cu ltu re  and psychological perspective. I t  involv .s - d ilu tio n  of the 
f s c t i c i t i e .  of existence and concentra te , on what th . individual shara . 
with .11 - n .  •The grandeur and th .  d . , . .d a t io n  of tu a n t i . th - c n tu ry

12 .

13.

out of the 'I ro n  Cage' of godlessness.
Robert G or-'a , 'A Cruel Cod or H on.?', Judaism, Pol. 21, Ho. 3, 
1972, P

14.

P« & ' ___

Jewisi^Theologyt1*An^Existentiallst^Philosophy of J d .ism ', p p .117 ff.
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Jewish l i f e  are too much a p a rt of the f ib e r  of our beings for 
contemporary re lig io u s  Jews to regard as meaningful any philosophy 
which ignores the a c tu a l i t ie s  of present-day Jewish fa te  and destiny.
One must be a p a r t ic u la r  kind of man with a lim ited , concrete l i f e  
s itu a tio n  to  be a man a t a l l .  The conception of humanity in  general is  
a meaningless and tra g ic  ab strac tio n .'15 Although lubenstein does 
not s ta te  th is ,  I  would imagine th a t another objection he would have 
to  secu la r humanism is  i t s  fa i th  in  man. Rubenstein i s  fa r  too 
pessim is tic  about man to adopt such a philosophy, in my opinion.

n |
The o ther a lte rn a t iv e , atheism, combined with some so rt of nationalism ,
has been e lec ted  by many Jews, p a rtic u la rly  those l i ' i n g  in  I s ra e l .
Rubenstein r e je c ts  th is  choice because although the Jewish a th e is t
recognises and shares with o ther Jews the e sse n tia l p a r t ic u la r i ty  and
'throw nness' (Geuorfenheit) of the Jewish s itu a tio n , the lim ita tio n  of
Jewish atheism i s  th a t i t  o ffe rs  no way of sharing ac tive ly  or
p a rtic ip a tin g  w ith o ther Jew. in the wisdom, a sp ira tio n s , remembrance.
and in s ig h t ,  of e a r l ie r  generations, thus cu tting  him f f  from the
p a s t. 'Only he who can also experi.mce or empathise with the agonies
and the  yearnings of past Jewish generation , in  th e ir  awesome
confrontation  with the God of Is ra e l can tru ly  partake of the fu llness

,16of Jewish expar ice.

The Meaning c f God a .  a Variable in  Human k  ,Jrien ce

to  important kev to to b .n a t . in '-  und-.rat.nding of God l i e .  in bin 
conviction th a t the  meaning of Go- '»  human experience la a variab le  
vhich la  in ev itab ly  a lte re d  by rad ica l change, in th a t experience. 
Argument, fo r or a g a in .t the e x i , te .e e  of God are fa r  L a .  a ign irican t 
than the e x i . t e n t i . l  m atrix out of vhich each a ffirm ation , or d en ia l, 
flow 18 The l i f e  s itu a tio n  changes re lig io u s  sentiment. Rubenstein 
chooto. two p erio d , of Je v i.h  h i.co ry  to  i l l u . t r . t .  t h i .  change in 
re lig io u s  .entim ent tod the re su lta n t v iew  about God. ______

15. Rubenstein, 4 / te r  A uedtotts, Ib id . p. US.

16. Ib id . pp. 118, H 9.
17. Rubenatein. op. c i t .  'The Rebirth of l . r . e l  in  Contemporary 

Jewish Theology', P* 131*
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The f i r s t  i s  the period of the decisive  formation of rabbinic Judaism 
in  the f i r s t  th ree  cen tu ries C.E. The second is  the twentieth 
century w ith i t s  two great katrrzJ,19 the Holocaust, and the re
establishm ent of the S tate  of I s ra e l .,
The rabbia of the f i t a t  th ree  cen tu ries C.E. had no a lte rn a tiv e  but 
to  experience defea t in  terms of the w ill of an omnipotent and angry 
God who was punishing the Jewe for th e ir  s in e . 'I n  terms of the logic 
of B ib lic a l and Rabbinic Judaism. God could very well be blamed for 
Jewieh d is a s te r  eince a .  the All-powerful He is  ...sponsible fo r i t .  Vet 
there la  too much anxiety involved in  b iasing God. As b i t te r  as is  
se lf-a c c u sr tio n , I- is  both safer and le s s  anxiety-producing. Self­
blame re lie v e s  a primary emotional need -  the  need to  c o u n t.r -a g g r...

   enemy when the o n l y  safe  place to  c o u n t e r - a g g r o s ,  i s

against o n ese lf. Above a l l  se lf-accu sa tio n  axpljir.s  and o f fe re  tope. In 
such a psychic world there  may be anxiety , but i t  is  sot a world devoid 
of h o p e /"  A defeated Jewish community's '.seders could not e n te rta in  
the luxury of doubt. A fter the Hadrienic war the Jew. were a defeated, 
beleaguer.! m inority under extraordinary  presaura to maintain in te rnal 
un ity . 'Doubt, wer. the so rt of luxury Which .  m inority community could 
not embody in  ac tio n . Furthermore, the need to  find some meaning and, 
consequently some hop. was very g r e a t . '21 With the Holocaust, under 
to ta l ly  d if fe re n t condition , and in  a very d iffe re n t h is to r ic  s itu a tio n , 
Ruben.tain b e lie v e , th a t the  God of h is to ry  h a . died beyond a l l  hope of 
resu rrec tio n . Response, to  catastrophe in  the f i r s t  three cen turies v.B. 
are no lo n y rv a l ld .  In f a c t ,  he finds them dysfunctional. With the 
re b ir th  o f the S ta te  of I s r a e l ,  there  w ill be a new conception of 
d iv in ity  in  which the old earth  d iv in i t ie s  w ill be reasserted . Earth 
w ill become cen tra l to the s p i r i tu a l i ty  of I s ra e l .  E arth 's  f r u i t f u l - . . . ,  
i t s  v ic is s i tu d e , ,  and i t .  engendering power w ill once .gain  become the 
cen tra l s p ir i tu a l  r e a l i t i e s  of Jewish l i f e ,  t  le a s t in  I s ra e l .  In 
'place of the Lord of h is to ry  punishing man for attempting to  be what he . . .  
created to  be the  d iv in it ie s  of nature w ill celebrate  with mankind th e ircreacea to ue — ,
" b a c c h a n a l i a n  revel of s p i r i t ,  in  whom no member is  drunk .

:  r z r . ,



r e p r e se n ts  the most v ia b le  r e l ig io u s  o p tio n  a v a ila b le  to  the

contem porary Jew ’

The Torah record s fo r  us th e  encounter o f  I s r a e l  w ith  God s t e r r ib le  

h o l i n e s s .25 God’ s p resen ce was once m ean in gfu lly  exp erien ced .

However, ae p a rt o f  th ie  e x p e r ie n c e , th ere  was a ls o  an awareness o f  

th e  n e g a tiv e  a sp e c ts  o f  d iv in i t y  and in  th e  Torah there are stran ge  

a t a v i s t i c  elem en ts which have not been r a p e  seed  lu b e n e te in , w ith  

h is  p re feren ce  fo r  th e  a r c h a ic , s t r e s s e s  the n eg a tiv e  elem ents o f  

d e ity  becau se he f e e l s  th a t  th ey  have n o t r ec e iv ed  the a tte n t io n  which  

tw e n tie th  cen tu ry  ex p er ien ce  su g g e sts  th ey  d eserv e . Thera i s  no 

elem ent o f  th e  Torah which i s  w ith ou t re lev a n ce  fo r  our tim es no m atter  

how c r u e l  or  a t a v i s t i c  i t  s e w . 28 The Torah p o in ts  w ith  words to  

a r e a l i t y  b e fo re  which words are h e lp le s s .  The Torah never e n t ir e ly  

su pp ressed  a n y th in g , in c lu d in g  th e  pagan gods. Rubenstein i s  not 

em barrassed by th e se  e lem en ts as were th e  n in eteen th  century reform ers.

In f a c t  he favou rs them. Ha s e e s  grandeur in  the Torah in  th a t i t  

never p e r m i t t e d  a s p l i t  to  occur in  th e  humm psyche. Yshweh never won 

e n t ir e ly  over Baal and A s s a r t ,  th e r e fo r ,  th e  Jew . were never cu t o f f  

f r o -  t h e ir  in n er l i f e  and t h .  power, o f  earth  which engendered i t .

Paganism was transform ed but never e n t ir e ly  removed. Having learned  

much o f  t h .  f u t i l i t y  o f  r e p r e ss io n  a f t e r  Preud, Rubenstein adm ire, t h is  

te n s io n  in  t h .  Torah. Th. Torah in t u i t iv e ly  and in s t in c t iv e ly  understood  

t h .  p arad ox ica l tru th  th a t o n . can b e s t  overcome a tav ism , and p r im itiv ism . 

in  so fa r  a .  th ey  are d e s tr u c t iv e ,  by acknowledging th e ir  f u l l  potency  

and a t tr a c t iv e n e s s  and ch a n n e llin g  t h e ir  ex p ress io n  to  e lim in a te  th e ir

30 harm.

24.
25.

26.
27.

28.
29.

30.

R u b e n s te in ,  The Religious imagination, p .  x iv

o f  J u d a is m ', p .  127. 

R u b e n s te in ,A fte r  Auechfits, o p . c i t .  p p . 153. 127. p a s s im .

R u b e n s te in ,  o p . c i t .  'A ton em en t and S a c r i f i c e  in  C ontem porary Jewish
L iturgy’ , p- 109. , . .
R u b e n s te in ,  o p . c i t .  'T he M e .n in g  o f  T o r .h  in  C ontem porary J e w ish  

T h e o lo g y , An E x i s t e n t i a l i s t  P h ilo s o p h y  o f  Judaism  , p p . 123, 124.
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R u b e n s te in  a f f i r m s ,  on th e  one h a n d , t h a t  t h e  T orah  r e c o r d s  th e  

e n c o u n te r  w i th  G o d 's  t e r r i b l e  h o l i n e s s ,  t h a t  so m e th in g  h appened  a t  

S in a i  a n d  i n  t h e  J e w is h  e x p e r i e n c e ,  b u t  on th e  o t h e r , h e  d o es  n o t 

b e l i e v e  t h a t  a D iv in e -h u m an  e n c o u n te r  to o k  p la c e  a t  S i n a i .  Nor 

d o es  h e  b e l i e v e  t h a t  th e  norm s o f  J e w ish  r e l i g i o u s  l i f e  p o s s e s s  any 

s u p e r o r d in a t e  v a l i d a t i o n . ^  How ever th e  t r a d i t i o n  o f  D iv in a  

r e v e l a t i o n  i s  n o t  m e a n in g le s s .  ' I t  h a s  p s y c h o lo g ic a l  t r u t h  r a t h e r  

th a n  l i t e r a l  h i s t o r i c a l  t r u t h . . . .Somehow th e  Je w ish  p e o p le  s t r u c t u r e d  

t h e i r  p e r s o n a l  and  g roup  norm s b y  o b j e c t i f y i n g  th e  p a r e n t a l  im age, 

p r o j e c t i n g  i t  i n t o  th e  co sm ic  s p h e r e ,  and i n t e r p r e t i n g  th e s e  norms 

a s  d e r i v i n g  from  th e  o b j e c t i f i e d  g roup  p a r e n t . '

Q u i te  c l e a r l y  t h e r e  i s  a  t e n s i o n  i n  R u b e n s te in 's  v iew  o f  d i v i n i t y .  He 

s e e s  t h e  T o rah  a s  a  g e n u in e  r e c o r d  o f  an  e n c o u n te r  w i th  G o d 's  t e r r i b l e  

h o l i n e s s  b e c a u s e  a t  one t im e  G o d 's  p r e s e n c e  was m e a n in g fu l ly  e x p e r ie n c e d .  

S im u l ta n e o u s ly ,  h e  u n d e r s ta n d s  t h e  b i b l i c a l  God a s  a  p r o j e c t i o n  i n  th e  

F r e u d ia n  s e n s e .  He f a v o u r s  a  n a t u r a l i s t i c  p o in t  o f  v ie w , b u t  from  t h i s  

v ie w p o in t  he  f i n d s  ' t h e  s u g g e s t io n  t h a t  a  G o d -id e a  does s om e th ing  

to w a rd  th e  c r e a t i o n  o f  m ean in g s  b o th  e x tr a n e o u s  and u n n e c e s s a ry .  From 

th e  p s y c h o lo g ic a l  p o in t  o f  v iew  i t  may v e ry  w e l l  b e  p o s s ib l e  to  show 

t h a t  d e p e n d en c e  upon  a  G o d - id e a  f o r  m ean in g s i s  t o  s o m e  d e g re e  u n h e a l th y .  

To s e e k  to  f in d  l i f e ' s  m ean ings w i th  t h e  s u p p o r t  o f  a  G o d -id e a  i s  t o  le a n

upon a  c r u t c h .  Men c a n  and o u g h t t o  l e a r n  to  s ta n d  on t h e i r  own
, 34 r e s o u r c e s ’ .

.
T h . F r e u d ia n  B a . i .  o f  R u b . n a t . i n ' .  O n d .r . t a n d in g  o f  R a b b in ic  J u d .ta m

i n  e x a m in in g  R u b . n . t . i n ' a  C o d - c o o c .p t , i t  l a  n . c . . . . r y  t o  lo o k  o n e . 

a g a in  a t  t h .  F r . u d i . n  b a . i .  o f  h i .  t h in k i n g .  H« u n d . r . t a n d .  r e l i g i o n  

aa t h e  b u lw a rk  a g a in e t  human g u i l t  and a n x i e t y . R e l ig io n s  o f f e r  

m ankind  r a d i c a l l y  d i f f e r e n t  p sy ch o -d y n am ic  i n s t r u m e n t a l i t i e s  w i th  w h ich

S 'S S B rS S E i's  sEltsT,
3 2 .  R u b e . s t e i n .  A / t a r  A u s o to tM , 'Symposium on  J e w is h  B e l i e f ,  p .  U S .

3 4 ’.  R u b e n . t . i n .  o p . c i t .  ' R e c o n . t r u c t i o n i s m  and  t h .  F rob lem  o f  E v i l ' ,  

p .  88 .
35. R ubenstein, The Religious Imagination, pp. x i l i ,  69 f f ,  67, passim.



to  cope w ith the  problems a ris in g  out of theHfact tha t human
in s t i tu t io n s  are ' fundamentally endangered by the ineradicable 
h o s t i l i t y ,  aggression, and r iv a lry  of the generations w ithin the 
most indispensable and in tim ate  u n it of human c iv i l is a t io n , the 
fam ily. The o ld es t and the most decisive myths and r i tu a ls  of m a n k i n d  

are devoted to giving expression to and lim iting the destructiveness 
of th is  pxjbUm ’ . 36 Thus, the God-concept put forward by the various 
d if fe re n t re lig io n s  of the  world appears to be in  accordance with 
the way they choose to handle the ultim ate  concerns of human existence 
re la tin g  to  the dynamics o f family h o s t i l i t i e s  and in te rre la tio n sh ip s .

Rubenstein app lies Freudian analysis to  the legends of the rabbis of the 
f i r s t  th ree  cen tu ries  C.E. 37 The way in which they elaborated on the 
Torah and i t s  am biguities in  the re la tiv e ly  free  form of Aggadah 
reveals th e ir  sychological concerns. As th is  was the period in which 
normative Jud*ism received i t s  decisive stamp, analysis of i t s  concerns 
assumes s ig n ifican ce  for th* normative responses in Judaism th e re a f te r .

Judaism found a s p e c if ic a lly  Jewish way to respond to  s tre sse s  which 
a rise  w ith in  the family. This is  the way of sublim ation, one of the 
recognised ego defence, against anxiety . P a u l's  break with Judaism 
arose out of h is  in a b il i ty  to  handle the d ilem as of the unconscious 
by mean, of sublim ation . 39 Judaism and C h ris tian ity  are seen a . 
psychologically  preoccupied with the same problems, but they use 
d if fe re n t psychic in s tru m en ta litie s  to  cope with these common areas of 
ultim ate  concern . 40 Rubenstein therefore  sees a great deal of anxiety 
a ris in g  out of the dynamics of the family and believes th a t th is  anxiety 
is  expressed and re fle c ted  in  re lig io n . H i. examination of the legends 
of the rab b i, aims to reveal these anx ie ties and a t the same time to 
re la te  them to  the sp ec ific  h is to r ic  s itu a tio n  of th e ir  time.

In h is  analysis of rabbin ic  legend he concludes, lik e  Freud, tha t the 
o rig in s of re lig io u s  -nd personal anxiety are rooted in the family  ̂
s i tu a tio n . However, he d if fe r s  from Freud in  concluding th a t the child  s

3 6 . R u b e n s te in ,  The Raligioue Imagination, p. 65.
, 7. This task  is  undertaken in  The Religious Imagination.
38 Rubenstein, The R eligious Imagination, p . x m .
39, ib id . Rubenstein h a . dealt extensively  with th is  problem in

My Brother lau l. 40. Ib id .



en cou n ters w ith  i t s  m aternal environment are fa r  more d e c is iv e  than  
fe a r  o f  th e  f a t h e r T h u s ,  he departs from Freud's su g g estio n  in  the  

prim al crim e h y p o th e s is  th a t  fe a r  o f th e  fa th e r  i s  dominant. While 

fe a r  c t  th e  fa th e r  i s  p resen t in  the Aggadah, R ubenstein fin d s  th at  

i t  i s  not prim ary. 'An o ld e r  more arch a ic  terr o r  o f the Great Mother 

goddess was c o n s c io u s ly  suppressed  in  ra b b in ic  Judaism. I t  did not 

th ereb y  lo s e  any o f  i t s  overwhelming p o w er .'41 R ubenstein e x h ib it s  a 

marked in c l in a t io n  toward a fem ale a sp ect to  d iv in i t y .

The Aggadah arose  out o f  a p a r t ic u la r  h i s t o r ic  s i tu a t io n  w ith  i t s  

p s y c h o lo g ic a l c o n d it io n s  in  th e  f i r s t  th ree  c e n tu r ie s  C.E. This 

s i t u a t io n  has become paradigm atic fo r  th e  Jew ish s i tu a t io n  in  the  

W estern w orld ever s in c e .  The rabb is found i t  im p ossib le  to  r e je c t  

th e  om nipotent God and a ff ir m  an absurd cosm os. "Theirs was not yet  

th e tim e o f  th e  death  o f  God. He who r e j e c t s  God r e j e c t s  hope. Hope 

was p rec io u s  to  th e  d e fea ted  and b e se t  Jew ish  comaunity a f t e r  th e Roman

war No cossnunity can l i v e  under c o n d itio n s  o f  d e fea t w ithout hope

or the God o f  hope. The path o f  doubt and d e n ia l was n ot r e a l i s t i c .  

S e lf-b la m e , se lf-p u n ish m e n t, h eigh ten ed  g u i l t ,  and the r e so lv e  to  make 

peace w ith  th e  om nipotent and in sc r u ta b le  Lord o f  h is to r y  o ffe r e d  the  

on ly  v ia b le  o p tio n  fo r  th e  Jew ish community. I t  was c e r ta in ly  the only  

p s y c h o lo g ic a l ly  te n a b le  a l t e r n a t iv e .

The R abbinic Response to  C atastrophe as D ysfu n ction a l in  the Face Of 
A uschwitz

Th. , . b b i .  produced .  r e .p o n ..  to  th e  'm ost d . c i . i v .  j w l e h  c . c t r o p h .  

b efo re  A u .c h .l t e  -  the d e fe a t  o f  the J . «  by the Roman, in  70 C.E.  

and 135 C.E The a n c ie n t end the modern c . t . . t r o p h e ,  re  ir .e x tr ic .h ly  

connected '.43 Judeiem . . .  p o l i t i c a l l y  and r e l ig io n . ly  d e fea ted .  

P o l i t i c a l l y ,  th e  J e » . e r e  deprived  o f  c o n tro l over th e ir  <nm d e .t in y .  

R e lig io u s ly ,  d e fe a t  r e .id e d  in  t h .  J « i . h  v i e .  th a t Cod had puni.hed  

a . i n f u l  p e o p le , and in  t h .  C h r U t i .n  v i e .  th r t  a d e ic id a l  people had 

been r e je c te d  by Cod. A p r o c . . .  o f  .arrangem ent from i t .  . n c .a t r . l  

homeland r e .u lt e d  in  the w o -th ou .ar .d -year  n ig h t o f .!e « i.h  e x i s t e n t ,  

a ,  a r e je c te d  and d e .p l .e d  m in ority  in  the homeland o f  o th e r . .  Th. 

t e r r ib le  e v e n t , lo a d in g  up to  A u .c h . i t .  began in  70 C.E. '  _

41 . R u b e n s te in ,  Th, Imogfrotiom. p . x i v .  4 2 .  I b id .  p .  125.

4 3 .  I b i d .  p. x v .  4 4 .  I b i d .  p .  xv .



R u b e n s te in  f i n d s  t h e  r a b b i n i c  r e s p o n s e  t o  t h i s  s i t u a t i o n  o f  d e f e a t  

a d a p t iv e  i n  i t s  t im e .  He i s  c o n v in c e d , h o w e v e r, t h a t  th o u g h  i t  was 

f u n c t i o n a l  t h e n ,  i t  h a s  c e a s e d  t o  be  u s e f u l  to d a y ,  and h e  i s  u n a b le  to  

s h a r e  t h e i r  r e l i g i o u s  and i d e o l o g i c a l  r e s p o n s e s  to  a n c ie n t, m is f o r tu n e s .

I n  h i s  r e s p o n s e  t o  t h e  H o lo c a u s t  h e  r e a s s e r t s  th o s e  e le m e n ts  o f  th e  

T o rah  w h ic h  h a v e  b e e n  s u b ju g a te d  t o  t h e  God o f  h i s t o r y .  T ak ing  a s  h i s  

p o in t  o f  d e p a r t u r e  t h e  h i s t o r y  o f  th e  Jew s i n  th e  tw e n t i e th  c e n tu r y ,  he 

h a s  c o n c lu d e d  t h a t  t h e  God o f  h i s t o r y  d ie d  a t  A u sc h w itz . R u b e n s te ia f l  

a s s e r t s  t h a t  t h i s  'd o e s  n o t  mean t h a t  God i s  n o t  a t  th e  b e g in n in g  and 

w i l l  n o t  b e  a t  t h e  e n d . I t  d o es  mean t h a t  n o th in g  i n  human c h o ic e ,  

d e c i s i o n ,  v a l u e ,  o r  m ean ing  c a n  any  lo n g e r  h av e  v e r t i c a l  r e f e r e n c e  to  

t r a n s c e n d e n t  s t a n d a r d s .  We a r e  a lo n e  i n  a  s i l e n t  u n f e e l in g  cosm os. Our 

a c t i o n s  a r e  human a c t i o n s .  T h e i r  e n ta i lm e n ts  human e n ta i lm e n t s .  M o ra l i ty  

and  r e l i g i o n  c a n  no  lo n g e r  r e s t  upon th e  c o n v ic t io n  t h a t  d i v in e ly   ̂ ^  

v a l i d a t e d  norm s o f f e r  a  m e a su re  a g a i n s t  w h ich  w hat we do ca n  b e  ju d g e d  . 

The end o f  th e  God o f  h i s t o r y  d o e s  n o t  s p e l l  th e  end o f  a l l  g o d s . 

R u b e n s te in  b e l i e v e s  i n  God th e  H o ly  N o th in g n e s s ,  known t o  th e  m y s t i c s ,  

o u t  o f  w h ic h  we h a v e  come and  to  w h ich  we s h a l l  u l t i m a t e l y  r e t u r n .  

O m n ip o te n t N o th in g n e s s  i s  t h e  L o rd  o f  a l l  c r e a t i o n .

God th e  H o ly  N o th in g n e s s

R u b e n s te in  . e .  d r .w n  t o  t h e  J e w is h  m y s t i c s ,  p . r t i c u l . r l y  t o  t h e  d o c t r in e  

„« God p u t  io rw e r d  by I . e e c  L u r ie  end h i .  f o l l o w e r s .  They saw e x i s t e n t ,  

a ,  a l i e n a t i o n .  E ven  Cod t h e  C r e a to r  c o u ld  e x i s t  o n ly  th ro u g h  an  a c t  o f  

s e l f - d i m i n u t i o n ,  t s tm ts u m . o f  th e  a b s o l u t e l y  s im p le  G round o f  e x is t e n c e  

i n t o  h i m s e l f ,  l e e v i n g  th e r e b y  .  f "  t h e  c r e a te d  w o r ld . The p r im e l

a c t  o f  c r e s t i o n  w e . one i n  w h ich  t h a t  w h ich  . . .  A l l .  end t h e r e f o r ,  n o t  

.  d i s c r e t e  l i m i t e d  t h i n , ,  w ith d re w  i n t o  h im s e l f  so  t h s t  b o th  he and t  a 

c r e a t e d  w o r ld  c o u ld  be  l i m i t e d  and d e f in e d  by  e e c h  o t h e r .

n o th in g .  I -  t h e  b e g in n in g  God d w e lt  i n  t h e  womb o f  h i .  own o m n ip o ten t
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nothingness. The f i r s t  act of c re a tio r  was an ac t of se lf
estrangement whereby the revealed God, in  con trast to the primordial

A8hidden ground, and the created  world came into  ex istence. All 
conscious ex is tence  i s  beset by a c o n flic t  between the desire  for 
su rv iv a l, id e n ti ty  and ind iv idual self-m aintenance and the yearning 
to  re tu rn  to  i t s  source in  God's nothingness. 'Redemption is  re tu rn ; 
ex istence i s  e x i le . '* *  Our id e n tity  i s  purchased a t the p rice  of 
estrangem ent. We know who we are  only insofar as we know who we are 
no t. We fea r  and crave redemption because i t s  reward and price are the 
rame, disappearance of the indiv idual in to  the Source from which he 
came. Rubenstein sees th is  as sim ila r to  Freud 's secularised  version 
of the same d e s ire  in  the death in s t in c t ,  the d esire  to retu rn  to the 
quiescence which preceded our ex istence . Freud used the metaphor of 
the c o n flic t  between Eros and Thanatos. Rubenstein perceives both 
thought systems as po in ting  to  the same r e a l i ty .

In th is  view of God as the Holy Nothingness, Rubenstein has emphasised 
the negative aspects of God as understood in  the Torah. The Torah 
records the way in  which the Jews understood d iv in ity  with i t s  positive  
and negative elem ents. 'Where the ho liness of God is  r e a l ,  the trag ic  
element inheren t in  ex istence enn never be ignored .' God's holiness 
is  more than a moral fo rce . 'He who makes a live  is  He who slays by His 
very p resen ce .’ 52 Cod can redeem only by slay ing . There is  no hope for 

us beyond the time a llo tte d  to us.

The E ssen tia l F in itude of Human Life

As .  co ro lle ry  hum.n l i f e  Is  e s s e n t l . ly  f i n i t s .  Life is  brecketed 
between two o b liv io n .53 end there  is  no hop. o r se lvetion . There ere
' a b s o l u t e l y  no g ro u n d ,  for esche to log icsl hope '. This r .d tc . l

pessimism need not be c rip p lin g  in  th e t men cen liv e  without deceptive
n

48.
51.

52. 
54.

Ib id . 49. Ib id . 50. Ib id . p. 220.

J e w i8 ^ Theo 1 ogy^An“E x is te u t ia l i s t^ P h ilosophy of Judaism ', p. 125. 

Ib id . 53. Ib id . p. H 9 .
Rubenstein. op. c i t .  'D e.th  of Co,: Theology snd J u d . i r .  .
P .  258.
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myths of an immortal sou l. He liv e  in  the present without future hope.
But the r e a l is a t io n  th a t we only have one another w ill show tha t we
need each o ther more than ever. He are united with present and past
generation* in a community of f a i th ,  and more strongly in a community
of shared predicament and u ltim ate concern. Our g rea test need is  to
know who we a re . Man's g rea tes t sin  is  h is  refu sa l to r e v ^ g n i s e  and
be h im self. As in  paganism, hubris is  man's sin  against h is lim its .
Hubris ch a rac te rise s  jum* e re fu sa l of the ecstasy and peat ion of
existence as well as h is  in sistence  on too great an *i ,.i vMsement of
i t .  When a l l  sine  have been reduced to th e ir  fin a l term, lean's
g rea tes t sin  w ill  be seen to  be h is  sin  against h is own being, h is
p a th e tic  re fu sa l to  recognise and be h i m s e l f Hubi'is never im plied

to ta l  law lessness as istplied in  deic ide. I t  was followed by inevitable
n e m e s is .^  A removal of concentration on fu ture rewards re su lts  in a
g rea te r concentration on self-knowledge in  th is  l i f e .  After having
passed through the c ris e s  of l i f e  sided by r i tu a l  fn the community, and
by the sobering knowledge of our tra d itio n , we fin a lly  return  to the

57Holy Nothingness from which we came.

'The death of God does not cancel death. I t  heightens our sad knowledge 

th a t no power, human or divine can u ltim ately  withstand the d is so lv in g  
onslaughts of omnipotent Nothingness, the true Lord of a ll  creation!

Rubenstein understands God as the Ground of a l l  being. As such he 
paradoxically  'does everything and nothing. He does nothing in  that He 
is  not the motive or ac tive  power which brings us to  personal s e lf -  
discovery or to  the commmity of shared experience. Yet He does 
everything because He sh a tte rs  and makes transparent the patent unreality  
of every fa lse  and inauthentic  standard. God, as the ultim ate measure 
of human tru th  and human p o te n tia l ity , c a l l ,  upon each man to  face both 
the lim ita tio n s  and the  opportun ities of h is  f in i te  predicament without

53 . R u b e n .te in .  A fte r  A u sch titn ,  'The Rebirth of Israe l in Contemporary
Jewish Theology*, P* I 37*

56. R u b e n . ta in .  op. -.I t. 'R elig ion  .nd t b e  O rigin, of the Deeth Camp.,
A Psychoanalytic In te rp re ta tio n  , P- 19

57. R ubenlt.in , op. n i t .  'R .r .o n  .nd Myth in  the Jud .eo-C hri.tien  
Encounter*, pp. 78# 79.

58. R u b e n .te in .  op. n i t .  'D .. th  of God Theology and J u d . i . . ' .  p . 257.



d i s g u i s e ,  i l l u s i o n  o r  h o p e *.59 God no  lo n g e r  s ta n d s  b e f o r e  us a s  

th e  f i n a l  c e n s o r  b u t  a s  th e  f i n a l  r e a l i t y  b e f o r e  w h ich  and in  te rm s 

o f  w h ich  a l l  p a r t i a l  r e a l i t i e s  a r e  t o  b e  m e a su re d . ’ The l a s t  paradox 

i s  t h a t  i n  th e  t im e  o f  th e  d e a th  o f  God we have begun  a  v oyage  o f  

d i s c o v e r y  w h e re in  we m ay, h o p e f u l l y ,  f i n d  th e  t r u e  God.

A f t e r  th e  H o lo c a u s t  we a r e  t o t a l l y  and  n a k e d ly  a lo n e ,  u n a b le  to  

e x p e c t  s u c c o u r  o r  s u p p o r t  fro m  God o r  o u r  f e l lo w  c r e a t u r e s . No men

h a v e  known a s  we h a v e  how t r u l y  God i n  H is  h o l in e s s  s l a y s  th o s e  t o  

whom He g iv e s  l i f e . ' 61 Man i s  n o th in g n e s s  b e f o r e  th e  awesome and 

t e r r i b l e  m a je s ty  o f  th e  L o rd . But R u b e n s te in  a c c e p ts  t h i s  n o th in g n e s s  

and  ev en  r e j o i c e s  i n  i t ,  f o r  i n  f in d in g  n o th in g n e s s ,  we h a v e  found  

o u r s e l v e s  and  th e  God who a lo n e  i s  t r u e  s u b s ta n c e .  He s t a t e s ,  ’We 

d id  n o t  a s k  t o  b e  b o m ;  we d id  n o t a s k  f o r  o u r  a b s u rd  e x i s t e n c e  in  

t h e  w o r ld ;  n o r  h a v e  we a s k e d  f o r  t h e  f a t e d  d e s t i n y  w h ich  h a s  hung 

a b o u t u s  J e w s . Y et we w ou ld  n o t  e x ch an g e  i t ,  n o r  w ould we deny i t ,  f o r  

when n o th in g  i s  a s k e d  f o r ,  n o th in g  i ^ h o p e d  f o r ,  n o th in g  i s  e x p e c te d , 

a l l  t h a t  we r e c e iv e  i s  t r u l y  g r a c e . ’

j , „ t  t h .  H o lo c a u s t  m a rk , t h e  d e a th  o f  th e  God o f  h i s t o r y  f o r  

R u b e n s t . i n ,  th e  r a - . s t a b l i s h m e n t  o f  I s r a e l  m arks t h .  r a h l r t h  o f  long  

f o r g o t t a n  g o d , o f  t h .  . . r t h  w i th in  J e w is h  . r p . r i . n c . .  He r e g a r d ,  an  

i n s i g h t f u l  p a g a n ism  a .  t h e  o n ly  m e a n in g fu l r e l i g i o u s  o p t io n  re m a in in g  

t o  Je w . a f t e r  A u .c h w its  an d  t h .  r e b i r t h  o f  I s r a e l .  He a d v o c a te ,  .  

m y s t i c a l  p a g a n ism  w h ich  . t i l l . a ,  h i s t o r i c  fo rm , o f  J e w ish  r e l i g i o n  a ,  

t h e  m o st p ro m is in g  a p p ro a c h  t o  J e w is h  r e l i g i o n  i n  o u r  t im e s .

P a g a n ism  n e e d ed  no t h e i . t i c  c r e a t o r  G od. ' I -  s p U .  o f  i t .  v u lg a r  

c a r i c a t u r e s ,  p a g a n ism  i s  an  h o n o ra b le  and r e a s o n a b le  r e l i g i o u s  p a th .  

I t  i s  t h .  r e l i g i o n  o f  m ost A m e ric a n s , C h r i s t i a n  and J e w is h ,  l a y  »nd

5 9 . R u b e n s te in ,  o p .  c i t .  'T h e  Sym bol, o f  Ju d a ism  sod  t h .  D ea th  o f 

God’ , p .  2 4 0 .
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c l e r g y ,  th o u g h  th e y  e r e  e e ld o o  aw are  o f  i t . ' 66 W ith  t h e  r e t u r n  o f 

th e  p e o p le  o f  I s r a e l  t o  t h e  r e a l i t i e s  o f  t h e  s o i l ,  e a r t h  w i l l  become 

c e n t r a l  t o  t h e  s p i r i t u a l i t y  o f  I s r a e l  a l th o u g h  th e  a n c ie n t  C a n a a n ite  

gods w i l l  n o t  s u p p la n t  w o rs h ip  o f  Yahweh. What g u b e n s te io  c a l l s  'a n  

o ld -n e w  u n d e r s ta n d in g  o f  God' 67 w i l l  i n  h i s  v iew  b e  i n e v i t a b l e .  T h e re  

w i l l  n o  lo n g e r  b e  a  t r a n s c e n d e n t  L o rd  o f  n a tu r e  c o n t r o l l i n g  i t  a s  i f  

i t  w e re  a  m a r i o n e t t e  a t  t h e  end  o f  a  s t r i n g ,  b u t  God w i l l  be  se en  a s  th e  

s o u rc e  o f  l i f e  and  n a t u r e ,  t h e  b e in g  o f  b e in g s  w hich  e p h e m e r a  U v  and 

e p ip h e n o m e n e lly  i s  n a t u r e ' s  s e l f - e x p r e s s i o n .  God w i l l  be seen  

b u t  w i l l  p a r t i c i p a t e  i n  n a t u r e ' s  w i c i . s i t u d e s  and n e c e s s i t i e s  r . t h e r  

th a n  t o  t r e a t ,  t h e .  o u t . i d .  o f  h i .  s o l i t a r y  p e r f e c t i o n .  The u n i ty  o 

God w i l l  c o n t in u e  t o  b e  m a in ta in e d  f o r  t h e  L o rd  o f  h i s t o r y  h e .  g iv e n  

i n s i g h t  i n t o  t h e  p a r t i a l  and t . n t . t i v .  c h a r a c t . r  o f  .11 p o l y t h e i s t i c  

r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s  o f  t h .  l i f e  and s o u r c e  o f  th e  cosmos ( th o u g h  g u b a n . t . i n  

v ie w s  a  r e t u r n  t o  p o ly th e is m  . .  h a v in g  r e a l  a t t r a c t i v e n e s s ) .

The Dem onic S id e  o f  D i v i n i t y

The new u n d e r s ta n d in g  o f  God w i l l  i n e v i t a b l y  hav e  to  c o n f r o n t  th e  d a rk  

dem onic  s id e  o f  d i v i n i t y .  R u b e n . t . i n  p o i n t ,  o u t  t h . t  t h .  a n c ie n  .

■ B f l i a

67.

68 .
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and  n a tu r e  a r e  a t  o n e  w i th  e a c h  o t h e r ,  t h e t  th e y  a r e  a l i v e  and l i f e  

e n g e n d e r in g ,  i s  t o  a f f i r m  t h e  dem onic s id e  n o t  a lo n e  in  u s ,  b u t  m  

d i v i n i t y  a s  w e l l . ' 70 T h is ,  t h e  t r a g e d i e s  and a m b ig u i t ie s  of  e x is te n c e  

c e a s e  t o  r e f l e c t  h i s t o r i c  ^ jm sn’ s  w i l f u l  r e b e l l i o n  a s  th e y  become 

i n t . r n 3l i . « d  i n  t h .  . .  - u n f o ld in g  o f  d i v i n i t y .  'V i r t u .  W H S  to  b .

.  c h o ic e  o f  . . p a r a b l e  • I t . m a t i v e . i l  i t  becom e, an  o v e rc o m in g . The 

c o n t r a d i c t o r y  c h a r a c t e r  o f  e x i s t e n c e  i n  c o n t r a j t  to  t h e  lo g ic a l syeaetry  

o f  e s s e n c e ,  m akes g o o d n e ss  and  v i r t u e  an  overcoming in u s  as w ell 
d i v i n i t y .  The v e r y  c h a r a c t e r  c f  l i f e  m ake, t h e  d i v in e  s o u rc e  a  c e a s e le s s

s e l f - s t r i v i n g  i n  m h ich  t h .  u n e n d in g  n e g a t i v i t i e s  and a f f i r m a t i o n ,  o f
   a  . „  f  l i f e  a

e x i s t e n c e  f o l lo w  o n e  a n o th e r  and i n  m hich  i n d iv i d u a l  fo rm , o f  l i f e  a r e  

e x p r e s s io n s  o f  t h .  s e l f - c o n s t r u c t i o n  and . . l f - , . , . r . t i o «  o f  d i v i n i t y .  

L i f e  on  l i f e  i s  t h r u s t  fo rw a rd  in  d i v i n i t y ' s  c . a s e l . . .  p r o j e c t  t o  e n jo yL i f e  on  l i f e  i s  t h r u s t  to rw a ra  in     ,71

i t .  h o u r  a n d  th a n  t o  becom e th e  consum ed s u b s ta n c e  o f  a n o th e r  l i f e .

R u b .n s t . i n  s u g g e s t ,  t h a t  t h i s  v i e .  o f  d i v i n i t y  m ake, t r a g e d y  and 

b o th  t h e  lo v in g  and  th e  dem onic  i n  m an.

The in fluence  of E x is ten tia lism  on R u b ..s te in 's  Ood-conc.pt

At t h i s  p o i n t  o f  t h e  d i s c u s s i o n  i t  i s  l o g i c a l

-  r "  h l*

72. R u b en ste in , A fter  A uschw itz, Person^ l i g i o u a  Imagination,
O .c U t i .n  " ^ r t . ' r t s  P lcp u s, T ran sl. by Stuart

G i l b e r t ,  P e n g u in  b o o k s , 1977 .



meani g f u l  t o  h im . 'F o r  F a t h e t  t a i i e lo u x ,  a s  f o r  a l l  D a u te ro n o m is ts  

who t  .?e  p r e c e d e d  h im , human s u f f e r i n g  c o u ld  b e  u n d e rs to o d  o n ly  as  

the « iblem  o f  human g u i l t  and  i t s  r e t r i b u t i o n .  The t r a g e d y  o f 

s u f  ; r i n g  was a g g r a v a te d  by  t h e  c o n v ic t io n  t h a t , b e c an a e  men s u f f e r e d ,  

l * y  d e s e r v e d  t o  s u f f e r . ' 73 Camus i s  u n a b le  tc  s h r t e  t h i s  v iew .

W hile  he  a c c e p t s  th e  t r a g e d y  and  th e  i n e v i t a b i l i t y  and g r a t u i to u s  

a b s u r d i t y  o f  s u f f e r i n g ,  h e  r e f u s e s  t o  c o n s e n t  t o  i t s  j u s t i c e .  F a t t e r  

P a n e lo u x  i s  u l t i m a t e l y  b ro k e n  by  th e  p a i n f u l  d e a th  o f  a  c h i l d .  He i s  

u n a b le  t o  e x p l a i n  t h e  e v e n t  w i t h in  h i s  P r o p h e t ic - D e u te r o n o m is t ic  

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  h i s t o r y .  Camus r e p r e s e n t s  him  as  d y in g , n o t a s  a 

r e s u l t  o f  t h e  p la g u e ,  b u t  b e c a u s e  he  knows no way o f  r e c o n s t i t u t i n g  h i s

w o r ld  w h ic h  h a s  now b e e n  s h a t t e r e d .

Camus p r e f e r s  human s o l i d a r i t y  i n  an  a b s u rd  cosm os to  t h e  v iew  t h a t  man

i .  i n e i c s p a b l y  g u i l t ,  b . £ o r .  C od. 'H e u o u ld  r . t h . r  l i v .  i n  . n  . b . « t d ,  

i n d i f f . r o n t  c o m o .  i n  w h ich  - n  . u t t . r  «nd d i .  m . s n i n g l . s .1,  b u t  . t i l l  

r e t a i n  a  m a .a u r .  o f  t r a g i c  i n t e g r i t y  th a n  . . .  e o a ry  l a . t  h—  . v « . t  

. . c . . . d  i n  a  p i t i l . . .  f r . - w . r k  o f  — i n ,  w h ich  d a p r i v a .  - a n  o f  .v a n  t h .  

c o n . o l . t i o n  t h a t  a u f f . r i n g ,  th o u g h  i n ^ i t a b l a .  i .  o - t  a n t i r . l ,  - a . t t « i  

o r  a a r n a d . ' 74 Ha r . j a c t .  t h .  (tod o f  t h e  J u d a a o - C h r i . t i a n  t r a d i t i o n  in  t h .  

f a c .  o f  . u f f e r i n g  o f  t h .  i n n o c e n t ,  and  c h o o . . .  «  " b a . r d  c o - o .  w h ich  

p r e . e r v e .  a n e a l u r e  o f  h u - n  - l i d a r i t ,  and d i m i t y .  B u b .n . t . i n  c o n c u r ,  

w i th  c h i .  c h o i c .  o f  human . o l i d . r i t y  i n  an  a b .u r d  and u l t i m a t e l y  c r . g i c

=  = - % =  r z L
c o - u n i t ,  - u . t  b .  t r . M u r a d  a .  t h a - h i c l .  in  w hich  - I t i - t .  — « n .  o f  

l i f e  c a n  b e  e x p re s s e d  and s h a r e d .

R u b e n e te in  by  no - a n .  o v . r , o o k .  t h .  — .o r d i n a r y  ^

1

R u b .n . c , i n .  A f t e r  1 ^ % .  66 .

, ,  Z Z ^ Z T c - C n c . . .  Vo,. ,  ho. 1. P. 12».



w ere  q u ic k  t o  a b a n d o n  th e  r e l i g i o n  o r  a t  l e a s t  th e  d i s c i p l i n e s  o f 

M oses w h i le  r e t a i n i n g  t h e i r  J e w ish  i d e n t i t i e s . . .P e r h a p s , t o o ,  some 

h av e  a c q u i r e d  s u c h  in n e r  r e s o u r c e s  o f  s t r e n g t h  t h a t  t h e  a l t e r n a t i v e  

o f  an  i r r a t i o n a l  and  o n ly  p a r t l y  u n d e rs to o d  u n iv e r s e  no lo n g e r  f r i g h t e n s  

them . T h e i r  n e e d  t o  make th e  e f f o r t  a f t e r  m ean ing  i n  th e  cosmos may 

v e ry  w e l l  d im in is h  a*  th e y  come t o  f i n d  g r e a t e r  i n n e r  m ean in g . W ith 

t h i s  d im in u t io n ,  t h e r e  may a l s o  come a  d im in u tio n  i n  I s r a e l  s p a t h e t i c  

and g r a t u i t o u s  n e e d  t o  b law e  i t s e l f  f o r  a l l  o f  i t s  m is f o r tu n e s .  B e fo re  

God man may n o t  b e  e n t i r e l y  i n  th e  w r o n g '.

God i s  t h e  G round  o f  b e in g ,  b u t  a l s o  th e  fo c u s  o f  u l t i m a t e  c o n c e rn .

Such a  God i s  i n e s c a p a b le  a f t e r  t h e  d e a th  o f  th e  God o f  J e w ish  th e is m . 

Though many s t i l l  b e l i e v e  i n  th e  t r a n s c e n d e n t ,  t h e i s t i c  God o f 

p a t r i a r c h a l  t h e i s m ,  in  R u b e n s t e in 's  v iew  th e y  do so  ’ ig n o r in g  th e  

q u e s t io n  o f  God and  human freedom  and God and human e v i l .  F o r th o s e  

who f a c e  t h e s e  i s s u e s  t h e  F V h e r-G o d  i s  a  d e a d  God. Even th e  

e x i s t e n t i a l i s t  l e a p  o f  f a i t h  c a n n o t  r e s u r r e c t  t h i s  dead  God a f t e r  

A u s c tu .i t*.79 God a s  t h e  fo c u s  o f  u l t i m a t e  c o n c e rn  and th e  ground o f  

b e in g  i s  t h e  m e a su re  a g a i n s t  w h ich  we c a n  s e e  o u r  own l im i t e d  f i n i t e  

l i v e s  i n  p r o p e r  p e r s p e c t i v e .  I d o l . t o r y  th u s  r e m a in s , f o r  R u b e n .te in ,  

th e  c o n f u s io n  o f  a  l i m i t e d  a s p e c t  o f  t h i n g ,  w i th  th e  g round  o f  th e  

t o t a l i t y .80 R u b . n s t . i n ,  d e e p ly  in f lu e n c e d  by P a u l T i l l i c h ,  b e l i e v e s  

t h a t  we s h o u ld  n o t  endow a  p a r t i a l  and l im i t e d  c o n c e rn  w ith  th e  d i g n i t y  

and s t a t u ,  r e s e r v e d  f o r  w hat i s  an  u l t i m a t e  c o n c e rn . I f

r - t  i r r i - i r '
o u r f i n i t u d .  and  n . . d  no  d . c p t l . .  - T t h .  o f  . »  — V  W. . «

V *  • * “  s ^ o u  01 j u d i i " and t h * D , , t h
o f  God*, p .  238 .



p e rs o n s  we r e a l i s t i c a l l y  c a n  b e ,  o u r  a u th e n t i c  f i n i t e  s e lv e s  i n  a l l  

o f  th e  r a d i c a l  i n s e c u r i t y  and  p o t e n t i a l i t y  th e  l i f e  o f  a o r t a l  man 

a f f o r d s . ’83

The E a r th  a s  a  C a n n ib a l  M o ther

C lo s e ly  a s s o c i a t e d  w i th  R ubens t a i n ' s  v iew  o f  God a s  th e  H oly  N o t h i m ^ ^ M  

from  w h ic h  man com es and to  w h ich  h e  m u st u l t i m a t l e y  r e t u r n ,  i s  h i s  

v ie w  o f  t h e  e a r t h  a s  a  c a n n ib a l  M o th e r . He i s  d e e p ly  im p re sse d  by th e  

m a te rn a l  im agu i n  r e l i g i o n  and  a d o r a t io n  o f  t h e  M o th e r. R e l ig io n s  

h av e  come and  g o n e , b u t  th e  a d o r a t io n  o f  th e  M other h a s  n e v e r  c e a s e d . . .

-  and w i th  good r e a s o n ,  f o r  She who g iv e s  b i r t h  announces  th e  h o u r 

o f  d e a th  i n  t h a t  v e r y  m o m en t.. . .N e i th e r  Ju d a ism  n o r  C h r i s t i a n i t y  

c o u ld  e n t i r e l y  s u p p r e s s  t h e  awesome know ledge t h a t  B a r th  i s  a M o th e r, 

a  c a n n ib a l  M o th er who g iv e s  f o r t h  h e r  own c h i l d r e n  o n ly  t h a t  sh e  may 

consum e t h e  f r u i t  o f  h e r  own womb. I  A lm ig h ty  N e c e s s i ty  h a .  n e v e r  c e a se d  

h e r  o m n ip o te n t  r e i g n .  We a r e  b o m  b u t  t o  p e r i s h .  We a r e  m ore th a n  

th e  f o o l ,  o f  th e  g o d s ;  we a r e  t h e i r  f o o d . . .T h e  Kingdom l i e .  ahead  

o f  u s ,  b u t  i t  i s  n o t . . . n e w  r e a l i t y . . .  . I t  i s  t h e  N o th in g n e ss  o u t  o f  

w h ich  we h a v e  come and t o  w h ich  we a r e  in e s c a p a b ly  d e s t in e d  to

r e t u r n .

T h e re  . r .  d i . t U c t  I n d i e . t l o a . ,  p . r t i = u l . r l ,  i n  t h .  - o r k .  w r i t t . ,

i f t ' T  A u a a 'u n tz , t n s t  R u b . n . t . i n  f r r o u r .  th e  M t . m . 1  « . p . c t .

knows n e i t h e r  m a s c u l in i ty  n o r  f e m i n in i t  

f e c u n d i ty ,  d e a th ,  m y s te ry , and w o n d e r '.

D e a th  o f  God T heo logy  and Ju d a ism '

p p .  1 2 5 ,  1 2 6 .  M



R u b e n s te in  c e r t a i n l y  s t r e s s e s  t h e  im p o r ta n c e  o f  t n e  r o l e  o f  th e  m o th e r

i n  th e  d e v e lo p m e n t o f  r e l i g i o n .  He f in d s  F re u d  in a d e q u a te  in  t h i s  one

a r e a :  h i s  f a i l u r e  t o  g iv e  h e ig h te n e d  e m p h a s is  to  th e  im p o rta n c e  o f

th e  m o th e r  i n  t h e  d e v e lo p m e n t o f  r e l i g i o n  and s o c i e t y .®7 R u b e n s te in

a s s e r t s  t h a t  t o  a rg u e  t h a t  th e  r o l e  o f  t h e  m o th e r  i s  m ore d e c i s i v e

th a n  t h e  f a t h e r  i u  th e  f o r m a t io n  o f  r e l i g i o n  ’ i s  t o  r e f i n e  F reu d ia n

t h e o r y ,  n o t  t o  n e g a te  i t . ’88 F r e u d 's  p r im a l  c rim e  h y p o th e s is  s im p ly  i s

n o t  p r im a l  e n o u g h . 89 The f a c t s  a s  now known in c r e a s in g ly  i n d i c a t e  t h a t

th e  e a r l i e s t  r e l i g i o n s  w e re  m a t r i a r c h a l  r a t h e r  th a n  p a t r i a r c h a l  and

t h a t  p a t r i a r c h a l  r e l i g i o n  a p p e a re d  o n ly  a t  a  r e l a t i v e l y  l a t e  h i s t o r i c a l

p e r i o d .  T h is  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  t h e  B ib le  i s  r e p l e t e  w i th  e v id e n c e  o f  th e

c o n t in u in g  a t t r a c t i o n  o f  m a t r i a r c h a l  r e l i g i o n  down to  th e  B ab y lo n ia n

c a p t i v i t y ,  and  o f  t h e  e x t r a o r d i n a r y  d i f f i c u l t i e s  e n c o u n te re d  by

p a t r i a r c h a l  r e l i g i o n  b e f o r e  i t  becam e d o m in a n t. Ju d a ism  i s  r e g a rd e d

g e n e r a l l y  a s  a  s t e r n l y  p a t r i a r c h a l  r e l i g i o n .  F e r t i l i t y ,  b i r t h ,  d e a th

and r e b i r t h  a r e  d o m in a n t them es o f  m a t r i a r c h a l  r e l i g i o n s .  F r e u d 's

m yth r e p r e s e n t s  t h e  d o m in a n t th em es and c o n f l i c t s  o f  p a t r i a r c h a l

r e l i g i o n .  I n  R u b e n s t e i n 's  v ie w  an  a n a l y s i s  o f  r e l i g i o n  m ust push  back

t o  e le m e n ts  beyond  t h e  p h a l l i c  l e v e l ,  n a m e ly , th e  p r e g e n i t a l  l e v e l  o f

d e v e lo p m e n t, th u s  p u s h in g  beyond  p a t r i a r c h a l  r e l i g i o n  to  th e  o r i g i n
90

o f  m a t r i a r c h a l  r e l i g i o n .

R a b b in ic  F e a r  th e  G re a t  M o ther

I n  h i .  a n a l y s i s  o f  r . b b i n i c  n n x i . t y  « u b . n . t . i n  t h a t  f . a r  o f  th a

c a t  M o ther g o d d . s ,  t r a i n s ,  d . s p i t .  b . l i . f  i n  a  f a t h e r  d e i t y .  The „oy  

i n  w h ic h  . i n n e r ,  w ere  p u n is h e d ,  a .  r e l a t e d  i n  t h e  Aggadnh, i n d i c t . ,  t h a t  

t h e r e  w as f a r  , r e a r e r  t e a r  o f  t h e  - o t h e r  th a n  o f  th e  f a t h e r  in  r a b b in ic  

J u d a is m . Q u a l i ty  i s  a s s o c i a t e d  w ith  t h e  - o t h e r  i n  th e  n e r l y  p r e - O .d ip .1  

p e r io d  o f  l i f e .  O ra l  a c t i v i t i e s  a re  e m o t io n a l ly  o v e r d e te m in e d  in  

J u d a is m . The d i e t a r y  le w . te n d  t o  c o n f i rm  th e  h y p o th e s i s  t h a t ,  no ______

8 7 . R ub en stein , M s Beligiaun Im g in a tim ,  p. 15.

38. Ib id . P- 20.

89.
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. . . I .  O r i . l n ,  W  J W . i i - '
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m atter how preoccupied the rabb is were with p h a llic  and Oedipal
m atters , they were fa r  more in s is te n t ly  and continuously concerned

91w ith o ra l s tr iv in g s  and an x ie tie s  of the pre-Oedipal period.

Rubenstein po in ts out th a t in  the re lig io n s  of the world the mother 
goddess has two s id e s . She i s  the loving g iver and susta iner of 
l i f e .  At the  same time she i s  a lto  an incomparably hideous and 
te r r i fy in g  ogress. , She in sp ires  in f in i te ly  grea ter te r ro r  than 
the  God o f Judaism a t His w orst. The unmeasured te rro r  inspired by 
the great cannibal Earth-Mother re f le c ts  the c h ild 's  f i r s t  confrontation 
with i t s  environment unaided by previous learn ing . The child  s 
p ro jec t i s  not merely to  ea t but so to  consume i t s  environment th a t 
the hideous pains of hunger which th ru s t i t  in to  re a l i ty  w ill be 
appeased and sa ted . I t s  g rea te s t unspoken fea r, unrefined by 
experience or concept, is  th a t th is  nourishing environment w ill do unto 
i t  as i t  has done. The cannibal ch ild  i s  in  te rro r  of a cannibal world 
the world of the Mother. I t  i s  th a t world which we see o b jec tified  in 
the  re lig io n s  of the  Great M other.'9# R u b e n s te in  a sse rts  th a t we a l l  

re ta in  something of th a t world in  la te r  l i f e .

In the legends of the  rab b is , punishment fo r sinners in the form of 
incorporation  in to  the ea rth  reveals a great deal of anxiety. One of 
the most v iv id  forms of incorporation i s  death by diowning. These 
fea rs  correspond to  the decisive  f e a r ,  of m atriarchal re lig io n . The 
Great Mother as e a r th , womb and tomb, g ive, b ir th  to and consumes her 
own ch ild ren . Rubenstein s t a t e . :  ' I  would not dispute that the God
of rabb in ic  Judaism was e s se n tia lly  a F.tb.r-G od and was so regarded 
by the rabb is . N .v e r t l . le s s ,  the evidence of the legend, suggests tha t 
e a r l ie r  archaic fee lings toward the mothers were never lo s t  and actual y 
remained a very s ig n if ic a n t component in  the new p ie ty . e
re lig io u s  d is c ip l in e , of Judaism were defences against the p e rm iss iv e ... 
of the Mother and the  t e r r ib le  p rice  she exacted for her giving o 
freedom.95 The b ib lic a l  t . l i o n  p r in c ip le , often in terp reted  a . cruel
Z f a c t  introduced l W t . t i o n a n d m . . u r . .  T h e F . th a r G o d 'e v a n . t h i .

_________
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most pun itive  i s  an agent of l im ita tio n  and measure in  con trast to
i QA •the unmeasured te r ro r s  of the pre-Oedipal mother1. Thus, Rubenstein 

sees Judaisnfs tu rn ing  from the mother to  the fa th e r in  re lig io n  as the 
work of the ego defending i t s e l f  against in f in i te ly  g rea te r archaic 
fea rs . .• . • _ . V- . <_> . v.v ' ' , . - . -V - .
The rabb in ic  legends a lso  suggest th a t She who was repressed incessantly  
re tu rned , not only in  the worst fears of the rab b is , but a lso in th e ir  
deepest yearn ings. The Father God as Creator is  the Author of order 
out of chaos. His c re a tiv e  a c t iv i ty  prevents a re tu rn  of the cosmos to 
chaos. Man is  His co-worker in  m aintaining order and preventing a 
d is in te g ra tio n  of the world in to  chaos. In the o ld est mythologies, 
u n d iffe ren tia te d  chaos i s  the abysmal mother out of which earth , sea 
and the world of men a r is e . The Father God is  responsible for the 
crea tion  of o rder out of d iso rd e r, th is  being one of h is most important 

97functions.

Th« ra b b i. M r .  » v .r .  of th .  t h r . . t  oth .  r . t u tn  to  o rig in .1  chao.. I t  
was a t the eame t in e  th rea ten ing  and seductive. I t  was feared and yet 
desired . The Jew M e aeon as Cod's p a rtn e r in  bringing about the 
Kingdom which fo r Rubenstein i s  nothing other than th .  ru le  of o rder, 
measure and eq u ity , having a potent and vary rea l awareness of tne 
d isso lv ing  nothingness out of which M  have com. and to  which M  must 
re tu rn , th .  ra b b i, attempted to  • create  those forma, lim ita tio n s and 
s tru c tu re , which are  indispensable to  av .ry  h u « n  a c tiv ity  of significance 
For the rab b is , w a ry  meaningful .-co u n te r contained some element of 
choice between chaos and coamoa. Foraaking the C odd... .ho angendared in 
th e .  th e ir  deepest chaotic  a n x l . t i . s ,  thay turned hopefully to th .  lo r
L-1 USUI  V m w  * * 1  |

of c rea tio n  and h i .  S t . t u t . a , ordinancaa, and c o s m m d M n t s  .

All aspects of d iv in ity  are m anifo ld  aspects o f  the same 
Abyss'. ”  This a sa a rtio n , in  addition  to  Rubenstein a view th a t the 
faceless Abya. know, only U f a .  fa tu n d ity . daath, ^ . t . r y  and wonder, 
and h i .  s t re s s  ou the c e n tr a l i ty  of the earth  in  re lig io n , suggest, a

99.96. Ib id . p. 98. 97. Ib id .
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leaning toward the m atria rcha l elements of d e ity . Whether he p refers 
th is  element to  th a t  of Holy Nothingness i s  a moot po in t. TMt he 
finds m atern ity  in  d iv in ity  an awesome r e a l i ty  is  beyond dr* ;C. 'While 
Judaism has w isely  a sse rted  the u ltim ate  un ity  of the ALy of nature and 
the God of h is to ry , our tim es are  p ecu lia rly  su ited  fo r a rediscovery and
a rea ffirm a tio n  of the  prim ordial powers of earth  and f a ta l i ty  th a t have

1100
on occasion bedecked themselves in  the guise of the God of h is to ry .

Rubenstein and the  Presence of D ivin ity

Rubenstein undeniably fe e ls  the powerful presence of d iv ir ty . Perhaps 
there  i s  no v e r t ic a l  transcendence, but h is  remark th a t a divine-human 
encounter i s  to ta l ly  non-ex is ten t i s  ambiguous in the l ig h t  of the 
statem ents he makes about God, ’Many are the appella tions men have g i« M  
to  God. Not the le a s t  of them is  T ru th .’ 101 The Torah ’poin ts with 
word, to  .  r e a l i ty  b e fo r . which word, . r e  u t te r ly  h e l p l e . e 'p ^  'No 
people h a . coma to  know aa we have how deeply man I .  an in .u h . ta n t i . l  
no th ingne .. befo re  the aweaome and te r r ib le  leajo.ty of the Lord.'
•Truth i .  f in a l ly  known, i f  a t a l l ,  by God a lo n e .' Theology w ill 
•tu rn  i t .  face to  the l ig h t  of the  Lord th a t i t  may b e tte r  re -en te r 
the  darkened cave of human a rr iv in g , there  to  help c r e a te . . .a  true 
coiaaunity of p e r .o n . rooted in  hum® w lid a r i ty  and h e lp fu ln e ... I f  
the f r u i t  o f the  .u p em a tu ra l vocation 1 . arrogance, contempt, cen.ure 
and harahneae, would not Cod Hlm.aU p re fe r th a t " ^ o r . e k e  I t  « d  
find wey. of tru ly  making every m® our b ro th e r ! '.  F in -  ly , I ™  
aware of H i. h o l in e . . .  I  -  . t ru c k  with vender and t  « .  HU
N othing® ., but I  cannot love Him. F .rhap ., in  the 4 h*''” "

silence* .

Z .  r ® . I . l i r ; p .  = i t .  •H .co n .tru c tio n i®  and the F robl®  of E v il’ .
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he s ta te s ,  ' Although some o f my c r i t i c s  have regarded my language as
ind is tin g u ish ab le  from atheism , my in te n t has been to s tre s s  the u tte r
inadequacy of a l l  v e rb a l form ulations before the divine r e a l i ty .  I
have in  a c tu a l i ty  merely returned  to a very archaic in sigh t concerning
the mystery and namelessness of God. My c r i t ic s  have a lso  re ite ra te d
the very ancien t response of those who find  the f in a l mystery of God
both in to le ra b le  and th rea ten in g . My conception of God’ s Nothingness
is  not th a t of a vo id . I t  i s  a conception of the plenum out of which
the to ta l i ty  of a l l  th a t has ex is ted , does e x is t ,  and w ill ex is t is
derived. When our re lig io u s  ideologies f in a lly  begin to  transcend the
intimacy of our childhood memories w ithin  the nurturing  fam ily, we
a rriv e  a t the  domain of f in a l mystery, before which silence alone is

t 107the adequate response .

There is  a p e rs is te n t  tension  between R ubenstein 's rea l awarem.tis of 
God and the  fa c t th a t  he seems to  have su b s titu ted  the Freudian 
p ro jec tion  of a Father-God w ith Freud 's all-pow erful Thanatos. At tim es, 
desp ite  h is  d isc la im ers , one cannot help wondering whether Rubenstein's 
Holy Nothingness i s  anything more than almighty T hana t^ . I f  th is  is  so, 
then Robert Gordie’ statem ent th a t fo r Rubenstein there is  no God and 
Is ra e l is  His w itness must be considered as tru e . However, i f  one looks 
a t the whole body of Rubenstein 's w ritin g , one must concede that h is God 
is  s im ila r to  the God of the m ystics, dating  as fa r  back a t  lea s t as to 
P lo tinus. Is  a lso  has a marked resemblance to  the Buddhist affirm ation 
of Nirvana, viewed in  i t s  p o s itiv e  sense a . the to ta l i ty  of being.

I t  is  true  th a t the th e is t ic  Father-God has died for Rubenstein. If  
there  is  a God of h is to ry , he must be the u ltim ate  author of Auschwitz 
' I  am w illin g  to  b e lieve  in God the Holy Nothingness who is  our source 
and our f in a l  d e s tin y , but never again in  a God of h is to ry . ' A God- 
conc.pt thus rem ains, although the lin k  between th a t God and Is ra e l as

h is  w itness is  somewhat s tra in ed .

107.
108.

109.

Rub.netein, The ReHgioue Imagination, pp. 144, 145.

did not in tend . ,
R u b e n .cein , A fte r  Aueaheite..nd "1h. S .c u l .r  City ,
p . 2 0 4 .



Rubenstein* s view th a t  re lig io n  in  i t s  t ra d itio n a l  form s t i l l  remains 
most meaningful, d esp ite  the death of the God of h is to ry , and that 
i t  must be expressed w ith in  the community, c e rta in ly  contributes to 
the re te n tio n  of meaning fo r Jewish p rac tice  in our secularised  age. 
Rubenstein advocates a m ystical paganism which u t i l i s e s  h is to r ic  forms 
of Jewish re l ig io n  as the  most v iab le  approach fo r modern Jews.

There remains the ra th e r  incongruous attachment to  tra d itio n a l Jewish 
re lig io u s  forms in  s p ite  of the fac t th a t the t ra d itio n a l  Author of 
those forms ro  longer e x is ts .  In  add ition , i f  the authors were in 
fac t human, the incongruity  s t i l l  remains, because responses to  the 
h is to r ic  s i tu a t io n  in  which the tra d itio n s  were formed are no longer 

seen to be v a lid  by Rubenstein.

Judging from the evidence, i t  would therefo re  be more co rrec t to say 
th a t fo r Rubenstein, 'There i s  no th e is t ic  God of h is to ry  and Israel 

is  His w itn e s s '.

E s c h a to lo g y

Every theology muet deal In some vey v lth  the problem of eechatology. 
Rubenstein* • eschatology is  in  keeping w ith h is  Cod-concept. Just as 
he re je c ts  the God of theism , he re je c ts  the tra d itio n a l Jewish view of 
the end of days. In h is  opinion the rabbis viewed the end of days with 
a Deuteronomistic in te rp re ta tio n  to  the problem of su ffe ring . He 
m a in t.in s , however, th a t a 'God who t o l . r . t e .  the s u f f . r in ,  uneven on. 
innocent ch ild  is  in f in i te ly  cruel o r hopelessly in d iffe ren t* . Our 
an cesto r, solved th is  problem by p ro jec ting  a fu tu re  world wherein the 
c ru e ltie s  o f th is  world could be r e c t i f ie d .  however th is  
.s c a to lo g ic a l  yearning is  •  vain  and fu t i le  i l lu s io n . The need for 
i t  implies a strong c r it ic ism  of God's government of th is  world.

im p lic it in  any eschatology are the problem, of the - a n in g  of l i f e  and 
the nature o f redemption. In an e a .m i- .t io ,  of Rubenst.tn .  . s c a t o l o ­

g ica l views, these q u estio n , sm .t be considered.

, 1 0 .  Rubenstein. op. c l t .  ' R e c o n . t r u c t i o n i s m  and the P r o b l e m  of Evil* 

p  • 87#



114Rubenstein eees l i f e  e.« bracketed between two obliv ion*. To 
'be human i s  to  be locked in  a condition  of a lien a tin g  fin itude  
from which death ia  the  only e x i t ' . ^  ^ The human condition is  
unredeemed in  the p resen t and u ltim ate ly  hopel*3s in  th a t nothing 
l i e s  beyond the e x is te n t ia l  h o rizo n .116 Tho world of the death of God 
i s  a world devoid of hope and i l lu s io n .  People grow o ld , decline and 
d ie . The death  of God has not cancelled  d e a th .117

Rubenstein in te rp re ts  l i f e  in  terms of e x ile . * Redemption is  re tu rn ; 
existence i s  e x i l e . '118 L ife  i s  charac terised  by pain , ev il and 
su ffering  which can only be ended by ending l i f e .  L ife  is  a system 
of needs, and th e re fo re  a want of p e rfec tio n . One p e rfec ts  a system 
of needs by ending need. This would be tantamount to ending a l l  
motive fo r motion, passion and change. Only in  terms of the phenomenology 
of the psyche i s  death  nothingness. Death ends the n e e d s  and 
in s t a b i l i t i e s  of the  organism. I t  u n ites  the organism 's constituen t 
p a rts  w ith the  encompassing environment. The consusoaticm^of h isto ry  
can only be a re tu rn  of a l l  th ings to  God's Nothingness.

The Jewish s i tu a t io n  exaggerates what is  common to a l l  men. Jews 
remain in  e x ile  aw aiting the meseiah. They disagree with C h ris tian ity  
on th is  issu e  as C h ris tian s be lieve  the meseiah to have come.
Rubenstein p e rce iv e . .  in  the Jev i.h  re jec tio n  of the C hristian
claim . I t  r e s t ,  upon the tra g ic  wisdom which a sse r ts  the in e v ita b ili ty  
of pain and e v i l ,  along with the re e l  "omenc. of joy and fulfilm ent a. 
long a .  l i f e  con tinues. By a sse rtin g  th a t the  m e.siah is  vet to com . 
Jew. affirm  of any given e re  th a t h i .  redesption ha. yet to begin,
the P harisee , were co rre c t two thousand year, ago when they sadly
concluded th a t the p r o * , ,  of rad ica l novelty in  the human condition
was a p a th e tic  but understandable i l lu s io n , th a t th .  old world goes on

today as i t  did yesterdsy  and w ill tomorrow.  ________________
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L i f e  is  a process of dying. Even in moments of the joys of the flesh
one finds death . Love and death are  inseparable themes through

1.22h isto ry  and l i t e r a tu r e .  C elebration of joys o f the body c a rrie s
with i t  the c e r ta in  knowledge th a t th is  vessel of de ligh t must

121disappear as i f  i t  had never been. Our task  in  l i f e  i s  to  accept
■ a  n il ■ ■ ■ H ot

ourselves and our f in itu d e . We need to  learn  to dwell in  our own
bodies w ith grace, acceptance and, a t  the same tim e, renunciation a t
tim es. We need no deceptive myths of an immortal soul.

'Redemption is  re tu rn 1 , 125 a re tu rn  to  Holy Nothingness sim ilar in 
nature  to the goal of F reud 's death in s t in c t  which re tu rn s the organism 
to the quiescence which preceded ex istence . Because only death can 
p e rfec t l i f e  and end i t s  problems, and God can only redeem by slaying, 
there  i s  no beginning and end of c rea tio n . Rubenstein concludes th a t 
death i s  the m essiah. 'There is  only one Messiah who redeems us from 
the irony, the  t r a v a i l ,  and the lim ita tio n s  of human ex istence. Surely 
he w ill  come. He i s  the Angel of Death. Death is  the tru e  Messiah and
the land of the dead the place of God's true  Kingdom. Only in death
are we redeemed from the v ic is s itu d e s  of human ex istence. We en ter 
God's Kingdom only when we e n te r His holy Nothingness. E.chatology 
has abso lu te ly  no meaning in term , o '  earth ly  ex istence. I  do not 
d esire  to  e n te r God's kingdom, because I  p refer the problematics of 
f in itu d e  to  th e ir  d isso lu tio n  in  the nothingness of e te rn ity . No 
ac tual h i s to r ic a l  event can be id e n tif ie d  with the coming of His 
Kingdom,' 126 Rubenstein propose, an 'a n ti- .sc h a to lo g y ' because 
eschatology is  a sickness w ith which man conceals from himself the 
tra g ic  and u ltim ate ly  hopeless charac ter of h i .  fa te . Rademp ion 
is  to be found in  death . However, there  is  no need to welcome the 
messiah. The world is  not la rge  enough for both mankind and i t ,

128
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RubenJ te in  i s  of the profound conviction th a t l i f e ,  with a l l  i t s
fin itude  and lim ita tio n  s t i l l  has a great deal of p o te n tia lity  for

129man to do and c re a te . He has lo s t  a l l  i l lu s io n  and hope of
consolation and he be lieves th a t Judaism must not seek 'p a th e tic
compensation in  an imaginary fu ture  fo r a l i f e  unlived in  the now*
He m aintains th a t Jews must e ith e r  adopt th is  position  or re tu rn  to a

131theology which must p ra ise  God fo r the death of six  m illion .

The very hopelessness of our human s itu a tio n  ' c a l ls  fo rth  our strongest 
need for re lig io u s  community. I f  a l l  we have is  one another, then 
assuredly we need one another more than ever. Even the old re lig ious 
assurances of redemption and resu rrec tio n  have decisive meaning for 
those who are nevertheless undeceived concerning man's fa te . They are 
the most s ig n if ic a n t index of the extent to which only the re lig ious 
community in modern soc ie ty  co n s titu te s  a domain in  which the a sp ira tio n , 
the hopes, the tra g e d ie s , and the g u ilts  of the human condition can be 
continuously and meaningfully shared. I f  we cannot un ite  with previous 
generations in  a coasmmity of f a i th ,  we are the more strongly united 
with them in  a community of shared predicament and ultim ate concern.
Nor could we, a t th is  la te  da te , invent a b e tte r  medium in  and through 
which we could remain so united w ith our own and past generations'.

^■m

The Return to Zion

Rubcnat.in .  .  . .  1 . A / t . r  A u ,< * » t. t h . t  in h i .  . . t l i . r  thou,h t h . 
in te rp re ted  I . r . . V .  re b ir th  • •  the beginning of r .d rap tio n . »« 
no longer .o  r .g . r d .  Zionl—  ' X • • •  « i . t « n c .  . .  c o - t .r . tn o u . with 
ex ile  .nd th .  greve . .  the r . . l  p l.c e  of redemption." Zionten
represents .  Jewish .x p r . . . lo n  of the tw entieth e .n tu ry " . retu rn  to
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primal o r ig in s . Zionism 's re a l s ign ificance  l ie s  in the fac t 
twenty cen tu rie s  of s e l f -d is to r t io n ,  self-estrangem ent and s e lf -  
blame have ended fo r  a people now free  to  liv e  l i f e  a t every level134
of emotional and c u ltu ra l  experience.

Properly understood then,meseianism is  an a tt i tu d e  toward time and 
h is to ry  ra th e r  than a type of p o l i t i c a l  movement. I t s  most character­
i s t i c  fea tu re  i s  the  d esire  to  bring time and h is to ry  to  an end.
'The goal of meseianism is  n e ith e r the end of man nor of c iv il iz a tio n ;  
i ta  real goal i s  the end of h is to r ic a l  m an.'135 However, he sees 
Zionism as an attem pt to  make a c ir c le  out of a process which previous 
generations had regarded as l in e a r  and progressively  developmental.
The goal of many o f the tw en tieth  cen tu ry 's  s tr iv in g s  has been to  put 

an end to  the  development of h is to r ic a l  man.

Zionism is  o ften  misunderstood in  th a t the end of h isto ry  is  taken to 
mean the end to  su ffe rin g  o r tragedy. This m is . . .  the po in t, because

i„  Ruben, c . i n ' .  » i „ .  ™ .l - “ i “ * '  the P ™ 1” * '1”  of
the  end of h i . to r y  end th .  re tu rn  t  neture and n a tu re ',  cyclic  
re p e tit iv e n e ss • I t  i .  .  re tu rn  to  n e tu re '.  v ic i .e i tu d e . te th e r then 
a b o litio n  o f n a tu r e ',  t r a g ic  and in ev itab le  n e c . i t i e e .  Nature .  
i n e v i t a b i l i t i e .  a re  thu . in te rp re ted  a .  pa rt of the tra g ic  cour.« of ^ 
existence i t . e l f  ra th e r  than  C od ', r e t . l i . t i o n  againat h-man s in fu ln e .. .  
With Zionism j e «  a r .  ab le  to  accept l i f e ' .  p r ..en c  joy . and .o rro v . 
end « . . .  to  . . .  g r a t i f ic a t io n  a .  taking place i«  the fu tu re .

134.
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desire  fo r d is ta n t  u top ias and enjoy the fu lln ess
140present.

Rubenstein r e je c ts  the e n th u s ia s tic  optimism and apocalyptism of 
the C hristian  secu lar theologians lik e  Cox and A ltiz e r . Against 
h is deepest yearnings he fe e ls  compelled t*> end with tra g ic  acceptance 
ra th e r than esch a to lo g ica l hope th a t s t i l l  pervades h is  C hristian  
brother a f te r  the death of God.

H is to ry

Some of Rubenstein’ s views on h is to ry  have already appeared in the 
above d iscussion . His concept of h is to ry  is  one of the most 
problem atic areas in  h is  th ink ing . He explains th a t in both the 
Jewish and C h ris tian  view, h is to ry  i s  in te rp re ted  as the unfolding 
of the d iv ine drama of mankind's sa lv a tio n . The C hrist even.: has, 
however, been the cause of a deep and p e rs is te n t d iv ision  which ha. 
not ended in  our t im e s .141 The argument th a t God acts in h isto ry  
and punishes b is  people fo r th e ir  wrongs was a view th a t was put 
forward by the prophets, the rabbis and the church fa th e rs . I ts  
logic cannot exclude the Holocaust. Sin of the Jews in C hristian

140.
141.

136.Ib id . p. aw *
Rubenstein, A fte r  Aueehaite, •Person end Myth in  the Judaeo- 
C h ris tian  E ncounter', p . 65.
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in te rp re ta tio n  was due to  fa i lu re  to  heed the C hrist. In the Jewish
view sin  c o n s titu ted  fa i lu re  to  comply with divine commandments.
'Jew ish theology has since e a r l ie s t  times been pecu lia rly  sensitive

143to Jewish h is to r y . ' The h is to ry  of the death camps cannot be 
ignored in  any meaningful theology. Rubenstein in te rp re ts  the 
monumental in d iffe ren ce  of most I s r a e l i s  to  tra d itio n a l forms as an 
in s tin c tiv e  a sso c ia tio n  of Jewish ideology w ith the European experience 
and i t s  degrading ca ta s tro p h ic  f in a le .  'They understandably want 
no part of i t .  T heir own experience has not been one of defeat or 
the need fo r  th eo lo g ica l s e l f - ju s t i f ic a t io n .  Above a l l ,  they refuse 
to see the European d is a s te r  as a working out of God's re tr ib u tio n .
Had they accepted t h i s ,  they would a lso  have had to accept the 
rabbin ic co ro lla ry  th a t a lie n a tio n  from the Jewish ancestra l homeland 
was caused by a want of Jewish p ie ty 145

'The

Rubenstein is  convinced of the need to  demythologise the Jewish theology 
of h is to ry .146 He believes th a t th is  demythologising process is  
apparent more in  deed than in  ideology, p a rtic u la rly  in  I s ra e l ,  
meaning of the re s to red  Zion is  th a t the normative theology of h isto ry  
tra d i t io n a lly  id e n tif ie d  w ith prophetic and Rabbinic Judaism has been 
e ffe c tiv e ly  dem ythologized .'147 The demythologising has not yet 
appeared in  most contemporary expressions of Jewish theology bu t, in 
Rubenstein 's view, actions speak more loudly than words and he sees 
the enormous d i f f ic u l ty  involved in  a people surrendering a myth which 
has infused i t s  ex istence  w ith meaning for over two thousand years 
'u n t i l  a way i s  found to incorporate  the newer, demythologized ^
Weltanschauung in to  i t s  re lig io u s  and in s t i tu t io n a l  s t ru c tu re '.

R u b e n s t e in ,  A f t e r  A u s c h w i t z ,  'P e r s o n  and M yth in  t h e  J u d a e o -
K U u e n 3 v e i . i i ,  "  , ,

C h r i s t ia n  E n co u n ter  , pp .  65, 6 6 .

143.
146.

147.

Ib id . p. 68. 144. Ib id . 145. Ib id . pp. 68, 69.
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The ’ dehumanization of the human s p i r i t  i s  the f in a l term in
h is to r ic a l man’ s se lf-estrangem en t. The death camps of the
tw entieth  century  may y e t prove to  be no aberran t accident
represen ting  a soon-to -be-fo rgo tten  fo r tu ity .  They may prove to
be the term inal expression of man’ s h is to r ic a l  ex istence. Unless
mankind overcomes i t s  h is to ry , these  may tru ly  prove to be the

149fo re ta s te  and substance of th ings to  come'. In  i t s  deepest sense 
Zionism is  seen as a n t i - h is to r ic a l .  I t  r e f le c ts  a desire  to retu rn  
to the so il  from which the Jew was a lien a ted  two thousand years ago.
The yearning to  re tu rn  and have a c re a tiv e  union with e a r th 's  powers 

began with a l ie n a t io n .150

Rubenstei-'  advocates a dem ythologisation of Jewish h isto ry  and a 
re tu rn  to a re l ig io n  of na tu re . In  the re lig io n  of h is to ry  he sees 
only man and God as being a liv e . ’Nature is  dead and serves only 
as the m ateria l of tvol-making man’s obsessive o b je c ts .’ Nature 
does not e x i r t  to  be enjoyed or commmed with but to  be changed and 
subordinated to  man’ s wants which brings n e ith e r happiness nor 
s a t is fa c tio n . In the re lig io n  of nature  man is  once more a t home 
w ith nature and i t s  d iv in i t ie s ,  sharing th e ir  l i f e ,  lim its  and jo .
The concomitant of ch . d a v i t . l l .a t lo n  of n a tu r . i .  tho dahum atla.tion 
of man and a to ta l  l o t .  of a r e a . 'H i . to r ic a l  man know, ^
in h ib itio n , a c q u ia it io n . and aynthatic  fantaay, but no a rc .  The
re tu rn  to t h .  . o i l  o f  I . r a a l  p ro m i... paopl. « r . t u r ,  to  aroa and 
i t s  echo, where man car find h i .  t r u .  placa and anpre.aion in t  e

■ I *

 ......

Ib id . p . 134. 151. 15id . p . 136.



' Nature and man are  one; na tu re  i s  man’s tru e  being and streng th ; 
man is  n a tu re ’ s s e l f - r e f le c t iv e  expression. F e r t i l i ty ,  fecundity, 
and joy a re  n a tu re ’ s p ie ty  ra th e r  than God’s s i n s . '1^

Rubenstein cautions us by saying th a t an enthusiasm for nature must 
be tempered by an understanding of the necessity  fo r the h is to r ic a l  
p e rio d .15  ̂ A re tu rn  to  the ea rth  does not cancel out the gains made 
by and in  the  h is to r ic a l  period , i t  simply ensures th a t  the f ru i ts  of 
th a t period w ill  be enjoyed fo r the  f i r s t  tim e. The paradox of 
unending a c q u is itio n  accompanied by joy less repression  is  the key 
motif of the  h is to r ic a l  period . We can learn  from the p ast, but must 

never be enslaved by i t . 156

There i s  a p e rs is te n t  tension  in  Rubenstein’ s thought on h is to ry . The 
previous paragraph reveals an inescapable indebtedness to  the b ib lic a l 
re lig io n  of h is to ry  which i s  impossible to  overcome. Rubenstein's 
en tire  theology has i t s  s ta r t in g  po in t in  the v ic iss itu d e s  of h is to ry , 
yet he would overthrow i t .  He i s  fu lly  aware th a t no Jew can ignore 
h is to ry ,157 yet he wants to  a s se r t  an 'old-new ' re lig io n  in which 
the God of h is to ry  is  dead and man is  a t one with na tu re . He 
appreciates the advantage, of the b ib lic a l  view of h is to ry , yet does not 
want to  be enslaved by i t .  He wishes to negate th a t very q u a lity  in 
the Bible which led  to  se c u la r isa tio n  and the development of technology, 
the de-dem onisation o f n a tu re . He p re fe r , a re tu rn  to a cyclic  view of 
time and n a tu re , thus p u ttin g  the demons, o r more p rec ise ly , gods, back

into n a tu re .
has not made i t  c le a r  ju s t  how man i s  to  overcome h i .  h is to ry , and 
i ,  h igh ly  debatable whether i t  would be a t a l l  possib le . In a 

l e t te r  dated 23 May 1979, I  asked Rubenstein whether Western man, 
imbued as he is  w ith the l in e a r  view of h is to ry , can ever ^  to 
thinking in term , of cy c lic  recurrence o r rep e titiv en ess  to which

answered:

He
i t

-7od.y , I  would .g , .«  -1 th  you t h . t  - . . t e r n  no
longer give up h i .  l i n e . r  v ie -  o , h is to ry , beceu .. he

longer give up Chet v i e ' ,  unintended con.equence.can no

i r , ' .  Z n e t l :  %  cod Theology end J - d . i e ' .

o. 252.



204

n a m ely , techno log ical c iv i l iz a t io n .  However, I 
apprehensive concerning technological c iv i l iz a t io n 's  
u ltim ate  denouement. U ltim ately  h is to ry  w ill  prove to  

b e c irc u la r  ra th e r  than l in e a r ,  but i t  w ill become 
c irc u la r  when the human drama bum s i t s e l f  o u t. Since 
th a t w i l l  involve apocalyptic  ho rro r and catastrophe,
I hope th a t  the i l lu s io n  of l in e a r i ty  can be kept going 
for as long as p o ss ib le . The re s to ra tio n  of c irc u la r ity  
could today only be poss ib le  w ith a retu rn  to  a 
subsistence economy, c le a r ly  no longer possib le .

I saw the  re b ir th  of I s ra e l  as an attempt to  end 
h i s t o r y . . . i t  was, the h is to ry  of the  Diaspora, but as 
we p la in ly  see , h is to ry  continues in  I s ra e l .  I do not 
reg re t o r recant my basic  in s ig h t. I f  anything, I now 
see the  re tu rn  to  c ir c u la r i ty  in  more tra g ic  terms than 
ever b e fo re . The d ia le c t ic  of h is to ry  is  now world wide.
I t  has escaped i t s  re lig io u s  o rig in s  and has been 
secu larized  in  technological c iv i l iz a t io n , but i t  is  
a) a f a l l  b) i t s  end must be catastrophe. I take
very se rio u s ly  the b ib l ic a l  doc trine  of the f a l l  a t the 

level o f symbolic in tu i t io n . '

In h i .  m . t  recent th inking  .uch . .  t h . t  r . , r . . . n t . d  in  The Cuming
o f  HistoryR u b .n .t .in  . U b o t . t . .  h i .  v i . . .  on b i b l i t . l  h i .to ry . H.

view, the Hoioceuet . .  t h .  un in t.nd« i .nd „ n fo r . . . .n  r e .u l t  of the 
b ib lic e l  View of n e tu r .  end h i . to ry .  The B olocen.t, i ro n ic .U y , 
r e p r e s e n t s  t h .  edvenc. of c iv i l i . e t i o n  end n o t  .  r . , r . . . i o n  to

-
h isto ry  and pa tu re .

-  r

158.
159.

—- '"-vrL"-:.:"-Alexend.r B .rdo.h end A1 F, n  i ,g o . » review e ..ey  on
H ^ e f t  o f  «ate  W  Ri-herd L. R -ben .t.in  .

The Cunning o f  Hietory.



i t s e l f  ir re le v a n t through bureaucracy and technology. ’H isto ry 's  
cunning has f in a l ly  conned man in to  the irony of believing th a t h is  
u ltim ate mastery l i e s  in  h is  u ltim ate  d estru c tio n . Auschwitz has
shown th a t ,  w ith in  the natu re  of modern man, there  is  a capacity  for

B 0  # # #
e v il g rea te r than what was previously thought to  ba possib le .

■KjJ 0  B $  B ■: .. B
R u b e n s te in  seems to  b e liev e  th a t ,  as long as the outlook of modernity
behind Auschwitz p re v a ils ,  th e re  can be l i t t l e  choice between the
fu tu re  holocausts o f o th er Auschwitzes, o r one f in a l ,  nuclear
ho locaust/160 There is  a un iversa l q u a lity  to  the Holocaust and 
u ltim ately  we must understand i t s
c iv i l is a t io n .

q u a lity  w ithin Western

160. -b id . p. 282.



C H A P T E R VI

t t ouW Chriatiana behave d i f fe r e n t ly  in  our place? 
...W hy, than ahould people demand the impoaaible 
o f  the Jewa? 1  H  I  H
. . . i a  the Jew once again uorth leae than another? 
Oh, i t  ia  aod, th a t once more, fo r  the umpteenth
tim e, the o ld  tru th  ia  confirmed: nWhat one
Chriatian does i s  hia own rea p o n a ib ih ty , what 
one Jew does ia  thrown book a t  a l l  Jewd'.

The Diary of Anne Frank 
(Monday, 22nd May, 1944)

THE REALITY OF POWER AND THE FANTASY OF THEOLOGY

Th. concept o f p o in t , p . r t i c u U r l ,  « . I t  t . U t . .  to  h im n d lg n itp , h .s  
been .  r . c u n i n ,  t h « n  in  th .  w riting  of 8 u b .n .t . in .  I t  h.« b .c o *  
on. of the dominsrt fo c i in  h i .  en rten t th ink ing . H. i .  deeply 
concerned w ith the problem of power end d ign ity  e .  determined by 
p o l i t ic a l  r e a l i t i e .  of t h .  world. Th. Holocaust, which r « n i n .  h i .

to th .  ou tside  world and as culm inating in  th .  Holocaust. 

■

mT1



re jec tio n  of Jesus,*  In Jewish terms, in f id e li ty  to the Holy Toreh. 
Although Rubenstein departs from th is  p a rtic u la r  response very 
markedly, he nevertheless confronts the problem raised  by i t .  He 
cannot accept as v a lid  any theology which f a i l s  to  take seriously  
the explosive r e a l i t i e s  of the  tw entieth  century.

In Homeland and Nolooauet* Rubenstein argues tha t Jewish theologians 
have Called to  give adequate re lig io u s  meaning to  the two monumental 
and towering events o f tw entieth  century Jewish h is to ry , the 
destruction  of European Jewry and the establishm ent of the S tate  of 
I s r a e l .3 He claims th a t the theological categories of modem Jewish 
theologians are inadequate to  the explosive r e a l i t i e s  of Jewish h isto ry  
of this cen tu ry .4 He has a m inim alist view of theology as capable of 
o ffering  c red ib le  u ltim ate  leg itim ations and finds i t s  analy tic  
functions more c re d ib le .5 The u ltim ate import of theology seems to  be 
i t s  relevance to  human self-understanding . The te s t  of good theology 
would seem to be preeminently p ra c tic a l;  Does i t  deepen and help to  
c la r ify  the individual*e manifold ineigh te  about h im self, h is oom unity, 
his re lig io u s  and e th ic a l values, and h is place in the tim e-table o f  
l i f e  in  such a way th a t he can r e a l is t ic a lly  function w ith minimal 
c o n fl ic t  between h is  b io log ica l, psychological, and cu ltu ra l needs, hve
a c t io n ,  tow ard, o t t e r , ,  M .  b e Z i . / . ,  ( " r a t i o n , ?
The wise theologian speak, about God the b e tte r  to  understand himself 
and h i .  fellowmen. I f  theology doe. not enhance our capacity to wor

1.

2 .

3.

4.

5.

Brtfirsa.rtsrss: a r r r -—

Jewish theo log ica l categories are  th a t.



and to love, i t  i s  an expression of d isturbed fantasy.*  Rubenstein's 
an a ly tica l and functional theo log ical perspectives colour h is  node 

f thinking and e s ta b lish  the frame of reference in  which he is  to be 
understood. He s ta te s :  *1 do not find most contemporary Jewish
theologies in te l le c tu a l ly  d e fe n s ib le .’

Theology, according to  Rubenstein, must be embodied theology. The 
theologian must be involved with h is  theology in  a very rea l sense, 
h is  in v o lv ew rt and s in c e r ity  being gaueed by whether he rea lly  means 
what he says. Likewise, theology must be pertinen t to the events and 
v ic iss itu d e s  of h is to ry . This being the case, any meaningful theology 
w ill be forced to  confront the very rea l problems associated with the 
ro le  and a llo c a tio n  of power in  p o l i t ic a l  a f fa i r s ,  one of the primary 
determinants of h is to r ic  events.

R u b e n s te in  c la im s  to  b e  co m m itted  to  t o t a l  h o n e s ty  and la c k  of 

a m b ig u ity  i n  h i s  a n a l y s i s  o f  th e  p a s t  and f u tu r e  o f  Ju d a ism . A m biguity  

w ould m ean f a i l u r e  i n  te rm s  o f  h i s  t a s k  a s  a r a b b i  and th e o lo g ia n .

He h a s  t r i e d  t o  s t a t e  h i s  b e l i e f  a s  h o n e s t ly  and c o m p le te ly  a s  he c a n , 

no m a t te r  who m ig h t b e  o f fe n d e d  o r  w hat i n s t i t u t i o n s ,  r e l i g i o u s  o r  

comm unal, m ig h t b e  a d v e r s e ly  a f f e c t e d .

A n o te w o r th y  f e a t u r e  o f  R u b e n s t e in 's  th e o lo g y  i s  t h a t  he h a s  a 

te n d e n c y  t o  move from  an  a n a l y s i s  o f  h i .  own p a s t  and i t .  p rob lem s t o  an 

a n a ly s i s  o f  t h e  p ro b le m , in  th e  h i s t o r y  o f  h i .  p e o p le .  K lau s  Rohmann, 

on m aking  t h i s  o b s e r v a t io n ,  q u e s t i o n ,  th e  e x te n t  t o  w h i c h  R u b e n . t .  n  h a s  

been  a b le  t o  t r a n s c e n d  h i .  s u b j e c t i v i t y . 1 I t  i s  «« “ c id e n t  t h a t

6.
7.

R u b e n s te in ,  ’Hom eland and H o l o c a u s t ' ,  p .  6 1 .
. .  R u b e n s te in , P erson ., c o - m i c t i o n .  L e t t .r  d . t .d  5 Ju ly  1979.



ibenstei.n e n t i t le d  h is  confessional autobiography Power Struggle. 
n th is  work uc records h is  personal struggle  with power and impotence 

Ln term s of h is  vocation , h is  re la tio n sh ip  and strugg le  with Judaism, 
and by ex tension , the  Jewish coranunity. There is  a profoundly 
c o n f e s s i o n a l  element in  th is  work which can a lso  be observed in other 
w orks su ch  as Af t er  A ueohu itz .1  ̂ In Power Struggle  he records h is 
search for personal power in  h is  d e sire  for a vocation fo r the summit. 
He sought the power of the p r ie s t  in  order to  con tro l the way in  which 
o t h e r s  would view him. He a lso  records h is  personal struggle  with 
Ju d a ism  which, from an ea rly  age, he saw as being characterised  by 
powerlessness and which he id e n tif ie d  with impotence. He in  fac t 
turned away from Judaism because of th is  assoc ia tion  w ith impotence.
He la te r  retu rned  to  Judaism, seeing in  the d isc ip lin eso f tra d itio n a l 
Judaism a welcome a lte rn a t iv e  to  the moral chaos regnant in Europe^ 
d u r in g  World War I I .  He acknowledges h is  yearning for omnipotence 
and refuses to  show dependence upon anyone ou tside  of h im self. He 
a d m it ,  th a t  t h i .  a t t i t u d .  wa. la te r  to  m a n if .,t  i t . . l f  in  h i .  t . f u .a l  
t o  hum ble him aelf befo re  h i .  p e o p le ',  a n c t r a l  Fath.r-Ood. H . . 1 . 0  

a d m it ,  an i n i t i a l  ra p u l.io n  by the p o m a rl.a .n ...  of J a .u . ,  a rapu l.ion  
Which caa.ed  whan he came to  know t h .  power of J . . u . '  c a r . . r  and 

p e r s o n .

The Defeat of the  Jew. in  70 C.E. : * Decisive Trauma

same m o t iv e s ,  th e  d e s i r e
people r e g a r d e d  me?

13.

14.

M u . t r ^ L .  U  t h .  th o u g h t o f  R u b e n .t . in .  

R u b e n . te in . P w er S truppla. P- 32-



The defeat o f the Jews by the  Romans in  70 C.E. was the traum atic
e v e n t  par e x c e l le n c e .  A fter th e i r  defeat they were condemned to be
w a n d e r e r s , unwanted g u ests , always uncertain  of the duration of th e ir
tenure in  a h o st coun try . The p o l i t ic a l  powerlessness which ensued
had d isa s tro u s  e f f e c ts ,  u ltim ate ly  culm inating in  the Holocaust. The

I  IB  TJ

H o lo c a u s t  was the d ev asta tin g  consequence of Jewish powerlessness. He
s ta te s  q u ite  unambiguously th a t the 'f i r e s  th a t incinera ted  the corpses
at Dachau were l i t  by T itu s ' when he placed h is  torches against the
Temple in Jerusalem . The f i r e s  burned slowly and, a t  tim es, were
barely v is ib le  but they were never extinguished. 'T itu s  won h is
v ic to ry . H i t le r  ended what T itus began.'

Emphasising the  e f fe c ts  of powerlessness on a l l  subsequent Jewish 
h is to ry , R u b .n s t.in  L  co n v in cd  t b i t  the 'w orld Is  th .  . r « n .  in  which 

,„d  women of u n . q u . l  power confront .ech  o th e r '. Dignity is  
always dependent upon power end openness; m utuelity mid .c c .p t .n c .  . r e  
only poss ib le  between those possessed of r e ls t iv e ly  s i"* 1 power.
Mutual .c ce p ta n c . in  t h .  r . . l  world c .n  th s r . f o r .  n .yer ignore the 
cl.im a of I . . . ,  S t .  s t . t u .  .nd power. In t h .  world in  which we 
liv e  much w i l l  be forgiwen t h .  powerful h o c u s e ^ t  is  not s th , but 

pouerleooness which i s  su n 's  u ltim ate  f . i l i n g .

ras#R u b e n s t e i n .  P o w e r  S tr u g g U ,  ^ -  ^ 0 - 1 9 1 '
The X elig ioue Imaginatvon, p. xv.  ̂  ̂ ^

p o w ! r . W1^ W  W  Holocaust, p .  4 6 .

19. R u b e n s t e i n ,  Pouer S tru g g le ,  p . 6 6 .

16.

17.
18.
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ibenstein* s views on power assume g rea t sign ificance  when examined 
igainst the two g rea t k a iro i o f the tw entieth  century. Both the 

Holocaust and the establishm ent of the  S ta te  of Is ra e l are  rooted 
u ltim ate ly  in  the ca ta s tro p h ic  defea t of the Jews by the Romans in 
70 C.E. P a tte rn s  o f b e lie f  and behaviour which emerged as a re su lt 
of that t r a g ic  event culminated in  the  Holocaust. The establishm ent 
of the S ta te  of I s r a e l  i s  seen as a fundamental reversa l of the s ta te  
of powerlessness epitom ised by the Holocaust, th ere fo re , the re tu rn  
to  Zion has turned the in terven ing  two thousand rs of Jewish
h istory  in to  a p a re n th es is . 20

R a bb in i c  J u d a i s m ,  a R e l i g i o n  i n  Se a r c h  of  Meaning

In accordance w ith h is  functional view of re lig io n  Rubenatein suggests 
that re lig io n  rep resen ts  an audacious attempt to view the e n tire  
u n iv er .s  >• humsnly • . .n in g fu l ,21 Ju d s ie . did  t h i .  by . . . .  tin *  th . 
ex isten ce  of .  d iv in .  c re a to r  vho continue, to  guide th .  d e .tin y  of 
h i ,  c re e tio n . The Je w  geve meaning to  ex i.ten ce  by p o u tin g  the 
e x isten ce  of a p r in c ip .l  Actor a .  w l l  a .  aub -.c to r (people end nation .) 
in  the w orld. Th. J .w  played the  p r in c ip .l  ro l. among the s u b - « t = r . .  
H owver. a d i . t i n c t i v .  f e a tu r .  of t h i .  p a rtic u la r  . t t w p t  to  t-poa . 
meaning on n .k .d  experience . . .  t h .  c l . i n  th a t n i .fo r tu n . » d  d . . th  
are in f l i c t e d  upon t h .  .u b o rd in a t. a c to r , hy th .  F i r . t  Actor as a 
p u n itiv . response to  th e i r  fa i lu re  to  comply with h i .  w i l l .  Death an 
m isfortune. . .  n .g . t iy  fe a tu re , of e x is tw c e . th rea ten  w w in g . These 
n egatiu . c . t .g o r i e .  of e r i . t . n c .  were endowed with mewing by in te r-  
peering t h e .  a .  t h .  ju s t  re .p o n s , of .  p rov iden tia l c re a to r . By is  

can, humanity . . .  rescued f r o .  m M ningle.M ess.

—

hut a . .  punishment in f l ic te d  by t h .  F ir s t  Actor <rtre 

n. “ n: ' ^ T C o Z l Z t h e  C urrw t World S itu a tio n '.

... E E B t r i n t : — —
o p .  c i t e  p p .  9 ,  1 0 .



a b o r d in a tc  a c t o r s .  B o th  P a u l  and  h i s  J e w is h  c o n te m p o ra r ie s  s h a re d

a common b e l i e f  t h a t  t h e  human c o n d i t i o n  w as f la w e d  a t  th e  o u t s e t

by Adam’ s  o r i g i n a l  o f f e n c e  a g a i n s t  c r e a t i o n .  B o th  y e a rn e d  f o r  an

i d e n t i c a l  r e l e a s e  fro m  in d e b te d n e s s .  Homo religCotue t h u s  u n d e rs to o d ,
23

has a need  to  a n n u l  i n d e b te d n e s s .

N orm ative  J u d a is m  i n t e r p r e t s  hianan m o r t a l i t y  a s  p u n i t i v e l y  i n f l i c t e d .  

R u b e n s te in  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  i n  t h e  l i g h t  o f  t h i s  v ie w , i t  i s  n o t  

s u r p r i s i n g  t h a t  J e w is h  t h i n k e r s  a p p l i e d  p u n i t i v e  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  to  

c r i s i s  e x p e r i e n c e s  i n  J e w is h  h i s t o r y .  I n  th e  wake o f  t h e  c r i s i s  o f  

70 C .B . i t  was im p e r a t iv e  f o r  t h e  s u r v i v a l  o f  th e  J e w ish  comm unity

t h a t

( a )  th e  d i s a s t e r  b e  i n t e r p r e t e d  m e a n in g f u l ly ,  and

(b )  t h a t  a  p r a c t i c a l  program m e b e  p ro m u lg a te d  i n  o r d e r  

t o  p r e s e r v e  t h a t  m ean in g  an d  f o s t e r  h o p e .

R abbi Y ochanan  b e n  Z a k k a i ( f i r s t  c e n tu r y  G .E .)  and  h i s  f o l lo w e r s  a t  

Yevneh . u p p l i . d  b o t h  t h .  i o t . r p r . t . t l o n  .n d  t h .  , r , g r « ™ .  o t  . c t l o .  

They i n t e r p r e t e d  t h .  d . f . . t  o f  t h .  J w .  . .  p u n i .h m .n t . t h .  Roman, 

p la y in g  th e  r o l e  o f  i n . t r u - . n t .  i n  t h .  d i v i n e l y  o r d a in e d  p u n i t i v e

An e n t i r e  r e l i g i o u s  c u l t u r e  w as b a s e d  on  t h i s  r e s p o n s e ,  adesign 24
c u l t u r e  w h ic h  e n d u re d  f o r  tw o th o u .a n d  y e . r . ,  and  t o  w h ich  .1 1  J e w . a re  

R u b e  n e t . i n  i .  e w . r .  o f  t h .  f . c t  t h a t  t h .  o n ly  g ro u p  c . p . b l .h e irs .
o f  m e e tin g  t h .  c h . l l e n g .  o f  . p i r i t u . 1  and  p o l i t l c l  r .= o o . t r u = t i o o  . . .

25. Ib id .
26.



ochanan* s B a r g a i n  and i t s  Consequences  i n  J ew i s h  H i s t o r y

ochanan * taught h is  community how to  remain in ta c t a f te r  they had
ieen stripped  of the Temple c u l t ,  th e ir  sovereignty and a l l  control

27over th e ir  p o l i t i c a l  destiny* • The Romans were not in ten t on 
ex tirp a tin g  Judaism as a re lig io n  or on exterm inating the Jewish 
comnunity. The post-w ar po licy  of the Romans toward* the Jews was to
reco n stitu te  lim ited  self-government through loyal and non sed itious

28agents, a ro le  which Yochanan and h is  follow ers assxrred. A bargain
was struck between Yochanan and Vespasian. Rubenstein suggests tha t
although the s to ry  of the bargain might be apocryphal i t  contains
psychological t ru th  and has continued to be ingrained in tM

29consciousness of every rabb i.

The sto ry  r e la te s  th a t Yochanan met the soon-to-be emperor Vespasian 
outside the w alls  of besieged Jerusalem . Because i t  was forbidden to 
hold the dead in  Jerusalem  fo r even one n ig h t, Yochanan*s d isc ip les  
were able to  smuggle th e i r  m aster out of the c ity  in a co ffin , 
p r e te n d in g  th a t he was dead. According to  tra d itio n , Vespasian 
knew of Yo " m a n 's  opposition  to  the reb e llio n  and he was therefore 
w illing  to  receive  the rab b i. Yochanan's main concern and sole request 
was for a s p i r i tu a l  cen tre  fo r Judaism a t Yavneh. In essence, the terms 
of the agreement reached were th a t the 'P harisees under Yochanan gave 
th e  Romans the tokens of submission they demanded, foreswearing a ll  
r e s o r t  to  power in  th e i r  d ea lin g , with th e ir  overlords. The Roman, 
p erm itted  the re c o n s titu te d  community in te rn a l autonomy*• Thus, with 

backing of Rome, the ra b b i, assumed leadership  over s tricken  I s r a e l 's  
e l i g io u s  l i f e .  However, in  l a te r  generation , re a l power would be 

passed to  the monied c la sse s  while the bargain would s t i l l  be operative. 
R u benstein  regards the arrangement a . no le s s  than a co llabo ra tion ist

27.
28.

R u b e n s te in , Pcver S tr u g g U t p p . 172, 173. ,

s s f i f S i s
self-governm ent by the jews, 
under Gamaliel I I ,  P* l^ 7*

- r t o t * k e n  p u c e  d u r ln 867 or  68 C .E. 3 1 . Ib id . p . 173.
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jrg a in !32 Yochansn'• bargain  served a two-fold purpose. The d isa s te r
was in te rp re ted  in  terms of God’ s ju s t  punishment fo r in g ra t i t  -e and 
disobedience, thereby giving meaning to  the catastrophe. At the si
tim e, Yochanaa gave the  Jewish people the only progr 
th e ir  lo t th a t  was r e a l i s t i c  in  th e ir  s i tu a tio n .

for improving

The programme which was formulated by Yochanan was one characterised
by re lig io u s  autooosry a t  the cost of p o l i t ic a l  power. E xile, 
degradation and powerlessness became normative fo r Jews from th a t time
onwards as an ingrained  s tra te g y  fo r su rv iv a l. Normative Judaism is
very la rg e ly  a f r u i t  of th a t  s tra teg y . W hilst rabbin ic  Judaism is 
rooted in  the B ib le , the rabbin ic  world was v a s tly  d iffe re n t from the
b ib lic a l  world. In te rp re ta tio n s  of catastrophe as punitive were less 
counter-productive in  b ib lic a l times than in  rabbin ic  times because 
p o l i t ic a l  and so c ia l 1 i f  ̂ p a r t i c u l a r l y  with regard to  power, had 

a lte red  ra d ic a lly .

The Cost of Yochanan*s Bargain

I t  i ,  R u b .n st.in ' a profound conviction th a t T o cn .o .o '. b .rg .in
ra d ic a lly  t r a n . f o . - d  th .  J e r i .b  p«opl«. * Pr i c e ' 6oth p o l i t ic *1
and oaychological . .  paid fo r  Ro~n backing o f th .  r .U g io u . autonony

o f  the Jewish community.

rr z z  = :  z  r.r,,r
, i f .  f .cu .« d  « c l u . i v . l y  on b lo o d l . . .  « r . h l p  and a b lo o d l. . .  oc .
V e rb a l a u r r o g a t . s  i n c r . a a i n g l y  to o k  t h .  p l a t ,  of c o n c r . t .  c r p . r t . n c e

• e ______ -  e v e f a i f #  V  G Y u l i  1. eroai -------------" ' . _ , -  , v e1

nuch lo s s  a .  gain in  th .  .n f o r c d  s h i f t .  y H B | & Q g | g g | | g

r e l ig ion .



iower A l l o c a t i o n  a s  Opposed to  th e  ' God H y p o th e s is '
. gafij •-■E- i, ' i' ̂

ijne of the marks of rabbin ic  Judaism is  i t s  excessive emphasis on
behavioural r e s t r a in t .  The rabbis imposed an extraordinary measure 
of re lig io u s  d is c ip lin e  in  every aspect of human behaviour. While 
most theologians a re  content to  in te rp re t  th is  as having at i t s  source 
God's w ill and as leading u ltim ate ly  to a more meanirgful re la tio n sh ir  
between man and God, Rubenstein p re fe rs  a more functional perspective 
He is  aware of the  fa c t th a t most Jewish theologians re je c t  h is  view. 
N evertheless, he p o s its  the view th a t one should at le a s t  consider the 
p o s s ib il i ty  th a t Jewish re lig io u s  p rac tice  is  rooted prim arily  in 
b io lo g ic a l, psychological and c u ltu ra l  needs ra th e r i.hoi in a divine- 
human encoun ter.34 Rubenstein suggests an a lte rn a tiv e  to the 'God- 
hypothesis' as a p a r t i a l  explanation  fo r the se lf-im position  of 
behavioural r e s t r a in ts .  Power a llo c a tio n  l ie s  a t the root of h is 

explanation.

Rubenstein argue* th a t  in  so c ie tie s  and c lasses devoid of power the 
problem of masculine id e n tity  becomes p a rtic u la rly  acute. Powerlessness 
therefo re  had d isa s tro u s  emotional consequences for Jewish men and 
women. Unable, because of lack of re a l  power, to  a sse rt th e ir  
m asculinity in  the  la rg e r world, Jewish men asse rted , and possibly 
exaggerated, th e ir  masculine p rerogatives w ith in  the community. The 
Jewish God was a masculine God. The Jewish re lig io n  stressed  the 
p r e r o g a tiv e s  of the  male in  two domain, of fundamental importance over 
which the Jews had any measure of independence or power, worship an

Roman tim es and perhaps e a r l ie r .

= s = s s =  -
34. R ubenstein , Hcmtand and H olrcam t, PP- ” •

pp. 52 , 53.



The37notional spontaneity  by extremes of behavioural d isc ip lin e , 
fee ling ' side  of l i f e  had to  be r ig id ly  co n tro lled . The mind could 

be developed 'even over developed* but fe e lin g s , e spec ia lly  feelings 
of re lease  had to be contained. Jews were tra ined  from cradle to  
grave never to  l e t  go. Mental energy and ca lcu la tin g  r a t io n a l i ty ,  
the kind in  which L ithuanian Talmudists excelled , took p r io r ity  over 
the body and i t s  u rgencies. Despite the many rom anticised accounts of 
the beauties of Jewish family l i f e ,  the m arita l re su lts  were 

d isa s tro u s . 8

Jews and the S erv ile  Consciousness

Jews, q u ite  n a tu ra lly , were em bittered with th e ir  persecutors. However, 
they could never r e t a l i a te  because they lacked power. They could only 
r e ta l ia te  in  fan tasy  such as the ce leb ra tion  of the demise of pharaoh 
at the Passover Seder ceremony o r the defeat of Hainan a t the celebration

of am .39 They had no power to  prevent th e ir  degradation. They were.

*

i8. R u b e n ste in , Power S trugg le , p. 168.

39.

U  ̂ 9 r -

Moshe Davidowitz, in  ' The P I 'of ’peycfohintory , Vol.

forms in documents such as the W  
284.



in actual l i f e ,  compelled to  re so r t  to  prayer, p e titio n  and pleading 
as th e ir  primary reso u rces. Lacking power to save themselves, they 
were constrained to  look fo r r e s t r a in t  and compassion in o th e rs . 
Surrender, appeasement and withdrawal became the c la ss ic  modes o* % 
Jewish re la tio n s  w ith the non-Jewish world. Rubenstein views Yochanan s 
bargain as having imbued the Jewish people with a se rv ile  consciousness. 
The Romans represented  the lo rd ly  v ic to rs  w hilst the Pharisees 
represented a s e rv ile  consciousness which p refers lim ited  existence 
subject to  the o v e rlo rd s ' sufferance to no existence whatsoever. Using 
the same conceptual framework, Rubenstein con trasts the Zealots with 
the Pharisees. The Zealots express the lo rd ly  consciousness. They 
had contempt fo r s e rv ile  ex istence and would^rather die by suicide than 

submit to  Roman ru le  and lim ited  ex istence.

The psychological c o .t  o f  Yochanan'. bargain in  term , of r .p re .s io n  an d ^  
g u il t  was g re a t. 'G u ilt  wae b u i l t  in to  the e tho . of rabbinic Judaian.
The coat of viewing m isfortune as the punitive design of e p rov identia l 
c rea to r is  g u i l t  and b la -a . However, i t  i s .  above a l l .  for the se rv ile  
consciousness imbued by Yochensn'r bargain tha t Rubenstein r e a c t s  i t .  
function. The P h arisees . I -  c o n tra s t to  the Z ealots, accepted tn .  
r is k , of to ta l  p o w erl.s .n e .s  and created  a cu ltu re  predicated upon that 
powerlessness. They tra in e d  Jew. to  e.cbew force and aggression in 
th e ir  r e l D o n .  w ith th e i r  neighbour, and th e ir  h o sts , th e , took a 
calcu lated  r is k  in  th a t  i t  . . .  ̂ always possible th a t the Jew. would 

objects of v io le n t aggression.

4°- 4 . s u - e r  » 7 4 . p. 12.

4 1 .

4 2 .

4 3 .
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se c u r ity  rested  upon the power, the in te re s ts ,  and the whim of 
stra n g ers , who, more o ften  then no t, regarded the Jews as enemies.
The Pharisees took the  daring r is k  th a t Caesar would be a trustworthy 
master.** I t  could not be guaranteed tha t a l l  h e irs  to  Caesar could 
be tru sted  w ith h is  unlim ited power over the Jews.

Although Rubenstcin’s in c lin a tio n  is  c le» rly  toward the lordly  
consciousness and response of the Zealots, i t  would be a misunderstanding 
of his thought i f  one read in to  h is  w riting any ou trigh t condemnation 
of Yochanar.'s po licy  fo r  i t s  time. Displaying a measure of ambivalence 
with regard to Yochanan's response, he acknowledges th a t Yochanan's 
bargain was expedient fo r i t s  time and was, in  r e a l i ty ,  the only viable 
option av a ilab le  to  Jews. He s ta te s ,  ' I  know my ancestors had no 
a lte rn a tiv e  and th a t  I  owed my existence to th e ir  exercise of s e l f -  ^  
c o n tro l '.45 He a lso  claims th a t 'Yochanan's bargain was a good one' 
as the a lte rn a tiv e  was mass su ic ide . However, i t  was only an adequate 
response when i t  was redeemed by genuine f a i t h .47 The Jews a t the time 
were convinced th a t the se lf-re p re ss io n  they had to  endure was divinely

ordained.4®
Th. m ajority  of contemporary J w i .h  th inker, accept the God-hypothe.i. and 
ignore the ro le  o f . „ r e . . i o n  in  forming the c h e r .c te r i . t l c  r .ep o n .e . of 
norm ative Judeiem. T h i. 1 . p a r t ic u la r ly  . t r ik in g  in  the lig h t of the fact 
that Jews have been the v ic tim , of .0  much aggrew iou. Yochanan'. 
bargain me. e ffe c tiv e  u n t i l  the tu e n tl . th  century beceu.e i t  . . .  almo.t 
never the in te n tio n  of tho .e  «h« dominated the J«». to  exterminate them. 
D eepite the fe e t th a t there  -e re  e le m n t. in C h r l . t i .n  doctrine vhtch 
could have led to  genocide.50 th e ir  potency . . .  blunted by the mor.

r e s t r a in t ,  vhlch the Church impo.ed =n i t . e l f  in ^  ^
Synagogue. The Church . . .  h a r.h , but never genocidal. «Uh------------------

44. Rubenetein, "Buber A nniv .r.ery  A rtic le " . P- 395.
45. R ub en stein , Pouer S tru g g le , p .  167.

46. Ib id . p .  174.
47. Ib id . p .  184.
48. R u b en .te in , HcmUmdand to looauet. ,  . 48.

on the deic ide  accusation.
51. R ub en stein , P o w r Struggle, p. 179.



J o c a u s t  re s id u a l moral b a r r ie rs  have been crossed, and having been 
( o s s e d , genocide remains a tem ptation in v itin g  re p e tit io n .

d r a b b in i c  system worked, with some exceptions u n til  modern times 
when th e  bargain  broke down. Rubenstein in s is ts  th a t i t  i s  myopic t  
see  th e  Nazi regime as a throwback. The Nazis represen t the 
q u in te s s e n c e  of a c e r ta in  modem p o l i t ic a l  s p i r i t . 52 The Nazis were 
n o t pagans fo r the  pagans knew moderation and made no v ir tu e  out of 
e x c e s s .  The Nazis were Satanic a n ti-C h ris tian s  who inverted tra d itio n a l 
v a l u e . ,  y . t  were dependent on t h e . .53 They » « •  . p o . t l . .  of 
D evoid o f  a l l  e th ic a l  o r r . l i g io u .  r e . t r a i n t .  they enacted th .  Final 
S o lu t io n  by using a p e rfec ted  technology of death to  extarm inat. the 
Jana. Th. modern davelopmanta of a perfected  technology, a eecularieation 
o f  consciousness and t h .  problem, of redundsnt population rendered th .  
German plan fe a s ib le . I t .  f e e e ib i l i ty  . . .  increased by conducting vt 
u n d e r  cover o f war. Tochanan's bargain fa ile d  th .  Jew. u t te r ly  in  the 
fa c e  of the F inal Solution. The reac tio n  of th .  J « .  . . .  in  kaeptng with 
th e  n o  thousand year old s tra te g y  of compliance and appeasement of

th o s e  in  power.
Rubenstein reg a rd , th i s  a .  the  -o a t  profound misreading of the c t .r a t te r

TblVtrltegy of p o w .rless .e ss  fa i le d . In f a c t ,  the norm rtlv . Je -ish  

re sp o n se  s im p lified  the  N e ti'e  ta sk .

m a s :
i 2 -
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unw itting accomplices in  th e ir  own undoing. The work of the 
exterm inators was almost e f fo r t le s s .  Defencelessness wan no 
longer a defence. I t  had become an in v ita tio n  to Auschwitz’
F id e lity  to Yochanan’ s bargain had become an in v ita tio n  to 
genocide a f te r  the  Nazis changed the ru le s . The Germans 
in tu i t iv e ly  knew how to  take advantage of Yochanan's bargain 
for th e ir  own purposes. In  Rubenstein* s view the only response 
to  such an enemy is  to  f ig h t to the  death as the Zealots did 
a t Massada.

The fa i lu re  of the  Jews ac tiv e ly  to r e s i s t  the Nazi onslaught ^
has been a p e rs is te n t  theme in  d iscussion  of the v ictim s' response. 
Rubenstein is  aware of the  fac t th a t there were individual attempts 
to r e s i s t  the Nazis but th a t  group a c t iv i ty  was rendered impossible 
because of lack of support from the loca l population. Yet he i 
in s is te n t  on a to ta l ly  negative evaluation of the Jewish response 
to the Nazis, seeing i t  as se rv ile  and com plian t^  The Jews were, 
th e re fo re , accomplices to  th e ir  own d e s tia c tio n .

By the time the  Jews recognised the Nazis as an e n tire ly  novel and 
unforeseen adversary , i t  was too la te .  The Jews paid the ultim ate 
price fo r i m p o t e n c e  a n d  compliance fostered  by Yochanan's bargain.
The Holocaust i s  the primary exem plification of the fa te  of the 
powerless in  a world where power and in te re s t  alone are determinant, 
desp ite  con trary  mythologies. Rubenstein s ta te s , qu ite  co rrec tly ,

56. R u b e n s te in , Poroer Struggle* pp. 175, 176.

r.r.s's s.-
Connecticut, 1977.
(R e c e iv e d  by personal c o m m u n i c a t i o n ) .



th a t no power on e a r th  was concerned with the fa te  of the
59Jews. 2  ■

Power and Human E v il

As a co- om itant to  h is  views on power, Rubenstein emphasises the 
human p e n t ia l i ty  fe i ev il. Abuse of power as an expression of 
human ev il was exem plified in  the Holocaust. He refuses to  sec 
the Germans as possessing a specia l p ro c liv ity  toward e v il ,  but 
views i t  as the common c h a ra c te r is tic  of mankind. He sees ev il as 
expressing i t s e l f  in  concrete h is to r ic a l  events. In re la tio n  to 
power and e v i l ,  Rubenstein cannot accept theologies such as tha t 
of Martin Buber. He takes Buber to  task  fo r fa i l in g  to  come to 
terms w ith concrete  h is to r ic a l  issu es.

Buber suggested th a t  Eichmann's crimes were as much crimes against 
humanity as against the Jews. Rubenstein poin ts out th a t Bichmenn 
was not charged w ith re sp o n s ib ility  fo r ann ih ila ting  an abstrac tion  
'humanity’ but fo r f u l f i l l in g  the Final Solution of the Jewish 
question in  Europe. EndlOsung der Judenfrage in  Europa, quite 
c lea rlv  po in tin g  toward the d e lib e ra te  ann ih ila tion  of the Jews. 
Rubenstein, co n trad ic tin g  some of h is  e a r l ie r  ,1cas on humanity 
as expressed in  A /ta r  Auechuitz, regard , ’humanity* as a term of

F a l l - W in t e r  1976 , p p . I 6 , , ,
60 . R u b e n s t. i n ,  'B u b e r  A n n i v e r . e r ,  A r t i c l e  . o p .



uch broad g en e ra lity  ae to  be without meaningful content. Be 
r ig h tly  emphasiaea the fa c t th a t  the Final Solution waa welcomed 
by a goodly p roportion  of ’humanity1 as long as the Germans did 
the d ir ty  work. The Holocaust was a convenient operation fo r world 
powers as long as th e ir  p o lice  and armed forces were not d ire c tly  
i n v o l v e d .61 By ta lk in g  in  terms of crime against humanity Buber 
diminishes the  s ig n ifican ce  of re a l v iolence done to  rea l people.
In defence of Yochanan ben Zakkai, Rubenstein sees Buber's theology 
as lacking relevance in  response to  d is a s te r ,  Yochanan's teachings 
were re levan t to  the c r i s i s  of h is  tim e. He a ss is te d  in  the 
reconstruction  o f the community a f te r  m isfortune. Rubenstein believes
tha t one looks in  vain  fo r equal relevance in  Buber's meseage a f te r  

6 2the Holocaust.

Yochanen'.  bargain  had been a tim ely raapona. tr  the  nag a tiv itiao  
o f  a x i l . .  Rubanatain reg a rd , i t  as, a t  beat, an attempt by a beaten
p e o p l e  to  accoanodate i t . e l f  to the c o n s e q u e n c e  of defeat uhich 
e n t a i l . '  i t .  tra n .fo rm .tio n  in to  a  l . f e n c e l . e .  c o -u n ity  of nomadic 
w a n d e r e r . ,  turn c o .t  of the bargain te n t ,  of d U to rtio n  of emotion.
and an ov .r-em pha .i. o f  t h .  a b . t t i c t  in te l le c tu a l  . .p a c t ,  of l i f e  
hae re su lted  in  an impov.ri.hment which Ruhenat.in b e l i e . . .  Jew. 
b a r e ly  under.tand . In t h .  l ig h t  of t h i .  v ie .  Rube.netein co n tra d ic t, 
h ir o e e lf  when he . . . e r r .  th a t th e re  wa, 'n o th in , pathogenic about the 
c u l t u r e  Yochanan f o . t . r e d  a .  long a .  i t  r e a .o „ .b l ,  to  expect t  a t 
Che bargain would be kep t'.63 T h i. con trad ic tion  i .  p articu  ar ,

S B -

stay a live  in  an a lie n  am* h o s t i l e l » r l d .

63. R u b e n .te in , P w er Struggle, p .  1 7 6 .
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ease o n ly  a s  lo n g  a s  i t  w as k e p t  by  t h e  o v e r lo r d s  o f  th e  Je w s .

The g e n e r a l  t r e a tm e n t  a c c o rd e d  t o  Jew s by th e  Romans and s u c c e s s o r  

overlords when th e y  w e re  fo u n d  t o  b e  u n d e s i r a b le  was c o n v e rs io n  

or e x p u ls io n .  The N a s i  i n t e n t i o n  was g e n o c id e .  The d i f f e r e n c e  

between e x p u ls io n  an d  g e n o c id e  c h a r a c t e r i s e s  th e  fu n d a m e n ta l d i f f e r e n c e  

between t w e n t i e t h  c e n tu r y  a n t i - S e m i t i s m  and  i t s  p r e d e c e s s o r s .  H i t l e r ,  

as a l e g i t i m a t e  h e ld  o f  t h i  German R e ic h , was an  h e i r  to  th e  pow er and 

a u t h o r i t y  o f  t h e  C a e s a r s .  He u se d  t h e  powe re n o u n c e d  by th e  Jew s 

u n d e r  Y ochanan a s  w e l l  a s  t h e  r e s u l t a n t  way o f  ’ c o w a rd ic e  and 

s u b m is s io n ' 65 and  s e r v i l e  c o n s c io u s n e s s  o f  t h e  Jew s to  b r in g  a b o u t 

t h e i r  d e g r a d a t io n  an d  a n n i h i l a t i o n .  E x te rm in a t io n  was p a r t  o f  th e  

t o t a l  p r i c e  w h ich  t h e  Jew s p a id  f o r  t h e i r  d e f e a t  i n  70 C .E . The 

H o lo c a u s t ,  v iew ed  i n  t h i r  l i g h t ,  r a i s e s  q u e s t io n s  a b o u t th e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  

betw een  r  and  d i g n i t y .  He who l a c k s  pow er to  d e fe n d  h i m s e l f ,

i r e d  t o  c h o o s e  t o  f i g h t  to  th e  d e a th ,  m ust be  p re p a re d  

c t i o n  o f  any  p o s s i b l e  o b s c e n i ty  upon h i s  p e r s o n .  The 

i i d a  c h o s e  d e a th  r a t h e r  th a n  th e  'p r e d i c t a b l e  co n seq u e n c e s

yet i s  < 
for the 

Zealots 

of iop< s e r v i l i t y * . 66

S la v e r y  a n d  t h e  S e r v i l e  C o n s c i o u s n e s s

The phenom enon o f  e l a v e r ,  c o n c e r n .  R u b . n . t . i n  in  te r m , o f  th e  d ^ ^ i c .  

of th e  tw o - s id e d  i n t e r a c t i o n  b e tw e e n  t h .  d om inan t and th e  d o m in a te d .

r r = r =  z r — =  r ;
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( L e t t e r ' f r o m ^ t y r o n  R u b .n .t . in  d a ta d  May 1 8 . . . n t  t o  me y 

p e r s o n a l  c o r r e s p o n d e n c e . ) .



dom inance o f  a  s e c u l a r i s a t i o n  o f  c o n s c io u s n e s s  in  th e  W este rn  w o r ld . 

The p a r t i c u l a r  c o n s c io u s n e s s  d e v e lo p e d  in  d ia s p o r a  Jew s le d  to  »  

t o t a l  m is r e a d in g  o f  th e  N azi i n t e n t i o n s  o f  d e h u m a n is a tio n  fo llo w e d

by a n n i h i l a t i o n .

T »  o f  r t i .  o o . t  a b id in g  m o t i f ,  i n  c h .  J « i . h  v U *  o f  c h .  hum .n 

c o n d i t io n  h a v e  b e e n  m i l .  and  r a d r n f t i o n .  A f te r  th e  Ju d aeo  Roman 

w ar o f  70 C .E . t h e  a i t u a t i o n  o f  t h e  daw . aa d e f in e d  'n e i t h e r ^ , *  

m o ra le  n o r  by  J e w ia h  i d e a l ,  b u t  by  th e  pow er o f  Roman a n n . ’ . 

pow er . . .  t h e  u l t i m a t e  a r b i t e r ,  th o e e  who p o a .a .a e d  i t  c o u ld ,  w i th  

im p u n i ty , d o  w h a te v e r  th e y  p l e a a a d .  e . p m i a l l y  «  am m ber, o f  a l i e n  

c o a a a u n i t ie a .  The J e w ia h  c o a m u n ity  u n d e ra to o d  t h i a .  C laim s o f  d ig n i ty  

and  w o r t h i n . . .  w e re  p u t  f o r t h  d a a p i t .  t h e  c o m m i t , '  a a c tu a l  a i t u a t i o n  

o f  p o w e r le o e n e a a  and d a f a a t .  'I n d e e d ,  i t  1.  p o a . i b l .  t h a t  th e  c la im  to  

. p . c i .1  o t h e r - w o r ld l y  d i g n i t y  f u n c t i o n e d . ,  a  c o m p e n .a tio n  f o r  th e  

com m unity*s a c t u a l  s t a t u s . '

la d e m p tio n , a .  u n d . r . t o o d  i n  J u d a i™ , i .  « c . r m i n . t i o n  o f  th e  a l i e n a t i o n  

o f  e x i l e  and p o w e r l e . a n . . . .  T h . u l t i m a t e  r e f e r . n e e  1. .l«y. t o  a  

■ b a y o n d ', w h . th e r  c o n c e iv e d  o f  i n  n o w  a p h e r .  beyond t h i a  U f a  o r  

f u tu r e  t im e  a t  w h icb  t h .  - . g a t i v i t t e ,  o f  a x i l i e  a x i . t e n e .  d l l  b .  

o v ercom e, T h ia  i .  c l o . a l y  . . . o c i a t a d  d t h  a  . . . a i - . i =  r . d « g . t i o n .

EEEHHEBBHrr"
t h e i r  own c o n d i t i o n . . .  . M e a . i - i i . .  t .  •  r e l i g i o u .  - t e a . i o n  d  . ■

im p o te n c e '-  70 P u t d i f f e r e n t l y ,  d i a . p o t .  J « i . h  m e a .ia n im . cm , 

i n t a r p r a t a d  a .  a -  a x p r a a . io n  o f  th e  a . r v i l .  c o n a t io n .n e a a .
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M i i i  1 1 1 ,  i i i i I nil, I I

day when th e power r e la t io n s h ip s  w i l l  be rev ersed . As N i e t z s c h e  

understood, th e  s la v e ' s  act o f  subm ission i s  an e x p r e s s i o n  of h is  

w il l  to  power. Above a l l ,  the s e r v i le  con sciou sn ess i s  only tenab le  

as long as i t  i s  su sta in ed  by th e hopefu l v is io n  of the fu tu r e , by 

the c o n v ic t io n  th a t th e day w i l l  su rely  come when the present 

degradation w i l l  be r e v e r s e d .. .  .Only the s la v e , never the m aster, 
yearns fo r  th e  day when another w i l l  redeem him .' The s la v e  l iv e s  

the fu tu re . The on ly  j u s t i f i c a t io n  for  becoming a s la v e  i s  the hope 
th at on e , or o n e 's  progeny w i l l  o u t l iv e  the co n d itio n s and consequences 

o f s e r v itu d e . I t  i s  noteworthy th at th e p ro to ty p ica l h is to r ic a l  
memory o f  the Jews i s  th at o f  d e liv era n ce  from Egyptian s la v e r y , and 

i t s  hope i s  one o f  m essian ic  redem ption.

Th, s e r v i l e  c o n .e io u .n. . .  c n  be d e lin ea ted  b ,  c o n tr e .t in g  the r e .p o o .e .  

o t G lee ter  ben T . ir  and Gochanen ben Z a tta i to  the an cient H o loc .n a t, 

a . d e a c ib e d  b ,  Joaephua. Jo .ep h n . angge.ted  that t h e . ,  who do not

p re fer  death  uhen death i .  in  th e ir  paeer -u a t  .o f f e r  e v t l . ,
.e r v itu d e  b ee .n ee  o f  th e ir  cow ardice. Tfochanan took the r U k .  

a s s o c i a t e d  w ith  lim ite d  su r v iv a l. G leatar ben f a ir  chose e ia  

rath er than to  accept the r i s k s .

The S e r v i le  C onsciousness and Jewish S lave Labour I  ■ ■  ■

in  R u b .n s t . in - .  .aam in atlon  o f  Jewish . l e v .  labour p l o y e d  during

p .  6 1 3 .

73.
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ewish s la v e  labour fo r  th e prom otion o f  corporate e n te r p r is e .  From 

an economic v iew p o in t the most r a t io n a l is e d  an-4 p e r fe c t  labour force  

i s  one which i s  c h a r a c te r ise d  by minimum c o s t  and maximum p r o f i t .

This type o f  labour fo rce  was r e a l is e d  in  the Nazi death  camps, notably  

A u s c h w i t z . I n  a s i t u a t io n  o f p op u la tion  surplus the N azis could  sim ul­

ta n eou sly  fu r th e r  economic ga in  and r id  them selves o f excess  p op u la tion . 

Feeding th e  camp inm ates on minimum su b s is te n c e  ra tio n s  they could  

en force  labour fo r  predeterm ined sh o rt p eriod s and then e ith e r  a llow  the 

s la v e s  to  d ie  o f  s ta r v a t io n  and over-work or gas them. They could  then 

draw on th e  i n f i n i t e l y  r e p le n ish a b le  pool o f  death camr s la v e  labour.

A s o c ie ty  o f  t o t a l  dom ination , such a s  th a t  exem p lified  by the N azis  

can on ly  be ach ieved  through th e com plete d e p e r so n a lisa tio n  o f human 

r e la t io n s h ip s ,  th e  ’ s p e c i f i c  nature' and ' s p e c i f i c  v ir tu e  of 

b u reau cracy .76 In r e la t in g  the w orkings o f  bureaucracy to  modern 

corp orate  e n te r p r is e  R ubenstein  p e r c e iv e s  d e p e r so n a lisa tio n  to  have been 

accom plished most f u l ly  in  th e use o f  Jews as s la v es  in  the death camps. 

Camp inm ates had n e ith e r  p o l i t i c a l  s ta tu s  nor long-term  economic v a lu e . 

Slavery has been found tc  be more humane when m asters seek to  augment 

s la v e  numbers, but ra re  p a r t ic u la r ly ,  when em otional in t e r ,z t io n  between 

m aster and s la v e  i s  p r e se n t . N eith er  co n d itio n  e x is te d  in Nazi Germany. 

The N azis op erated  under co n d itio n s  o f  p op u la tion  surp lus and e f f e c t iv e ly  

d estroyed  th e p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  any em otional involvem ent w ith  death  camp 

inm ates. With th e  in s t i t u t io n  o f  N azi s la v ery  a t o t a l l y  new form of 

human s o c ie t y  was founded. W hile th e camps served s o le ly  a ,  exterm ination

m id t.he AlZt&S*
L5. note iii.au    -
fur d e t a i l s  concerning the sy n th e tic



c e n t r e s ,  t h i s  w a s  n o t  t h e  c a s e ,§ L a t  w h en  in m a te s  w e r e  k e p t  and w o rk e d  

f o r  a  p r e d e t e r m in e d  t im e  a s  s l a v e s ,  s  k in g d o m  o f  t h e  l i v i n g  d e a d , t h e  

h e l l  o f  N e c r o p o l i s ,  w a s  in a u g u r a t e d .

A u s c h w itz  s e r v e d  tw o  a p p a r e n t ly  c o n t r a d i c t o r y  p u r p o s e s .  I t  w as b o th  

a  s l a v e  la b o u r  and  e x e c u t i o n  c e n t r e .  H o w ev er , w i t h i n  t h e  c o n t e x t  

H o lo c a u s t  s l a v e  la b o u r  t h e r e  w a s no c o n t r a d i c t i o n  a s  o n ly  doomed 

s l a v e s  c o u ld  s u c c e s s f u l l y  b e  d e a l t  w i t h  a s  t h i n g s  r a t h e r  th a n  a s  

human b e i n g s .  T h e r e  i s  a  l i n k  b e tw e e n  t h e  o l d  form  o f  s l a v e r y  o f  th e  

A m er ica n  C o n f e d e r a c y  an d  N a z i s l a v e r y  i n  t h a t  t h e y  a r e  p a r t  o f  th e  

sam e d e v e lo p m e n t a l  cu n tin u u m  i n  W e s te r n  c i v i l i s a t i o n " ,  r a t i o n a l i s a t i o n  

o f  t o t a l  d o m in a t io n .  N a z i  s l a v e r y  w a s n e v e r t h e l e s s  r a d i c a l l y  d i f f e r e n t  

fro m  p r e v i o u s  fo r m , i n  t h a t  i t  w as i n f i n i t e l y  m ore r a t i o n a l .  I t  w as  

o n ly  i n  a  d e a t h  ca m p , w i t h  a n  a b u n d a n ce  o f  f r e e l y  d i s p o s a b l e  s l a v e ,  

who a r e  a b s o l u t e l y  d o m in a te d  b y  t h e  m a s t e r ,  t h a t  p e r f e c t  r a t i o n . l i . a t  

c o u ld  b e  a c h i e v e d .  B u r e a u c r a c y  w as u x tr e m e ly  e f f e c t i v e  f o r  th e

m a s t e r s .

■ H I
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than o n  i n h e r i t e d  a s s u m p t io n s  c o n c e r n in g  t h e  w ay Jews could expect 

to be d e a lt  w i t h  b y  g e n t i l e  r u l e r s ,  t h e  J i i d e n r a t e  cooperated w it h  t h e  

N a zis , t h u s  f a c i l i t a t i n g  t h e  e n a c tm e n t  o f  t h e  F i n a l  S o l u t i o n .

78
•The u s i n e . .  o f  p o l i t i c .  U  t h e  d i . t r i b u t i o n  o f  power.’ The Jew . 

had no pow er. The N a t ia  b u i l t  up  a  e y e tem  o f  t o t a l  d o « i i n a t i o n ^ ^ * t e  I  

i ,  a  c a u s a l  l i n k  b e tw e e n  d i a s p o r a  J u d a is m ’ ,  s e r v i l e  c o o .c io u .n e s .  

and i t .  i n t e r a c t i o n  w i th  t h e  s y s te m  o f  t o t a l  d o m in a tio n . I n  t h e  f a c e  

o f no r e a l  c h o ic e  and no  o t h e r  o p t io n ,  R u b e n .te in  . u g s e . t .  t h a t  d e f i a n t  

d e a th  su c h  a .  t h a t  r e p r e s e n t e d  b y  th e  l o r d l y  = o , . c i o u .n « s .  o f  M aa.ada^ 

w ould  hav e  b e e n  a  ’ c h o ic e ’ f o r  t h e  doomed Je w ish  c o - u n i t y .  Yochanan ,  

b a r g a in  h a d  t r a n s f o r m e d  th e  Jew s from  a  w a r l ik e  p e o p le  in to  d o c i  e 

s u b m is s iv e  s u b j e c t s .  I t  c a u se d  t h e .  n o t  o n ly  to  m is re a d  th e  i n t e n t i o n  

of th e  new e n e m y ,b u t  t o  p la y  i n t o  i t .  h a n d s .

J o b  a n d  A u s c h w i t z  
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'The H -an  Condition in  Jew ish  Thought and R k p .r i.n c ..  
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