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Theodicy and Auschwitz


The word “theodicy” comes from the Greek words for God (theos) and justice (diké).  Although coined by Leibniz, the attempt it represents is far older.  In the Jewish tradition, it stretches to the beginning—that is to the stories of Genesis with their attempts to explain how evil could exist in a world created by God.  God, after each creative act, sees that his creations are “good.”   Women, however, bear their children in pain (Gn 3:16) and the ground, sprout​ing “thorns and thistles,” can at times appears “cursed” to the farmer (Gn 3:18).  How do we explain this?  How is it compatible with God’s justice?  Is it, in fact, possible to “justify God’s ways to man”?  Beginning with Genesis’s account of man’s disobedience, there is a whole tradition of efforts to answer this question.   It includes Isaiah’s notion of the “suffering servant”—the person who suffers for the sins of others—and the Maccabean notion of the “martyr”—the innocent and just sufferer who serves as a witness for the truth.  



As the philosopher, Hans Jonas, observes, the “event of Auschwitz” marks an important challenge to this tradition.  “Auschwitz” names not just the setting in which over a million Jews, Gypsies and Poles perished.  It also signifies the dehumanization of its victims.  In the “factory-like working of its machine” for extermination, even the gesture of martyrdom and witness was not left to the dying.  In Jonas’s words, “Not fidelity or infidelity, belief or unbelief, not guilt or punishment, not trial, witness and messianic hope, nay, not even strength or weakness, heroism or cowardice, defiance or submission had a place there.  .... Of all this, Auschwitz, which also devoured the infants and babes, knew nothing.  ... no glimmer of dignity was left to the freights bound for the final solution, hardly a trace of it was found in the surviving skeleton specters of the liberated camps” (Jonas 1996, p. 133).  Jonas asks, “And yet God let it happen.  What God could let it happen?” (ibid.).  Eli Wiesel, the writer, raises the same question in his story of the lector who reads the service in a synagogue.  He begins each service with the biblical words of response, “Here I am, Lord.”  The times, however, are bad.  Each time a pogrom sweeps through the village, still fewer Jews are left to come to the service.  At the end only the lector remains.  As always, he begins with the words, “Here I am, Lord.”  This time, however, he adds the question: “Where are you?”  The question is about the absence of God.  It is intimately involved in the question of how God could let such things happen.  In Jonas’s words, “...one would expect the good God at times to ... intervene with a saving miracle.  But no saving miracle occurred.  Through the years that ‘Auschwitz’ raged God remained silent” (Jonas 1996, p. 148).  Where was God, where was his presence during that period?  The “agonizing problem today,” Jonas claims, is to explain “God’s lordship.”  The question one faces “after Auschwitz,” is “how to rethink the traditional concept of God” so as to understand God’s presence.
  In what follows, I will add my own effort towards this end.  In examining the problem of theodicy—of the justification of God’s way to man—in the light of Auschwitz, I will first look to the traditional (Christian) ways in which this problem is posed.  I will then turn to the story of Abraham and Isaac to reformulate the problem and find a possible solution to the question of where God was during the Holocaust.  

The Privative Nature of Evil


Mani, the Persian founder of Manichaeism, gave one of the basic alternative solutions to the problem of reconciling God and evil.  He saw good and evil (God and Satan, spirit and matter, light and dark) as names of opposed powers locked in a struggle for the world.  In answer to the question of how an all-powerful God can permit evil, the Manichaean solution is to declare that God is not all powerful.  Rather than being infinite, God is limited; his goodness is opposed by a con​tending principle of evil.  This doctrine found a wide appeal amid the disasters of the declining Roman empire.  Augustine, the great point of cultural transmission from classical Rome to Christian West, was himself a Manichi for nine years.  When he ultimately did convert to Christianity, he turned his efforts to combat his former faith.   Evil, he claimed, was not a positive character.  It is a lack, a privation, an absence of goodness.  In his words, “evil is nothing but the removal of good until no good remains” (Augustine 1964, p. 63).  In itself, it is simply a nothingness.  In the Middle Ages, this position became incorporated in the doctrine of the transcendent properties of being.  These are the properties of being irrespective of where it is found.  Every being is not just existent.  To the point that a being is, it is one, true, and good.  Conversely, to the point that it is not, it lacks unity, truth, and goodness.
  Goodness is not a matter of usefulness—not a matter of being good for something else .
   It is not a relational, but rather an ontological concept.  It is simply one of four equivalent ways of characterizing what is.
  God, in his supreme perfection, embodies all of them in an exemplary degree.  He is supremely “being,” supremely “good,” supremely “one” and supremely “true.”  The evil that is the opposite of this positive state is not.  Lacking any unity or self-identity, it is formless and powerless.  


This reduction of evil to nonbeing leaves us with an obvious difficulty: how are we to account for the presence of evil in the world?  For a Christian this difficulty is compounded by the belief that God is pure being.  If action is the consequence of being, that is, if you first have to be in order to act, then all action is ultimately traceable to the God whose “act of being” upholds the world.  The goodness that always accompanies being implies that God always acts for the best.  What he produces is, in Leibniz’s phrase, the “best of all possible worlds.”  Given this, how can evil be present in it?  The answer of this tradition is that evil is simply an unavoidable result of finitude.  Since God’s creations are finite, none of them can have all the perfections.  Were they to have all of them, each would be God.  Since, in fact, they are finite creatures rather than the infinite Creator, each necessarily lacks some measure of the good.  This lack (or privation) can, from the creature’s individual perspective, be considered an evil—that is, a falling off from the good.  This, however, is more than compensated for by the perfection of the whole made up of these finite beings.  This means, as Descartes writes, “We should not consider a single creation separately when we investigate whether the works of God are perfect, but generally all created objects together” (Descartes 1990, p. 53).  From the perspective of the world as it is and will be everything is, in fact,  the best it can possibly be.
  The optimism of this view is amply caught in Goethe’s Faust, where the devil announces himself as “a part of that power that always wills evil and always works good.”
 In the world that unfolds continuously for the best, good always comes out of evil.  The lack or privation that finitude implies is always made up for in the end.


The very mention of Auschwitz—with its harnessing of industrial and technical proc​esses to eliminate a people—shows there is something missing in this account.  The event of Auschwitz represents a dead loss.  The communities lost to the Holocaust—from Òódz to Stettin (Szczecin)—will never come again.  On the ontological level, Auschwitz shows that evil can take on a coherent, highly organized form.  It can, in fact, appear as an active—and destructive—principle of great power.  We cannot then say that evil, in itself, is a nothingness.  If action comes from being, such “nothingness” would not be so destructive.  On the moral level, the difficulty in this account appears in its attempt to show that good always issues from evil.  Following this line, we have the position that sees the foundation of the state of Israel as the “good” that came out of the Holocaust.  The position takes the horrors of the concentration camps as part of the process that resulted in the return of the Jews, after a nearly two thousand year absence, to the promised land.  Their suffering served to expedite this end.  There is an obvious moral objection to this defense.  The victims of Auschwitz were not part of this return.  To treat them as means for this end argues, not for God’s goodness, but rather the reverse.  Ethically regarded, the end does not justify the means.  Its “goodness” can be corrupted by the means employed to achieve it.  This is particularly the case when the means involve the degra​dation and destruction of millions of innocent victims.  As the philosopher, Immanuel Kant pointed out, we leave the path of morality whenever we treat another person as simply a means for our ends.  To regard persons as means is to take them as things, as instruments for our purposes, rather than as persons with purposes and dignity of their own.   Thus, the attempt to justify God by pointing to the founding of Israel makes him a moral monster.  It saves his power and Lordship over the world by sacrificing his goodness.  


The fundamental problem here, as Jonas points out, is that of combining the notion of God’s lordship or power with that of his goodness once we admit the existence of evil in the world.  In Jonas’s words, “Only a completely unintelligible God can be said to be absolutely good and absolutely powerful, yet tolerate the world as it is” (Jonas 1996, p. 139).  If we do not want to admit such unintelligibility—i.e., to lose ourselves in talk of God’s hiddenness and inscrutability—we must, in fact, attempt to think of God’s presence in a different way.  We must, in fact, break the tie between goodness and power in speaking of God’s relation to man.  In my attempt to do this, I am going to look at the founding of this relationship.  For the Jews, this occurs with their start as a people—that is with the story of Abraham.

The Story of Abraham and Isaac


In the account of Genesis, separation and creation go together.  God separates the light from the dark, calling the light “day” and the darkness “night” (Gn 1:5).  He separates “the water from the water” to create the sky above and the water below.  The water below is sepa​rated so as to create land and sea (Gn 1:6-8).  The “creation of the lights in the expanse of the sky”—the sun and the moon—is also a mark of the separation of “day from “night” (Gn 1:14).  Finally he divides man himself—taking a part of Adam to form Eve—to create the human species (Gn 2:22).
  In the creation of the Jews (the Israelites) we find the same use of separation.  God’s first words to Abraham are: “Go from your native land and from your father’s house to the land that I will show you.  I will make of you a great nation” (Gn 12:1-2).  Abraham thus departs to begin his wanderings.  The story of his niece, Rachel, stealing his brother’s family idols, suggest that his family worshipped idols (Gn 31: 19, 30).  If this is so, then Abraham separates himself not just from his father’s family but also from their religious practice.  As God leads him from one place to another, he continually repeats his initial prom​ise.  Thus, when Abraham first comes to Canaan, he promises: “I will give this land to you and your offspring” (Gn 12: 7).  When Abraham returns there from Egypt, God reminds him, “I give all the land that you see to you and your offspring forever.  I will make your offspring as the dust of the earth, so that if one can count the dust of the earth, then your offspring too can be counted” (Gn 13: 15-16).  There is, however, a problem.  As Abraham tells God, after yet another removal and another promise, “What can you give me, seeing that I shall die childless” (Gn 15:2).  God’s only reply is: “‘Look towards the heavens and count the stars, if you are able to count them. ... So shall your offspring be” (Gn 15: 5).  Time passes.  Abraham and Sarah, his wife, become old; but God continues to repeat his promise.  Again he tells Abra​ham, “I will make you exceedingly fertile and make nations of you” (Gn 17: 6).  This time, however, even Abraham’s credibility is stretched.  As Genesis relates, “Abraham threw himself on his face and laughed, as he said to himself, ‘Can a child be born to a man a hundred years old, or can Sarah bear a child at ninety?” (Gn 17: 17).   Nonetheless the child is eventu​ally born.  The continuous separations of Abraham from his familiar surroundings have born fruit in the creation of Isaac.  Isaac, who is the whole content of Abraham’s life insofar as it has been shaped by God’s promise, has come to be.  


God, however, is not through with Abraham.  He puts “Abraham to the test.”  As Genesis relates: God “says to him ‘Abraham,’ and he answered, ‘Here I am.’  And He said, ‘Take your son, your favored one, Isaac, whom you love, and go to the land of Moriah, and offer him there as a burnt offering on one of the heights which I will point out to you’” (Gn 22: 1-2).  Early the next morning Abraham departs with Isaac and two servants.  After three days, he reaches Moriah, dismisses the servants, loads the wood for the sacrifice on the back of Isaac and sets off with the “fire” and the “knife” for the sacrifice.  And then for the first time Isaac speaks.  He asks, “Where is the sheep for the burnt offering.”  Abraham answers that God will provide the sacrifice (Gn 22: 7-8).  He then binds Isaac, lays “him on the alter, on top of the wood” and raises the knife to slay him.  In the “happy ending” that concludes the story, an “angel”—the sign of the presence of God—intervenes.  He calls out, “Abraham! Abraham!,” and Abraham answers, “Here I am.”  The angel (or God) tells him not “to do anything” to Isaac.  “For now I know that you fear God.”  Looking up, Abraham sees “a ram caught in the thicket by its horns” (Gn 22: 9-13).  This is the sacrifice that God has provided.  God now repeats his promise one final time: “Because you have done this and have not withheld your son, your favored one, I will bestow my blessing upon you and make your descendants as numerous as the stars of heaven ...” (Gn 22:16-17).


What is the nature of the presence of God here?  What does this tale tell us about the relation between God and man that is inaugurated with Abraham and the creation of the Jews? Reading this disturbing and paradoxical account, one cannot help wondering what the protago​nists are thinking.  What motivates their actions?  It is difficult to answer.  Abraham, for example, has a relation to God through God’s promise.  The substance of the promise is Isaac, since it is through him that Abraham’s descendants will come.  Isaac, his son, is to be the origin of a new people.  Yet, God’s demand that Isaac be sacrificed voids this promise and, hence, the basis of Abraham’s relation to God.  Granting this, why does Abraham continue on his way to the land of Moriah?  God’s demand that he give up Isaac is a demand that he separate himself even from the substance of the promise that motivated all his earlier separa​tions.  What then is his relation to God when he raises the knife?  Abraham can, of course, refuse the sacrifice and keep Isaac.  To do this, however, is to defy God and lose the promise.  Thus, the Isaac that he saves will not be the father of a new people.  To keep Isaac as such a father, Abraham has to be willing to give him up.  Yet, if he is willing and believes that God is serious in his request, he must believe that he will lose Isaac.  The paradox is that he can only keep the Isaac of the promise by losing him, and would only lose him by attempting to keep him.   God’s relation to Abraham is equally problematic.  What, for example, is the point of the test he is proposing to put Abraham through?  What is he requiring of him?  If we think of their relation in terms of the “covenant” that God makes with Abraham, it seems that Abraham has more than fulfilled his part of the bargain—heeding God’s call, separating himself from family and familiar places at his command.  When God, after a long delay, finally fulfills his part of the agreement by granting Abraham a son, the story should come to an end.  Instead, in the “test” God proposes, God does not just seem intent on breaking the covenant, but on doing this through Abraham.  In asking Abraham to sacrifice Isaac, he requires Abraham to undo God’s part of the bargain.  God himself brought about the miraculous birth of Isaac to a woman of ninety.  Moreover, if Abraham goes through with the act, then God does not create a new people through Abraham.  With the sacrifice of Isaac, he loses the means.  Why then does he put his own creative intentions at risk?  It seems, then, that to the point that he is sincere in his request and Abraham takes him seriously, everything is undone.  Not only is their relation unraveled, but God’s whole effort to make a new people is brought to nothing.

Kierkegaard’s Reading of Abraham and Isaac


Kierkegaard, in his Fear and Trembling, amply illustrates the strangeness of this tale by running though a number of alternative outcomes.  In one of them, Isaac embraces Abraham’s knees, begging “for his young life.”  Abraham, to save Isaac’s faith, declares, “Stupid boy, dost thou suppose that I am thy father?  I am an idolater.  Dost thou suppose that this is God’s bidding? No, it is my desire” (Kierkegaard 1954, p. 27).  In another version, Abraham, having discovered the ram, sacrifices it and returns home.  But the very thought that “God had re​quired this of him” torments Abraham.  He cannot forget it.  Thus, “Abraham’s eyes were darkened, and he knew joy no more” (p. 28).  In yet another outcome imagined by Kierke​gaard, Abraham never brings himself to sacrifice Isaac.  Rather, on the way to Moriah, “he threw himself upon his face, he prayed to God to forgive him his sin, that he had been willing to offer Isaac, that the father had forgotten his duty towards the son” (pp. 28-9).  In yet another version, Kierkegaard has Isaac see Abraham’s despair as he clenches the knife.  Isaac sees the tremor passing through Abraham’s body and loses his faith in God (p. 29).  


None of these actually happen.  Neither Abraham nor Isaac lose their faith.  What is this “faith” that they both preserve?  How does the “test” that God proposes reveal this “faith” in its special nature?  Kierkegaard, to answer such questions, proposes a thought experiment.  Suppose a pastor preached on the story of Abraham and Isaac, emphasizing that Abraham was willing to offer to God the very “best” he had—that is, his own son Isaac.  Imagine, further, that a parishioner takes him seriously.  He too wishes to have Abraham’s faith.  He too will sacrifice his son, since this also is “the best” he has (Kierkegaard 1954, p. 39).  In Kierke​gaard’s comical rendition, the pastor is horrified when he learns the man’s intention.  While before he only preached indifferently on the story, he is now “astonished at himself at the earnest wrath which he thundered down upon that poor man.” He tells his wife, “I am an orator”—all I needed was “the occasion”  (p. 40).  This story brings out the nature of the “test” Abraham faces.  If the voice he hears is not from God, then what the voice embodies is the temptation to murder.  The voice actually tempts him to violate the sacred duty of a father to a son, that is, the duty of the parent to protect the child.  In this case, Abraham is tested to see if he will give way to this temptation:  Will he be strong enough to hold fast to what he knows is his duty to the child?  If, however, the voice is God’s, then the temptation is this very duty.  The test he faces is whether or not he will obey God in spite of his duty to Isaac.  For Kierke​gaard, Isaac represents one’s duty.  He writes: “Abraham’s relation to Isaac, ethically speak​ing, is quite simply expressed by saying that a father shall love his son more dearly than himself” (p. 67).  If the voice is God’s, however, this very obligation expresses a temptation.  In Kierkegaard’s words, “What ordinarily tempts a man is that which would keep him from doing his duty, but in this case, the temptation is itself the ethical ... which would keep him from doing God’s will” (p. 70).  For Kierkegaard, then, the paradox of faith is that it suspends the ethical.  In his words, “If faith does not make it a holy act to be willing to murder one’s son, then let the same condemnation be pronounced upon Abraham as upon every other man” (p. 41).  


To grasp Kierkegaard’s meaning, we have to note that the “ethical,” to which he contrasts “faith,” is defined in Kantian terms.  Kant, the moral philosopher, gives me a ready rule to see if the maxims by which I regulate my life are moral.  According to Kant, “I ought never to act except in such a way that I can also will that my maxim should become a universal law” (Kant 1964, p. 70; Akadamie ed., IV, 402).  This last is the formula of his famous “categorical imperative.”  To apply it is to see if your maxim could “become through your will a universal law of nature” (ibid., p. 89; IV, 421).  We do so whenever we universalize our maxim—i.e., attempt to see what would happen if everyone adopted it.  Suppose, for example,  your maxim is that a person can make false promises to get out of a difficulty.  Imagining this to be a universal law, you see at once that such promises would never be believed.  The maxim cannot be universalized without making promises impossible (ibid., p. 90; IV, 422).  If we accept this doctrine, then with Kierkegaard we assert that “the ethical is the universal” (Kierkegaard 1954, p. 78).  So defined, the ethical is the opposite of the private.  As the universal, the ethical has the same relation to everyone.  It is public, open to all.  “It is,” in Kierkegaard’s words, “the manifest, the revealed” (p. 91).  To express the ethical is, then, to leave behind all strictly private motivations.  It is to regulate one’s conduct according to rules that apply to everyone, rules that by definition have a universal, public intelligibility.
  


This, however, is precisely what Abraham cannot do.  The demand that God places on him suspends the ethical.  If the ethical relation is that of one to all, i.e., of one and the same rule of conduct applying to all, the relation that Abraham has to God is one-to-one.  It is a nonqualified, “absolute” relation, one in which the “particular” person “stands in an absolute relation to the absolute” (Kierkegaard 1985, p. 85).  In other words, everything else falls away.  There is only Abraham and God.  They alone determine their relationship.  The “paradox of faith,” as Kierkegaard calls it, is that this relation is “higher” than the ethical (which it suspends).  Through faith, Kierkegaard writes, “the individual determines his relation to the universal [or the ethical] by his relation to the absolute [or God], not his relation to the absolute by his relation to the universal” (Kierkegaard 1954, p. 80).  Thus, through faith, “the ethical relation is reduced to a relative position in contrast with the absolute relation to God” (p. 81).  In other words, faced with God’s command, I obey it rather than the ethical law.  Of course, to actually experience this command as directed just to myself, I have to believe that I can have this one-to-one relation with God.  If I do not, then I remain on the level of ethics and its universal laws.  Such laws, as rationally intelligible, do not require “faith.”  “Faith,” according to Kierkegaard, is this absolute, one-to-one relation.  In his words, “Either the individual as the individual is able to stand in an absolute relation to the absolute (and then the ethical is not the highest) or Abraham is lost ...” (p. 122).  He is lost because he stands con​victed of violating his ethical duty.  He becomes the ethical monster who wanted to kill his child.
  


Kierkegaard writes, “The ethical expression for what Abraham did is that he would murder Isaac; the religious expression is that he would sacrifice Isaac” (Kierkegaard 1954, p. 41).  The “contradiction” between the two is such that neither side is intelligible to the other.  How can faith explain itself to the ethical?  The ethical is the universal.  The universal is the realm of the conceptualization that underlies the ability of language to communicate through common (or universal) meanings.  To leave the universal is thus to leave the possibility of communicative speech behind.  It is to give up the possibility of being intelligible to others.  The result is that  “Abraham ... cannot speak.  Therein,” according to Kierkegaard, “lies the distress and anguish.  For if, when I speak, I am unable to make myself intelligible, then I am not speaking.”  Abraham can speak about everything except the most important thing.  As Kierkegaard observes,  “The relief of speech is that it translates me into the universal”—but this translation is impossible with regard to Abraham’s relation to God (p.122 ).  The relation and the “test” it embodies is on the other side of every act of conceptualization, every attempt of reason to explain it.  


The same can be said of the “faith” Abraham preserves through this “test.”  For the test to be real Abraham must believe that God is serious when he commands him to sacrifice Isaac.  He must take Isaac as already lost as he walks with him towards Mount Moriah.  This resigna​tion with regard to Isaac, however, contradicts God’s promise.  Since Isaac is the substance of the promise, to have faith in the promise is to believe that he will not lose Isaac.  Thus, Abra​ham faces a contradiction.  He must both take Isaac as lost and believe by faith that he will get him back.  Such faith, rationally speaking is “absurd” insofar as it embraces a contradiction.  For Kierkegaard, however, this is the nature of Abraham’s faith.  In his words, “He believed by virtue of the absurd; for all human reckoning had long since ceased to function” (p. 47).  In other words, faced with a contradiction, “the only thing that can save him is the absurd, and this he grasps by faith.  So he recognizes the impossibility, and at that very instant he believes the absurd”—he believes that he will get Isaac back (p. 58).  It is this faith that preserves him from the different outcomes we saw Kierkegaard sketching out.  Abraham does not turn back on his way to Mount Moriah. He does not ask forgiveness for having forgotten his duty to his son.  Isaac does not see anguish in his father’s face as he raises the knife.  Abraham’s old age is not darkened by the thought that “God had required this of him.”  Rather, from the start, he believed that, contrary to all human reckoning, God would fulfill his promise, that the Isaac that he had given up for lost would be preserved.  

The Problem of the Presence of God


In spite of its power, there is something missing in Kierkegaard’s account.  This may be put in terms of the problem of theodicy as Jonas formulates it.  The problem is that of combining God’s intelligibility with his power and goodness.  Kierke​gaard, in his radical separation of faith and reason, sacrifices the intelligibility of God.  His belief “by virtue of the absurd” is actually a denial that one can think the relation of faith at all.  Given that a great many things that are not matters of faith are unintelligible, the category of the “absurd” seems too broad.  A further difficulty concerns the apparent sacrifice of goodness.  The distinction Kierkegaard draws between faith and ethics places our relation to God, if not outside of, then at least on the other side of every ethical relation.  Yet, as any reader of the five books of Moses can testify, ethics as embodied in the Law of Moses is a definitive characteris​tic of the Jewish “faith.”  Its rules, as embodied in the ten commandments and the code of Deuteronomy, are essential.  It is by enacting them that the Israelites become one people, the people of the covenant.  Faith in this context involves following the Law, the very law whose ethical content is inherent in its insistence that we aid the “widow and the orphan,” that we defend the stranger, the fatherless and the poor.


The strength of Kierkegaard’s position comes, not in his separation of the ethical and the religious, but in its acknowledgment of the transcendence of God.  Such transcendence fills the faith of Abraham with “dread.”  It also names a dilemma: How can the radically transcendent God, the God who is radically other, appear in the world?  Kierkegaard likens God’s dilemma to that of a great King who falls in love with a lowly maiden.  For the King to appear in all his glory would abash the girl.  She would run into her hut and hide.  Yet if he pretends to be a peasant, he would lie about himself.  How, then can he appear as himself?  (Kierkegaard 1987, pp.  26-30).  In divine terms, the difficulty is that “the god’s concern is to bring about equality.  If this cannot be brought about, the love becomes unhappy” (p. 28).  But how can there be equality, given the radical transcendence of God?  As Kierkegaard notes, “there was a people who had a good understanding of the divine, this people believed that to see the god was death” (p. 30).  The reference here is, of course, to the Jews, to their belief that one cannot see God and live (Ex. 33:30).
  Given God’s killing splendor, how can he show himself as he is.  As Kierkegaard remarks, “Who grasps the contradiction of this sorrow: not to disclose itself is the death of love; to disclose itself is the death of the beloved” (p. 30).  


One can, of course, attempt to bridge this contradiction by pointing to God’s miracles.  Is not God present in the parting of the Red Sea, when the Israelites escape from Egypt?  Does not Elijah make him manifest when, in a contest with the prophets of Baal, he gets God to set fire to his offering, even though he has doused it with water (I Kg 18:31-39)?  Cannot the same be said of the whole host of miracles that Christ performs?  Yet, if this is so, why do these miracles produce so little faith?  In Exodus, the parting of the Red Sea, the pillar of fire leading the Israelites, even God’s speaking from Mount Sinai “with peals of thunder” did not instill belief.  While Moses is on Mount Sinai speaking with God, his brother Aaron makes a golden calf.  Seeing it, the people cry out, “Here is your God, Israel ... who brought you out of the land of Egypt” (Ex 32: 4).  Similarly, Elijah’s success with his pyre does not stamp out belief in Baal.  It reappears in the next few chapters.  As for Christ’s many miracles, they cannot prevent his trial and crucifixion.  This singular lack of success stems, I believe, from the fact that miracles are worldly events.  Precisely because they occur within our world, the power that produces them can be taken as a worldly power.  Thus, as Exodus relates, many of Moses’s miracles are matched by the magicians at Pharaoh’s court.  As for Elijah’s pyre, who knows if, rather than water, he had an inflammable liquid poured on his offering.  Even Christ’s healing miracles—his curing fevers, his calming epileptics, his making the lame walk—have their analogues in the cures of modern medicine.  


The fact that natural processes can produce the same results is behind miracles’ inability to produce faith in a nonworldly, nonnatural God.  In fact, to the point that miracles are worldly events pointing to worldly causes, the god that they do manifest is a pagan divinity.  Pagan gods are part of the world.  Their powers may exceed ours, they may live forever, yet they are as much natural beings as the sun and the moon, the stars and the earth—all of which were worshipped in Biblical times.  This point may be put in terms of the Biblical prohibition against representing God.  To make God present in carved stone or in a painted image is to engage in idolatry.  It is to assume that we can represent or know in worldly terms the creator of the world.  Such a creator, however, must exist independently of the world.  His creative action, as responsible for the world itself, cannot have worldly constraints or conditions.  It, thus, cannot be made manifest by a worldly process.  With this, we have the problem of the presence of God.  It is: how does the being that is before the world appear within the world?   How does this being make itself manifest as it is?

Alterity and Equality


If God’s being is other than worldly being, he can only appear as such by appearing as a lack of worldly being.  God can appear as he is, as other than the world, only as such alterity.  He must, therefore, give himself as not being able to be given in terms of the world; he must appear as other than its terms of power and might.  Concretely, this implies that he appears as the powerless, the helpless, the vulnerable.  In Biblical terms, his presence is that of the “widow and orphan.  If this is correct, then the test that Abraham undergoes is that of encoun​tering God in this alterity.  Abraham must be brought to see the face of God in the face of what appears to be worldly privation.  The test, in other words, is one of recognition.  It poses the question: How can God appear in vulnerability and privation and yet be recognized as God?  To recognize him as God is to apprehend his authority.  As the author of the world, God is the source of all authority.  Yet, as other than the world, this source cannot be understood in worldly terms.  How can Abraham grasp this authority that has no basis in worldly power?  To answer this question is to grasp the nature of this authority-without-power that marks God’s presence.  


The difficulty Abraham confronts involves not just God’s alterity. Kierkegaard describes the encounter between God and man as one of mutual love.  This implies that the test that Abraham faces involves equality.  He must encounter God on the level of equality—the equality without which the divine “love becomes unhappy.”  How is this possible, given the transcendence of God?  How can Abraham en​counter God in a symmetrical as opposed to an asymmetrical (or unequal) relation?  The problem that Kierkegaard raises was recognized by Plato.  In one of Plato’s dialogues, Socrates asks a priest about the nature of piety.  The priest describes it as a “care of the gods” (Plato 1981, p. 18; 12e).  Prayer and sacrifice is what we offer to the gods; in return they provide us with their benefits.  As Socrates sums up his position, “piety would then be a sort of trading skill between gods and men”—one involving a mutual exchange of benefits (p. 21; 14e).  The difficulty, of course, is that the gods cannot be benefited by any services that we might perform for them (p. 19; 13c).  They neither need nor depend on our sacrifices.  In fact, as Socrates says, “we have such an advantage over them in the trade that we receive all our blessing from them and they receive nothing from us” (p. 21; 15a).  Given this, it does not make much sense to see our relation with God as a contract, or covenant, regulating the exchange of “goods.”  Since we cannot benefit God, we can hardly force him to fulfill his part of the contract by threatening to withhold our services.  To make our inequality equal, we must, then, have a relation involving something other than a simple exchange of benefits.  In fact, insofar as our relations to others involve only exchange, they are not directed to the other, but to what the other offers.  This is why friendships based on pleasure or utility last only so long as these benefits are provided.  If I am friends with you only for the pleasure you provide me, then when the pleasure ceases so does my friendship.  The same holds for relations based on the other’s usefulness.  Since my relation is to such usefulness, and not to the person, it ceases when the utility is no longer there. 
    


These requirements of alterity and equality are behind the strange request of God to Abraham to sacrifice Isaac.  In a certain sense they are the same requirement.  God’s alterity requires that our relationship with him be conceived in terms that are other than those of the world.  To encounter God as he is, the relationship cannot be one of the goods and services of this world.  If it is, we act for these benefits, not for God.  The demand of alterity is, then, that we give up all claims on the “earthly economy” understood as a transfer of goods.  This is also the demand that equality makes.  Equality requires that God and I act for each other’s sake, not for the sake of what we can provide each other.  In his willingness to give up Isaac, Abraham meets both demands.  Without Isaac and the promise he embodies, his relation to God cannot be conceived in worldly terms.  The frame of reference, which is that of a promise involving an event in the world, no longer obtains.  This abandonment of the promise is what makes their relation equal.  They are equal insofar as neither can benefit the other.  Before the request, their relation appeared as one of exchange, as part of the “earthly economy.”  God would realize his creative action through Abraham, and Abraham would become the father of a people.  After the request, this economy is suspended.  Just as God can get nothing from Abraham, so Abraham can get nothing from God once Abraham becomes willing to sacrifice Isaac.  Abraham’s consent to this request puts an end to whatever utility or pleasure that marked his relationship with God.  That Abraham continues towards Moriah, that he proceeds to the point of raising his knife, signifies that his relation is with God himself, not with any benefit.  As such, it becomes the same as God’s relation with Abraham, a relation that, in fact, is independent of any sup​posed good that Abraham might provide.  Their relation, then, is to each other.  It is immediate and one-to-one.  It is such in its alterity, in its standing on the other side of every worldly advantage, every worldly expression of power and authority.


Where is God in this alterity?  How does his authority appear in it?  According to Genesis, God’s authority appears at the moment that Abraham, facing Isaac, picks up the knife.  It is present in the command, “Do not raise your hand against the boy or do anything to him” (Gn 22:12).  It is possible to combine this command with the face of Isaac, the face that Abraham regards as he holds the knife.  The face is that of the helpless victim, of a person bound and about to die.  In its vulnerability, it recalls the God who, to be given as he is, must give himself as the absence of worldly power.  Here, God’s authority speaks from this ab​sence.  It expresses itself in the command not to hurt Isaac, a command that appears to proceed from the face itself.  This may be put in terms of the claim that the moral philosopher, Eman​nuel Levinas makes.  He asserts that “in the access to the face there is certainly also an access to God” (Levinas 1985, p. 92).  In the “nudity” and “destitution” that mark the alterity of a person in need, the face, according to Levinas, represents the God that cannot be represented.  It gives, in other words, what cannot be given.  The authority of God that appears in this need comes in the command that issues from the face. “Thou shalt not kill” is, Levinas asserts, “the first word of the face.”  He writes: “It is an order.  There is a commandment in the appearance of the face, as if a master spoke to me.  However, at the same time, the face of the Other is destitute” (ibid. p. 89).  For Levinas, the commandment flows from such destitution.  It is the very lack, the very vulnerability of the face that appeals to us to preserve it.  Such destitution is, however, the presence of God.  It is the only way God, in his alterity, can appear within the world.  This appearance, then, is one with the appeal.  God cannot appear except as the appeal, the appeal that comes from the helpless victim


In a Levinasian reading of the story of Abraham, God appears in the face of Isaac.  The voice of God, commanding Abraham not to kill Isaac, is a appeal issuing from Isaac’s own face.  The face exhibits, to those who can recognize it, the authority without power that marks God’s presence.  This implies that Kierkegaard is wrong in seeing the immediate face-to-face relation with God as the suspension of the ethical.  If Levinas is right, it is actually the begin​ning of the ethical.  This is because God is present through the face of Isaac.  This face ap​peals, it does not coerce.  Rather than expressing power, it signifies obligation.  An ethical demand appears through it: a command that remains on the level of the “ought.”  As Levinas expresses this, “The face combines weakness with authority: There are these two strange things in the face: its extreme frailty—the fact of being without means and, on the other hand, there is authority.  It is as if God spoke through the face” (Levinas 1988, p. 169).  This speaking through the face is God’s being faithful to his own alterity.  The ethical obligation that springs from its “nudity” and “destitution” is, in Levinas’ view, the essence of the authority of God.  In his words: “The face is not a force.  It is an authority.  Authority is often without force.”   In this it is like God.  It is not the case that “God commands and demands,” that he is “extremely powerful.”  “This,” Levinas claims, “is a very recent notion.  On the contrary, the first form, the unforgettable form, in my opinion, is that, in the last analysis, he cannot do anything at all.  He is not a force but an authority” (ibid.).  For Levinas, this combination of authority and alterity, of commandment and lack of power, is the origin of ethics.  The “ought” of ethics, as distinct from the “is,” is on the other side of every form of worldly coercion, every form of reward or punishment.  It exists at the precise point where Abraham encounters God through the face of Isaac.  The sacredness of God, his being inviolate or holy, manifests itself in the face.
  It is the sacredness of the person.  To fear God is to recognize this inviolability.  It is to fear harming Isaac, that is, to hear the command, “Thou shalt not kill,” issuing from the face.  The test of Abraham is, thus, not whether he will sacrifice Isaac, but rather whether, given this willingness, given this entrance into alterity, he can hear this command.
  

A Biblical Theodicy

Augustine asserts that “evil is nothing but the removal of good until no good remains” (Augustine 1964, p. 63).  Evil, in other words, is the privation of the good.  To reverse this, the privation of good is also evil.  Since goodness and being are equivalent and since action springs from being, an inability to act indicates a lack of both being and goodness.  Being powerless and passive thus have to be taken as evil.  When we give this ontology a moral cast, then we take those who suffer (rather than do), that is, the poor and the wretched of the earth, as evil.  Concretely, this means that we take them as suffering for their sins, their distress being a result of their immorality.  In the theodicy built on this insight, we assert that just as God rewards the good, so he punishes the evil.  The wretched, then, must be suffering for a just cause.  In the book of Job, this is the explanation given by Job’s “comforters.”  Job, they claim, “did not execute justice on the wicked.”  He “cheated orphaned children of their rights.”  He was “led astray by riches or corrupted by fat bribes” (Jb 36:17-18).  This is why he suf​fers.  God saves the wretched “by their very wretchedness, and uses [the] distress [of punish​ment] to open their eyes (36:15).  Job, however, insists on his innocence.  Since we do see the innocent suffer and the wicked flourish, prosperity and power cannot, he argues, be the sign of goodness (Jb 12: 6, 21:7-13, 34:1-12).  God at the end of the book backs Job up and rebukes the comforters.  He says to them, “I burn with anger against you ... for not speaking truthfully about me as my servant Job has done” (Jb 42:7).  Job, he orders, must pray for them: “And I will listen to him with favor and excuse your folly in not speaking of me properly as my servant Job has done” (Jb 42:8).


It is possible to see in Job and Genesis a radically different theodicy than that which has its Christian roots in Augustine.
  To grasp this theodicy, we must make the shift from an ontology of power to a view that separates authority and power.  Levinas expresses this as a shift in the desire we have for God.  Normally, desire directs itself towards a union in which it absorbs the desired.  How can such desire direct itself toward the transcendent God who is beyond all worldly being?  Levinas writes, “in order that the Desire beyond being, or [the desire for] transcendence, might not be an absorbtion ..., the Desirable, or God must remain separated in the Desire; as desirable—near yet different, Holy.”  “This,” he adds, “can only be if the Desirable commands me to what is the nondesirable, to the undesirable par excellance; to another” (Levinas 1998, p. 68).  This undesirable is the person in distress, the other who, in his poverty and privation, lacks everything I might desire.  To direct me towards this other is to make me see in this person the face of God.  It is to insist that I see in the person’s face the holiness, the inviolability of God.  According to Levinas, the Desirable or God “is Good in this very precise, eminent sense:  He does not fill me with goods, but compels me to goodness, which is better than to receive goods” (p. 69).  The compulsion is not that of coercion, but rather that which springs from the appeal of the destitute.  Answering the appeal, relieving the other’s destitution, I become good.  This presence of the Desirable in the nondesirable has a Christian analogue.  In the gospel of Matthew, Jesus tell us who he will admit into his kingdom when he “comes in his glory” as “the King.”  The King takes in those who fed him when he was hungry, gave him drink when he was thirsty, clothed him when he was naked, made him welcome when he was a stranger and visited him when he was in prison.  The chosen ask, when did we do this?  The King replies that when they did it “to one of the very least”—that is, to the hungry, the naked, the rejected of society—they did it to him (Mt 25: 33-40).  As the Desirable he was in the nondesirable.  For a Christian, to accept this message is to see the presence of God on the Cross.  It is to see the face of God in the wretched creature who, like Job, cries out, “My God, my God, why have you deserted me” (Mt 27:46).  In Christ’s very nakedness and exposure, Christians should see God.


With this we have an answer to the question, “Where was God in the holocaust?”  God was present in each person forced on to a deportation train.  He was present in the destitution of those who survived the journey to the camps.  His face was that of each degraded inmate in his nakedness and need.  His presence was that of the appeal of every face.  The real question here is where was man?  Where were those who heard the appeal, those whose relation to the Good was not that of consumption, but rather that of being compelled to goodness?  In this view, the question of theodicy actually turns on justifying not God, but rather ourselves in the face of this appeal.
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Endnotes


� 	Jonas asserts that this is the problem faced by the “believing Jew” (Jonas 1996, p. 159).  I think, however, that it is a problem faced by “all people of the book,” i.e., all those that take seriously Genesis’s assertion of “God’s Lordship,” be they Jewish, Moslem or Christian.  


� 	“Truth,” here, signifies correspondence.  Statements are “true” insofar as they correspond to the state of their subject matter.  Beings are “true” insofar as they correspond to their ideal (Platonic) forms.  A “true” man, for example, is a person who fully instantiates the form or essence of what a human being ought to be.  As Heidegger points out, the notion of truth as the adequation of the intellect with reality is based on this sense of ontological truth.  The intellect in its apprehensions corresponds with reality when this intellect accords with its exemplar--i.e., with the form specifying what a human mind should be.  In the Middle Ages, this form is taken as God’s creative idea of a human being as a rational animal.  See Heidegger 1967, pp. 76-7.


�	Theologically, one can express this by noting that the goodness that is defined in relation to God cannot be defined in terms of being “good for” something.  God does not need his creations.  While they may be useful to each other, he does not depend on them for the achievement of his purposes.  His omnipotence includes his independence from his creations.  


� 	Thus, a “true” man instantiates the form of humanity and, in such an instantiation, has his “unity” or “being” as a human person.  This unity and being flow from the self-identity of the unchanging form of humanity.  In other words, a person “is” and “is one” to the point that he remains the same with himself over time.  He does this to the point that he participates in this form.  The resulting correspondence with the form of humanity is not just his “truth,” it is also his “goodness” or “excellence” as a person. The person is, in time, what he ought to be according to this eternal idea.


� 	In his Monadology, Leibniz states that the mind of God, in its “ideas,” contains “an infinity of possible universes.”  There must, he argues, have been a reason sufficient “for him to select one rather than another” to exist, a reason found “in the fitness or in the degree of perfection” of the one chosen.  God, in other words, always chooses the best.  Based on this, each “possible thing” has “the right to claim existence in proportion to the perfection which it involves” (Leibniz 1962, §§53-4, p. 262-63).  The universe that actually does exist must, accordingly, have “the greatest possible perfection.”   It achieves this, according to Leibniz, by having “the greatest possible variety, together with the greatest order that may be”  (ibid., §58, p. 263).    Order comes from God’s “adapting” each substance to every other, such that each gives a “reason” or cause for what occurs in the others (§52, p. 262).  Variety comes from the plurality of different substances involved in this web of mutual determination.  Each works to position all the others as uniquely situated perspectives on the whole  (§56, p. 263).


� 	Faust, Part I, line 1335.


� 	The same connection of separation and creation appears in the story of the tower of Babel.  When humans try to stay together by building “a city and tower with its top in the sky,” thus preventing their being “scattered all over the world,” God intervenes by confounding their speech.  To secure his creative purposes, “The Lord scattered them over the face of the whole earth” (Gn 11:4, 11:9).  


� 	For Kant, then, to universalize a maxim is to abstract the person following it from any particular situation.  He cannot plead any particular circumstances to justify his conduct. What must motivate him is simply the maxim itself--or rather the objective, universal law it exemplifies.


� 	“For when faith is eliminated by becoming null or nothing, then there only remains the crude fact that Abraham wanted to murder Isaac” (Kierkegaard 1954, p. 41).  


� 	A similar view is expressed in the Greek story of Zeus and the young girl, Semele.  Zeus's wife, in disguise, persuades Semele to ask Zeus to show himself as he is in return for her favors.  Trapped by his promise, Zeus does so, appearing as a bolt of lightening and reducing Semele to ashes.  


� 	This point is made in Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, 1156a 24-1156b 5; see Aristotle 1962, p. 219.


� 	The same alterity is behind Abraham’s ability to argue with God over the fate of the inhabitants of Sodom and Gemorrah.  On the one hand, Abraham takes it upon himself to remonstrate with God, “Will you sweep away the innocent along with the guilty? ... Shall the Judge of all the earth deal justly?” (Gn 18:23, 18:25).  On the other hand, he refers to himself as “but dust and ashes” (18:27).  The otherness implicit in this assertion is what puts him in a one-to-one relation with God.  Morally, he is God’s equal.  


� 	This sense of inviolability is implicit in the sense of the Latin “sacer” and the Greek, hagios both of which mean “holy” in the sense of “set apart for the god” and, hence, not to be touched.  


� 	Professor Claire Katz of Penn State has a different Levinasian reading of the story.  In her paper, “The Responsibility of Irresponsibility,” she argues that Abraham, in regarding the face of Isaac, turns from God to the ethical.  She writes in this paper, given in the 1999 conference on Levinas at Emory University, “But might we not say that Abraham saw, at the moment he raised the knife, the face of Isaac, that is, saw it in a way that demanded response, that commanded him, a command greater than God’s command, to respond to a face that signified the particularity of the Other, rather than the universality of a nation?” (p. 14).  In this reading, we can “say that Abraham might have defied, and maybe even did defy, God, even if the Angel had not come to stop him.”  Following such a reading, “we might approach Levinas’s understanding of what it means to love Torah more than God, to love the ethical more than God” (p. 15).  This love of Torah or the ethical more than God means that one may, in the name of the ethical, rebel against God (ibid.).  In my reading, Levinas’s assertion that “in the access to the face there is certainly also an access to God” implies that we need not distinguish between the ethical and God.  Where I depart from Levinas is in my seeing the demands of alterity and equality as not opposed.  


� 	God does criticize Job for “obscuring his designs” (Jb 38:2).  The reference, here, seems to be Job’s cursing the day of his birth (3:3).  This can be taken as an assertion that God’s creation of Job (and by implication, his creation as such) is not “good.”  God defends his creation to Job in his speech at the end of the book of Job.  The book begins with God’s betting on Job’s goodness.  Satan asserts that Job’s relation to God is simply to the worldly possessions God has afforded him.  He asserts, “Job is not God-fearing for nothing, is he?” (1:9).  Take away these possessions and “he will curse you” (1:11).  Job does not curse God.  He does, however, lose confidence in himself--i.e., in the value of his creation of Job, and for this God criticizes him.  


� 	In its reference to the forms, this theodicy has its real beginning in the essentially pagan ontology of Plato and Aristotle. What makes the ontology pagan is the immanence of the highest or the divine for these authors.  Both the forms and the prime mover that thinks them are “in” the world, not transcendent to it.  Thus, when we use their thoughts to describe the divine, it inevitably becomes a worldly power.  






