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Introduction

The overall purpose of the article is to show thHalgsophical

background that stands behind monotheism. Therefogewill focus

mainly on how rationality and morality complememeocanother thus
allowing for the formation of what we can looselfar to as the
monotheistidNel tanschauung.

The birth of Monotheism is what we loosely asstciaith the
ancient Jews, nevertheless, in itself monotheisnmok a Hebrew
invention, since it was already practiced in anciegypt where it,
however, took on an animistic form that was coregatith the cult
of the sun god. Therefore, the fundamental feath@mé separated the
monotheistic God of the Jews from other deitieshef ancient world
is that the animistic gods where believed to resgiithin nature. In a
sense they could be said to be nothing more thanbalcal
representations of the natural worldahweh, on the other hand,
exceeded nature; He did not exist in it, but rathaside of it in the
sense that nature was his creation. Subsequermtlignality and
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morality were the two most important qualities thagre ascribed to
Him. Thus much as the ancient gods were considerbd capricious
and amoral, the monotheistic God was believed tdhkesource of
morality and rationality, two qualities that coburited to his alleged
superiority.

However, superiority has its price which in thase is alienation.
In other words, if God is to be regarded as a sopéeing, “He”
(there is no way out of the masculinization in Jud#ristianity) must
be, at the same time, detached from reality; thasetis what can be
called an ontological gap between being and beiaggap that is
fundamentally made up for by epistemology in thassethat God
unconceals Himself basically in a linguistic wayh&V is meant here
is that the linguistic order that is imposed on tiaracter of the
natural universe (God creates the world from therebdf the word)
finds its reflection in a linguistic order that eoaches upon human
moral life, which takes the form of the Decalogue.

Rationality and the status of reality

Another feature that is important about the characdf the
monotheistic God is that He is a being that credbed world ex-
nihilo, which is an attribute that makes Him di#at from Plato’s
Demiurge who basically does not so much createvttréd as simply
put it in order, i.e. assemble it like a puzzlenfrahe eternal
paradeigma (Windelband, p. 130). The Biblical God, on the esth
hand, is the primordial cause of everything thaistexand this
includes theparadeigma, which appear under the countenance of the
word.

Of course, such an understanding of divinity @satumerous
problems; one of them regards the question whe#adity is rational
in itself or if it is imposed on the indifferent tu@al universe from the
outside. The former view assumes that reality e likegel, for
example maintains - is rational from the very begig and that the
natural world is composed out of ontological categgo Therefore,
Levinas seems to be echoing Hegel when he claiais‘{hationality
has to be understood as the incessant emergernbeught from the



Representations of Rationality and Morality in the Judaic Tradition 155

energy of ‘being’s move’ or its manifestation, améson has to be
understood out of this rationality” (“God and Pkitphy,” p 167).

In other words, all that we have to do is find links between the
different layers of being understood otherwisehas different cycles
of nature. The other view, which appears in thdogbphy of Kant,
states that reality is meaningless in itself uittik activated by the
mind. Thus just like divine intelligence activatdge universe into
being, the subjective mind activates the univerge meaning by
imposing certain categories on the organics ofriatiral world. In
other words, categories like time, space, quatjtigntity do not exist
in themselves but are brought into experience byetvironment of
the mind that renders things meaningful. Bearirag th mind Levinas
states that:

Kantian philosophy itselfl§ criticism], which has lent reason its form and figure,

was still misled by a traditional logic accepted fwsed, and needed a

phenomenology, whether Hegelian — overcoming thearséions of logical

understanding by a form of reason in movement,nosre humbly but more

radically, Husserlian-seeking full lucidity on théther side of logic in a living
present, in its proto-impressions and their syrabesd “passive explications.”

(Outside the Subject, p. 31)

To move from Kant to Hegel is to substitute episikngy for
ontology in the sense that meaning is a phenoméhan can be
respectively seen to exist in the mind or in thelekdn other words,
Hegel’s system is endorsed by religion, whilst Kably science.
Kant's privileging of subjectivity has similar ceequences to the
ones that we find with regard to the ultimate beilmgother words,
God’s superiority simultaneously leads to his ai@n from beings.
As it is, we can approach the notion of the humelf is quite a
similar way, i.e. if the self, the seat of the ¢gmsological categories is
to be the most superior being on earth then, ittpaighe same time,
be detached and alienated from other (inferiorngmi Therefore,
there is an ontological gap separating God frons#igjust as there is
a gap separating the self from the animalistic \segetative universe.
The Biblical phrase that human beings should “hdeminion over
the fish of the sea, and over the birds of theaid over the cattle,
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and over all the wild animals of the earth, androseery creeping
thing that creeps upon the earth” (Genesis, 1:2@)tg not only to
human superiority but also to their alienation. Btwrer, it is a
statement that speaks volumes for the metaphysizirstanding of
the self and the world. From this perspective tgaloes not have
much value in itself; its only merit stems from @gpropriation of the
norms, needs and desires of the human self.

A completely different approach to being and th&iral world can
be found in animisms like Taoism which clearly stathat the goal of
existence dwells not in overcoming nature but ibrsiiting oneself to
it (Smith, p. 232). In other words, the self shos&tk to incorporate
itself into the structure of the Brahmanic universéhe onto-
theological perspective, on the other hand, st#tes the natural
universe should be incorporated into the existerdiad cognitive
structures of the self.

Thus just as God unconceals Himself to human kseimgpugh the
medium of morality and rationality, human beings camceal
themselves to the world in the same way, i.e. #sma and moral
agents. This is why human beings appear to be feihgt are
supposedly superior to other earthly existents;esthey are detached
from them by the fact that they are rational andahavhere the latter
is a quality that gives the former a certain sesfsdirection. In other
words, morality anticipates rationality which brings very close to
the views of Levinas whose philosophy is built ba foundation that
ethics serves as the foundation of metaphysicst iksboth morality
and rationality help the human self to overcomeghp separating it
from other existents, yet it is morality that fuocis as the self's
primordial condition.

Therefore, the idea of the Good which is the bakimonotheistic
ethics is what Levinas places over the conceptruthtwhich the
theological tradition sees as a variety or a synorgf the Good.
Therefore, from the theological point of view thedd is reduced to a
rationalistic understanding of truth. In the Lediz sense, on the
other hand, the idea of the Good is otherwise tieang which means
that it is not reducible to the category of truthitself it is expressed
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in the face of the other. In other words, the Gamdavhat the self
produces not in itself and for itself but in itsspensibility for the
other, i.e. it is a certain understanding of trilitat prevails in a given
historical epoch, therefore, it is what makes histd renditions of
goodness and truth possible. We see, thereford, fthan this
perspective the understanding of truth derivesiamgpendent on the
notion of the Good whose understanding brings Laviclose to
Platonism where the Good is conceived as the highdea and the
source of all illumination that Levinas comparesthe idea of the
Thou developed by Buber, for he claims that, “igétl of the Thou —
just as the intelligible sun in Plato, the ideatioé Good, and the
phosphorescence of tigein des Seinden later on in Heidegger [are]
the primal truth which is the source of all othriths” (“Martin Buber
and the Theory of Knowledge,” p. 72).

However, Levinas is also indebted to Aristotledsiception of God
as anens perfectissimum that in itself does not do anything more than
inspire things with the will to attain a state adrfectness which is
reflected in the human need of the Good, i.e. efdbnstant need of
development. Like many others Levinas also wondémut how the
perfectness of God can preserve its perfectneteeobackground of
an imperfect world:

The theory of knowledge is a theory of truth. Likee Parmenides of Plato it

poses the question: how can the absolute beingfesaitiself in truth? For to be

known, it must manifest itself in the world whengoe is possible. How can a

being, subject to error, touch the absolute beilthout impairing its absolute

character? It is reasonable to suggest that tloetefdf ancient Greek philosophy
were largely devoted to this question of how to imexdbetween appearance and
reality. For in a universe conceived as a singlelehthe gap between the two

had to be bridged; and it was assumed that the maed only reflect on itself to
discover the One from which it derived.

(Ibid., p. 60)

Subsequently, Levinas maintains that nothing catifjuthe existence
of evil. Therefore, he rejects all attempts of thgonalization of evil
and suffering that try to find an ethical justifiicen to suffering like
we find, for example, in the Biblical case of Jblowever, much as
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suffering is meaningless from an individual self'emporal
perspective, it acquires meaning once we bringadter onto the
scene, since then the self feels responsible ngtfonitself but for
the suffering of the other.

What this means is that we have to bracket thevergional
understanding of time as an objective and progrgssontinuum. It
seems that our conventional temporality that isego®d by the past-
present-future referentiality does not accord wdivine temporality.
The standard understanding of time comes into beirlg from the
moment of the creation of the worl&o ipso, the world was not
created earlier than it was, since there was noréefs time came into
being together with the world.

The Augustinian conception of time that we areeligping here is
similar to the one that many centuries later wel fim Bergson, i.e.
both thinkers believe - in their own ways - thaé tbonventional
division of time into past-present-future is orihat, i.e. a convention
of the mind. What this means is that in God thetiste something
like an eternal present. Charles Taylor explains #ugustinian
understanding of time in the following way, “[tlhpast, which
‘objectively’ exists no more, is here in my preseitshapes this
moment in which | turn to a future, which objectivés not yet, but
which is here qua project’(p. 56). In other wor8lg, Augustine thinks
that only the present is really real by saying thlaén we actually talk
about reminiscences we still experience them inptiesentldem per
idem, the precise definition of the past should be tbétpast
experiences “called out” in the present. The sanmgtapplies to the
future. What this means is that the past is basech@mory, whereas
the future on the idea of anticipation and expéemtaHowever, just as
with the past, the future is a phenomenon thatstgiace in the
present, so once again when we talk about the dutlue precise
formula should be future as experienced in thegmtedn addition to
that from the Augustinian perspective time is pmeanon that we
experience subjectively.
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Suffering, fear and the unconcealment of moralkihig

Returning to the idea of suffering that was mergba while ago we
come to see that for Levinas the suffering of ttieeocauses the self
to feel the need to respond. Levinas holds thaihe[ vortex —
suffering of the other, my pity for his sufferingstpain over my pity,
my pain over his pain, etc. — stops at me. Thewhat involves one
movement more in this iteration. My suffering i® tbynosure of all
the sufferings — and of all the faults, even of tlaelt of my
persecutors, which amounts to suffering the ultampersecution,
suffering absolutely” (“Substitution,” p. 122). Imother words,
suffering is a condition that enhances the devetynof selfhood and
the only way in which it can be made meaningfuligen the self tries
to take responsibility for the suffering of the ethsince otherwise
suffering contributes to the self's anonymity. Whisis means is that
the suffering of the other, which obliges the swlf take action,
represents an ethical moment, perhaps even theftitisal moment.

The self responds to the other basically in atpmesivay through
responsibility or in a negative way through resamitAs it is, both
qualities refer to the self's dependency on theterice of the other,
of the need to respond to the other. This is wihipvieng Levinas we
can speak of the self as being taken hostage bgthes, i.e. Levinas
declares that the “subject is a hostage” (Ibid.1@l). Nevertheless,
the obsession with the other and the self’s respilitg or resentment
of it raise the self into awareness and cognitieendp which, at the
same time, makes it clear that the self is a memtty before it can be
understood as a rational one.

Generally speaking the Judeo-Christian moral aysterives from
the Decalogue that Moses brings down with himsesimf Mount
Sinai. One of the problems that one is faced witlernviooking at the
Commandments is the negativism that they expresge but of the
Ten Commandments are negative in the sense thatatieenothing
more than prohibitions. It seems almost that if mfeains from doing
evil, one is sure to do good. There is, howevesti@nal explanation
to the overall negativism that we find in the stame of the
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Decalogue. The prohibitive morality is the remnahthe old taboo
morality which in itself stems from the existentiear of being.

The notion of fear brings us to the idea of indixality. What must
be remembered is that the most important reasonwehwant to put
a meaningful construction on our existence is the¢ are
fundamentally mortal beings. If we refer to the dsof the Buddha,
what we learn is that the primordial constitutiorh lbeing is
temporality:

Then the Buddha addressed all the monks once modethese were the very last

words he spoke:

"Behold, O monks, this is my last advice to you. édimponent things in the
world are changeable. They are not lasting. Workd h@ gain your own
salvation.”

Then the Buddha lapsed into the jhana stages, oitatied absorptions. Going
from level to level, one after the other, ever daegnd deeper. Then he came out
of the meditative absorption for the last time gabsed into nirvana, leaving
nothing whatever behind that can cause rebirthnaigathis or any other world.
(Buddhist Studies: http://www.buddhanet.net/e-
learning/buddhism/lifebuddha/2_31lbud.hfiast access 09.05.12])

In other words, we should learn to look at beingjinaa quidditative
sense but in a verbal one. Thus the Buddhist utatetimg of being is
“Panta Rheist.” If so, then, we must also look atselves as beings
that are fundamentally temporal and, thereforejtefinHowever,
human beings more than being simply mortal are lad¢sings that live
with the awareness of finitude. This means that dl@reness of
finitude obliges us to put on a meaningful congtaimcon being. We
may even say that if it was not for the fact that are mortal, life
would not have to mean anything at all. The quesstrfeaning which
is as inevitable as breathing makes sense onhhermackground of
finitude. In other words, rationality and moraléye not the primordial
attributes of human being; rather, we are socidliréo the rational
and moral paradigms and these two conditions allevio deal with
temporality. The view presented above accords thithHeideggerian
idea of being-towards-death that Levinas, howergjects, since for
him death is a mystery, which is why it cannot ¢ibute the self's



Representations of Rationality and Morality in the Judaic Tradition 161

ultimate horizon in whose foreground the being elff®od makes
sense:

Being toward death, in Heidegger's authentic existers a supreme lucidity and
hence a supreme virility. It is Dasein’s assumptibithe uttermost possibility of
existence, which precisely makes possible all glessibilities, and consequently
makes possible the very feat of grasping a poggibilthat is, it makes possible
activity in freedom. Death in Heidegger is an evehfreedom, whereas for me
the subject seems to reach the limit of the possiblsuffering. It finds itself
enchained, overwhelmed, and in some way passive.

(“Time and the Other,” pp. 40-41)

Thus for Levinas it is suffering and not death tisatonstructive in
the formation of selfhood. Generally speaking nemer we as self-
conscious of ourselves as in moments of intengeafied pain. This is
why consciousness can be considered to be bashé omemorization
of trauma, i.e. the traumatic moments that shapetization have

been committed to the collective memory of humaaitg this is what
we loosely call consciousness.

Availing ourselves of the Biblical tradition we roe to find that
suffering is the major theme dfhe Book of Job. For our part we
would like to focus on a certain aspect of the tekxen Job pushed to
the brink of despair asks what we can loosely réfeas the “why
question” that is repeated five times:

3:11Why did | not die at birth,
Come forth from the womb and
Expire?

3:12Why were there knees to
receive me,

or breast for me to suck?

3:16 Or why was | not buried like a
stillborn child,

like an infant that never sees

the light?
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3:20 “Why is light given to one in
misery,

and life to the bitter in soul...

3:23 Why is light given to one who
cannot see the way,

whom God had forced in?

(“The Book of Job,” 3.11-3.23)

Job’s question is at base an existentialist one riight as well be
expressed by writers like Camus. Nevertheless, weldvlike to
compare Job’s question to the notionttEumazein (wonder). For the
Greeks knowledge stemmed from wonder and was asedawith the
so called objective point of view that one couldaate after
“disinteresting” oneself from embodied being (erapn$, intuitions,
practical existential abilities, traditional folk nkwledge, etc.).
Nevertheless, knowledge so understood demandsircekitads of
actions that would allow us to detach ourselvesnftbe embodied
being and this is where ethics comes into play. gdiat of ethics is,
therefore, to desubjectify experience and to discawniversal and
objective modes of conduct that are the producta$on and not the
heart. Individuality, from this perspective is urgteod as a failure in
the sense that it distorts human behavior, sinste@d of living in
accordance with universal principles, we find olwse simply
satisfying our private desires. Needless to saygtiestion of the real
and unreal comes into play at this point. Of courseality for the
Greeks is associated with the universal laws afidénat serve as the
foundation of all metaphysics. Physics, on the ottend, is bodily,
subjective and, therefore, unreal, since it is tlai to an
individualized perspective not to a universal dmat tvould appeal to
everyone regardless of time, place or characteris Ti& why
mathematics played such an important role in thelléctual life of
the Greeks, since its truths were supposedly netfor today but for
yesterday as well as tomorrow. Thus much as thekSrare credited
with the discovery of philosophy, they should disocredited with the
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discovery of science which is after all based an disclosure of the
universal laws of nature.

Nevertheless, in addition to the Greeks, Judaidso &ad a
tremendous impact on the shaping of the Westerh Adler all
Numenius is believed to have said that: “Plato Wasses talking
Greek” (as quoted in Hamlyn, p. 75). Therefore, ititellectuality of
the Western world was modeled on the disintergs¢esipective of the
Greeks; however, the Hebrew tradition which inlftsentradicts the
Hellenic intellectual paradigm also exercised aanajfluence on the
Western world. Nevertheless, much as the Greekketbdor that
which was universal, the Hebrews focused on thein aniqueness
and on human particularity.

However, what the two perspectives share is thea iobf
detachment. Much as the Greeks detached themdetveghe world
of nature, the ancient Jews detached themselves the world of
prevailing cultures which is what led some commimgato say that
this was the only reason why an insignificant groafp nomads
managed to survive in spite of all odds (SmitH22b).

The Jews detached themselves from other cultures they
believed that God had revealed himself to themartiqular. The a-
historical world of reason that was open to all wasthis way
replaced by a historical world revealed especialya given group of
people. One of the leading thinkers of the sevetibeeentury Blaise
Pascal believed that the Judeo-Christian God wasoéied in the
world of life; in other words, this was not the gofdPlato or Aristotle
that existed in some metaphysical universe that diasonnected
from human history. As it is, the Judeo-ChristiandGis a Deus
absconditus, a being that both reveals as well as concea¥ itsthe
human historical world (Kotakowski, p. 149).

Ours, therefore, is a very conflicted culture; @amgvhich historical
experience of the Jews (The Covenant, The Ten Comimeants, for
the Christians the Incarnation) is confronted by @hhistorical world
of concepts that served as the foundation of &bmal conduct that
was the basis of Greek thinking:
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Other cultures have multiple traditions - China fasism and Confucianism, for
example, but these traditions normally complemexttheother. No culture but
ours has two traditions so totally opposed. Theefrdiscovery of detached,
disembodied, timeless, universal, reflective radldp contradicts the Hebrew
revelation of involved, embodied, historical, locaimmitment. One side gives us
our ability to think: the other, our deepest expeces.

(Dreyfus, p. 139)

The following question emerges at this point: anenAns moral on
account of the actions that they commit themseleesr are they
moral because they follow given rules that are thet product of

reason and rational conduct but of divine reveta{ibhe Decalogue)?
At the same time, from the Hebrew tradition it agmsethat God
communicates not with abstract entities but wittividuals and there
are no universal modes of conduct that would apjpeaveryone in an
equally effective way. Nevertheless, some regutatiof social

conduct are necessary and this is where the roltheofDecalogue
comes in. Huston Smith states that ethical rulesnacessary mainly
for social purposes, as they regulate the individugght to power,

money, sex and language (Smith, p. 239).

Conclusion

Levinas sometimes attacked Christianity for notnbeias ethical as
Judaism. The effect of this is the Nietzschean lproation of the

death of God, since it implies the eclipse of ethi@lues that made
the belief in God possible. The answer to thissisJudaism with its
ethicality. The Jewish understanding of a detacksstl is quite

similar to the notion of the Good that we find ilate. The Good was
detached from the world of sense and occasionafiyoduced itself in
various incarnations, nevertheless, it was alwagtaathed from the
world of experience. In a sense both God and the af the Good can
be said to exist beyond physical being.

As we can see from the perspective we have odtlaiwove, the
human relation with God is primarily ethical in tsense that God
speaks to the human self through the face of theraind not from
some otherworldly transcendence. Moreover, our comecation with
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God is engendered by our communication and reshpitihsifor the
other. Paradoxically, this, of course, undermirtes \talue of prayer
which seems to be an exceptional private experiandetherefore, in
Levinasian terms unethical. In other words, pragebased on the
belief in a God that is transcendent and not herthé face of the
other. Nevertheless, in the Levinasian sense,uftjorayer, then, is
never for oneself, never for one’s own need3oiglity and Inifinity,
p. 115). Bearing that in mind we come to see theblogy is off to a
bad start, since it is more concerned with findiag rational
explanation to the being of God than an ethical. dRe®m his
perspective God speaks to the self from the othevaht of
responsibility. Moreover, the name of God is inBfa since its
effability would automatically suggest that God'siture can be
reduced to the level of rationality and the poiainig made here is that
God exceeds rationality.

All in all, the philosophical conception of Godthe God of
theology - is basically (from Levinas’' perspectia) atheistic God,
since the road to God is based on the dictumfidds quarens
intellectum, which means that faith predetermines understgndin
Thus, faith is the link with the face of the othdrich in turn is linked
with the face of God. Nevertheless, generally spepkve can
distinguish between two forms of atheism. The fashcerns the self
as a detached being, a being that does not seek with God, a
being that is capable of such separateness. Tlee fotm of atheism
concerns the self's conscious denial of the extgef God.Eo ipso,
the very idea of having a unique soul is, howewaagoxically it may
sound, an atheistic assumption. The basic dangérethanates from
atheism is that it denies the value of moralitypther words, it is a
return to the pagan world of myth and nature. Nindess, Levinas,
whilst promoting the overall feeling of religiouss seems to have
taken for granted that religious thinking can benggous and
intolerant in its fundamentalist sense.
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