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			Introduction: 

			Towards a Vibrant Judaism 
for Today

			It is time, in a challenge to the current trends of isolation and narrow nationalistic aspirations, to again couple Judaism and care for humanity as such. The argument in this book is that Judaism cannot be realized without the vision of creating a real dialogical, humane society, characterized by equality and fraternity. I deem that to be a Jew is first of all, as one says in Yiddish, to be a “Mentsch.” It is envisioning the possibility of seeing others as brothers and sisters. Belonging to the Jewish people and belonging to humanity as such are inseparable. It would be a mistake to think that belonging is restricted to pertaining to a particular group. One may love the spiritual landscape in Israel and, at the same time, be aware that this landscape is only one of a multitude of landscapes. The particular, Jewish landscape is not disconnected from the broader horizon of humanity as such.

			The profound bond between the Holy One and the people of Israel and the task of unification of the world are two sides of the same coin. The unity of the world is linked to God’s unity, as is clearly expressed in the saying that ends every public prayer: “On that day, the Lord will be One and his Name one” (Zecharia 14: 9; ba-yom ha-hu yiheyè ha-Shem èchad u-shemo èchad).1 Monotheism and the unification of mankind go together. In the same vein, holiness can be “translated” today as respect for and promotion of human rights. Judaism is a social fact, a civilizing force: it has everything to do with tiqqun olam, mending the world. 

			If I criticize in the following certain manifestations of Judaism it is out of great love for the prodigious cultural and religious force of Judaism. The extremists among us isolate themselves in a “splendid isolation” without connection to the external world. In a misuse of Ben Bag Bag’s saying “hafokh ba ve-hafokh ba di kula ba” (Pirqe Avot 5:21; Delve and delve into it, for all is in it [in the Torah]), they deem that everything is contained in Judaism and that, therefore, there is nothing to discover outside: no philosophy, no other social, political or religious insights. In their view, Judaism is self-contained, an autonomous, independent unity in which everything is present. Our exclusivists argue as follows: since we have everything, there is nothing outside that is useful for us; what is outside is even detrimental to Judaism, and nothing should be learned from (religious) others. Unfortunately, this kind of extremism is rather widespread. In the following, I argue that an unreflected faith and blind observance are problematic, and that openness to and connectedness with others is essential in Judaism. Against a widespread patriarchal and hierarchical way of thinking, constructive thoughts about equality between people, religions and genders could correct the existing situation. Openness to other cultures and philosophies has always enriched Judaism. Instead of a cultural and religious exclusivism that nurtures a clear but uncritical identity, one may cultivate a critical mind that is not only interested in the past, but also in the present, not only in the own culture, but in the plurality of cultures and in the other’s way of thinking and behaving. Genuine culture is multi-culturality. 

			Observant Jews in Israel sometimes voice the opinion that humanism as a set of values is subjective, whereas Judaism testifies to an objective, divine revelation. They further argue that, if Judaism is reducible to humanism, Judaism would become superfluous. As against these and other arguments, I argue that humanism is not only compatible with Judaism: it is its backbone and vigor. As all religions, Judaism knows the temptation of fundamentalism. Jewish fundamentalists have a fixed idea of what Judaism is and fight against any attempt to renovate Judaism itself. As if religion does not change constantly, as is clear, for instance, from the decision of the Sages that prayer replaces the sacrifices in the temple. Without being bothered by the evolution within the sources themselves, fundamentalists pretend to know what Judaism is about and oppose any change which remains—as Hatam Sofer2 said—”forbidden from the Torah” (chadash asur min ha-torah). Fighting against modernity, secularity and against “Western” ideas, they develop a static and monolithic concept of Judaism. In this way, Judaism loses its attraction and relevance for today. Fundamentalists are only interested in a glorious past and neglect the dynamic forces in Judaism that courageously made changes throughout its long history. They stick to one opinion, condemning all the others. However, the classical discussions in Judaism testify to a respect for plurality. This is quickly forgotten by those people who defend their fixed position without realizing the complexity of their own tradition.

			Fundamentalists isolate themselves from general culture; they do not read books by non-Jewish authors or books that are not in Hebrew. They put themselves at the margin of cultures. In order to counter this movement, I propose to think about Judaism as in the midst of cultures, where it is open to others as well as conscious of the own and its unique contribution. In this perspective, what is outside is not perceived as a threat, but as an enrichment, a challenge and an occasion for self-criticism.

			Confronted with religious fundamentalists, many secular Jews in Israel emancipated themselves from religion, which in their view is obsolete and does not fit our present times. Occasionally, they formulate for themselves a rather dark or deformed picture of Judaism, which they subsequently easily reject. If one thinks, for instance, that prophets foretell the future, one can simply put aside the prophetic message, which is seen as a kind of magic, unfitting for present day rationalists. By accepting a fundamentalist definition of Judaism, one prevents oneself from adopting a more enlightened form of Judaism. Those secular Jews, who offer an unduly dark description of the religious phenomenon, in a way share the view of exclusivists concerning religion as entailing disengagement from what comes from outside, from human rights and democracy. By refusing to create a more humane approach to religiosity, they thereby contribute to the persistence of a fundamentalist religiosity.

			Aside from the fundamentalist position to Judaism and a secular radical emancipation from the Jewish religion, I imagine in this volume another way. This way is that of a Jewish humanism, which is hidden in the ancient Jewish folios and may inspire us until today. Humanism is not the sole property of the secular left and the religious right has no monopoly on Judaism. 

			In a present day dialogical hermeneutics, one may rediscover ancient humanistic values in Jewish sources like the Bible, the Talmud and Midrashim. Special attention to the humanistic values in Jewish religious sources could make the religious discourse relevant again for secular Jews, provided that religious Jews are able to “translate” these religiously interpreted humanistic values in a secular language. In this way, a common platform could be found for both secular and religious Jews, which is one of the aims of this book. If Judaism is primordially about mending the world, this cannot be left to one specific group of Jews. Judaism is not the monopoly of one branch of Jews. The classical internal religious discourse could become relevant again for Jews if its humanistic kernel is rediscovered and presented as the legacy of all. In any case, secularity is not necessarily anti-religious and religious people are secular in many ways. Indeed, both groups engage in a multitude of neutral or non-religious activities such as using air-conditioning or travelling on an airplane. Religiosity and secularity only exist in a conflated form. When it comes to shared human values, religious and secular Jews could find each other again, live in peaceful coexistence and be united in the common tasks of improving quality of life and creating a society for the wellbeing of all.

			This book describes the urgency of a “Hebrew humanism.”3 It is destined for both a secular and a religious Jewish readership. If religious Jews become convinced that a profound humanism is the core of Judaism, brought forth and protected by many laws, prayers and rituals, Judaism may become acceptable and attractive to secular Jews. If my position on Judaism as a special humanism is right, it creates a common foundation for all Jews. Religious people will be able to “translate” their religious language in a humanistic one and secular people will understand the distinct religious language, which expresses universal human values in a specific way. One may be aware of the peculiarity of Judaism and live it daily, and at the same time be convinced that Judaism is a special kind of humanism. Living within the Jewish people, I follow the adage “Your people is my people, your God is my God” (Ruth 1:17; amekh ami velohaikh elohai). In Ruth’s words, the people come first. Religious as well as secular Jews are an integral part of it. Secular Jews may come to understand the old traditional language in as far as it conveys a message for today’s values of equality and democracy. Religious Jews could appreciate the realization of human values by secular Jews. As people who have a common base, we could fight together for shared values instead of squandering energy by fighting each other. 

			Jewish humanism as I conceive it does not defend everything that is said in the tradition, including utterly problematic sayings; neither does it reject the entire tradition. Tradition is not upheld in order to be worshipped, it is preserved in order to create a future. As the Austrian compositor Gustav Mahler (1860-1911) said: “Tradition is the preservation of the fire and not the adoration of ashes” (Tradition ist Bewahrung des Feuers und nicht Anbetung der Asche). With a sympathetic but critical attitude towards tradition, Judaism may again become vital and dynamic. The ancient tradition can be directed towards the future. Tradition is there in order to inspire us in the present and for the future. Far from a literal interpretation of everything written or from the total rejection of Judaism that is qualified as ossified and superstitious, a critical but engaged interpretation of Judaism may lead to a renaissance of Judaism in Israel. In a necessary reinterpretation of Judaism one shall avoid two mistakes: renovations without tradition and tradition without renovations. We learn about these mistakes in a hilarious and, at the same time, serious fashion in the Talmudic story of a husband who had two wives (Baba Qama 60b). The young woman wanted to remove the grey hair of her husband, whereas the older woman wanted to remove his black hair. As a consequence of each plucking out the offending hairs, the husband became bald.4 In a parallel manner, both the insertion of changes without a link to the tradition as well as the approach that only stresses the past, refusing all innovations in the style of Hatam Sofer, appear to be problematic. It is a mistake to preserve the past without gaining perspective on an unforeseeable future and another mistake to bring about revolutions that have no link to tradition. 

			Will the vision of Jewish religiosity as a humanism presented here be able to lessen the clashes between the secular left and the religious right? Tensions between the two groups are part and parcel of Israeli society. These tensions are even more complicated because of political polarization. Many secular Jews deem that a messianic vision of the whole land of Israel is incompatible with upholding the human rights of other groups. They want to respect the basic rights of Palestinians and seek ways to end the occupation. These secular Jews may base themselves upon the prophetic concept of Judaism that is qualified as advocating respect for every human being, as a humanism. Religious Jews, on their part, who see the contact with God within the contact with other people, could join them in this vision, which does not place the settling of the land above all other mitsvot. In an age old Jewish humanism, the inviolable rights of persons are greater than the holiness of land, and respect for the fundamental rights of human beings is the core of religion. Of course, we Israelis are acutely aware that groups and institutions delegitimize the Zionist project as such by referencing human rights. With recourse to these, demonstrators shout slogans that demonize Israel. With their belligerent language they incite to violence. However, this misuse of human rights as part of an ideology that advocates the destruction of Israel does not prevent us from defending and promoting human rights everywhere and for everybody or from actively pursuing peace. “Ask for peace and pursue it” (Ps. 34:15; baqesh shalom ve-radfehu). Peace is one of God’s names. Secular and religious Jews could both acknowledge Jewish tradition’s correlation with humanism in order to achieve the goal of a more peaceful society. Tensions will remain between the two groups, also because of the fragile balance between the necessity of countering terrorism and the value of respecting the rights of the Arab population, but they could be lessened. It is my hope that the challenge of a Judaism conceived as a profound and special humanism may inspire both secular and religious Jews and contribute to diminishing the tensions and even the rift between these groups.

			A humanistic view of Judaism as presented here values the command to love other human beings (Lev. 19:33-34) and approaches religion as the bond between human beings which is at the same time the bond between them and God. I deem that from a Jewish perspective there is no religion without humanism. It is an illusion to look for God while harboring contempt of human beings. Moreover, religious texts are written in the language of man (dibra tora kilshon bene adam; Gittin 41:2) and therefore we are responsible for our interpretation of these texts in view of all others. 

			In interpreting ancient religious texts in a dialogical multi-interpretative hermeneutics, we have the responsibility to all others who read with us. The actual context of the interpreter is necessary for the text that comes alive in our present day situation. This context today is in the best case scenario formed by opposition to the contempt of man and by a defense of human rights such as freedom and equality. A humanistic interpretation of Judaism rediscovers in ancient texts the dynamics that made Judaism a great civilization and a contribution to the world as such. What is pivotal here are not the texts themselves, but how we interpret and live them today. We are not subservient to the texts, the texts are there to guide us, who are responsible for our societies today. 

			I am aware that a humanistic interpretation of Jewish sources will have to cope with difficult texts that do not support equality, freedom or the human rights as such. Jewish humanists will also have to conduct a difficult inner dialogue with those religious people who oppose human rights because of their concept of God and of Judaism. The acceptance of contextualization, that is: the acceptance of the historical-critical method, is a remedy against a reading that generalizes historical utterances and declares them uncritically as having meta-historical value. Violence will have to be condemned by religious insiders as well as by secular people. Those within religion and those far from religion have to be just and extend lovingkindness to others. No Jew, religiously observant or not, can flourish without doing justice to others: “Let justice roll down like a river, righteousness like an overflowing stream” (Amos 5:24; va-yigal ka-mayim mishpat u-tsedaqa ke-nachal etan).

			For the religious Jew, I depict the creation of a righteous society in which there is attention to the stranger, the widow and the orphan, as the way to be in contact with God. For her or him, a loving God commands love which expresses itself in laws that are intended to create a just society in which all, Jews and non-Jews, are equal. Less people-friendly interpretations of holy texts will persist. However, nobody can deny that in Jewish culture in general, as the result of its prophetic vision of the world, love and justice are central. 

			These basic elements in Jewish culture allow religious and non-religious Jews together to build a democratic society in Israel in which all citizens, Jews and Arabs, are equal. In this way, we have a common task. Religiosity should not be sought for at the margins of society, but in the midst of life: this hallowing of everyday life through attention to the other, Jew and non-Jew alike, is the root of the Jewish religion. In this perspective, secularization is not a threat for religiosity, it is rather the condition for a religiosity open to the world, meaning: anchored in concrete economic, social and political realities. These realities should not be exempt from the inspiration of religious people who want a society in which all thrive, all are equal and all are free. Secularity and religiosity are not to be segregated: they are different, yet linked. Religiosity is never pure religiosity, for it is always linked to the improvement of the concrete society in which people live. If religiosity in Israel is connected to the realization of economic and political justice, a large foundation will be created for cooperation between religious and non-religious Jews alike.

			The fear of the foreign and the other could lead to a retreat and reclusion into the own and a denial of diversity and multiplicity. But fear is not a suitable guide. Respecting and promoting differences means recognizing the differences in our modern societies: we have otherness in ourselves and we have to recognize the other’s alterity. 

			The exploitation of religion for regressive and totalitarian political ends is a real danger that threatens every religion. This is also the case in Israel. Religion should not be used as a mere defense of actual politics. Neither are religious people allowed to take the law into their hands and create facts on the ground. Political leaders should listen carefully to religious and non-religious humanists and become self-critical in view of the creation of a vibrant democracy, in which all are equal.

			Prophets did not fear kings; they protested against social and economic inequality and spoke up loud and clear to bring about the mending of society in view of the establishment of what they called the Kingdom of God. This Kingdom was not dissociated from political, social and economic reform. Religious Jews should be pioneers in bringing about such reform. In many countries, including in Israel, politicians use religion for the realization of their own agenda. They play upon people’s emotions in order to strengthen their own cause to the detriment of the other. Peaceful thought and politics will not evolve if one manifests love for the own people concomitantly with fear or hatred of others. Peace is the result of the endeavor to promote freedom and dignity of all. Who is honorable? The one who honors others. (Pirqe Avot 4:1) 

			
				
					1	In kabbalist terms, Israel is responsible for the unification of God (male) with his Inhabitation (female). See D. Krochmalnik, “Echad. Monopolytheismus im Judentum,” in B. Nitsche, K. von Stosch, M. Tatari (eds.), Gott- Jenseits von Monismus und Theismus?, Paderborn: Ferdinand Schöningh, 2017, pp. 107-109.

				

				
					2	Moses Sofer (1762-1839).

				

				
					3	Buber developed such a “Hebrew Humanism” in his time. See Grete Schaeder, The Hebrew Humanism of Martin Buber. Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1973.

				

				
					4	E. Levinas, “The Damage of Fire,” in id., Nine Talmudic Readings, transl. A. Aronowicz, Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1990, pp. 194-195.

				

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Belonging

			“The Lord is good to all and his tender care rests upon all his works.” 

			(Ps. 145:9; tov ha-shem la-kol ve-rahamav al kol ma’asav)

			In a humanistic interpretation of the relation with the Divine, religious vitality depends upon its capacity to relate to others. These others are the others of one’s own group as well as the others belonging to other groups. The word “belonging” relates to two realms: it indicates pertaining to a particular group, and also designates relatedness to universal mankind. The ambiguity of the word lies in its use for both manners of attachment. The relation between belonging to a singular community and to the broader circle of humankind is sometimes harmonious. Frequently it is characterized by tensions and conflicts. In our times, politicians who put their country above everything else at the expense of other nations and of the foreigners and ethnic minorities in their own midst are applauded and welcomed as successful leaders. There is a return to a narrow identity that is shaped on the negative background of others, who are excluded or discriminated against. The development of a collective relational identity, on the contrary, requires hard work on the political, economic and social level. 

			In the following I focus on the way the Janus face of “belonging” expresses itself within groups that are protective of the own, exclusivist and even hostile to any outgroup, or, alternatively, relate in a specific way to all human beings. I pay special attention to the role of religiosity in the shaping of one’s sense of belonging.

			Reevaluation of the conjunction “and”

			In view of the religious fanaticism mushrooming today, reevaluation of the small word “and” becomes imperative. The conjunction “and” separates and binds: it respects the distinctiveness and builds bridges. One may be Muslim and German, Jewish and American, Catholic and Buddhist, or Christian and Swedish. Other combinations are also possible. One may be religious and democratic, and live one’s religiosity by making the defense of human rights central in one’s religiosity. The rupturing of uniformity and the celebration of plurality in our societies goes against the isolationist and purely defensive strategies that are cropping up everywhere nowadays. The remedy to such a situation is the development of a relational identity that allows for political equality as well as for the economic growth and social welfare of all. 

			With all our differences, we are linked to each other. We are specific and belong to all. Of course, not everything is easily communicated, due to incommensurable particularities. Dissimilation is crucial; it is even the condition for relationships. This attention to differences is a prerequisite for a dialogical theology that appreciates a plurality of approaches to what the theologian and philosopher John Hick (1922-2012) called the Real or the Ultimate.5 We do not need a minimal religiosity for all or a Kantian religion “within the limits of reason.” In “trans-difference,” heterogeneity in religiosis as well as bridging and translating are focal.6

			Translating 

			Religions sometimes isolate themselves, highlighting exclusive belonging to the own group. In better moments, they reach out to other religions in a more inclusive or pluralist manner. In the latter case, interreligious conversations occur. Dialogue between people from different religions is intimately linked to the art of translation, which brings diverse worlds together. Translating is an act of peace, an eminently dialogical act. This is also true of the reading of holy texts that have to be heard today, in a different time, space and culture, as they were in the time, space and culture in which they were composed. In fact, every dialogical conversation between people is translation. Because human existence is plural, a conversation is always about translating. Every dialogue is about passing frontiers and meeting other worlds. In dialogue and encounter, translation takes place and hospitality is extended. It is no longer about ‘we’ and ‘they,’ but about ‘we’ and ‘you.’ In an encounter, an otherness is communicated that cannot be neutralized in sameness.7 This is—it seems to me—of importance for dialogue in general and for interreligious dialogue in particular. Each conversation is communication between different worlds. We have to relearn how to say “and.”

			Disinterested cross-bordering goodness 

			Relating to others makes up the very structure of man’s subjectivity. These others are the others within one’s own group, but also the others outside one’s group. Goodness manifested to others is not limited to members of the own community, it goes beyond it. Hidden, gratuitous goodness to people from other religions and countries and to total strangers is a human possibility that testifies to one’s infinite responsibility for the other. 

			Frequently, the purity of selfless goodness is demystified as disguised self-interest. Psychologically, one unveils such goodness as a means to attract attention or to force people to be grateful to the one who shows goodness. In this reductive view, a self-effacing attitude confirms the assertive ego, which wants to be perceived as intrinsically good. The attempt to devalue pure goodness can also express itself in allotting this quality to weak or naïve personalities. Notwithstanding all the doubts concerning the existence of a selfless act, which is wholly good, there are many testimonies of disinterested good deeds performed in love which is the lofty relationship that is not without interests, but certainly not reducible to interests. Gratuitous goodness cannot be replaced by or reduced to anything else. Humble kindness and genuine love are twins: they cannot be separated. The one refers to the other. A real, loving relationship is unimaginable without the pure goodness that traverses religions, nations and races. 

			The concept of goodness as the concrete expression of a loving, border crossing relationship is present in the works of two contemporary writers, who both lived through difficult, inhuman circumstances. Primo Levi’s autobiographic report on Auschwitz If This is a Man (1959),8 offers some examples of pure goodness, of gratuitous good deeds, that permit us to reconstruct humanism out of the ruins of Auschwitz itself. Vasily Grossman’s Life and Fate offers further examples of pure goodness crossing groups and countries.9 His book contains the author’s philosophy on what human life is about, and on freedom, love and goodness. Grossman (1905-1964) lived in a totalitarian regime that functioned by means of control and sanctions and with institutions that ‘educated’ the people ‘only for their own good.’ Yet, his book also relates scenes that describe acts of aimless goodness. In Life and Fate, which was completed in 1960 and first appeared in French twenty years later, righteous people appear not as wanting ‘the Good’: they simply are good. In the works of Levi and Grossman, readers perceive the quintessence of human life. Love and tenderness, kindness and mercy of the dramatis personae are extended towards unknown others. Kind people manifest their belonging to others, to every other. 

			Levi (1919-1987) describes the horror of Auschwitz in painful detail. Although silence and isolation are dominant in his account, there are also numerous signs of human warmth and solidarity. As Viktor Frankl, founder of logotherapy, has proven, in the Lager there was also the need for a higher meaning in life. Frankl maintained that striving to find meaning in life is a “primary motivational force in man.”10 The will to survive was nurtured by acts of humanity, communication and community. There were acts of pure and uncontaminated goodness, also in the camps. Levi gives an account of such good acts in the middle of hell. Bravely confronting immense suffering and without repressing the most painful experiences, he writes about kind actions performed in Auschwitz. The young Polish Jew Shlome tells the newly arrived Levi not to drink the polluted water. The Italian civilian worker Lorenzo gives him a piece of bread and the remainder of his ration every day for six months. He sends a postcard on Levi’s behalf to Italy and brings him the answer. Lorenzo performs acts of goodness without asking for or accepting a reward. He does it because he thinks that doing good is acting without interest or expecting a reward. Levi testifies: 

			I believe that it was really due to Lorenzo that I am alive today; and not so much for his material aid, as for his having constantly reminded me by his presence, by his natural and plain manner of being good, that there still existed a just world outside our own, something and someone still pure and whole, not corrupt, not savage, extraneous to hatred and terror; something difficult to define, a remote possibility of good, but for which it was worth surviving.

			Thanks to Lorenzo’s goodness, Levi managed not to forget that he himself was a human being. Levi’s best friend Alberto did not become corrupt. When Levi is accepted at the laboratory as a chemist—which augmented his chances of survival—, he is congratulated by Alberto “with genuine joy, without a shadow of envy.” Once the Germans leave the camp at the end of the war, the less ill prisoners actively take care of their desperately ill comrades. Although the law of the Lager says: “Eat your own bread, and if you can, that of your neighbor,” people instead performed acts of pure, selfness goodness. 

			Grossman’s masterpiece Life and Fate also contains beautiful passages on human goodness extended to others in the difficult situations of war and camps. The book is a courageous protest against the totalitarianism of Nazism and Stalinist Russia. When Grossman handed over his manuscript for publication, the KGB confiscated it. He was told by the Politburo that the manuscript would not be published for another two hundred years. However, a microfilm of the manuscript was brought to the West. It was published first in France in 1980, six years later in the United States, and only in 1988 in Russia. Life and Fate is a great document humain that testifies to the humanity in human beings. It contains telling examples of irrational, senseless kindness towards others. There is, for instance, the scene of a woman who gives up her own happiness and endangers herself while trying to deliver a food package to the Lubyanka.

			Grossman writes about calumny, slavish subservience, treason, cruelty, and cold-blooded bureaucracy; in short: about the dark side of the human being. Yet, he also writes about kindness and mercy towards fellow humans and in fact towards every living being. To be human is to belong, to care for others. Grossman offers a picture of how difficult life is under a totalitarian system and, at the same time, he writes about solidarity and limitless compassion even towards complete strangers or enemies. The reader of Life and Fate becomes a witness to the horrific activities of Cheka and the Gestapo. On the other hand, he reads about unshakable hope, notwithstanding everything, and about dauntless faith in the future of humankind. Grossman believes in human diversity, in everyone’s individual biography, and in the uniqueness of every human being, and he defends their freedom. Most of all, he excels in the description of simple human goodness under the harshest circumstances.

			A strange character in the novel, Ikonnikov, delivers the deep reflections of Grossman himself on the greatness of simple goodness. The descendant of a family of priests, Ikonnikov defines himself as an ex-Tolstoyan. He had traveled to India and Japan, and had lived for some time in Sydney. After the Revolution, he had believed that the communist principle of peasant labor brings longed-for peace and redemption. This man had also seen special trains packed with kulaks and he had observed men and women who collapsed of exhaustion in the snow. He had seen ‘closed’ villages where people starved from hunger. Finally, he had witnessed the execution of twenty thousand Jews: women, children and old men. The sun had been extinguished by the smoke of the gas ovens. It is this man, who had witnessed so much horror and so many torments, who becomes the bearer of Grossman’s thoughts on goodness. He had tried to save Jewish women and children and ended up in a German camp. He refused to contribute to the construction of a gas chamber and by this act he signed his own death warrant.

			In a conversation right at the beginning of the book, Ikonnikov states that he does not believe in ‘Good.’ In the name of ‘Good’ collectivization was carried out, causing the unheard suffering of many peasants. Also Hitler, he says, established his camps in the name of the ‘Good.’ In the 15th chapter of Part II of his book, we hear Ikonnikov’s thoughts, which he had scribbled upon some papers during his travails. These dirty papers contain his reflections on goodness. It is not the idea of the ‘Good’ that fascinates him, but the human being who—day by day—has to prove that he can be good. He states that one considers good a thought or action that leads to the greater strength of humanity, or of a family, nation, state, class or faith. This ‘Good’ justifies the struggle against an apparent evil. Even Herod, he writes, did not shed blood in the name of evil. The Christian doctrine of peace and love, however, brought the tortures of the Inquisition. This doctrine, which preaches love for one’s enemies, caused more suffering than the crimes of those who performed evil for its own sake. Ikonnikov does not think that life is a struggle between good and evil. The people who wish for the good of humanity are totally unable to diminish evil. Whenever one sees the dawn of eternal ‘Good,’ the blood of old people and children is shed. Ikonnikov had seen special trains bound for Siberia with many people who were declared ‘enemies’ of a great idea of social ‘good.’ The great idea of communism killed without mercy, crippled the lives of people, and separated wives from husbands and children from parents. Crimes never seen before were committed in the name of the ‘Good.’

			Ikonnikov thinks that goodness is not to be found in sermons, in teachings or in ethical systems. It is in ordinary people who bear love in their hearts; they “are naturally full of love and pity for any living thing.” Next to the terrible Good with a capital G, Ikonnikov writes, there is everyday human kindness. “The kindness of an old woman carrying a piece of bread to a prisoner, the kindness of a soldier allowing a wounded enemy to drink from his water-flask, the kindness of youth towards age, the kindness of a peasant hiding an old Jew in his loft. The kindness of a prison guard who risks his own liberty to pass on letters written by a prisoner not to his ideological comrades, but to his wife and mother.” Above all ideologies and systems, there is “the private kindness of one individual to another; a petty, thoughtless kindness; an unwitnessed kindness. Something we could call senseless kindness. A kindness outside any system of social or religious good.” 

			The passage in which Ikonnikov recalls a story of some Germans who arrived in a village for an act of vengeance is of particular interest for our discussion of ‘belonging.’ In the story, the women of the village were ordered to go out of their huts and to dig a pit for the future victims. One middle-aged woman had several soldiers in her hut. The eldest of the soldiers shot himself by accident. When his comrades went to perform their act of vengeance, they signed to the woman to look after their wounded fellow. The woman could easily have strangled him. But when the helpless soldier asked her for water, she gave him some water. He grabbed her by the hand and signed her to help him sit up, and she pulled him up. Suddenly shots from outside were heard: the act of vengeance had been carried out. When she told people what she had done, nobody understood and she herself could not explain her act of “senseless kindness.” 

			Kindness and simple goodness have a strange power. As Ikonnikov taught, kindness is powerful only because it is powerless. In Grossman’s eyes, Ikonnikov is not a simple-minded, naive person. He knew perfectly well that the water in all the clouds and seas could not extinguish the flame of evil, let alone a handful of the dew of kindness gathered drop by drop throughout history. Yet, he maintained that the power of evil is impotent in the struggle against man. “The powerlessness of kindness, of senseless kindness, is the secret of its immortality. It can never be conquered. The more stupid, the more senseless, the more helpless it may seem, the vaster it is. Evil is impotent before it.” History is not the battle of good against evil, Ikonnikov concludes, it is rather the struggle of great evil trying to crush any kernel of human kindness. 

			Ikonnikov, a character who could have been any age at all and who was considered to be “a holy fool,” serves in Grossman’s Life and Fate as a real icon. In the hell in which he had to live, this strange person did not believe that life is evil. He not only contemplated the humanity of human beings, he himself manifested this humanity, this “private, senseless, incidental kindness” that is eternal. He believed in “stupid kindness,” a kindness extended to every living being, a kindness that “is what is most truly human in a human being. It is what sets man apart, the highest achievement of his soul.” 

			Levi and Grossman both lived through difficult times in a cruel, dehumanized world. The two of them maintained that goodness towards all fellow human beings is what makes a human being truly human. Goodness in all its purity is the hallmark of human existence. It cannot be vanquished by evil; it remains invincible. Goodness, finally, is not a quality of naïve or weak people, rather, it is selfless, disinterested kindness for its own sake, which accompanies genuine love. The sense of belonging to others, of being linked to them, is the secret of human life.

			Frictions, hatred and “the face”

			Whereas Levi and Grossman describe rare human acts of goodness extended to strangers and enemies, reality always remains ‘harsh’ reality, in which the own and the familiar is contrasted to the unknown and the strange. Frequently, one develops warm feelings for one’s own people, and indifferent, cold relations or even hatred towards people of the outgroup. 

			The acme of indifference and violence was reached in the Shoa, in which the entire civilization collapsed. In the Shoa, murder was acceptable; together with Hannah Arendt (1906-1975), we may speak about the “banality of evil.”11 Evil became normal. There is no event in history when there was a greater transgression of the command: “Thou shalt not murder.” Yet, during the hell of the Shoa, there are testimonies that people nevertheless succeeded in remaining human: they offered others bread or a smile. In the midst of this apex of evil, goodness and belonging remained possible. 

			In his post-Shoa thinking, Emmanuel Levinas (1906-1995) taught us that the “face” of the other “faces” us.12 The “face” of the other human being is an “exteriority” that is not to be assimilated into sameness. It is a meta-phenomenon that urges us to alleviate suffering and to respond to the call of the other. It is a cry for help, a demand to be there for the other. For Levinas, God contracted himself in order to give full responsibility to the human being. With divine “contraction” (Hebr. tsimtsum), human responsibility became infinite. One can never be good enough for the other person, whose demand is “infinite.” Only the hypocrite may say that he has fulfilled all his duties. Our being there for the other has no limits, no end. This is the meaning of the Jewish saying that the more one is just, the more harshly one will be judged13: only the just one knows that he is still far removed from giving an adequate response to the call of the other person. 

			According to Levinas, it is the attention to social problems and the concern for strangers that are the real religious acts in the modern State. To be religious means, for Levinas, to take care of and to belong to others. With his radical ethical interpretation of Judaism and of human existence as such, he taught us that belonging is belonging to every other human being. Having lived the watershed event of the Shoa, Levinas was not a naïve person. Like Levi and Grossman, he knew about the evil character of the human being. He was a defender of the State, which limits violence. He was not like Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679), who perceived the State as the result of the need to limit violence from beneath; he instead saw the modern State and its institutions as the result of the limitation of the high demand from above. The advantage of his vantage point is that the State, with its courts, army and social institutions, remains under the scepter of ethics. The face of the other urges me to assist and support him, but it also urges people to get organized into States that defend their citizens. Consequently, although I am obliged to help others in confrontation with them, the I also has his rights. But in his ethical metaphysics, Levinas not only advocates human rights, he goes further: it is incumbent upon us to respect and promote the rights of the other human being, i.e. to be ethical.14 To be human is to belong to others. A Buddhist would say: there is interdependence and interconnection between all, we are all in Indra’s net.

			The Janus face of religious interpretations

			Tensions and violence are present in religious communities that define themselves in contrast with other religious groups. Religious identities are regularly shaped by producing a negatively contrasting background of other groups. These identities are the result of the transmission of age-old attitudes that refuse to die. They are a kind of blindness that is unable to see the otherness of the other. The uncritical authoritative transmission of passages in sacred texts of various religions further contributes to maintaining negative approaches to religious others. However, a critical, ethical approach of religions prevents immoral dictates in religious texts from being carried out. Are not all uniquely responsible for the exegesis of holy texts, which may contain unholy passages? Every reader is responsible for her interpretation of the text. Given the interaction between text and reader, the reader’s conscience and her sensibilities for human rights, democracy, social justice and gender parity are crucial. People are not there to be the audience for texts interpreted ‘in the right way’; texts are there for people, who actively make sense of them and of the world as such.15 

			Different readers read and understand in different ways, all of which are unique. Only violent interpretations should be banned from the symphony of interpreting voices that make the text live. In the Jewish context, this plurality is celebrated in the dictum, “There are seventy faces to the Torah.”16 In Rabbi Ishmael’s school all knew that “one biblical verse conveys many teachings, like a hammer that breaks the rock in pieces [Jer. 23:29].”17 In the rabbinical tradition, the biblical text is poly-interpretable. Could one extend this Jewish exegetical principle of poly-interpretability to the reading of all religious texts? And is this plurality of exegetes not paradigmatic for our reading of the many sacred texts as well as of the world? Our interpretations determine whether we construct a world of struggle and violence or of communication and peace. 

			Being Jewish and being human

			Belonging to the Jewish people is not only professing the Jewish religion—belonging to “the Mosaic faith”—, it is being part of a peoplehood. It is belonging to a history of prophets, who had a vision of a real human society. These prophets had to uphold their vision in an environment that did not always live up to such a vision, but nevertheless accepted a humanizing covenant between God and his people. More than being driven by a push-pull mechanism, the Jewish people were moved by a dream of the unity of mankind. 

			Being Jewish is furthermore being connected to a history of humiliations, false accusations, pogroms and autos-da-fé, a history that culminated in the Shoa. In Europe, Jews were a minority that did not belong to the right faith, so they could not reside in the same places where others lived, and, finally, they were not allowed to live. This sad history is not without a link to the fact that Jews belong prominently to a history of faith, in which the profession of the unity of God entails the hope for a united mankind. The Jewish credo “Shma Yisrael, hear Israel, the Lord is our God, the Lord is one” (Deut. 6:4; shema Yisrael ha-Shem elohenu ha-Shem èchad) has anthropological consequences: the belief in one God intimates the belief in the oneness of humankind, in the interconnectedness of all. Religiously speaking, belonging to the Jewish people is belonging to a particular group of people and at the same time to all of humanity. It is a particularity linked to universality. The situatedness and contextuality of the Jewish people is not in contradiction with their extraordinary engagement with humankind as such; they go hand in hand. The Jewish singularity is not to be separated from universalism and from being involved in the affairs of the world. Levinas has expressed this idea in an eminent manner: 

			[…] there is no moral awareness that is not an awareness of this exceptional position, an awareness of being chosen. Reciprocity is a structure founded on an original inequality. For equality to make its entry into the world, beings must be able to demand more of themselves than of the Other, feel responsibilities on which the fate of humanity hangs, and in this sense pose themselves problems outside humanity. This ‘position outside nations,’ of which the Pentateuch speaks, is realized in the concept of Israel and its particularism. It is a particularism that conditions universality, and it is a moral category rather than a historical fact to do with Israel, even if the historical Israel has in fact been faithful to the concept of Israel and, on the subject of morality, felt responsibilities and obligations which it demands from no one, but which sustain the world.18 

			In other words, in Levinas’s view, “Israel” as moral category is a particularity that conditions universality. All human beings are metaphorically called to be “Israel,” that is: to take upon themselves extra responsibilities as a condition of the equality of all. Per Levinas, Judaism is fundamentally an inequality: “’Of great importance is the mouthful of food’ says Rabbi Johanan in the name of Rabbi Jose b. Kisma (Sanhedrin 103b). The Other’s hunger – be it of the flesh, or of bread – is sacred […]. This first inequality perhaps defines Judaism.”19 

			For a Jew living his Jewishness, to be human is to be Jewish and to be Jewish is to be human. Extreme assimilation leads to the loss of singularity, and extreme dissimilation brings with it provincialism. The avoidance of being absorbed in a greater unity for the sake of that unity and at the same time the profound engagement in and for the world characterize Jewish life at its best. 

			Particularity and interconnectedness

			As mentioned, the hope for a fundamental unity of human beings is expressed in the central prayer “Shema Yisrael”: Listen Israel, the Lord is our God, the Lord is One. In Jewish thought, only a united mankind may confess that all is one. This is the process that is expressed in the verse: “On that day the Lord will be One and his Name One” (Zecharia 14:9; ve-haya ha-Shem le-mèlèkh al kol ha-arèts ba-yom ha-hu yiheyè ha-Shem èchad u-shemo èchad). In interconnectedness, we may learn from each other. In inter-being, we may understand that all are there for others. One’s uniqueness, one’s belonging to a specific group, is not to be effaced in an all-encompassing unity. On the contrary: It is only in the recognition of one’s belonging to a distinctive community that belonging to all as a strived-for goal becomes a real possibility. Belonging to a particular group and belonging to mankind go together hand in hand. 

			It is true that Jewish law, Halakha, is a boundary maker; it aims at marking Jewish difference from others. Halakha and ethics cannot be simply equated. But the Jewish ethical consciousness of being commanded does not contradict universal ethics. In fact, ethics cannot be separated from a life under the law. It is also beyond the law, independent of Halakha, as is clear from the expression “beyond the requirement of the law (lifnim meshurat ha-din).20 Belonging to the Jewish people is a specific way of belonging to humanity, to humankind as such. 

			A permanent “reformation” of our societies and religions is needed in a time when the own and the particular receive too much attention at the expense of interconnectedness and relationality. Belonging is not to be reduced to belonging to a specific group. Separability in and for itself is violent and can only truly be understood in tandem with interconnectedness. This view has implications for political and economic ethics. On the religious level, the idea of interrelatedness and of belonging in multiplicity could be fruitful for a dialogical, interreligious theology, in which a plurality of perspectives as well as sound self-criticism and epistemological humility are focal. Commenting upon Gen. 15:5a “He took him outside” (va-yotse oto ha-chutsa) Rashi (1040-1105) explains that God took Abraham “outside” (Abraham was afraid that he would remain childless) and urged him to look not to what is written in the stars, but from above the stars, “outside” his own limited perspective. Exaggerated distinction and excessive concentration upon the own lead to a self-congratulatory attitude, segregation and isolation. Our societies and religions could be ’reformed’ through the cultivation of relationships with and goodness towards others, beyond our own limited perspective, for the greater well-being of all.
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			Chapter 2

			Holiness as Devotion to 
the Other

			“Hospitality is greater than welcoming of the divine Inhabitation.”

			(Shabbat 127a; gedola hakhnasat orchin me-haqbalat pne shekhina)

			“And let them make me a holy place and I will dwell among them.”

			(Ex. 25:8; asu li miqdash ve-shakhanti betokham) 

			“And the holy God will be hallowed in righteousness.”

			(Jesh’ayahu 5:16; ve-ha-el ha-qadosh niqdash bi-tsedaqa) 

			“Your priests will be clothed in righteousness.”

			(Ps. 132:9a; kohanèkha yilbeshu tsèdèq) 

			“In your name they rejoice all the day and in your righteousness they are exalted” 

			(Ps. 89:17; be-shimkha yegilun kol ha-yom u-be-tsitqatkha yarumu)

			The preceding chapter showed how Judaism implies belonging to a particular group as well as to the whole of humanity, in concern and care for the other, indeed for every other. Formulated differently: the rights of the other person and socio-economic and political justice constitute the core of Judaism. In many religions, holiness is a central notion. In the following, I reflect on the Jewish understanding of holiness, which, in my view, is basically humanistic. I am thinking about my friend Wolfgang Seibert, who spontaneously knew what holiness is about when in 2014 he welcomed a Sudanese refugee into his reform synagogue in Hamburg. As the leader of the Jewish community in Pinneberg, he took care of “his” refugee during the month of Ramadan and protected him until he received refugee status. 

			In the Torah-portion Qedoshim (Lev. 19:1-20:27), we hear the words “You shall be holy, for I the Eternal your God am holy” (Lev. 19:2: qedoshim tiheyu ki qadosh ani ha-Shem). The meaning of this verse is clear: only God is holy, while Jews are commanded to become holy. This central commandment indicates that the Jewish people are not intrinsically holy; their task is to become holy. Jews are appointed to strive for holiness, without ever reaching the level of the Holy One himself. To become holy is therefore a life-long, asymptotic, infinite task. Only a self-deluded individual believes that he has reached the goal. Holiness is not inherent in the Jewish people. It is not an ontological quality or a natural status; it is rather a never-ending quest. 

			The Hebrew word for “holy” is qadosh and its meaning is “separated.” The separatedness of “holiness” is not negative: it is a separatedness in function of a relationship. In the covenant (in Hebrew: berit), God as the Holy One relates to the people of Israel, who are commanded to become a “priestly kingdom and a holy nation” (Ex. 19:6 mamlèkhèt cohanim ve-goy qadosh). 

			As I mentioned, our daily prayers in the community always end with a quote of the prophet Zechariah (14:9): “And the Eternal will be King over the entire earth; on that day the Eternal will be One and his name One.” The words “on that day” (ba-yom ha-hu) demonstrate that God is not yet “One” for the people of Israel, who have to make Him One by creating a unified society and a unified humanity. In other words: Israel’s central confession “Listen Israel, the Eternal is our God, the Eternal is One” (Deut. 6:4) makes no sense if this theological utterance is without anthropological consequences. To make God One is only possible through the creation of a unified humanity. God will become unique for us once the entirety of humanity is united. With this difficult task, for which Israel is chosen in a difficult election and for which they have paid a high price throughout centuries, Israel sees itself as the “one nation,” parallel with “the one God.” The uniqueness of Israel is parallel with the uniqueness of God. This comes into expression in a prayer (Mincha) on Shabbat: “You are One and your name is One and who is like your people Israel, a unique people upon the earth” (atta èchad ve-shimkha èchad, u-mi ke-amkha Yisrael goy èchad ba-arèts). The uniqueness of the Jewish people is not the result of an atavistic consciousness or being better or higher than others; rather than superiority, it denotes the difficult consciousness of being tasked with unifying the world and, by doing so,—religiously speaking—making God One. 

			In an elevated Jewish religious lifestyle and way of thought, one comes into contact with the Holy One, with the One, through contact with others. The infinite comes into perspective in the attachment and dedication to other finite beings. The verse “You shall be holy, for I the Eternal your God am holy” (Lev. 19:2) is situated in the larger context of many social commandments such as the deference to one’s mother and father (Lev. 19:2), the duty to rise before the aged and to respect the face of the old, the prohibition of stealing (Lev. 19:11) and the interdiction of cheating in measuring length, weight, or quantity (Lev. 19:35). 

			Foremost, the central commandment to become holy receives special importance in the commandment to love one’s neighbor. The verse of Lev. 19:18 is explicit: “You shall not take vengeance or bear a grudge against the sons of your people; you shall love your neighbor as yourself: I am the Eternal” (lo tiqom ve-lo titor bene amèkha ve-ahavta le-re’akha kamokha, ani ha-Shem). Situated in its historical context, the command to love one’s neighbor is the command to love the fellow Jew, parallel with “the sons of your people” in the first half of the verse. However, explaining a verse in its historical context is not enough; it also and foremost functions in the present day context. A text echoes in ever-changing contexts, until today. In the dialogical interreligious hermeneutics which is currently evolving, the verse of Lev. 19:18 pertains to all human beings, whoever and wherever they are. Beyond its historical meaning, we may interpret the verse as urging us to love the fellow human being, who is a brother or a sister. A person is assigned to love the fellow human being as if they were his or her own family and this makes him or her unique: the I becomes unique because he or she takes care of the other. We are called to love the other, whoever that may be. That love, being there for the other, is our uniqueness. We are responsible for his or her life and welfare. This interpretation of Lev. 19:18 goes beyond loving the members of the in-group. “The neighbor,” whom we have to love, is everyone. 

			If we want to make God One, we will have to relate to others as if we are all one family. Here we can learn from Ben Azai, who was in disagreement with Rabbi Akiva. Rabbi Akiva condensed the entire Torah to the verse, “You shall love your neighbor as yourself” (Lev. 19:18). But this verse, as I explained, is ambiguous: who is the neighbor in this case? Ben Azai disagreed with Rabbi Akiva. He referred to the verses in Genesis, “this is the book of the generations of Adam: in the day that God created Adam in the likeness of God He made him. Male and female He created them” (Gen. 5:1-2a), as the core of the Torah. According to him, the neighbor is unambiguously every human being, since all are made in God’s image. Therefore, he preferred the verses in Genesis as the basis of the entire Torah. Hillel formulated the Biblical love commandment, “You shall be loving towards your fellow human being as yourself” in a negative way: “Do not to others what you do not want done to yourself” (ma shè-sanu alèkha al ta’aseh le-chaverkha).21 This is the quintessence of the Torah. One hundred years later, Rabbi Akiva taught that the love commandment is the “great rule” (klal gadol) of the entire Torah.22 We understand this as the commandment to develop a positive attitude towards every human being, as if he or she is my brother or sister. About two millennia later, the German Jew Franz Rosenzweig (1886-1929) in his Star of Redemption (1921) saw the love commandment of Deut. 6:5 as the source of all other commandments.23 To create a brother- and sisterhood with all in view of a unified world is the duty of every Jew and, in fact, of every human being.

			The love commandment applies particularly to strangers who live amongst us. Lev. 19:34 reads: “As a citizen among you shall be the foreigner who resides with you; you shall love him as yourself, for you were foreigners in the land of Egypt: I am the Eternal your God” (ke-èzrach mi-kèm yiheyè lakhèm ha-ger ha-gar itkhèm, ve-ahavta lo ki gerim hayyitèm be-èrèts mitsrayim, ani ha-Shem elohekhèm). This verse offers us the motivation for relating lovingly to the foreigner: we have to love the stranger, because we ourselves resided in a foreign land, where we were oppressed. We know what discrimination, humiliation and persecution entail. The Exodus meant the redemption out of our situation of slavery. Today, foreigners are frequently second class citizens, new slaves who do the work that others refuse to do; they are often ill-treated and discriminated against. 

			The attention to the foreigner and the love of him or her propel us to act. Holiness resides in the love of the foreigner. Welcoming the stranger and assisting him or her is a holy duty and brings us into contact with the Higher Worlds. This is concrete interconnectedness or concrete holiness. At the end of May 2016, our son Binjamin who lives with his family in Jerusalem, traveled from Israel to Jordan with his Muslim friend Mahmud, in order to help Syrian refugees. This is an act of humanism, religiously speaking: a religious duty. As mentioned, about two years earlier, Wolfgang Seibert gave another example of a humanist behavior or of practical holiness. He is a Jew who gave “Kirchenasyl” to a Muslim. In an instinctively Jewish act, Wolfgang helped “his” refugee, because he remembered the situation of the Jews in Germany more than 70 years ago, and the situation in Egypt more than 3200 years ago. Jews have a long memory.
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			Chapter 3 

			Religious Sensibility as 
Tiqqun Olam 

			“[…] and she [Hagar] lifted up her voice and wept. And God heard the voice of the boy [Yishma’el].” 

			(Gen. 21: 16b-17a)

			“And she [Hanna] wept bitterly. […] Eli answered: ‘go in peace: and the God of Israel grants you your request which you asked of him.’” 

			(1 Sam. 1: 10b, 17).

			Goodness, kindness, reaching out to others, caring for social justice and gender parity are the backbone of the Jewish tradition, which is relevant for religious, less religious and secular Jews. The attention to the stranger is of special importance for all Jews who take seriously the memory of a nation of slaves who went out of Egypt. 

			In our time, many fugitives flee war and oppression in order to find a better life for themselves and their families in Europe. Such a situation, in which thousands and thousands of people are in need of assistance and care, requires special attention from all those engaged in social work. To provide medical and linguistic help, shelter, work, food and clothing for asylum seekers is the task of the day. However, more is needed in order to create an atmosphere in which they feel welcomed and at home in their country of arrival. Not only social workers, but all fellow residents may be helpful by welcoming the immigrant as a neighbor and replacing hostility vis-à-vis the stranger and fear of the unknown with lovingkindness and care for the newcomer. 

			The task of the day in Germany is to organize humanitarian help for the 1.1 million refugees who entered Germany in 2015 alone and of whom 40 percent fled the terrible war scene in Syria.24 The task of social workers in Germany is to minimize the social divide between the host society and the migrants and to contest the negative perception of predominantly Muslim migrants that is manifest in the slogan “Islam does not belong to Germany.” In Israel, we have to relate more humanely to the foreigners who live amongst us, to the Eritreans and the Sudanese. They are specially loved by God; are they specially loved by us? 

			In the face of the radical challenges in West European society caused by massive migration, we observe individuals and groups involved in extending hospitality to the newcomers; they welcome fugitives and accept and respect their cultural and religious otherness.25 Others, however, react in a negative way; they do not want strangers with their foreign customs and different behavior in their own town or on their street.26 They talk about limits that were contravened a long time ago. They refuse to accept changes in their society structures and even develop xenophobic attitudes in an attempt to preserve the own and to ban the strange and unknown by any means. In Israel, the Ministry of the Interior calls the refugees “infiltrators” (mistanenim). Human rights organizations call them “asylum seekers” (mevaqshe miqlat). Officially, as things stood in July 2017, there were 38,540 refugees in Israel, and between 6000 and 7000 of their children were born in Israel. Most of them are from Eritrea (72%) and South Sudan (20%). They are considered illegal and do not enjoy basic social rights such as education and health care, but they have the right to temporary residence, which has to be renewed yearly. Officially, they are not allowed to work, but this policy is not enforced. Right wing politicians perceive the “infiltrators” as hurting the “Zionist fabric” in the State of Israel. In the United States, the position of Donald Trump towards foreigners is well known and, against his policy, many people have taken part in street demonstrations for a free America. Promotion of a universal cross-bordering ethics is a cure against the populist right, which prefers the own over the other and the stranger. 

			Given the challenge of a heterogeneous society, one may reflect on religious diversity, which is present in Israel and more and more visible in a rapidly changing Europe. In the present chapter, I approach this theme from a dialogical point of view, which—as I believe—is vital for all those who care for the realization of social justice. My dialogical thoughts aim to offer some orientation for people involved in intercultural and interreligious meetings. I understand dialogue with the newcomers in modern societies pragmatically. The contact with people who were once—incorrectly—called “allochtones” in Belgium and in the Netherlands presents an opportunity to realize additional social coherence. Nearness and convivial proximity to the “other” could contribute to the creation of a society in which plurality and appreciation of the other are integral. In particular, I focus on the religious aspects in the praxis of intercultural encounters. 

			When welcoming and living with people from other cultures and religions, one may love one’s own particular religion and at the same time become conscious that the recognition of the religious other is indispensable in order to build a home for all. We are all different. Thanks to our differences, communication of one’s otherness as well as enrichment of the own experience by openness to alterity, become possible. The I is different from the other and the other is different from the I, but bridging and creating a common world beyond differences remains a human possibility. I call this special nearness, this respect for differences and the movement of going beyond them “trans-difference.”

			Exodus as paradigm for engagement

			The situation of the fugitives, also in Israel, calls for our special attention. Prophets from all religions have demanded the creation of a righteous society for all. The Hebrew Bible relates the Exodus as the story of deliverance from slavery and oppression. This story is told and retold in Jewish liturgy, more specifically during the Seder of Pesach and, as such, has had a great impact on Jews throughout the ages. The motive of the Exodus is further mentioned in the Qiddush of Shabbat eve: on Shabbat all are free; there are no slaves or second class citizen. The Exodus may become a reminder that we ourselves were once oppressed and refugees in Egypt: we know the feeling. This memory obliges us to extend hospitality. Martin Luther King with his activism for equality in the United States was also inspired by the Exodus motive. Religiously sensitive people can still hear the demand: “Let my people go.” In Jewish humanism, the theme of this book, religious behavior expresses itself in humanitarian activities such as assisting refugees, struggling against poverty and the export of weapons and defending the rights of oppressed groups. 

			In another Biblical story, in Gen. 18, three strangers are provided with food and shelter. From the story, it becomes clear that God has come to Abraham through strangers. Religiosity or contact with the higher Reality consists of assisting people who need help and support. Relationships with other people are the concretization of the relationship with God. In Gen. 18:3 we read: “He said, ‘My Lord [Adonai], if I find favor with you, do not pass by your servant.’” Although in verse 2 Abraham sees three men approaching his tent, suddenly—in verse 3—he addresses God. He asks God (singular, the word Adonai with qamats) to stay with him, but in fact this is a request for the guests (in the plural, the word adonai with patah) to stay with him.27 In Jewish humanism, to extend hospitality to foreigners means to host God himself.

			In the Talmudic treatise Sota 14a, Rabbi Hama, son of Rabbi Hanina, speaks about the obligation to imitate the acts of God himself. As He clothes the naked, you have to clothe the naked. As He visits the sick, you will visit the sick. As He consoles the mourners, you shall console the mourners. Also the great medieval Jewish philosopher Maimonides wrote that we cannot know God: we give Him attributes, not in order to depict His essence, but in order to make us behave morally. Religious behavior expresses itself in humanitarian activities. 

			During the 100th Katholikentag in Leipzig, May 27, 2016, one could read on one of the 2500 placards inscribed with the message “Save life” the following: “Not looking away. Nobody should drown in the Mediterranean Sea. We all sit in one boat.” Refugees and people who seek a better life easily become victims of smugglers without a conscience who endanger the lives of these unfortunate people by putting them in small boats in the Mediterranean and leaving them to the cruel forces of nature. From January through June 2015, 2800 boat people sunk into the sea. In cases where they do survive, they are put in camps and easily become victims of discrimination in the new society. Caring for those people in their exodus and helping them to settle down in their “land of promise” is a sign of hope in our times. To be religious means to be connected, to be involved in the world, to help these refugees. In the words of the well-known Dutch theologian Edward Schillebeeckx, who in his theological hermeneutics linked Church and society: “extra mundum nulla salus”: without the world there is no redemption.28

			Humanistic religiosity

			As stated above, in true religiosity service of God consists of the realization of a just society. I quoted Amos 5:24: “Let justice roll down like waters, and righteousness like an ever-flowing stream.” This fundamental tenet in religion is also attested in post-Biblical literature, for instance in Pirqe Avot 3:13: “He [Rabbi Hanina ben Dossa] used to say: He who is pleasing to his fellow-men is pleasing also to God, and he who is not pleasing to men is also displeasing to God.”29 (Rabbi Hanina ben Dossa haya omer […] kol shè-ruah ha-beriot nocha hemènu ruah ha-maqom nocha hemènu, ve-kol shè-en ruah ha-beriot nocha hemènu ein ruah ha-maqom nocha hemènu). Relationships with others appear to be the concretization of the relationship with the higher Reality. 

			Inspired by his religious tradition, E. Levinas shows in his Difficult Freedom the link between religiosity and the humanism of the other person (=ethics):30 

			The face […] is inviolable; those eyes, which are absolutely without protection, the most naked part of the human body, nonetheless offer an absolute resistance to possession, an absolute resistance in which the temptation to murder is inscribed: the temptation of absolute negation. The Other is the only being that one can be tempted to kill. This temptation to murder and this impossibility of murder constitute the very vision of the face. To see a face is already to hear ‘You shall not kill,’ and to hear “You shall not kill’ is to hear ‘Social justice.’ And everything I can hear coming from God or going to God, Who is invisible, must have come to me via the one, unique voice.

			In Jewish life, the struggle against poverty is not voluntary, it is a religious duty. This struggle is the battle for more economic equality. It also allows the disadvantaged to have a voice and a human face. Through solidarity, deep listening and being present, impoverished people may regain their human dignity, and overcome frustration, discrimination and criminalization. One may share the pain of the destitute and marginalized and listen to what disturbs them in view of their progressive reintegration into the whole of society. 

			Many ways to serve God

			There are many paths that lead to the Highest Reality. All religions claim to have a special way to the Transcendent. Hassidic stories, made famous by Martin Buber, even highlight the specificity of the way of every single person. Here are a few of them that illustrate that the ways to God are as numerous as are human beings:

			The first Hassidic story is about Rabbi Baer of Radoshitz, who once said to his teacher, the Seer of Lublin: “Show me one general way to the service of God.” The tsaddiq, the righteous one, replied: “It is impossible to tell men what way they should take. For one way to serve God is through learning, another through prayer, another through fasting, and still another through eating. Everyone should carefully observe what way his heart draws him to, and then choose this way with all his strength.” 

			In another story we hear that Rabbi Bunam once said in his old age, when he was already blind: “I should not like to change places with our father Abraham! What good would it do God if Abraham became like blind Bunam, and blind Bunam became like Abraham? Rather than have this happen, I think I shall try to become a little more myself.” And Rabbi Zusya said, a short while before his death: “In the world to come I shall not be asked: ‘Why were you not Moses?’ I shall be asked: ‘Why were you not Zusya?’” 

			In a further Hassidic story Rabbi Raphael asks his teacher: “Why does no human face resembles another one?” Rabbi Pinchas of Korets answered: “Because the human beings are created in God’s image. Each one sucks the divine energy from elsewhere. All together they form the human being. That is why their faces differ.”

			The four stories mentioned show us the uniqueness of the way of each and every human being to serve God. Many centuries earlier, the uniqueness of every person in serving God is beautifully praised in the Babylonian Treatise Sanhedrin 38a: „Our Rabbis taught: [The creation of the first man alone] was to show the greatness of the Supreme King of kings, the Holy One, blessed be He. For if a man mints many coins from one mould, they are all alike, but the Holy One, blessed be He, fashioned all men in the mould of the first man, and not one resembles the other.“ 

			Other religions as well acknowledge the dignity of every person. The Qur’an 49,13 wants us to recognize the importance of plurality and communication: “People, We created you all from a single man and a single woman, and made you into races and tribes so that you should recognize one another. In God’s eyes, the most honored of you are the ones most mindful of Him: God is all knowing, all aware.” In this light, the absolutization of one‘s way becomes problematic. There is not one way. To present one religion as the only way to God is problematic, because all religions aim to create a better society, each in its own way. Religions should not become aims in themselves, they are for the sake of God, who counts human tears and sees people‘s suffering. The Jewish philosopher Abraham Joshua Heschel (1907-1972) wrote:31 “Religion as an institution, the Temple as an ultimate end, or, in other words, religion for religion’s sake, is idolatry. The fact is that evil is integral to religion, not only to secularism. Parochial saintliness may be an evasion of duty, an accommodation of selfishness. Religion is for God’s sake. The human side of religion, its halakha, creeds, rituals and institutions, is a way rather than the goal. The goal is ‘to do justice, to love mercy and to walk humbly with God.’ When the human side of religion becomes the goal, injustice becomes a way.” 

			The truth 

			Frequently, however, it is the firm conviction that one possesses religious truth that prevents dialogue in which the other is confirmed in his or her otherness. Tensions and open conflict arise in interreligious meetings as the result of feelings of superiority or arrogance. But there is an alternative. Maimonides writes in his Shemonah Peraqim: “Listen to the truth from whoever says it.” Throughout ages, religious truth separated between “us,” who possess this truth and “others” who do not know the truth or only partially possess truth that pertains only completely to “us.” However, the alternative position of openness to what religious others have to say and of communication with them is not entirely utopian. Exclusivist and inclusivist standpoints can be replaced by pluralist vantage points, which promote interaction with religious others.32 

			From a philosophical point of view, the Kantian turn has brought us a real Copernican revolution. Kant deems that human beings cannot know metaphysical truth. His thought has inaugurated a new era in which we understand ourselves as shaping truth from our point of view. In the past, wars were waged in the name of an absolute truth, which, however, cannot be reached in the post-Kantian era. As a consequence of the new insight in the unattainability of truth because of the limits of our knowledge, a certain humility may replace the arrogance of those who claim to have the absolute truth. No group can claim to be in possession of ultimate truth. Positively phrased: all groups are linked in the common search for truth. They will have to learn from each other. In this unending process, they will be transformed in contact with others. Instead of taking absolute standpoints, one may appreciate a multitude of lifestyles, which are all interconnected in the realization of truth “from beneath.” In dialogue, one necessarily changes. In the “new we,”33 distinctions will remain, whereas exclusivist views will disappear. 

			We are all seekers, always on a quest because the truth is beyond human comprehension. If God is the truth, we humans are only looking for the truth in manifold ways. In this context, one may refer to Heschel’s definition of idolatry, which is the lack of distinction between a perfect God and imperfect religions.34 It follows that the recognition of the limits of one’s own theology is the precondition for approaching truth. It further follows that truth is not approachable in abstract dogmas, but from the bottom up, from a lived religiosity and most of all from the multi-perspective context of all contexts, i.e. by taking into account a plurality of visions and lifestyles that are linked to the ultimate questions of human existence. 

			In his “Two Types of Faith,” Martin Buber distinguished èmuna, trust, from pistis, dogmatic belief in truth. He held that authentic religiosity expresses itself in an existential attitude of confidence, whereas inauthentic religiosity situates religion in a supra-human region without any link to inter-human reality.35 In this way, presence and nearness to others and meeting and dialogue with religious others are the real loci theologici, which allow for contact with the higher Reality. Consequently, I deem that dialogue and mission are incompatible. One could suggest that, eventually, the word “mission” could be replaced by “message” or “task,” but that too does not solve the problem: to think that one’s religion is higher or better paternalizes or colonializes the religious other. If people of one missionizing religion come into contact with people of another missionizing religion, and both insist in having the truth, conflicts will soon rise. Judaism too, as a non-missionizing religion, is frequently conceived as the one and only truth, whereas other religions are perceived as deficient. However, after Kant, we have to admit that all religious faiths are merely attempts to say something about the final truth. In this perspective, one’s own religion is not central anymore, because all religions reveal aspects of the Ultimate Reality.36 

			The new views on truth, exposed above, are not necessarily relativist. They may produce less rigid reactions to religious others as well as confirmation and appreciation of the other’s belief. Christians were pioneers in developing these new views. Perhaps the most famous one of those forerunners of a dialogical or interreligious theology is John Hick, who died in 2012 at the age of ninety.37 I here briefly describe Hick’s position and his controversy with Cardinal Ratzinger (the later Pope Benedict XVI, who published Dominus Jesus in which he condemned relativism, in 2000), because Hick instigated a major shift in religious thinking that is important for all our relations with religious others.38 Such a major shift in thinking about religions is the result of a religious sensitivity that relates to and values the religious other. 

			Hick’s revolutionary work did not escape the attention of Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger,39 who defined relativism before eighty bishops in September 1996 as the central threat to the Christian faith. He discussed the position of John Hick, who like Kant distinguishes between the phenomenon and noumenon, in order to argue that one never grasps ultimate truth in itself, but only its appearance, quoad nos. According to Ratzinger, Hick is a relativist, who deems that dialogue is an exchange between positions that depend upon each other. Hick’s move from ‘self-centeredness’ of the old Adam to ‘reality-centeredness’ of the new Adam sounds beautiful, but is in fact problematic. 

			In his answer to the Cardinal,40 Hick writes that he is not a moral relativist and that he does not belong to the New Age movement, as the Cardinal claims. Cardinal Ratzinger rightly says that he distinguishes between God, the Ultimate Reality or the Real, and what is known about Him through our own conceptual apparatus. He then quotes a source much earlier than Kant in which this distinction is present. Thomas Aquinas wrote in his Summa: “Things known are in the knower according to the mode of the knower.” Hick maintains that there are different modes of the knower. Accordingly, different religions embody different ways of conceiving, experiencing and responding to the Ultimate Reality. He then responds to Ratzinger that he does not relinquish the vertical dimension in the shift from ‘self-centeredness’ to ‘reality centeredness.’ The transcendent reality is “mediated to us in our religion.” Other great traditions have “salvific transformation.” The religious other is not less moral or responsive to the Real than are Christians. 

			For Hick, there is a three-fold typology since Vatican II: he perceives an evolution from exclusivist ecclesiocentrism to inclusivist Christocentrism and pluralist theocentrism, in which religions “are seen as revolving around God, the ultimate transcendent divine reality.”41 Great theologians, he writes, affirmed the ineffability of God.42 He quotes Gregory of Nyssa, for whom God is “unthinkable, unutterable, above all expression in words,” Augustine’s utterance that “God transcends even the mind,” Thomas Aquinas’s saying “by its immensity, the divine substance surpasses every form our intellect reaches,” and finally the mystic Pseudo-Dionysius, who wrote that God “cannot be spoken of and […] cannot be grasped by understanding.”43

			The sentence, “Truth will sprout from the earth” (Ps. 85, 13a; èmèt mi-èrèts titsmach) is compatible with the view that we do not have knowledge of God and that truth grows from beneath, amongst human beings who search for truth by means of contact and communication. Midrash Bereshit Rabba (8:1) contains a Jewish view of truth, which comes amazingly close to that of John Hick. This Midrash tells us that when God decided to create man, there was a dispute among the angels in heaven: the angel of loving-kindness was in favor: man was charitable. The angel of truth was against: man was full of falsehood. The angel of righteousness agreed that man would be created, but the angel of peace objected. God took truth and threw it to the earth, as it is said: “Truth will sprout from the earth.” The conclusion of this Midrash is that human beings have to seek the truth, which will sprout from the earth in a painstaking process. This makes our own truth in some way relative; it is not heavenly truth. We all seek truth, and peace will be established as the result of the humility of people who recognize that their truth is relative; it blossoms between them through interconnectedness. This Midrash voices an essential tenet for the preparation of a sound praxis-based interreligious theology, for which cognitive humility is one of the pillars.

			Reinterpreting religious sources 

			The fact that truth grows from below may make us wonder if one does not have to replace theo-logy’s abstract discourse concerning God by a more down to earth interreligious search for truth. Jewish scholars reinterpret religious sources in view of communication with religious others and in view of a dialogical theology. Likewise, Muslim scholars look for passages in the Qur’an that allow for religious pluralism. In this way, for instance, one interprets Sura 31, 27 as saying that no human expression may adequately describe the transcendent Reality44: “And if all the trees on earth were pens and the ocean [were ink], with seven oceans behind it to add to its (supply), yet would not the Words of Allah be exhausted [in the writing]: for Allah is Exalted in Power, full of Wisdom.”45 

			Another Sura (5, 18) highlights that God did not leave one nation without prophetic guidance: “To thee We sent the Scripture in truth, confirming the scripture that came before it, and guarding it in safety: so judge between them by what Allah hath revealed, and follow not their vain desires, diverging from the Truth that hath come to thee. To each among you have we prescribed a law and an open way. If Allah had so willed, He would have made you a single people, but (His plan is) to test you in what He hath given you: so strive as in a race in all virtues. The goal of you all is to Allah. It is He that will show you the truth of the matters in which ye dispute.” In a dialogical hermeneutics, diversity is therefore willed by God: He made people diverse and the most important thing is the “race in all virtues,” the creation of a moral world. Finally, Sura 2, 62 expresses the idea that all the righteous ones, also the non-Muslims, will be saved: “Those who believe [in the Qur´an], and those who follow the Jewish [scriptures], and the Christians and the Sabians,—any who believe in Allah and the Last Day, and work righteousness, shall have their reward with their Lord; on them shall be no fear, nor shall they grieve.” 

			The previously mentioned Sura could be read in parallel with Rabbi David Kimhi (Radak, c.1160-1235) who commented on the verse “The Lord is close to all who call Him” (Ps. 145:18): “From whatever nation he may be, so long as he calls Him in truth, that his mouth and heart be the same.” One could further enlarge traditional Jewish sayings on plurality as referring to all religions. For instance, the rabbinical dictum “elu ve-elu divre elohim hayyim,” “these and those are the living words of God” (or “these and those are the words of the living God)46 refers to the multiple interpretations of the Torah. Yet, it could also be interpreted as applying to the multitude of religions and worldviews, which are all related to each other in the search for what escapes us, but has profound meaning for our human existence.

			Truth is to be found in dialogue with others. This is asserted by Jonathan Sacks, who writes: “Truth emerges from the quite different process of letting our world be enlarged by the presence of others who think, act, and interpret reality in ways radically different from our own.”47 This does not support “religious shopping” without identity, an “anything-goes” posture, but a sincere and flexible re-visioning and reimaging of the own tradition in contact with other traditions. It is not a pure syncretistic undertaking. On the contrary, in contact with the non-I, one more fully appreciates the own. In this context, Harold Kasimow quotes his teacher Maurice Friedman (1922-2012):

			There is meaning in our searching, even when it takes us far afield, if it enables us to come back home to the unique task which awaits us…This was my own experience in relation to Judaism. Brought up in a liberal Judaism of a very thin variety, I could never have returned to Judaism and established a new and deeper relationship with it had I not gone through Hinduism, Buddhism, Zen, Taoism, and Christian mysticism. Nor have I lost these other touchstones. They are part of the way in which I came to Hasidism and relate to it.48 

			In addition to the advantage of appreciating the own through contact with the other, the other’s way may become relevant for someone, who becomes conscious that there are other vistas on the Ultimate Reality. Moreover, one may come to realize that no tradition is “pure” and uncontaminated in itself, since mutual influences took place during the long history of humanity. For all these reasons, the “truth” has to be approached in different world views and comportments that come into dialogue with each other.

			Text and identity

			From a Jewish perspective, it is not the text itself, but what one says about it in diverse present day contexts that is important. This principle is recognized in Jewish hermeneutics, in which the Oral Law is positioned at the same level as the Written Law. A sola scriptura attitude without the dynamics of permanent and continually changing interpretations may lead to fanatic groups, which believe that God spoke once and for all in an unambiguous language, as if the fulfillment of what is literally written down were the highest form of religion. In such a fundamentalist mentality, all those, also from one’s own religion who do not fit into this scheme, are identified as belonging less fully or not belonging at all.49 The challenge is to contribute to the creation of a society in which there is not an “either…or,” but a “both...and.”50

			In a world in which careerism, consumerism and unbridled materialism are the new religion, it may be a real temptation to isolate oneself and become a member of a closed society that still praises old values with a clear message for all, and that is characterized by absolute solidarity with all those belonging to the own group of sisters and brothers. But in such a case, one overlooks the link to general society, a deficiency that has to be changed from within by hard labor. 

			Identities have become more and more complex. One may place emphasis on belonging to a nation or belonging to a religion, on belonging less to a religion than to a nation or less to a nation than to a religion. One may put the emphasis on particularity or on belonging to a broader society. The temptation to close oneself in a totality and not being linked to the general society exists, but there is also the temptation to negate one’s particularity and minimize it to an insignificant degree in view of one’s participation in general society. In a liberal democratic society, religious identity is no longer evident. In Western Europe, newcomers may have a more pronounced religious identity, but second and third generations with a migrant background will most probably put different emphases on varying elements of their identity. The temptation of extremism, however, by making religion the sole criterion of one’s identity, still exists. In any case, the creation of a relational identity or—formulated in a more dynamic articulation —the identification with all people in society is a notable option.51 

			Human rights and religion 

			Confronted with the one-dimensional worldview that characterizes radicalized individuals, it is not enough to take negative, preventive actions.52 Security is important, but promoting a just society in which the particular needs of all are taken into account, is equally vital. To protect a society from aggression is not enough. It takes more to bring about a good life for all. One has to wage a battle against indifference and prejudices and to stimulate positive elements in meeting with others. In our Israeli society, we have to work in order to improve relationships and minimize prejudices towards (religious) others. We may strive for a society of diversity, to learn to identify with others and—for a change—to see the world from their point of view. In Europe, programs of de-radicalization will have to be complemented with the improvement of the social conditions of people amongst whom radical preachers recruit mainly impressionable youth for terrorist activities. One may certainly criticize religions, in which negative elements are always present, but one also may search for positive elements in them instead of stigmatizing them a priori. To criticize radical Muslim groups is not the same as Islamophoby. To criticize Israeli politics is not anti-Semitism (denying the right of Jews to live in Israel is). One should focus upon a good life for all and on improving society, in which religious sensibility and the positive interaction between people belonging to different religions and cultures play a crucial role.

			Instead of the violence created by the distinction between those who belong, the “in-group,” and those who do not belong, the “out-group,” one may envision a society in which all search for the truth that grows “from below.” In an old-new humanism, religious and non-religious Jews both could promote justice and compassion,53 take into account people’s vulnerability,54 empathize with the downtrodden, the discriminated against, the refugees and the strangers in our societies, and respect their human dignity and fundamental human rights. 
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			Chapter 4 

			Interreligious Cooperation and Trans-Difference 

			“The symbol of God is man, every man. God created man in His image, in His likeness.”55

			Religious sensibility understood as mending the world implies engagement on behalf of the stranger and the newcomer, on behalf of the poor and those in need. This task is not limited to Jews. Jews are not alone in bringing redemption to the world. In order to transform our world into a more humane world, cooperation between religious people is needed. In this chapter, I focus, as an example of interreligious social engagement, upon the contribution of Jews and Christians to the process of redemption. Christians are partners in the process of the “reparation of the world” (tiqqun olam). Jews and Christians greatly differ, but they are linked in the common task to realize equality between human beings, to fight material and spiritual poverty and to guarantee that all have a dignified life. Christians and Jews deem that human relationships are the place where one meets God. Special attention has to go to those who are powerless and voiceless. For both communities, the Jewish and the Christian, generating brother- and sisterhood is a task that follows from the fact that we stem from one and the same heavenly Father. Jews and Christians both have the task to bring holiness into the world: we hallow ourselves in our ethical relationships with other human beings. We are commanded, as the prophet Micha says ‘to do justice, to love mercy and to walk humbly with God’ (Micha 6:8).

			However, with all our similarities, we are different and the differences between us are the condition itself for interreligious encounters and cooperation. If we were all the same, dialogue would be meaningless. There are major differences, which make a “trans-different” attitude possible. With respect for differences, cooperating and bridging between worlds become possible. Here are some major differences between Judaism and Christianity: 

			1. 	The Hebrew Bible is a common heritage, but Christians read it in function of the New Testament, while Jews interpret it in the light of Talmud and the Midrashim. In the Jewish view, there is no reading of the Bible without the entire post-biblical Jewish tradition.56 Whereas Christians have a Christological reading of the “Old Testament,” Jews read the Hebrew Bible through the eyes of the Sages, who based concrete, Halakhic rules upon the Biblical verses. 

			2. 	In the Jewish perspective, divine love expresses itself in concrete rules and demands for the creation of a just society. The kisses in the Song of Songs, “Let him kiss me with the kisses of his mouth: for your love is better than wine” (Song of Songs 1:1), are the kisses of God, who gives His commandments in love. The Law is thus a gift and an expression of love. God is loving and, in His love, He gives us commandments, which are always “for life,” so that one may live (Lev. 18:5 ve-hai bahem; Deut. 4:1: lema’an tihyu). The Law regulating the whole of Jewish life obliges, of course, only the Jews, not the Christians, who participate in the covenant without being bound to specific Jewish commandments. 

			3. 	A third major difference lies in the fact that Christians and Jews have the same God, but they put different inflections in their God-talk. For Christians, God is first of all love, a merciful Father in heaven. In the Jewish God-talk, there is a tension between the merciful Father and the demanding King. On the one hand, the divine Inhabitation (shekhina) is everywhere. God is easily to be found. On the other hand, He is only there where one allows Him to enter. He is nearby and far off: “the earth is given in the hand of the evil one” (Job 9:24) and “the earth is full of His glory” (Jes. 6:3). Without mercy one cannot stand before God, who lets it rain upon good and evil people. At the same time, in Jewish life, mercy is always balanced by justice. 

			The paradox of Father and King (avinu malkenu) typifies also a specific Jewish educational model. Without love, education is impossible: encouragements and forgiveness are necessary. But one should also make demands on one’s children for good behavior. Without love demands are cruel, but without demands love loses its power and aim. In self-discipline one fights evil, and in sympathy one curbs the evil inclination and transforms it into positive energy. A good life does not come into being without daily efforts. We know ourselves as beloved, and in love we are commanded. The divine commandments are God’s gift to the Jewish people. 

			Also in Kabbalah, judgment (din) and mercy (rahamim) belong together; together they form the middle way of spiritual beauty (tifèrèt). Judgement cannot be meted without mercy. But a saying in Midrash Qohelet Rabba 757 holds that the one who pities instead of being without pity, is finally without pity instead of pitying (kol mi shè-na’aseh rachaman bimeqom akhzari sof na’aseh akhzari bimeqom rachaman). Too much sympathy leads to injustice. The laws are part of God’s covenant, in which forgiveness is essential, for God’s mercy is always greater than His anger. In imitation, we ask Him to forgive us as we forgive other people. In Talmud Treatise Shabbat (133b), it says that for everyone who has mercy, God will have mercy upon him and for everyone who does not have mercy, God will not have mercy upon him. This is parallel to the well-known Christian prayer, which is essentially Jewish: “Forgive us our sins as we forgive the sins of our fellow men” (Mat. 6:12). 

			In Judaism, King and Father belong together. Without mercy, our world cannot stand. From the Dutch Jewish lawyer and writer Abel Herzberg I learned that a judge has to act according the law, but he also has to show mercy. In Jewish life, there is no judgment (din) without mercy (rachamim), but also no mercy without judgment. This can be formulated as follows: we are not allowed to forgive everything, as if evil no longer exists. Yet, forgiving remains important in Jewish life: it allows the sinner to begin anew, to not be trapped in his or her sin, not to be hemmed in by the own past, but to return and give an answer (teshuva) to God and man. In other words, one may return: time is not merciless, one may start over. However, in the Jewish worldview, evil remains evil and one has to resist it. 

			The scroll of Jona reminds us that God is the one who wants justice, but He is also a merciful Father; this was forgotten by Jona. Judgment (din) does not have the last word nor the first word. In this context, it is noteworthy that, for E. Levinas, in Mt. 25, 31-46, the last judgment in which one is judged according to one’s deeds, is the first Eucharist, the sacrament of “thanksgiving.”58 Judgment is therefore certainly not absent in Christianity, which is close to its Jewish roots, but a balance between divine mercy and demand is more characteristic for Jewish life. 

			To resume: Jews and Christians have a different reading of the Jewish Bible. In the Jewish perspective, unlike in Christianity, Law is the expression of divine love. Finally, Christians and Jews put different emphases in their God-talk. 

			These differences are certainly not an obstacle to working together. On the contrary, if we do not uphold these differences we will not be able to cooperate and fulfill our common task. Unity will only arise through differences and not without them. This seems to me important in societies where Christians are the majority and Jews the minority. A dominant Christian society should appreciate the Jewish specificity and value it as a special way of serving God. I am therefore pleading for a “trans-difference,” in which we respect and honor distinctions, but go beyond them in fulfilling a common task. On the way, we may also learn from each other and extend hospitality to each other. Finally, we shall not forget that our goal is not religion itself, but the Kingdom of God upon earth: we need to mend the world. Religions are not the aim. The aim is the creation of a society in which God has a place because we relate to the uniqueness of each and every other human being. In this, Jews and Christians again are united.

			Identity shaped in a dialogical way

			Frequently, religious identity is shaped on the negative background of other religious identities. In a homily on the occasion of Shavuot, somebody stressed that in Judaism one does not put trees in the synagogue during Shavuot, as this reminds one of a Christmas tree. Maimonides wrote that one has to remain seated when the ten commandments are read in the Torah cycle, because certain verses of Torah are not more holy than other verses. But I have heard an additional argument for not standing up when one hears the reading of the ten commandments: one has to remain seated because Christians attach the greatest importance to this verses, while neglecting other ones or making changes to them. On the same occasion, I heard that synagogues are built in a modest way, in order to differentiate them from cathedrals, in which the vertical dimension is stressed in the architecture, to the detriment of the horizontal intersubjective relation. 

			Interconnectedness between all human beings is the remedy to such crooked and polemic ways of thinking. Jews are linked to each other, as is clear from the command of half a shekel (Ex. 30:13; only in relation to somebody else does one contribute) and from the fact that one is part of the minyan in which all are equal, unique and at the same time linked to the others. But Jews are linked not only to each other, they are also linked to the entire world as “a kingdom of priests and a holy nation” (Ex.19:6; mamlèkhèt kohanim ve-goy qadosh). Defining Jewish identity while polemically relating to (religious) others portrays Jewish identity through negative attributes. Deep and human identity is always linked to alterity. 

			Searching for convergences without 
neglecting differences

			In a world that became small through the various means of communication, we need cooperation in order to solve problems that concern us all. We are all responsible for the removal of humiliation and of hunger in the world, for clean water, for the protection of those who cannot defend themselves, for the equal rights of women and men, for the dignity of the human being, for justice and peace. We all will have to take care of the ozone layer and, more broadly, of our environment. No country can solve these problems alone. No country can escape responsibility with the argument “my country first.” It is in this sense that in 1991 Hans Küng and Leonard Swidler launched the Movement for a Global Ethic and proposed a global ethic (in the singular!) that would fit an emerging global civilization.59 

			With all their differences, religions and cultures will have to cooperate in order to bring about a sense of interdependence and a united deep engagement for justice and peace. The 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights is an important step in this direction. Religions should strive to place human rights in the center of their attention and Jewish ethics should never be less than the ethical standards accepted by all humans. If religion is not for the benefit and social well-being of all, it misses its goal.

			Human rights at the center of Heschel’s religiosity

			In his speech on Religion and Race on January 14, 1963, Heschel makes it clear that religion cannot without responding effectively to social problems.60 More specifically, he pleads the cause of the black population in America and sees solidarity with them as a religious commandment. In the following, I bring some quotations of this speech that testify to Heschel’s religious view in which the fight for human rights is central. The quotations corroborate my argument that religiosity consists of being attentive to and caring for all human beings: 

			To act in the spirit of religion is to unite what lies apart, to remember that humanity as a whole is God’s beloved child. To act in the spirit of race is to sunder, to slash, to dismember the flesh of living humanity. Is this the way to honor a father: to torture his child? How can we hear the word “race” and feel no self reproach? Perhaps this Conference should have been called ‘Religion or Race.’ You cannot worship God and at the same time look at man as if he were a horse.

			Heschel’s view on religion implies that religious people are lovers of humanity and that hurting people means hurting God. Hence his definition of an idol: “Any god who is mine but not yours, any god concerned with me but not with you, is an idol. Faith in God is not simply an afterlife insurance policy. Racial or religious bigotry must be recognized for what it is: satanism, blasphemy.”

			For Heschel, observing the commandments does not go together with biases against others. Injustice is a profanation of the divine name. Seeking justice for all, especially for the poor and the oppressed, is in the prophets’ eyes serving God, who is not indifferent, but a God of pathos. Striving for the unity of mankind is the deepest wisdom: “There is no insight more disclosing: God is One, and humanity is one. There is no possibility more frightening: God’s name may be desecrated. God is every man’s pedigree. He is either the Father of all men or of no man. The image of God is either in every man or in no man.”

			Heschel is concerned about the desecration of the Divine name by humiliating another human being and not giving him his fundamental rights. Equality is for him a religious commandment that “goes beyond the principle of equality before the law. Equality as a religious commandment means personal involvement, fellowship, mutual reverence and concern. It means my being hurt when a black man is offended.” A religious person should therefore be personally involved in the struggle against inequality. He should be engaged in social affairs. With Martin Luther King, Heschel held God’s name high by fighting against social and political oppression. Both men were modern prophets who associated man’s distress with God’s suffering. Troubled by a certain concept of religion in which one closes oneself off from the world, Heschel notes, “Our tragedy begins with the segregation of God, with the bifurcation of the secular and sacred. We worry more about the purity of dogma than about the integrity of love. We think of God in the past tense and refuse to realize that God is always present and never, never past; that God may be more intimately present in slums than in mansions, with those who are smarting under the abuse of the callous.”

			Heschel maintained that discriminating against man means hurting God. Insulting man is insulting God. The sacred and the secular were indissolubly linked: loving God is loving man. He thought that the worth of man lies in his being in God’s image, in his belonging to God who has to be honored by honoring the human being: “The ultimate worth of man is due neither to his virtue nor to his faith. It is due to God’s virtue, to God’s faith. Wherever you see a trace of man, there is the presence of God. How can I withhold from others what does not belong to me?” 

			Heschel perceived in every human being a divine spark. This huge task of seeing the divine spark in each and every human being cannot be the task of only one religious group. It is the task of all religious people who care about the world. 
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			Chapter 5

			Judaism as Humanism of the Other Person

			“We are faced with the great task of articulating in Greek those principles of which Greece had no knowledge. The singularity of the Jews awaits its philosophy.”61 

			The preceding chapter dealt with cooperation between religions, especially between Judaism and Christianity, in view of mending the world. In the present chapter I discuss the dialogue between the Jewish and the philosophical world. In both cases, the copula “and” indicates that Judaism is not a closed entity, but related to other realities. As an eminent example of the relationship between Jewish and non-Jewish elements, I explore the relationship between Judaism and philosophy. Judaism needs philosophical elucidation. Yet, philosophy could also be enriched by the Jewish pre-philosophical experience. The Jewish world and the Greek, philosophical world are interwoven. The aim of this chapter is to show how Judaism as a special kind of humanism contributes to general philosophy. More concretely, I explain how Levinas is the prime example of a philosopher whose Greek discourse bears the traces of a Hebrew, prophetic life and thought. 

			If one wants to examine how notions and metaphors from the religious field may function outside their original context in a philosophical framework, renewing philosophy as such, Levinas’s ethical metaphysics comes to the mind. Levinas uses various elements that belong to the specific Jewish context in the framework of his ethical metaphysics. He thus innovatively resituates notions stemming from a pre-philosophical experience in his philosophical project. I consider Levinas to be a kind of “frequent traveler” between Jerusalem, with its prophetic-ethical message, and Athens, as the cradle of conceptual, logical discourse.62 I argue that his “wisdom of love” surprises, enriches and fructifies his philosophy as “love of wisdom.”63 An otherwise-than-knowing pervades the thought of Levinas, for whom knowledge is not the only site of meaning. Inspired by the Jewish tradition, he constructs a philosophy that bears the traces of another tradition of wisdom: a Hebrew vestige is palpable in the Greek discourse.64 Just as one finds philosophical reflections in Levinas’s so-called “confessional writings,” his “professional writings” contain terms that belong to the classical Jewish repertoire, but now turn into full-fledged philosophical notions. I offer some examples of notions and concepts that belong to the religious vocabulary, but were creatively transformed and philosophically reinterpreted in Levinas’s philosophy. 

			Traditional religious terms appear, of course, in Levinas’s Jewish writings, but also in his philosophy. Once one takes into account that Levinas’s criticism of ontology and his advocacy of the “above essence” characterize his entire oeuvre, it is no longer surprising to encounter the same concepts in his philosophical, as well as in his Jewish writings. However, the critical reader should be aware of the fact that these terms function in two different language games with dissimilar meanings. 

			Scholars have remarked that Biblical and Talmudic wisdom as pre-philosophic elements and as “wisdom of love” inspired Levinas’s “love of wisdom.”65 In Levinas’s Jewish writings, abstract notions are not absent, and in his philosophical writings, the metaphoric language of Jerusalem is not conceived of as inferior to the discourse of logic. However, the metaphoric language functions here in a Greek discourse. Given the complexity of Levinas’s thought, one has to answer a series of questions: What is the relationship between religion and philosophy in his thinking? Has Levinas theologized phenomenology? Did he transform Judaism into philosophy? What is the relationship between his pre-philosophical experience and his philosophical conceptual thinking, between recognition/ethics and cognition? How does one formulate otherness in terms of sameness and how does one logically discuss something that is not adequately expressible in the logical terms of reason? Is God in Levinas’s philosophy still the traditional God of the Jews? I will answer these questions, starting with an analysis of various religious terms and notions that received a radical ethical meaning in Levinas’s philosophy.

			The I as “Here I am” 

			The biblical declaration “Here I am” of Gen. 22:1,7,11 inspired Levinas in his approach to the I.66 The appeal from the other provokes the change of the I into a unique “one-for-the-Other,” into a “host.”67 By answering the unlimited appeal of the other, the I testifies to the infinite, which is not known, but “attested”: the I bears witness to God.68

			In Levinas’s philosophy, the I is in the accusative, before he is in the nominative. The I is characterized by a passivity that is more passive than all passivity, i.e., beyond any receptivity.69 He may substitute the other, but no one can substitute him.70 Hence, the subject is conceived of as subjected,71 more than self-interest or arbitrary freedom; he may breach the circle of totalization thanks to the other. 

			Levinas’s philosophical approach to the I runs parallel with his Jewish thought, in which one is called to be the humble servant of Isaiah 53, in a diaconal manner: the human being bears the world, like Atlas. The I is not a necessity, a mechanism of cause and effect, but rather characterized by the call of the other. This ethical approach to the I appears in both Levinas’s Jewish and his philosophical writings. 

			Religion

			A further example of Levinas’s belonging to both the Jewish and the philosophical worlds lies in his use of the term “religion.” In Levinas’s view, philosophy is not ancilla religionis, a handmaid of religion, which offers answers for everything and consolation for everybody. Nor is revelation taken into account and then neutralized in philosophy. We are witnessing, instead, a new union and dialogue between religion and philosophy. Religion itself is interestingly defined as “the relationship between the same and the Other without totality.”72 Such a philosophical and humanistic definition of religion allows for criticism of a pious-pathetic view of religion. The term “religion” in Levinas’s philosophy indicates the challenge to become responsive. It is the condition of the I, who withstands totality in contraction and leaves room for the other. In the withdrawal from ontological extension, infinity is opened up. This inaugurates society, a multiplicity that is also called “religion.”73 

			It follows that Levinas’s philosophical use of the term “religion” has nothing to do with a belief in a “happy end” to human history: There is no guarantee for such a happy end. The philosophical term “religion” implies, rather, that at any moment history is ripe to be judged. Ethical time creates a meta-historical time, a different history where violence is reduced to a minimum and in which one identifies with the victims and the defeated and refuses to be overtaken by progress.

			God

			A third eminently religious term, “God,” appears in both of Levinas’s writings. In Levinas’s philosophy, God is significantly called Illeity, “He-hood,” as a trace in the face of the other inviting one to respond.74 In his Jewish writings, he notes that the one who opens himself to the heteronomous experience of the other elevates himself to a relationship with God. In his entire work, the term “God” is never used for pious purposes: God is rather linked to a demanding “religion for adults”75 and to a witness of the Infinite in “invested freedom,” in “here I am.”76 

			God is not present, nor is He absent. He is not to be described in a negative theology. One bears witness to Him as to the infinite that ruptures totality. As Illeity with which fusion is excluded, He leaves his trace in the traumatic opening of the self towards the other, in the fracturing of the cogito. In his philosophical writings, Levinas raises the problem of thematization: the other cannot be conceptualized. Neither can one talk about God and His revelation in a purely thematizing way, because the “epiphany” of the face that commands and elects—the proximity to God—takes place in the praxis of a response to a never ending obligation.77 

			It becomes clear that Levinas’s philosophical God is far from a big eye that sees everything and therefore is able to see what human beings without an all-embracing gaze cannot see. God is not the eye that sees and is itself unseen. Neither is He the providence that foresees all. He is rather the unforeseeable, the invisible, to be approached in proximity to the other.78 The more I realize justice, the more I feel that I am far from reaching Him, as the always escaping, as the Unique who never comes onto my horizon.79 “God” is the unlimited in my limited world, infinity in my finite world.80 “God” is linked to the always exterior, to the non-representable call of the other. Levinas’s philosophical “God” is therefore not contaminated by being; He “is” not; He is otherwise than being, which is not being otherwise. His name, not to be pronounced, points to His transcendence. He is only approachable in the never-satisfied “Desire” for justice.81 The more I approach God, the more I measure the distance between me and Him. In traditional Jewish terms: The just will be judged in a more severe manner.82 The signifier “God” never reaches the signified even in a remote manner. He is the hidden one who grants human beings full responsibility. 

			God-talk appears in Levinas’s entire oeuvre and it becomes difficult to separate the Jewish from the philosophical God-talk, because they intermingle. However, we bring again a caveat: one should be careful not to confuse the two discourses. In the philosophical writings, the term “God” is never ontological. It is synonymous with the “face,” as that which cannot be fused in a totality. Because nobody can claim to have fulfilled all his duties, the ethical exigency remains asymptotic or infinite. 

			In Levinas’s non onto-theological language God is not a “being,” nor “the supreme being.” Rather, his philosophical discourse is towards God, à-Dieu. This à-Dieu is intimately connected to the greeting of the other human being and to the endless call of the other, succinctly summarized in the command: “Thou shalt not kill.” 

			Difficult or created freedom

			Another eminent Jewish thought that appears in all of Levinas’s writings is that of “difficult freedom.” Freedom in itself is “murderous” and is only justified through the orientation to the other.83 It is inscribed on the tablets that carry the Law, as is written in Pirqe Avot (6:2).84 Such a view, in which prescriptions orient freedom to a life devoted to the other, is a rationality which is less focused upon itself than the reason of philosophy, where the meaningful is conceived of as residing in the coincidence between being and appearing. For Levinas, knowledge is not the only site of meaning. The relationship to the other as awakening and disturbance is judged to be better than self-possession. The I is a “created freedom,” he has a freedom “invested by justice.”85 

			In his philosophy, Levinas sheds light on this rationality of transcendence that respects the heteronomy and exteriority of the other, who is not containable or subsumable in the totality of the same. 

			Levinas the philosopher was conscious that deeper questions on human existence are asked in the religious sphere, where the concept of freedom appears as justified by responsibility. He brought this concept as a corrective to a humanism that considered freedom as the highest value, forgetting that responsibility is the foundation of freedom itself. Levinas brings a “humanism of the other person,” which orients human freedom. This “humanism of the other person” or ethics as special attention to the demands of the other is clearly inspired by Jewish culture. 

			“Thou shalt not kill”

			Another religious trace in Levinas’s philosophy is the appearance of the biblical command “Thou shalt not kill.”86 For Levinas, divine words are basically prescriptive. Confronted with the command “Thou shalt not kill” one cannot remain indifferent: One has to take into account the vulnerability and suffering of one’s fellow man, and his demand for help. The crisis of humanism prompted Levinas to search for the roots of humanism in the command: “Thou shalt not kill” as the primordial decree demanding respect for the other. 

			Critical of a philosophy that had concentrated too long upon the all-absorbing I and not listened enough to the logophany in the face of the other, he made the prophetic message of Jerusalem relevant for the tradition of Athens. Levinas was committed to both philosophy and prophecy.87

			Election

			The idea of the election of man that is comprised not of privileges but of responsibilities, also appears in both kinds of Levinas’s writings.88 The people of Israel and all mankind are “elected” to be responsible for the other. Election is the privilege of obligation. 

			Levinas argued that, in fact, all election is a singularity, making the elected unique and irreplaceable. In this manner, being set apart turns into the condition of the universal. This election of each and every human being is never essentialist, it is always functional; it remains an election to “difficult freedom.” Election in Levinas’s philosophy is never a privilege, but a responsibility; it is the nobility of entering into an unequal relationship, of being accountable. Moral conscience is consciousness of election. 

			Levinas enlarged the category of election from Israel to mankind. In his philosophical writings, he deems that the uniqueness of each and every person stems from her election by the other. Election to answer—vocation—comes for Levinas to the individualization of the human being as such. The functioning of the term election in both of Levinas’s writings is another example of his belonging to the Jewish and the general world.

			Eschatology

			The theological term “eschatology” also appears in Levinas’s philosophical writings. In his famous preface to Totality and Infinity, he presents a meditation on war and peace. Whereas Heraclitus wanted to prove that being reveals itself as war, Levinas reckons with the fact that war does not manifest exteriority. He contrasts politics in history with peace as respect for the exteriority of the other. The “ontology of war” is contrasted to “the eschatology of messianic peace,” which “institutes a relationship with being beyond the totality or beyond history” and is “a relationship with a surplus always exterior to the totality.”89 As in an inclusion, the last pages of Levinas’s masterpiece return to the problem of violence but also to the perspective of an “eschatology of peace.”90 In this eschatology of peace, peace is always “my peace,” going from the I to the other.91

			In Levinas’s philosophy, eschatology is beyond history, and judges history.92 In this perspective, time does not evolve, it is not a continuity, but rather something intersubjective, under the judgment of the “eschatology of messianic peace,” and under the an-archic demand, “Thou shalt not kill.” 

			Levinas describes how violent history is submitted to judgment.93 It is the relationship with infinity, with the demand of the absolutely Other, that declares history ready for judgment at every moment. Using an eminently religious category, he brings a philosophical idea: In the “eschatology of peace,” the totality of the I and the totality of history are ruptured by the infinity of the other’s demand to respect her.

			Epiphany, revelation and creation

			“Revelation” in Levinas’s philosophy is the “epiphany” of the face.94 These are again traditional religious terms, which appear in a philosophical context. The “epiphany” of the face is not a phenomenon that can be described, nor is it something to be “experienced”: The demand is infinite and surprises man in his narcissistic totality. 

			In Levinas’s thinking, the “face” is the way the other presents herself. The gaze of the other, which supplicates and demands, is called “revelation.” To welcome the other—which in Hebrew is, significantly, qabbalat panim, literally “receiving the face”—is to have the idea of infinity. It is to receive a teaching that is not maieutics, not from within the person himself, because it comes from outside and brings more than one can contain. 

			The terms revelation and epiphany, belonging to the religious sphere, are brought into the philosophical narrative, with a specific philosophical content. The continuing revelation in Levinas’s philosophy is never a knowledge, not a noema correlative to a noesis; it is a teaching or a face, the condition of knowledge. 

			Another religious term entering philosophy is “creation.” Levinas reserves the term “created” for a human being capable of being called into question.95 A created I is related to the other, responsible even before he comes into the world.

			Messianism

			Finally, also messianism as a religious term appears in Levinas’s philosophy.96 Levinas regarded messianism not as a one-man phenomenon, but as a task given to everyone. In his own words: “Messianism is not the certainty of the coming of a man who stops History.”97 For Levinas, all human beings are the Messiah.98 Just as with election, the Messiah is popularized, actually present in the suffering human being, who suffers for the suffering of the other. Each human being has the possibility to be a Messiah, to become a Suffering Servant about whom the prophet Isaiah spoke. 

			Judaism as “humanism of the other person”

			With the foregoing analysis of the function of religious terms and notions in Levinas’s philosophical discourse, I am now able to answer the questions at the start of this chapter. Levinas establishes a relationship between Judaism and philosophy. He perceives Judaism at its best as the prototype of a positive disturbance in the I that does not allow withdrawal from responsibility for the other. In this sense, Judaism is the “other” of philosophy and educates toward the realization of a “difficult freedom.” For Levinas, a positive disorder and trouble in the I makes one sensitive to the other. This worry in the I comes from the other and transforms the I in a “created” being. In writing about “creation” and other originally religious terms, Levinas makes the reader sensitive to what remains outside the all-illuminating light of philosophy and to what is not “represented,” to what cannot be seen and nonetheless is the meaning of all that “is.”

			I have shown how different notions belonging to the religious field became philosophical notions. Levinas did not simply “translate” religious terms in his philosophy, he was rather inspired by these terms that express aspects of the pre-philosophical religious experience. He thus surprised and transformed philosophy by means of a thought, in which recognition of the other was perceived as more original and higher than cognition. In Levinas’s own words: he endeavored to “express in Greek those principles about which Greece did know nothing.”99 Levinas’s philosophy is the prime example of a philosophy that is deeply inspired by the religious experience. 

			Levinas knew how to bring the prophetic view into the Greek discourse. This talent comes to the fore in his interpretations of the Talmud, but also in his philosophical oeuvre, that bears traces of “Hebrew.” He opened up the Jewish world to philosophy and was well aware of the problem of a “Greek” translation that does not adequately render “Hebrew,” which respects the disproportion between the signifier and the signified. He traveled between Jerusalem and Athens to the great benefit of each of these cultures, constantly moving between prophecy and philosophy. It is an act of peace to bring different worlds and languages together, in hospitality. In Levinas’s radical ethical interpretation, Jewish tradition knows about ‘olam as bearing the ne’elam: about the world as conveying what is “above” this world. The same idea of “beyond being” is expressed in Levinas’s philosophy, in religious terminology with philosophical meaning: with these words he opposed a violent ontology. 

			Levinas had a double appurtenance: to Judaism and to Hellenism. He invited Jafet into the tent of Shem, but I focused in this chapter on the presence of Shem in the tent of Jafet. Religious terms in Levinas’s philosophy testify not to the presence of a “religious” philosophy, but of a philosophy of engagement toward the other, that is nurtured by the saying “we will do and we will listen” (Ex. 24: 7) and by prescriptions that precede description. Levinas developed a skeptical attitude towards the totalizing philosophy of his time and formulated his “humanism of the other person,” which he found exemplified in the best of Jewish tradition, in the philosophical logos, by transforming religious notions into philosophical concepts.

			Levinas’s “humanism of the other person” characterizes his ethical metaphysics. At the same time, this special kind of humanism makes up the particularity of Judaism. It is the humanism of an asymmetric ethics, in which the always exterior other “commands” the I, in a fundamental inequality. The Jewish experience is inconceivable without this inequality and without a difficult election. Levinas saw Judaism as a corrective to a humanism that considered freedom as the highest value, forgetting that responsibility is the foundation of freedom itself.100 In this perspective, the I is not an independent subject, but commanded with a directive that does not enslave or alienate. For Levinas, the humanism of the other person, in which one’s sovereign freedom is called into question because one’s freedom is inscribed on the tablets of the Law, distinguishes the Jewish tradition. It is not exclusively present in the Jewish tradition, but it is clearly the Jewish present to the world. 
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			Chapter 6 

			Jewish Identity and Jewish Philosophy: A Personal View101 

			“[…] bond with God is expressed through covenant among persons. The two covenants are a Möbius strip […], the bracelet-type band […], where each surface folds over and becomes the other as it goes round the loop.”102 

			“To follow the Most-High is also to know that nothing is greater than to approach one’s neighbor.”103 

			“My very uniqueness lies in the responsibility for the other man.”104

			The two preceding chapters dealt with the relationship of Judaism to other worlds, respectively to Christianity and philosophy. In the present chapter, I give my personal reflections on the relation between Judaism and philosophy. Consequently, this chapter, as the preceding one, has a more philosophical character. I explain how I combine my personal religious path with philosophical reflections, in discussion with contemporary Jewish dialogical thinkers. I report how I paved my way in Jewish contemporary thinking and how I conceive of Jewish identity today.

			Thirty-four years ago I started a spiritual odyssey with my wife and at that time four little children, which led us to leave Belgium and the Netherlands and to become part of the Jewish people as it lives in Israel. The motives that led us to this existential decision, to move from Christianity to Judaism and from Europe to Israel are multiple and complex. The Jewish way of life and the Jewish worldview were so attractive that we identified. Although we are now exactly half of our lifetime Israeli Jews, enjoying our Jewish grandchildren, my wife and I are still discovering various aspects of this much cherished Jewish identity. Long before our passage to Judaism, I read the Bible in Hebrew and came into contact with Buber’s Hasidic stories, which opened up the world of Eastern European Jewry for me. I became gradually fascinated by a world-oriented and family-centered religiosity, in which one hallows each and every act in daily life, as well as by an approach to God as a loving Father and demanding King—a concept with deep anthropological implications. Moreover, the utopian vision of contributing to the construction of an exemplary society in Israel, inspired by humanizing Jewish values, seemed to me a real entrance into history. We felt part of a saga that unrolled before our eyes. We wanted to participate in the adventure of the Jewish people returning to their homeland after two thousand years. 

			Since my engagement towards the Jewish people is both existential and intellectual, reflecting on the meaning of Jewish existence became a necessity for me. I was privileged to become part of the academic world in Israel, which allowed me to freely explore Jewish existence in its historical dimension and in its relevance for today. My books on Rosenzweig, Buber, Heschel and Levinas as well as my teaching of these philosophers over many years testify to my lively interest in modern Jewish philosophy. In my professional life at Bar-Ilan University, I developed a sustained reflection on the problem of Jewish identity today, which is at the center of contemporary Jewish dialogical philosophy. Jewish philosophy is for me first of all a thorough and coherent reflection on Jewish identity. In my view, the challenge of Jewish philosophy today lies foremost in the reflection on the self as related to others and on the relationship between Judaism and the world at large. In this penultimate chapter, I offer my definition of the Jewish self in the framework of a yet-to-be-built Jewish dialogical, interreligious theology and hermeneutics. 

			In a non-essentialist approach to Jewish identity as part of the problem of identity as such, I adopt a radically dialogical standpoint and perceive Jewish identity as anti-identical. The I is visited by non-absorbable otherness, by the appeal of the non-I. The other is not to be defined by the I, but also the I escapes definition, because of ungraspable otherness that makes up its greatness and mystery. That the other is different and that I am different from the other is the condition for what I call “trans-difference,” a marvelous human possibility, that I see eminently present in Jewish tradition at its best. 

			Discussing identity, I pay special attention to religious identity. First of all, I perceive a great tension between religions and religiosity. On the other hand, I appreciate the concreteness of Judaism in its traditional form. I do not think that such concreteness is in contradiction with universalism. I opt for a paradigm of religiosity that has a multitude of manifestations. Moreover, I present Judaism not only as compatible with the rights of man, I argue that human rights and the rights of the other person (ethics) are at its heart. 

			In presenting my own distinctive Jewish dialogical philosophy, I plead for the development of a dialogical hermeneutics. Accepting the otherness of the other in “self-transcendence” as well as the otherness of the self in “self-difference,” and building “trans-different” bridges has, therefore, philosophical and hermeneutical aspects that I spell out in my dialogical view of a future, vital Jewish identity.105 

			The Other in the I 

			In my view on identity, the permanent feature in the self is the change of the self in service of the other. Alterity or the insertion of a foreign element into the self is a precondition for the self, necessary for the creation of a “higher” identity. In this “othered” identity, the tie to society or lived fraternity on a radically heterogeneous basis is inherent in identity. The xenologic element in the I is not an estrangement from the self, nor an estrangement from society, but rather the ennoblement of the self in “passing” to the time of the other and engaging in conversation with him, in “translating” his world into mine and my world into his. Alterity at the heart of identity constitutes one’s real transcendence. The process of becoming different to oneself is present in what I call “self-transcendence.” The result of an altered self I call “self-difference.” Consequently, the I that becomes other to himself in a relationship is not the I that is psychologically in need of recognition by the other, but rather the I that, challenged by the other, recognizes the other in her concrete needs and wishes. The I as different from the other and the other as different from the I may both further develop a “trans-different” attitude and strive for a lofty, dialogical condition. 

			With this approach to the I that makes an exodus out of itself, I do not go back to an essentialist definition of the I. I rather develop an approach to the I as embodying reception of otherness. Since the I is not exclusively self-created, it is also “created,” a gift to others, a “me” embedded in a network of relationships. The I doesn’t only shape itself, it is also shaped by the other. It constantly transforms itself and is transformed by the non-I. The self transcends itself in relation to the other; in doing so, it is no longer itself, but outside of itself, projected to the other. I consider, therefore, that the otherness in the self as a result of the basic openness of the self to the other is the higher dimension in a particular existence. Concomitantly, the I also creates itself in a unique manner. In my perspective, the existence of every human being is also a self-shaping, self-building process, although the individual’s existence is primarily shaped. 

			In the meta-identity that I discuss, the I is bound to the rights of the other human being. To be is to care, to be yourself is to live with concern for the other. The self is not first of all to be known by oneself, for the self is located elsewhere: in being concerned with the other. The deepest layer of the I is experienced and uncovered in the shaping of a unique self that is other to the other as well as in humble service of the other. In my philosophy of care, meta-identity and “self-difference” are realized when one leaves, like Abraham, the land of the self and all that is known and that links one to oneself, in order to go to an unknown country, to a non-place, an u-topos. 

			There are two sides in the self, which is called upon: the self is shaped and also shapes himself, and as such, is uniquely interrelated with the other. Neither the self nor the other are definable or objectivizable. They both are linked to the ineffable that informs the dynamics of the human being, who constantly looks for more possibilities. In his uniqueness, a person is an unidentifiable, ineffable “mystery,” a text that cannot be exhaustively decoded. The life of the self is not his exclusive property, since it is full of what cannot be reduced to it. The particular roots of the human being bring an estrangement or positive alienation towards what is natural and ask for justification of human acts. I perceive a person’s identity not as primarily linked to what is written on one’s identity card. For me, identity is the insertion of alterity into the self as the result of being called by the other human being. Identity stems from being addressed. I hold that the human being escapes any definition, because the dynamism, the indeterminism and indeed the loftiness of her life stem from her unique presence for the other. 

			The “self-difference” of the I as a challenge in human life is the result of the welcoming of and care for the non-I. One might argue that the challenge of dynamic “self-transcendence” and consequently of “self-difference” sets the standard for the good life too high, and that therefore it is not realistic and even dangerous because it is unrealizable in a normal human life. Yet, I deem that the recognition of the possibility of self-transcendence as a factual dimension in human existence is compatible with a realistic view that copes with evil. The I who realizes otherness in himself is required to be critical towards himself as well as towards others. The self-different I is not the slave of the non-I, since he does not give up his autonomy, which he orients towards the other. He is critical towards eventual totalizing tendencies in the other and in himself. I consider that the very repressed albeit desirable condition of human existence is to live with and for the other. Far from ethical fanaticism, an overly heavy burden or an extreme standpoint, the vision of an “oriented” identity or of the altering of the self recalls what is formative in human life. In the complex fabric of our lives, alterity as hospitality towards the other within ourselves and as the dramatic change in the self is the guiding force or orientation that creates a dimension of disinterestedness in life. I maintain that to be other to oneself, to change oneself, not remaining within the same but “conversing” with the other, are the conditions for any inter-cultural encounter and life. It is not the knowledge of the I or the other, but the acknowledgment of the other and the approach of the I as destined to enhance a creative life for the other that makes a difference. I am challenged by the other, and this challenge makes up the uniqueness of my self. The self does not have to become the other, nor to remain enclosed and encapsulated in itself. It is, rather, “self-different.” “Trans-difference” means that the other is different from me, just as I am different for him, and that, notwithstanding—or better: thanks to— these differences, “bridging” between the differences and “translating” is a sublime human possibility. I am both constructing myself and constructed by the other. The self is “altered” but also concretely situated and, as such, has a difference that is added to the difference of the other. Embedded in a well-defined situation, the I is also unique, uncategorized and different from any other. It is possible to bring together the difference of the self and the difference in the self, caused by the other.

			Religious identity 

			The approach to the self that I just spelled out profoundly affects my view on Judaism and on the interpretation of Jewish religious texts. It constitutes the setting for my discussion on the particularity of Jewish existence and on the construction of a future, other-centered dialogical hermeneutics that combines cultures and libraries.106

			In my approach to the religious self, I maintain that the I is not definable, since it is in contact with what cannot be defined, with the ineffable. The religious self is therefore connected to what is greater than the self, and it contains the traces of what surpasses it. Every I is chosen and elected. My vision of the religious self is that of a self that is not limited to itself and that is challenged by the other. I see the religious self as basically connected to the non-I. The construction of a dialogical hermeneutics of religious texts, which I propose, is a practical application of my view on the religious self. I deem that the religious self is necessarily connected to others in intra-religious and interreligious dialogues and in the dialogue between religions and the world at large. 

			Dialogical thinkers

			Responding to the challenge of rethinking the self, I see the I in discontinuity with the same and not doomed to eternally return to itself, thanks to the call of the non-I. Each I is therefore always unique since, biblically speaking, it is “created”: God, who cares for His children, expects an answer from every I. The I is the object of God’s personal concern. Before it interprets, the I is interpreted. The condition for interpreting is the fact that, even before its birth, the I is interpreted by God and by the other. Prior to its commitment, the I is responsible, pre-originally called.107 It is God who calls the human being by his name.108 This reality comes into expression in Isaiah 43:1: “I have called you by your name, you are Mine” (qarati be-shimkha li atta).109 The I is entrusted with the sublime task of alleviating the pain and misery of the non-I and taking care of the deprived, the poor and the oppressed. All are God’s beloved children, each of them uniquely elected to give life to others. 

			It follows that one has to animate the other as the only means by which one can bring the divine Kingdom near. As such, the subject is never a thing, it is a no-thing, unique and spoken to. The individual is not one of his kind, not to be dissolved into a genus or general category. He is extra-ordinary. One’s inner world, one’s interiority, is shaped by the unavoidable summoning of the other. The self is therefore “something transcendent in disguise.”110 The self may begin to feel like a stranger in his normal consciousness. It may become conscious that existence is not a property, but a trust.111 Life is “a transcendent loan,” and “[t]he essence of what I am is not mine. I am what is not mine. I am that I am not.”112 The question of the I is therefore not a speculative one; it is situated on a responsive, pre-conceptual level.113 The question of the I is not a mere speculation of the mind, it is an existential question concerning the individual, who may become a stranger to herself by receiving the stranger. In Jewish dialogical thinking, the other is not a means for the thinking I to find itself again; on the contrary, the I is existentially transfigured, so radically altered by the other that it becomes ethically impossible for the I to return to itself in sameness. Accordingly, the time of the I is not his private property, but rather a social event, born in the relationship to the non-I. Jewish dialogical thinkers underscored that the I is in dialogue (Buber), in conversation and under the command to love (Rosenzweig), the object of God’s care (Heschel), and confronted with the prohibition to murder (Levinas). In continuity with these thinkers, I consider the I from a social and metaphysical viewpoint; its meaning stems from his being assigned by the other to see him as a sister or brother, equally and uniquely created by the Father. 

			Dialogical I and meta-religion

			I envisage the I as immediately related to a non-I, and in this perspective the Divine comes into perspective. In a “trans-different” dialogical philosophy, I deem that the relation with the divine presence through one’s presence to the other takes place in and beyond religions. Moreover, such a “meta-religious” standpoint allows me to remain critical towards manifestations of religion that are not or are less dialogical. One has to always link religion to the unutterable and undefinable higher reality. If religion is not dialogical, it misses its goal. This entails the duty of creating a dialogical hermeneutics of the religious sources. In keeping religion on the dialogical path, I occasionally criticize non-dialogical attitudes. I think that self-criticism is a necessity if one wants religion to be vital and relevant. 

			Ongoing conversation with others and humanism as respect for the fundamental rights of all human beings are the kernel of adult religiosity. Religion should not be divorced from daily life. I prefer the insecurity of a dialogical life over the false security of possessing God in laws, rituals and customs. Dialogical life that is the criterion and heart of living religion implies the insecurity that is inherent in living the risk of the inter-human relation. Religion is therefore never to be restricted to a sacred sphere if it wants to be relevant for the whole of life. It is in living everyday life that one meets God. Religions themselves are ambiguous. I value the concreteness of religions with their specific traditions. However, I also go beyond the different religions, pleading for a “trans-different” religiosity or a dialogue between religions. I am alert to non-dialogical hermeneutics that are inherent in each and every religious tradition and propose an interreligious theology or a theology that reckons with plurality and in which dialogical interpretations of the various religious foundational texts are essential. 

			I protest against religions that corrode once they claim to possess God, who makes them vivid and alive. At the same time, I value a unity of mankind that is based upon differences between people and religions. I am not opposing separation in striving for unity; I am fascinated by differences and concomitantly by the possibility of going beyond them. 

			Jewish identity and trans-difference

			For biographical reasons, I am particularly interested in the relationship between the twin religions of Judaism and Christianity. Rosenzweig placed Christianity courageously in proximity to Judaism. In his view, the two communities are mutually complementary, but also critical towards each other. His creative correspondence with Gritli (Margrit) Rosenstock-Huessy,114 on which I wrote a monograph,115 is exemplary of a dialogue that respects different identities and goes beyond them in an effort to create a common world. This document humain is prototypical of “trans-different” approaches today. Although Rosenzweig narrowed his viewpoint to two religions, he nevertheless developed a model of interreligious dialogue, which I would enlarge to include other religions, as they are all human organizations concerned with the unutterable. A reflection on the importance of the conjunction “and” in the philosophy of Rosenzweig could lead to a pluralization of religious thinking. 

			Translating 

			Rosenzweig was an expert in “translating.” He translated the Bible together with Buber as well as ninety-two poems of Jehuda Halevi.116 By translating he felt that he participated in the world of someone else and that such a participation was a truly human possibility. He believed that one’s voice becomes truly audible only in translation.117 Rosenzweig deemed that everybody had to translate and in fact, translates. He recognized that a real conversation between persons or groups of persons is at the core a question of translation.118 He did not only conceive of human existence as essentially plural, he also believed that this world in all its plurality was intended to be one. Differences were necessary and “trans-difference” was a miraculous event. 

			In my own view, every conversation is a crossing of the border, an act of translation, since the different worlds that are in contact with each other are at stake. Hence, in each real meeting, there is an act of hospitality. Through the act of translating, the translator becomes other to himself; he is “self-different” as the result of othering himself in contact with alterity. In his philosophy of language, Rosenzweig insisted upon the fact that the depth of language stems from the command to love. It is at root about the expression of the availability of the one for the other. It is ultimately about being there for the other, “for it is possible for many languages to exist, but there is only one language.”119 Language is the possibility of conversation, the possibility of unity beyond and through diversity. Rosenzweig’s argument is that there is the possibility of being open to a “strangeness” that will always escape our own understanding.120 He further claims that our own subjectivity is changed when we encounter this strangeness. The subject does have to allow the other to transform or alter him.121 

			To my mind, translating means believing that the realization of the oneness and connectedness of humankind is always a possibility, not in spite of but thanks to the differences. In a “trans-different” attitude, a bridge is made to the other by letting the strangeness of the other influence the world of the same. In translation and in fact in every real conversation, the I surprises itself with something that escapes any familiarity. In hospitality extended to the non-I, the same is changed; alterity visits him, which leads to a human being’s renewal. In touch with the other, the “self-transcending” I allows otherness to enter into the same. The result is a “self-different” I, in which the other may come home. 

			Unity and Diversity 

			After the completion of the Star, in which he placed Christianity next to Judaism, Rosenzweig went beyond Lessing’s viewpoint that was too abstract and opted for a dynamic coexistence that included differences and similarities, opposition and symbiosis. In his adoption and criticism of Lessing’s view, he strove for equality that did not exclude particularity. One has indeed to be careful in comparing religions according to surface details. Not everything is easily communicable and one has to take into account incommensurable particularities. Dissimilation is crucial and a condition for relationship. The egalitarian position does not have to conceal or obscure the specificity of the different religions. At the same time, divine inclusivity forbids religious exclusivity. In this sense, Rosenzweig’s idea of God as the truth, in which the human being participates,122 is still a useful concept. Another beneficial perception of his is the idea that God did not create religions, but the entire world.123

			With all its flaws notably present in his hierarchical vision on religions, Rosenzweig’s dialogical interreligious thought serves as the beginning of a yet to be built interreligious theology. Perry Schmidt-Leukel is today one of the most prominent representatives of such a pluralistic theology of religions.124 He foregrounds the possibility of learning from each other as well as transformation as a result of interfaith encounters. All religions, he claims, center around the Ultimate Reality; they are about something transcendent. Once one accepts this thesis, one is open to learning new things about how others organize their lives around the transcendent. Crucial for an interreligious dialogue and theology to-be-built in the future is the recognition of the disparities between different religious persons and the recognition of the other. A careful thinker and outstanding theoretician of interreligious dialogue such as Schmidt-Leukel avoids the pitfall of dismissing differences between religions and he pluralizes theology without jumping hastily into a global, unifying religion.125 With Schmidt-Leukel, I can imagine an interreligious theology which does not dismiss differences. In such a case, theology in the plural will be the result of interreligious learning and is not arrived at aprioristically, but inductively.126 In an interreligious, pluralist theology, one may come to appreciate the different approaches of what is beyond pure reason and of what is ultimately unutterable; one may learn from the others and even, in the course of dialogue, come to courageous revisions of old views or of one’s own position. To my mind, an interreligious theology, a plurality of religious lives and respect for heterogeneity in religiosis, could become exemplary for an intercultural, peaceful society as such, where consensus and necessary dissensus coexist. 

			Judaism and the world

			If religion is for the sake of the world, the religious person becomes necessarily involved in social and political action. To be religious means by definition to deal with the secular world and with the concrete problems of human existence. Judaism is singular, but has no reason to exist unless in openness to others with whom one becomes involved. The I has to step out of the narrow borders of her own community and religion, into the wider world, in care and compassion for the other. 

			All religions deal with the ineffable and are therefore relative. I use here the word “relative” in two senses: first, no religion is absolute or higher than the other and, second, all religions are related to each other. That is, all religions are connected: this was stated most effectively by Heschel. In his depth-theology, the I imbued by God had to share the divine care for the neighbor. Whereas Heschel focuses upon divine care for human beings and upon God’s demand for our sympathetic care, I stress more the upward movement of the I towards the other. I do not forget that this movement is conditioned by the call of the other from above. Yet, it is dynamic “self-transcendence” that leads to “self-difference” and to the elevated reality of “trans-difference.” 

			Heschel’s engagement in interreligious dialogue was the direct consequence of what he conceived of as the sympathetic character of the religious person, who identifies with God’s pathos.127 Although his standpoint on religions was similar to that of Buber and Rosenzweig in that he concentrated upon Judaism and Christianity, he nevertheless developed, in his famous lecture “No Religion is an Island,” a broad perspective on the different religions. He was ready to see the plurality of religions as the will of God, while refusing to equate religions and God. One had to search for God passionately, but this quest had to be humble, in the consciousness that others too are searching for God. Heschel put the sense of wonder and mystery at the heart of the religious experience that characterized religious man as such. One had to keep alive the divine sparks in the souls of all. However, Heschel articulated a theory of interreligious pluralism, and not a Jewish theory of interreligious dialogue, which implies the active interaction between people of different religions. True, he was very influential in the Vatican II Council and actively contributed to the document “Nostra Aetate,” that marked a new age in the relationship between Catholics and Jews. He was a pioneer in courageously correcting Christianity. But he did not go far enough. The mushrooming interreligious dialogue of today implies much more than pluralism as the recognition of plurality and the correction of others; it also involves self-criticism, self-examination, and—as Heschel knew—the humility of recognizing that one’s own religion is imperfect and that only God is perfect. Buber went further than Heschel in positing that Jews could learn from the Christian stress upon the individual and that Christians could learn from the Jewish emphasis upon the collective.128 Heschel did not foster such a mutual criticism. He was more than merely tolerant, more than a religious pluralist, but less than a promoter of interactive interreligious dialogue. He paid special attention to Christianity and, more broadly, to the Abrahamic religions, but did not relate to the Asian religions. Heschel was far from being an exclusivist. As Harold Kasimow writes, if one takes into account Heschel’s characterization of the Bible: “No other book so loves and respects the life of man,”129 he was more like an inclusivist, recognizing truth in other religions, but remaining convinced of the truth of his own religion.130 For Kasimow, Heschel was neither an exclusivist nor an inclusivist, but rather “a Jewish interreligious artist who transcends the categories created by Christian scholars.”131 I agree with Kasimow that Heschel’s depth-theology and viewpoint on other religions broaden the horizon in the direction of a multi-religious praxis and theology, that is, however, not yet a critical, interactive, interreligious praxis and theology. In my opinion, his depth theology provides us with a theory that permits the creation of an interactive interreligious dialogue, but in practice, Heschel did not reach this stage. It has been noted that in his critique of other religions Heschel differs from pluralists like John Hick and Paul Knitter, since he did see all traditions as valid, but not as equally valid.132 I deem that the time is ripe to promote the idea that all religions try to organize the lives of people around what is beyond the boundaries of pure reason and that, therefore, one has to listen to and to learn from the narratives of others. Such an attitude seems to me to be the consequence of the idea that there are multiple ways of approaching the Ultimate Reality that can be more intertwined than in the past. 

			Working in Jewish philosophy as the encounter between Jewish existence and philosophy is a tremendous task today. I would like to suggest to get rid of apologetics and to see the special contribution of Jewish existence and thought for philosophy as such. In the past, most of Jewish philosophy was defensive. The time has come to philosophically discuss Jewish identity as a unique identity of fraternity. 

			Jewish education 

			In one of his articles in Difficult Freedom, Levinas reflects on the need for Jewish education.133 Jewish civilization, as discussed in ancient books, does not involve the abandonment of human ideals, but does denounce eloquence that disguises misery and does mistrust the spontaneity of one’s natural movements. Instead of promoting any form of freedom, Levinas refers to the law that is limiting and that brings forth a freedom “inscribed on the tablets of stone.” The Jewish spirit does not see every law as repressive, neither does it perceive of freedom as per se arbitrary or subversive. It is in this sense that Levinas rediscovers the originality of ancient Jewish values and the importance of a Jewish education that is more than mere religious instruction and more than an echo of the surrounding civilization or the simple rejection of this civilization. Love and law, love and obligation, spirit and letter, all go together in Jewish education. Judaism maintains “a law within freedom” and guarantees “freedom through law.”134 It entails ritual that creates a distance from one’s spontaneity and from nature. In Jewish education, one has to reopen the ancient books and build an active memory of the wisdom of the Sages, who are a source of wisdom that philosophy—as the love of wisdom—has to take into account. Judaism, Levinas writes, protests against the simple will to power; it doubts the peace of the conqueror and still believes in the humanism of patience. In the Suffering Servant, Levinas finds “all the suffering that demands justice until the end of time, a justice beyond the triumph of the triumphant.”135 I am profoundly impressed by Levinas’s philosophical interpretation of Judaism, which in its best moments is open-ended, in touch with the infinite that cannot be reduced to the same, but instead connects the same with the other. The challenge for Jewish philosophy today is not to search for the compatibility of Judaism with contemporary culture, but to describe the spiritual power of Jewish civilization and its forgotten values that still may inspire Western civilization. 

			Like his master Chouchani, Levinas saw Israel as a name for everyone who has received the Law.136 Israel is therefore a particular universal and stands for all those who, like Abraham, open their tent wide open on all sides in order to receive and feed mankind. Israel is therefore a large category of people who take care of an other person’s body, who give others food and shelter. In Levinas’s perspective, this idea of an enlarged, non-ethnic Israel is not a spiritualization of Israel nor the result of Jewish triumphalism, a talk about anonymous Jews. It testifies, rather, to an awareness that Israel is foremost an ethical notion and, therefore, not exclusively linked to corporeal Israel. 

			Levinas wrote about Judaism in a philosophical manner, although he would have denied that he constructed a Jewish philosophy. He knew how to shift from one language to another: in his Jewish essays he speaks “Hebrew,” and in his philosophical writings he speaks “Greek,” yet, there are passages that move from one language to another. He is faithful to philosophy and to prophecy, to the Bible and to the Greeks, and he acknowledges the tension and the occasional conflict between them.137 He was a philosopher, a Greek, but certainly a Jewish one.138 In his writings, philosophy as love of wisdom had to take Judaism as wisdom of love into account. There was no rigorous border between philosophy and simply thinking; Levinas’s philosophy was indeed inspired by the specific Jewish tradition of thought.139 Judaism and philosophy were not brought into synthesis, and Levinas certainly did not write theologically in his philosophy, but Jewish elements were inserted into his philosophy and philosophical considerations can be found in his Jewish writings. There were parallels between Judaism and philosophy. They were for him each other’s other.140 Prophets and philosophers belonged together. I retain from Levinas some basic elements that are constructive building blocks for my own standpoint. I lean upon Levinas’s view of the self as “here I am,” in other words: as availability caused by the other’s call. I greatly appreciate Levinas’s idea of Judaism as a “humanism of the other person,” universal and particular at the same time. Moreover, the idea of the necessity of multiple interpretations of the inspiring religious texts and of the ongoing discussions between students of the Torah as the social context in which the ancient texts come alive helps me to discuss and construct a much needed dialogical hermeneutics of ancient sacred texts. Finally, the interaction between Judaism and philosophy in the form of dialogue remains exemplary to me.

			Dialogical Hermeneutics

			Different views of the other are eminently expressed in the commentaries on the founding documents of religions. It is therefore a task of the first order to develop dialogical interpretations of the various sacred writings that take into account the gaze of the other, whose face interprets the I as the one-for-the-other. The other’s ethical demand obliges the interpreter not to neglect the other in his approach to his religious sources. The interpreter is therefore invited to understand the written texts in an act of hospitality, in a non-totalitarian, non-exclusivist way. This urgent invitation will be answered in a person- and other-centered approach to texts about God, who is not an object of representation, and about men, who are created in His image. Texts are not mere historical artifacts; they ask to be interpreted and readers give their explanations in a continual process of interpretation. The ancient texts are to be understood and reinterpreted on new terms. Understanding sacred texts presupposes an ethical community of interpreters who have knowledge of the fact that “no religion is an island.” Reading religions’ foundational texts always takes place in a present-day context in which one interprets, and the challenge is to keep the other in mind in the process of interpreting. 

			It is a positive development when religious people interpret their sources in ways that promote democracy, pluralism, critical thinking, and the universal rights of the human being. A new dialogue between religions and modern Western values such as feminism or equality is possible. A new field of interaction between religions has been opened, as people are shaping their religions in order to adapt them to our times and to innovate in reference to traditional texts. When confronted with modern values such as democracy or human rights, several options remain possible for thinkers on religious topics. One is that one leaves foundational religious texts aside and judges that they are incompatible with modernity. Another option is to read these texts through the lens of modern values. A third way consists in “shaping” religion by incorporating modern values into theology. In the last option, a feminist religious person who wants a different society and is confronted with archaic, paternalist patterns of thinking could say: “This is not religion.” She could also say: “It is not my religion.” One may say: “We make religion” and renew religion. Traditions are remodeled through creative new thinking. For the most part, this is a lengthy process. 

			Without interpretation, ancient religious texts remain closed and irrelevant for today. In interpretations, one may refuse to develop a critical philological-historical point of view or, on the contrary, admit that without such a point a view, real understanding of texts remains impossible. All interpreters, however, will have to deal with the violent passages that are present in their traditions and will have to take into account that religions do not contain truths that are affirmed once and for all. Religions are changing, whether one wants this or not, and we all constantly continue to shape our religions as we reinterpret our religious sources. Passages in which violence is manifest will have to be historically situated and not seen as expressing a meta-historical truth. God takes care of the human being and does not want his death, but life, good life for all. He is—as it were—in need of human beings and believes in their perfectibility and their ability to create a society in which every human being is unique and free, created in His image. Being religious today is caring for the other, for all the others. 

			Texts and commentaries are necessarily historically situated and written for a well-defined public. Therefore, they have to be constantly reinterpreted. It is essential to know what a text meant at the time it was written down, but it is likewise pivotal to know what it may mean today. The question of what the text meant and the question of what it could mean today, for us, are equally important. The latter query does not bring the text out of its historical context, but places it in an actual context, which is as vital as understanding its original Sitz im Leben. The main issue here is the function of a given text within an intercultural context and in view of the formation of a positive, inclusive identity. Rereading foundational religious texts in an intercultural context is necessary in order to avoid the shaping of negative identities. 

			It is true that documents shape specific group identities. But basic religious documents do not only contain historical memories that consolidate a group, they are central in the formation of a group identity, and as such, they either contribute to the creation of intercultural, dialogical societies or they do not. Exclusivists with absolute truth claims are not interested in reading the texts of others, since they think they possess the truth. Their viewpoint comes close to idolatry, since it denies truth in other narratives about the same transcendent reality. Inclusivists recognize some truth in the texts of other groups, but the full truth resides for them in their own foundational texts. This viewpoint too does not respect the sincerity with which others shape their lives around the transcendent. Pluralists tolerate (in a weak pluralism) or celebrate (in a strong pluralism) other thoughts embedded in foundational texts of other religions. But a dialogical openness to the texts of others as well as an intercultural and interreligious attitude, in which one acknowledges the other, learns from him and is also ready to be self-critical, are still largely absent. Holy texts frequently function as a means for consolidating the “I”’s own group on the negative background of other groups. They play an enormous role in the formation of narratives and memories that contribute to group solidarity. Multiple intra-religious perspectives are possible and desirable, but the dialogical interpretation of the Jewish sources is even more worthwhile in the pursuit of creating a developing interreligious dialogue.

			Hermeneutics will have to be responsive. This implies that each and every answer will have to see itself in the chorus of answers to the same call. The inexpressible, around which the ancient biblical texts pivot, invites a plurality of answers. God, of whom the texts testify, is not to be encapsulated in a concept; He escapes any grasp. He, so to speak, interprets the human being and allows for a multitude of interpretations of His call. The text is inspired in as far as the reader becomes inspired through the act of reading in order to create a just society. In an inspirational reading, one produces every new meaning in answer to the voice that becomes audible in the Bible, Midrash and Talmud. 

			One has to interpret texts in order to make them new again in the present. Partaking in a tradition involves also that one bring the past into the future. In this process, it is possible that one not accept certain aspects of the tradition which one shares. In all events, it is impossible to be linked to the whole of a tradition in all its facets. On the other hand, in order to shape one’s own unique religious personality, one should not become estranged from the living community that bears and transmits the tradition. Connectedness to others who also interpret is imperative. However, everyone has the task to reshape the tradition in which she stands or which she chooses, out of her own experience. There is no other way than one’s own way in interpreting texts and the world. 

			Texts always function in a context. In our present context, we care, for instance, for democracy that includes a diverse population. Incorporating present day contexts is indispensable in order to discover new aspects in old texts. With our present day sensitivities, we read the ancient sources differently. The point is that exegesis will always have to be renewed, since contexts change. Nobody can claim to have the “right” interpretation of ancient texts, because they remain perpetually open to novel approaches. Biblical hermeneutics implies ever-new understandings of the old texts. In the same vein, at the Hamburg Academy of World Religions, Hamida Sarah Behr explains that sharia in Islam is not a unified and fixed juridical system that is incompatible with democracy and human rights. Following the philosopher Mohammad Mojtahed Shabestari, she claims that it depends upon the interpretation of Qur’an, Sunna and Sharia if laws lead to totalitarian systems with corporal punishments and misogynistic laws or to democracy and respect of human rights.141 In a parallel manner, Anantanand Rambachan, also at the Hamburg Academy of Religions, explains that one may find in Hindu texts a vision of equality. The self, atma, is identical with the infinite, brahman. Women, like men, embody brahman. If one oppresses women, one fails to see oneself in them.142 Rambachan remarks that religious texts are not always used in order to bring reform in social structures. However, the religious should not be disconnected from social reality, since human nature embodies the infinite, which implies reverence for all life. It should rather be a corrective to oppressive structures.143 Ahimsa, non-violence, is violated when women have to abort female fetuses or when they are degraded by the practice of dowries.144 The feminine images of God in Hinduism could serve to promote and further gender justice and equality.145 Consciousness of social contexts should stimulate exegetes in their contextual approaches to give new forms to the basic revelation.146 The basic revelation is that there is identity of all beings with brahman, which implies the realization of the value of each one.147 As the Bhagavadgita states: “Brahman is perfect and the same in all.” Belief in the divine immanence implies reverence for all.148 Working with the Advaita ideal of “seeing oneself in all beings and all beings in one self,” Rambachan denounces the demonizing or ostracizing of others and stimulates us to identify with the other’s pain and joy.149 I conclude that in different religious traditions, one may reinterpret core religious texts and make them come alive in the present day context that appreciates equality and human rights.

			The new dialogue between secularism and religion

			Today, scholars in the sociology of religion have revised the former secularization theory, which assumed that religion was gradually losing adherents and that secularization would finally become dominant. Religion has reemerged and still has social significance. There has even been a revival of religion. The anticipated massive social change from the influence of religion transferring over to the secular did not take place, in contrast to predictions that the end of the religious era in Western Europe was in sight. Peter Berger (1929-2017) has rightly observed that in the industrial and post-industrial world, secularization is great, but that “the rest of the world is as furiously religious as ever.”150 

			One recognizes today that secularization and religion are linked. Religion may promote secular values, and secular values may also be sacralized. Religion and “its other” are not necessarily contradictory.151 One may hallow everyday life without escaping the world, and secular people could adopt a pluralist attitude, giving room to religion. It used to be normative to think about religion and the secular in a dichotomous way. One contrasted the sacred with the profane, belief with knowledge. However, interactions could be recognized, exchanges stimulated, and “translation” made possible. A new dialogue becomes conceivable if secularism is not perforce anti-religious, as it is in France, and if religion is not anti-secular as is true in Iran. Religion and modernity may be combined. In Israel, one thinks about the coexistence of Judaism and democracy and talks about a “Jewish democratic state.” In my view, such a state is only possible if we implement the “two state solution,” in which Palestinians will have their fundamental rights and which will be “the beginning of the flourishing of our redemption.”152 In this sense, Judaism and democracy could go together. Of course, the concept of Judaism itself is much disputed, given the truth in the dictum: two Jews, three opinions. Some think about religion when they say “Jewish,” others think about the Jewish people. Moreover, the Jewish religion has many voices. There is a tension between tradition and modernity. Reformulations, remodeling, and changes, even mutations, take place. More than ever we feel the need to reshape religion, in view of present day events and evolutions.

			Within the secularized world, Israel presents a special case. There are people who adopt the largely diffused West European belief in secularism at the expense of religion. They hope that religion will have less impact upon society and politics. There are furthermore people who protest against Western values and in a rather fundamentalist way represent secularism as a threat that may be overcome by employing religion as an all-encompassing meaning system. Finally, there are also those who combine a religious lifestyle with secular reality. Amongst Israeli Jews a growing spiritual interest is manifest, though not necessarily in structures of traditional religiosity. Frequently, in polarized Israel, there is little consciousness that both secularization as well as religious transformation and revival are mutually constituted global processes rather than mutually exclusive developments. 

			Combining cultures and sharing God’s care for the human being 

			Secularism and religion are twins, since religion necessarily links to others. More particularly, I maintain that to be a Jew is to live the impossibility of simply being equal to yourself: a Jew does not live in the one-dimensionality of the self, since he carries in him the dimension of alterity that links him to others. Consequently, interpreting Jewish existence will always go beyond the principle of identity. To be Jewish is to know how to “pass” to others. Great Jews are not only concerned with themselves but with the broader picture. If Judaism is equivalent to “passing” to others, it becomes less relevant what “kind” of Judaism one belongs to. Judaism is too profound to be pinpointed or nailed down to some “stream” and hyphenated. To be Jewish is to testify to the humanity of the human being and to universality. Judaism is indeed universal, but it is also a particularity that contributes to universality: “and all the nations will be blessed in you” (ve-nivrekhu bekha kol mishpachot ha-adama; Gen.12:3). My view is that a particular Judaism without universality is fanatic, whereas a universality without particularity forgets the specificity that is never to be erased from a universe full of differences. 

			The Jewish interest in the world has led to complex identities.153 Rosenzweig’s well-chosen image of two rivers (Zweistromland) implies that one may live within different cultures, which are separate but not unrelated. The Jewish and the German rivers fertilized his spiritual landscape and brought vitality to it. I think that the identities of people like Rosenzweig were less broken or hybrid than identities creatively forged in dialogue with their cultural environment. Modern Jewish dialogical thinkers lived their lives in the dialogue between the same and the other, between the own and the different. In a way, today’s Jews are likewise children of different cultures, products of a mixed world. People with a strong Jewish engagement will not be afraid to be in touch with different cultures or with philosophy. On the contrary, the I becomes particular through his being called and through his answer to this call. To be in touch with the Divine becomes possible in the answer to this call. Since the I is an I for the other, religious groups as well as hermeneutics of religious texts have to be open to others. Religiosity as I see it causes an exodus out of the self by extending hospitality to the other. This leads to the creation of the I, who becomes other to herself through confrontation with the non-I. Hermeneutics is therefore not only dialogical and ethical, but also “othering,” as it changes the interpreting I. 

			Interpreting with the other in mind

			Texts as such are dead if people do not make them live again by reverberating in their mouths, hearts, and minds. The echo of the divine living voice in the appeal of the other man can be heard only if sacred texts are interpreted from within a dialogical context. Only when sacred texts lose their condition of being written down, i.e., only when they become a living voice in the mouth and heart of the interpreter, do they get rid of their dead state and become alive again. The sacred texts appear in the context of Jewish liturgy, which may renew the Jew throughout the cyclical course of the year. In the best case, the participants in the liturgy do not merely understand the texts, they are regenerated by them. The biblical words spoken and sung in liturgy simultaneously presuppose a community and foster this community. 

			In a still broader perspective, sacred texts that ask for interpretation make the divine voice audible through the living dialogue with others that significantly differ from us. In speaking with others about the challenging divine voice, “self-transcendence” is realized. Only in dialogue with the stranger is the solitary position of the I left and the condition created for hearing the divine word with all its living and vitalizing force, in all its transforming exteriority. In intersubjective encounters, the voice of the sacred texts becomes audible again. The result is a novel way of approaching texts, in which one “sees the voices” (Ex. 20:18; ro’im et ha-qolot). Hearing the voice within and beyond the text is a human potential, affirmed by those who say: “we will do and hear” (Ex. 24:7; na’ase ve-nishma). Before any rational understanding, one becomes practically available for the other, and in this unconditional availability, one understands in a deeper way. In listening to the divine word, community is created. The praxis of openness to the other has impact upon the understanding of texts that deal with the unspeakable. In other words, religious texts relate to the ineffable; they contain words about what never can come to full expression, and these words become meaningful in dialogical exercises. In interpreting these texts, the I becomes inspired. There is ineffability in the I that is in touch with the ineffable, of which the texts speak. The less contains the more. With this idea, my view of the I comes full circle: the I is I, thanks to the unthematizable other, and he becomes unthematizable for others. The I is therefore a mystery, never fully understood, since it is always open to what it cannot contain. With this new vantage point on the I, one does not find the I by searching for oneself, but only in relation, in “trans-difference.” In the continuous process of “self-transcendence,” the I becomes “self-different,” with otherness in himself. From this perspective, the real identity crisis consists of the self-centeredness of the isolated I. The way out of this crisis is through dialogue with or answer to the non-I. In my view, Jewish vitality depends upon the creation of a dialogical self, and the genesis of a vital religious self is conditional on the building of a dialogical hermeneutics.
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			Chapter 7 

			Beyond Organized Religion

			“God did precisely not create religion, He created the world.”154

			Judaism is presented here as a special form of humanism. At the same time, I see my spiritual journey, my having lived in a quite different way, as a great blessing. To my particular human existence as a Jew belongs also the fact that I previously actively participated in Christian life. I cannot and do not want to forget or suppress that. On the contrary, my life orientation is Jewish, but I am at home in different traditions. This existential situation allows me to contribute to Judaism as well as to Christianity. I have not shaped my Jewish identity on the negative background of Christianity. In a way, a certain form of Christianity led me to Judaism, in which I appreciate in an enhanced way the unity of matter and spirit and the interweaving of love and self-restraint through the law. A dialogue between cultures has taken place internally. Therefore, I deal in this last chapter with the blessings of multi- and inter-culturality.

			Combination, participation and enrichment

			In our times, one observes more and more the phenomenon of multiple religious belonging (MRB) or—less engaging and more free—multiple religious participation (MRP) and enrichment.155 Belonging to more than one religion is certainly not a way for everybody, but it is a personal option in life that testifies to a sincere quest for the Higher Reality approached from different perspectives. More frequently one observes that people become enriched by other religious traditions and participate in the rites or ways of thinking of religious others, without double or multiple belonging. The famous sociologist Peter Berger wrote about encounters with religious others that may influence people. In this context, he uses the expression “cognitive contamination.”156 Such a “contamination” may be mild or more radical. MRB as well as MRP and enrichment of one’s own spirituality in contact with others are an adventure and a challenge. 

			When I met with Paul Knitter and Sallie King, I encountered MRB or “hyphenated religious identity” as a responsible attitude. Reading Knitter’s book Without Buddha I Could not be a Christian,157 in which he shows how he integrated Buddhism in his life as a Christian, I was profoundly moved by the way he harmoniously brought his Christianity and Buddhism together, proving also how religions may influence and correct each other. At the Academy of World Religions, my colleague Sallie King combines her being a Quaker with her being a Buddhist. Knitter and King have shown me how it is possible to integrate Buddhism in one’s religious life. Neither for Knitter nor for King is MRB a New Age cherry picking in today’s religious supermarket (although some cherry picking needn’t be evaluated immediately as negative; it could be a sign of real spiritual search). MRB is for them rather a challenging and demanding way of living. In their lives, they go beyond the confines of their original religion, cross the border, welcome cultural otherness and are transformed by it. For Knitter, in our age one has “to be religious interreligiously.”158 Knitter and King are not persons who are religious consumers, taking à la carte what they want, making a bricolage; they know the depth of two traditions, they are spiritual seekers to whom one cannot attach the negative, power-loaded and colonial term “syncretism.” Rather, they are fascinated by other ways of thinking, which they deem compatible with their original religion. In a non-exclusivist mood, they leave aside absolute truth claims and participate in a newly discovered worldview that they deem compatible with their original Weltanschauung. They find new ways of belonging. They have two worldviews, and one is not more dominant than the other. They are conscious that these worldviews are different, but in their minds one worldview cannot thrive without the other. 

			People who are themselves the result of a multicultural milieu may more easily be attracted by more than one religion and live them simultaneously. In their own person, they represent the dialogical encounter between religions. They are, so to speak, themselves a living interreligious encounter on two feet. 

			The Vietnamese theologian Peter C. Phan quotes as MRBs the following individuals: the French Benedictine Henri Le Saux (Swami Abhishiktananda, 1910-1973),159 the German Japanese Jesuit Hugo M. Enomiya-Lassalle (1898-1990), the American Cistercian Thomas Merton (1915-1968), the English Benedictine Bede Griffiths (1906-1993), the Spanish Indian priest Raimon Panikkar (1918-2010), the Sri Lankan Oblate Michael Rodrigo (1927-1987) and the Sri Lankan Jesuit Aloysius Pieris (b. 1934).160 All these people are Hindu Christians or Buddhist Christians. But the list can be easily enlarged by many others of different faiths, who live their lives while espousing different religious experiences. They are not “mixing,” “fusing” or “melding” these experiences without making differences, and they are not in a kind of eclecticism; they live their different religious experiences while referring the one to the other. They intellectually master various traditions in a virtuous manner and live the tension between them in an existential way. 

			Let us consider the case of Pieris. Combining Christianity with Theravada Buddhism, Pieris writes on his own combination of worldviews not as “synthesis” or “syncretism,” but as “symbiosis.”161 He deems that Christianity and Buddhism have their own core experience in “agape” and “gnosis.” They need each other in order to achieve their fullness in working and living together, especially for the liberation of the poor. In this way, Pieris specifies, people who live both traditions do not violate the unique identity of each religion in a postmodern fashion; they do not create a new religious entity or meld religions. In their “symbiosis,” they rather accept the irreducible differences between religions that can learn from each other’s uniqueness.162 

			Writing on “syncretism,” a term that may be descriptive, but also normative, Reinhold Bernhardt distinguishes between (a) symbiosis, where two religious traditions stand one next to the other, (b) fusion, in which a third unity is created and (c) integration of foreign elements in one’s religion.163 One uses the term “syncretism” in a denigrating and delegitimizing way in order to discredit phenomena of hybridity. But it happens that people choose to live within two traditions as their existential way and they are less concerned with the exigencies of authorities or institutions. In Asian countries as China, Japan, Vietnam, Indonesia, Korea, Nepal or Sri Lanka, MRB is rather normal.164 In Japan, one may be Confucian, Buddhist and Shinto at the same time. In China, one may combine Confucianism, Daoism and Buddhism. In Asia, one has different assumptions of belonging to a religion, which is rather a “way” or “path” and certainly not an aim in itself. What is normal in the East is not normal in the West, which operates more with separate categories and exclusive membership. However, as Schmidt-Leukel has pointed out, Hinduism, Buddhism and Chinese religions “often stop short of a fully pluralist position and end up in their own specific versions of superiority claims.”165 Modern theologians of the Abrahamic tradition, on the contrary, now work towards a more pluralistic vision: “[…] in terms of the point of destination, many contemporary theologians in the Abrahamic religions seem to have come significantly closer to the pluralist end than their counterparts in the East.”166 Not every integration of complementary or corrective elements in one’s own religion is superficial patchwork. In what one calls today “lived religion,” people cross boundaries that have become more fluid than fixed traditions would like. 

			Jews also combine their Judaism with spiritual elements of other world visions, especially of Buddhism. Those who combine their Judaism with Buddhism are called Jewbus (or Jubus). Their presence in a Western form of Buddhism is significant. Many Buddhist teachers are Jews. Sylvia Boorstein, Jack Kornfield, Bernard (Bernie) Glassman, Allen Ginsberg (1926-1997) and Leonard Cohen (1934-2016) are only a few examples of Jubus. Ayya Khema (Ilse Kussel, 1923-1997), a famous Jewess who embraced Buddhism, was the first Western woman who became a Theravada Buddhist nun. In the American Renewal Movement one can observe how Buddhist elements are integrated into a Jewish spirituality. Typically, Jubus do not see Buddhism as a religion, but rather as a way of living, which leads them to personal spiritual transformation. Both Jews and Tibetan Buddhists feel that they have much in common: they were exiled, but kept their specificity in exile. 

			The integration of spiritual elements from other religions in one’s own religion is a fact. In Israel, to a large extent thanks to young people after their army service who go to India and are in touch with the spirituality in that country, meditation has become a practice that also brings many Israelis into contact with the Higher Worlds. This is an interesting interreligious experience. 

			Interreligious learning

			Judaism may learn from other worldviews and religions and integrate elements from the outside. I give two examples. A patriarchal conception of the deity as is characteristic for a certain form of Judaism may learn from Hinduism, which has no problem at all with imagining the Divine as feminine. Interreligious learning thus enables patriarchy to be overcome. In the Jewish-Hindu encounter, one may also hear about lila, the joyful, non-utilitarian activity in Hinduism. Lila is not opposed to obligations, but connotes something playful in being. The Divine is not feared; Hinduism is rather the faith of celebration. Consequently, liberation is situated in transcending goal-oriented activities; it does not lie in aim-centered deeds. Of all the gods, Krishna is the most playful; he delights in playing, in lila. This could be a welcome correction of a certain problematic kind of Judaism that only stresses obligations. For mainstream Judaism, however, joy accompanies observing the commandments and lila is certainly present in the experience of Shabbat. Lila is a critical complement for those people who merely concentrate on duties and stay away from earthly pleasure.

			The concept of peace in Buddhism could influence the concept of shalom in Judaism, since in Buddhism peace is first of all inner peace of the mind, whereas in Judaism, peace is more linked to activities. Judaism and Buddhism gain from reciprocal borrowing; the Buddhist element of the creation of a tranquil mind could successfully been integrated into Judaism. This becomes possible since there are communalities between Buddhism and Judaism that bind us together. Are the Levinasian approach of the I as “Here I am”(hineni; Gen. 22:1,7,11) and the Buberian concept of the I as between-person far removed from the Buddhist inter-being and interconnectedness of all with all, in which walls, barriers and obstacles between the self and the other are broken down through meditation? True, Judaism and Buddhism have different cultural languages and they represent separate ways that both lead to the top of the mountain, but there are, it seems, paths that link the Buddhist path with the Jewish one. Can one deny the existence of such connecting paths? Can one avoid that people experiment with other ways of thinking and living that potentially enrich their spirituality? Moreover, embracing (aspects of) Buddhism is not necessarily the result of a New Age mentality in which one superficially adopts elements of other worldviews without realizing their depth. Neither is it necessarily the result of a poor or deficient knowledge of Judaism (although that could be the case). It could lead people to real inter-culturality, in which the art of translation is central. The Buddhist knowledge that everything flows, that everything is in permanent change and that everything influences everything runs parallel with the Jewish idea of a world-embracing responsibility without limits. And Buddhist compassion (karuna) following the insight of interconnectedness of all is parallel to the idea of the Jewish messianic Suffering Servant, who in infinite responsibility takes upon himself the burden of the world. 

			Intercultural theologians such as Perry Schmidt-Leukel recognize the existence of religious polyglots, who speak diverse religious languages fluently. For many of them, one’s mother language is not the only one, although it could be that this language remains determinant. Analogously, there are people who do not only speak from one cultural or one religious tradition. God’s house has many mansions (John 14:2). Some people creatively move from one mansion to another, or—less daring and less dramatically—visit people in other mansions. Not a few people are at the intersection of different mansions. However, with all these post-modern phenomena that we observe today, there is nothing wrong in being at home and remaining in one’s own religion, in which one finds magnificent treasures for one’s own life. At the same time, one should be aware that one’s home is not the only one on the street or in the whole town. 

			In contact with religious others, one may become spiritually enriched and receive bold new perspectives on the own religion, also without formally belonging to other religions. Religious people encounter each other, and they interact and exchange ideas. New and unexpected vistas may be opened for them. They may see the Ultimate Reality from different angles. They may also change their world vision as a result of contact with other religions, borrow ideas, take up practices from religious others and integrate them in their home tradition. If one does not consider religion as a closed entity, one may see how religions mutually influence each other. Historically, religions borrowed from each other and, in that sense, they are never pure. They may contradict each other, but they may also complement each other. As noted, Jewish activism may find its welcome correction in meditative Buddhism and vice versa. In any case, one cannot know oneself without the other. Knowing the other is a condition for knowing the own. This is clear in Jewish philosophy, which cannot fully know itself without reference to Muslim or Christian philosophy. Only with religious diversity may one become conscious of the specificity of Judaism. However, interreligious dialogue is not only about knowing oneself, but about becoming conscious that one is always a spiritual pilgrim, who may appreciate the many landscapes through which he passes on his way to the Ultimate Reality. Travelling today allows one to be in touch with lofty spiritual realities: one may remember those experiences and eventually integrate them in the own religious life. 

			Christianity, Judaism, Judaizers and heretics

			The first Christians were Jews who followed Jesus, they were not MRBs. Only at a later stage, when Christianity became a political reality in the fourth century, did Jews who continued to observe the commandments and at the same time believed in Jesus as conceived by the early Church, adopt the complex identity of MRBs.167 Prior to the rift between Judaism and Christianity, which did not take place in the first century C.E. as scholars previously assumed, the earliest Christians were Jews as well as followers of Jesus. Later on, when some people wanted to impose the Jewish Law on the Gentiles as a necessary condition of becoming Christian, whereas others did not judge it necessary that the nations took upon themselves the “yoke of the heavenly Kingdom,” did more clear-cut definitions of religious identity arise. Paul’s theology presented a salvific way for the non-Jews, who did not have to observe the mitsvot (commandments). The early Jewish followers of Jesus were not labeled “syncretists,” as the later Jewish Christians who continued to be attached to their Jewish customs, were. These later Jewish Christians, who observed Jewish rituals, were rebuked by those who did not consent to Christians acting this way. Jews, who became members of the Christian community and who continued to observe Shabbat, eating according to the laws of kashrut or keeping the law concerning the niddah (the menstruating woman) had a double belonging; they were MRBs. They combined the old and the new in fashioning their composite identity, against which the Church waged a major battle. 

			Charlotte Elisheva Fonrobert writes on Judaizers and Christian anti-Judaism.168 She analyses how Chrysostom’s wrath targeted heretics who still visited the synagogue. In his infamous Kata Iudaion, which contains eight sermons that began in the fall of 386, Chrysostom forbad Christians to go to the synagogue and take part in Jewish rituals. Before Chrysostom, the term “Judaizer” appears in Paul’s letter to the Galatians (2:14), where it refers to non-Jews observing Jewish laws. The term became increasingly polemic in early patristic literature.169 Fonrobert further studies the Didascalia Apostolorum (mid-third century C.E.) which reacts against those Christians who observe the laws of the “second legislation” (=Mishna), e.g., the biblical laws concerning menstruation and miqve (ritual bath).170 She concludes that the concern for the “purity” of orthodoxy made border-crossers into heretics. Biblical laws apparently remained attractive for (new) Christians, since the authority of the Bible and its laws was “a borderland that remained difficult to control.”171 I agree with Fonrobert that the “parting of the ways” only took place by “political fiat when one religion gained imperial power.”172 People with hybrid religious identities are a historical fact. They were made into heretics by an orthodoxy that wanted clear-cut borders and did not allow any cross-bordering. Also today, there are Christians who live their Christianity in close contact with Jewish thoughts and rituals.

			The blessings of multi-culturality 

			In the course of time, I came to understand primitive Christianity better than I had earlier. Jesus is much more comprehensible for me now than in my Christian period when I had access to Jesus through the Church and her Christian dogmata. I left my focus on Jesus in favor of a focus upon the entire Jewish people. When on June 7, 2017, I was speaking on Rosenzweig at the Katholische Akademie in Hamburg, and recounted that Rosenzweig in 1913 was ready to come to Christianity, but “as a Jew,” I was asked if people may come to Judaism “as a Christian.” This is an interesting question, since on the one hand the one who “goes native” comes to Judaism not from nothing, but from another religion. On the other hand, a convert comes to Judaism after leaving aside Christianity. However, not focusing on Jesus, but upon the Jewish people as such, does not imply that one has to forget any new understanding of Jesus. At a certain moment Rosenzweig thought, as have many potential Jewish converts, that his Judaism was “completed” in Christianity. Later he became more and more conscious that such a move is incompatible with his Judaism. Throughout his entire life, he discovered many aspects of Judaism, remaining in profound dialogue with his Jewish converted friends and giving Christianity a prominent place next to Judaism in his “Star of Redemption.” Like many others who have come from Christianity to Judaism, I saw the incompatibility between the two monotheist religions, for comprehensible historical and theological reasons. For centuries, Christians regarded themselves as replacing Jews and called themselves “verus Israel.” Jews were hated as Christ killers and became victims of pogroms and inquisition. The Shoa itself was not possible without Christianity’s age-old hostility towards Jews. However, notwithstanding the many historical and theological reasons for the incompatibility of the two religions, my access to a pre-dogmatic Jesus became clearer and much easier to achieve than for those many Christians who remained in Christianity, with little knowledge about the Sitz im Leben of the gospels and the New Testament as such. As a Jew, I understand the New Testament better than as a Christian. I do not adopt an aversion against the Christian religion. On the contrary, Christianity is for me another life option, which I left, but which I can understand and value. To Christianity I owe part of my knowledge of Jewish insights and values, Jewish history and the Bible. I am not a MRBer or a MRPer, although I accept and share with them (and with Rosenzweig) the idea of the complementarity of religions. In the footsteps of Rosenzweig, one may consider Christianity in a complementary, critical relation with Judaism. I do not agree with Rosenzweig’s division of labor in the process of redemption, in which Jews live a meta-historical, eternal existence, whereas Christians strive for eternity in history. But I retain his view on the complementarity of both religions. The flourishing Jewish-Christian dialogue since Nostra Aetate has generated a climate in light of which we are mending the traditional way of thinking of Christianity towards Judaism and of Judaism towards Christianity. More broadly, and broadening the perspective opened by Rosenzweig, one may be in a permanent learning process and in steady contact with other approaches to the Higher Reality. In an interreligious attitude, one searches for shared human values that are present in all religions. The development of an attitude of hospitality instead of hostility contributes to the flourishing of all. 

			As Buber knew, believing with the Jewish belief of Jesus is not believing in Jesus. For a Christian public, I am a Jew who gives them access to Judaism. For a Jewish public, I frequently talk about Christianity and about the richness and uniqueness of Judaism, which I consciously chose, not as an analphabet in Christianity, but as an academic theologian who preferred Judaism as way of life over Christianity. Jewish audiences feel pride when I recount my personal story. Christian audiences joyfully accept my knowledge and praise of Judaism as relevant for their own lives. Christians continue to purge their Christianity and to cleanse it from anti-Judaism. In my own way, I contribute to this much needed transformation of Christian churches through frequent appearances before a Christian public in Europe and the States. I bring my attachment to Judaism as a testimony before Christians and outline a fuller understanding of the historical Jesus. To know the worlds of both Judaism and Christianity is a great blessing. It is knowing about ways of approaching God in diverse ways, of having in yourself this human experience of the manifold ways that lead to the Higher Reality, which will always escape us. In my existence, I do not combine religions like MRBs. But I live the tension that is part of all those who take their own spiritual journey seriously. I am glad that I was a Christian, since I can contribute to that world in a special way and I know about what Rosenzweig calls “the unutterable happiness of being a Jew.”173 Jews are not the only religious people in the world and religious people belonging to one specific group should never think that they are the only ones who possess the entire truth. Those engaged in interreligious dialogue could aspire that all flourish and blossom, each in her own religion. Genuine dialogue gives the partner the feeling of being understood in his or her world. Criterion for a successful interreligious meeting is openness to what the other has to say about the ultimate issues of his or her existence. This opens a wide avenue for learning from others in the own group and from people in the outgroup and in no group.

			Objective structures and one’s personal way

			In my self-understanding, conversion is not—as usually thought—the radical negation of the former identity and the complete acceptance of another religious “system.” This is too black-and-white. A reorientation in one’s life does not mean that one forgets all the good and positive components of one’s former lifestyle. The new lifestyle and active and joyful participation in the way of life of the chosen group does not have to lead to an abandonment of the broader belonging to the world as such. I consider myself as a “pontifex,” a builder of bridges between worlds. I have mastered two religious languages, providing the possibility of planting the words and ideas of one world into the other world. My way led me to Judaism and being part of the Jewish people is my greatest joy. In the words of Frank Sinatra: I did it my way. I modelled my identity. Doing this, I did not dramatically leave behind all that I was and had in the past. I gradually integrated Jewish elements into my life and, finally, came to the conclusion that a Jewish way of life is the most fitting form of living my religiosity. I love this heterogeneity in my colorful life. I assimilated into Jewish life, in which I am an enthusiast and critical participant, eager to receive whatever comes to me as Jewish humanism. I prefer to live in my adopted landscape, in Israel, where I feel at home, but love also the landscape of my country of birth, where I spent the first thirty-four years of my life. In a relational identity, one does not understand oneself against the negative background of others, but in connection and proximity with them. In full presence before others, one discovers one’s deepest being. Religiosity takes place in the concrete relationship with others of the own group and of other groups. 

			Objective structures and frameworks do not have to be opposed to one’s individual spiritual experience. They form one’s identity, and one should be grateful for that. However, the own subjective experience remains the criterion for an authentic lifestyle. In this lifestyle, one may listen to the symphony of various cultural voices. One may encounter attractive attitudes and insights of religious others and be curious to know more about them and eventually integrate these elements in a flexible way in one’s own life. Only exclusivists deny truth in other religions. Only fanatics do not perceive humanism in other ways of life. 

			In my spiritual journey, I creatively, gradually, integrated elements of another religion in my identity, until I adopted the Jewish lifestyle which fits me. I am and remain appreciative of discoveries, changes and dynamic developments. Without this fundamental curiosity, I would never have come to Judaism. In my ongoing spiritual adventure I still learn from many others. So, for instance, although I know the value of mercy in the Christian and Jewish traditions, it was through the contact with Buddhists that I realized in a new way the profound significance of this reality in my own life. Mercy as the result of the interconnectedness of all with all has thrown new light on this ancient value. Flexibility, spiritual search and intellectual curiosity are part of one’s odyssey. One may be open to everything from which one can learn in order to better live with human beings and to serve God. Should one not learn from the Hindu tradition in which Brahman is equally and identically present in all, a standpoint which perceives a possessive attitude, hatred or greed as a lack of profound knowledge? Is this only because the Hindu viewpoint is unitive and not dualistic? Should I deny the presence of humanism in other religious and world views? 

			As I mentioned, in Abraham Joshua Heschel’s felicitous phrasing, identifying religion with God himself is idolatry. All religions refer to the Higher Reality, without reaching it fully. Openness to other cultures and religions has to be seen in this perspective. One is not at all unfaithful to Judaism when in a permanent learning process the contact with other salvific ways enriches one’s own spirituality. As Schmidt-Leukel writes, religions are, in Zen-Buddhist parlance, only the “fingers” that point to the moon or, in Muslim parlance: God is “greater” (akbar).174 Openness to the world in all its diversity brings with it a blurring of rigorous boundaries. In one’s search to serve God in the best possible way, one may be nurtured by Judaism and drink from wells that quench one’s religious-humanist thirst. Religion does not claim one’s entirety but rather gives life meaning and sense. I agree with Schmidt-Leukel, who sees religion in a flexible way as “signpost” (Wegweiser) and “tour guide” (Reiseführer) rather than as a system that utterly claims the entire person at all times.175 

			God is greater

			A more subjective approach to religion does not make one’s religion relative, it makes it existentially meaningful. Is there another way other than the own way? Is a person in function of formal structures, or are these structures rather a means for the shaping of one’s identity, which is always one’s own identity? The criterion for the seriousness of religious life is not one’s functioning in some system, but the adoption of a lifestyle that fits the new adopted landscape. Every subject is unique, not absorbable in uniform systems with fixed borders. Judaism knows and respects this kind of plurality, in which unity does not connote eliminating diversity or the uniqueness of every Jew. In a reaction to intra-religious diversity and to growing attention for the subject within groups, some people chose to separate themselves in closed groups with clear cut identities that are shaped by negating others. Yet, this creation of walls impairs the sense of belonging to broader contexts and of belonging to humanity as such. As I noted supra, in our times of interreligious dialogues and meetings, there are many religious people who are not in touch with other religions. They feel at home in their own religion and strive to deepen their understanding of it. Many Jews think that, in the Israeli society, they can finally live and develop their own religion, without having to concern themselves with what religious others are thinking about them. They are not following new streams but remain in the main stream. They love to study Judaism and are dedicated learners, frequently with a teacher. Again, there is nothing wrong in staying at home. This is the right of a religious person, insofar as she does not associate her own identity with the exclusion of others. 

			Different views on the transcendent reality are present in Judaism. Even more divergent views on and different forms of experience of the transcendent reality are present in other religions. It is therefore unhelpful for the returner to a religion or convert to become zealous and polemical. The convert or returner who knows about different worldviews should not see religious others as enemies or as people whom she should reject. She should know that other religions have human values such as mercy, patience and readiness to help. Not separation, but interaction and willingness to receive spiritual impulses from religious others should be her guideline. 

			In a Judaism understood as a particular form of humanism one cannot cut oneself off from other human beings. One should rather be ready to contribute to this special humanism in a way that does promote human values present in the own and in other religions. One should not merely tolerate the other’s views and attitudes, one should value them in as far as they can be translated into human values, shared by all. The convert who changed his religious self-understanding should remain open to religious others, primarily to the religious others of his own family. He should not speak about religious others in negative ways, but with them in a constructive way, in order to create a kind of “we” that is not restricted to the own chosen group, but extended beyond the frontiers of the selected religion. He does not become an object of a new religious system, rather he creatively may pave his way in the new religion, in openness to what is religiously and humanly valuable in other religions. Does the change in the self-understanding of the convert not imply the readiness to change and to be critical about himself wherever he encounters real human values? Can he not continue to learn from religious others? Is his own life not a permanent internal conversation about visions of God and man in different religions? Is he not making an image of God if he confines himself to the view on God as transmitted in only one religion? Should he not live in the awareness that the new religion he joined has one view on the Transcendent that is certainly of great significance for him, but is not to be absolutized? Should both the convert as well as all those born into a religion not recognize that God is greater and beyond the limits of religions?176 An approach to Judaism as a special form of humanism should never prevent us from knowing that this is only one form of humanism, although a special one that embellishes the world in its great diversity.

			There is another good reason for the people living in Israel not to adopt only one vision on God and man. The regional conflict has become more rancorous and sharper by opposing Judaism to Islam. Religions may incite people to violence, but they also may lessen tensions and promote peace. Dialogue between people who realize that God is “greater,” or who become conscious that all religions are “fingers” pointing to the moon and are not the moon themselves, may contribute to a less hostile relationship. In an interreligious dialogue that aims at the improvement of a political situation, one may become self-critical and recognize the weaknesses in one’s own position. 
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			Epilogue

			In a beautiful article, Yehoyada Amir has formulated some great insights in the world of people who make “a spiritual migration,” moving from one spiritual “landscape” to another.177 Writing on the transition from one religious affiliation to another, he urges his readers to see the various components of the whole picture. If one takes into account the wide variety of particular identities, one avoids an exclusivist viewpoint. A spiritual wanderer or spiritual migrant who comes into a different landscape and remains in it, may nonetheless stay positive towards the landscape of her youth. She does not have to forget her previous landscape in her enthusiasm for the present one. She may become re-rooted in her particular landscape that is different from that of her origin, which becomes the landscape of the past. She may take upon herself the fate of the immigrant and transplant herself in a different landscape, without forgetting or despising the landscape of her youth. 

			Amir concludes that the scroll of Ruth the Moabite who joined the Jewish people was an alternative to the divorcing of non-Jewish wives in the time of Ezra. Ruth wanted to stay with Naomi and deepen her love to her mother-in-law. She declared that Noami’s people were her people and the Naomi’s God was her God (Ruth 1:17; amekh ami velohaikh elohai). She migrated within the Jewish people and became the great-grandmother of King David.

			Having taken the staff of wandering myself and having embraced the Jewish people and Judaism by adopting a Jewish identity, I have had the privilege of dedicating my intellectual life to the reflection on my migration story. I have remained in close contact with my previous landscape and have used all the intellectual and spiritual tools that I acquired in the course of my life when rooted in that landscape. I love the Jewish people and I love to live in Israel with my wife, children and grandchildren. I do not shape my own Jewish identity on the negative background of other particular identities. In the complex picture of this multi-cultural identity, other-centeredness as openness to and care for other Jews and openness to and care for non-Jews remain central. What could unite religions is the humanistic underground current present in all of them.

			The idea that Judaism has nothing to do with humanism stems from a weak identity. Jews with a strong identity are open to the world, they do not fear Western values. They know about their specific contribution to the general world, to which they are not opposed, but in which they live in order to promote equality and wage war against discrimination and violation of fundamental human rights. Jews with strong identities may fearlessly learn from religious others. They do not have the permanent need to separate themselves from the rest of humanity. Judaism and respect for the human dignity of all are two sides of the same coin. Did God not create all human beings in His image (Gen.1:27) and does this universal recognition of the greatness and sanctity of every life not make up the singularity of Judaism? Only people with weak identities oppose Judaism and humanism. One does not have to make a choice between Judaism or humanism. Judaism and humanism are interwoven.

			This book has presented Judaism as a form of humanism. I have voiced my standpoint in protest against a kind of religiosity that is not linked to the fullness of life and to mending the world. Throughout the book, I have argued that Judaism is interconnectedness and love of the human being. In the Soncino translation of Sota 14a we read:

			R. Hama son of R. Hanina further said: What means the text: “You shall walk after God” (Deut. 13:5)? Is it, then, possible for a human being to walk after God; for has it not been said: “For God is a devouring fire” (Deut. 4:24)? But [the meaning is] to walk after the attributes of the Holy One. Just as God clothes the naked, as it says, “And God made garments of skins for Adam and his wife, and clothed them” (Gen. 3:21), so do you also clothe the naked. The Holy One, blessed be God, visited the sick, for it is written: “And God appeared to him by the oaks of Mamre” (Gen. 18: 1), so do you also visit the sick. The Holy One, blessed be God, comforted mourners, for it is written: “And it came to pass after the death of Abraham, that God blessed Isaac his son” (Gen. 25:11), so do you also comfort mourners. The Holy one, blessed be God, buried the dead, for it is written: “And God buried him in the valley” (Deut. 34:6), so do you also bury the dead.

			No wonder that parallels of this profound humanism are to be found in the other Abrahamic traditions, specifically in Matt. 25:31-46 and in Sahih Muslim, Hadith 2569. In religious language, which is always a language of human beings, it is told that in imitation of the Almighty himself, we have to take care of the others, whoever and wherever they are. 

			Judaism is not a rigid system and a mere conglomerate of laws, although laws definitely are a key part of Judaism. Judaism’s main command is the command to love the other human being (Lev.19:18), especially the stranger (Deut. 10:19; Lev. 19:34). How can a corrupt person or a rapist call himself religious? As if Judaism is not first of all linked to the command “Thou shalt love your neighbor as yourself” and as if Judaism’s contribution to the world does not lay in its ethical code. The entire Halakha, the practice of prayer and all the divine commandments, are ultimately meant to create a community of eminently ethical human beings. I argue that Judaism is first of all a humanism, a humanism of a special kind, but a humanism that links the relation to God to a suitable behavior towards other human beings. “Bring us back to you, Lord, so that we turn back; renew our days as from old” (Lamentations 5:21; ashivenu ha-Shem elèkha ve-nashuva chadesh yamenu ke-qèdèm) could be interpreted as a demand to return to what Rabbi Akiba called “the great principle of Judaism” (ve-ahavta le-re’akha kamokha, zè klal gadol ba-torah). “Renew our days as from old” could mean not that God once demanded sacrifices, but rather the love of justice and lovingkindness towards others, then and now. It could lead to a rediscovery of the constructive and cooperative forces in Judaism and of the difficult election to make our world more equal, just and humane. An extraordinary humanism was always present in the best of Jewish tradition.

			To accept the concept of Judaism as a specific kind of humanism that contributes to the great phenomenon of humanism in the world has consequences. It implies personal and active involvement with political and religious others and an awareness of the social and political impact of religious language. By keeping high the value of human life as such, we give an answer to those who think that fraternity comes into being by killing religious others. By maintaining the value of human dignity, we fight against denigrating and shaming other human beings. I am not suggesting a simple return to the ethical monotheism of the 19th century, since Judaism is different from other lifestyles and not reducible to what is commonly thought. Its particularity, which consolidates the sense of belonging to all, is relevant for our 21th century in which interconnectedness, dialogue, and respect for the freedom, equality and dignity of every human being are needed more than ever. 

			Judaism is a special kind of humanism that ruptures with the drunkenness of the sacred178 and considers the ethical relation to be a religious one.179 It refuses to give triumphant and violent history the last word.180 It understands freedom as oriented by a law.181 In Judaism, Levinas wrote, “[t]he relation to God is already ethics; or, as Isaiah 58 would have it, the proximity to God, devotion itself, is devotion to the other man.”182 Without human rights, gender rights, freedom, equality and fraternity, one cannot envision Judaism, which is both particular and universal. Judaism contains forgotten values and represents a special humanism from which the world can still learn and become inspired. 
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