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The Jewish philosopher Leo Strauss held that the Hebrew Bible should be
regarded as being in “radical opposition” to philosophy and as its
“antagonist.” This is an influential view, which has contributed much to the
ongoing omission of the Bible from most accounts of the history of political
philosophy. In this essay, I examine Strauss’s arguments for this exclusion
of the Bible from the Western tradition of political philosophy and conclude
that his views cannot be accepted without amendment. I propose a revised
approach to the history of political philosophy that preserves Strauss’s most
important insights, while recognizing the Hebrew Bible as a foundational
text in the Western tradition of political philosophy.

I. Strauss on Why the Bible is Not Philosophy
In The Philosophy of Hebrew Scripture, I proposed that the Hebrew Bible
(or the Christian “Old Testament”) can be read as an anthology of works
encompassing an early and crucial philosophical tradition.[1] Since many of
the subjects treated in the biblical corpus address fundamental questions
familiar from political philosophy, and since the biblical treatments of these
matters have a massive afterlife in the tradition of Western political
philosophy down to our own time, I suggest that many parts of the Hebrew
Bible—and in particular, the History of Israel extending from Genesis to
Kings—should be regarded as masterpieces of political philosophy.[2]
If I am right about this, then most current programs in political philosophy
or political theory are not well constructed to convey the Western tradition
of political philosophy to their students. At a minimum, the chronological
treatment of the history of the Western philosophical tradition in
introductory courses should begin with the political thought of the Hebrew
biblical corpus before proceeding to Greek political philosophy. Ideally,
such introductory courses would also touch upon the fusion of Jewish and
Greco-Roman political philosophy in subsequent periods, including the
founding of Christianity and the flowering of Protestant political theory in
17th century Europe. It goes without saying that once the field is mapped in
this way, specialized courses on biblical political theory and on its later
reception in Christianity and modern liberal political thought will become
quite relevant.
The fact that we do not normally include Jewish ideas as such in the story
of Western political philosophy is a consequence of a number of factors. As
I point out in my book, one of the principal ones is that the familiar dejudaized historical narrative is the product of the German Enlightenment’s

view of Western intellectual history, which sought to attribute anything of
worth in the Western heritage to the Greeks, and to eliminate any trace of
Jewish intellectual contributions. By this point, the anti-Semites who
designed this approach to the history of Western ideas are long gone, and
the overtly anti-Semitic origins of this story have been forgotten. But it
continues to be taught and to guide research in political philosophy and
political theory in almost all academic programs in which these disciplines
are pursued.[3]
Against this backdrop, the thought of Leo Strauss stands in a somewhat
awkward position. On the one hand, Strauss was a proud Jew and a
significant Jewish thinker in the harsh context of the last generation of
German-Jewish philosophers before the Holocaust.[4] I don’t doubt that he
did more than anyone else to bring Maimonides and medieval Jewish
thought into a respected position in the tradition of political philosophy in
academia.[5] And as David Schaefer rightly points out, Strauss’s willingness
to engage the Hebrew Bible in his writings and teachings also contributed
to the present trend toward ever more sophisticated treatments of Hebrew
Bible within the context of the study of political theory.[6]
On the other hand, Strauss continues to be one of the of the most powerful
voices heard in opposition to viewing the Hebrew Bible as part of the
Western tradition of political philosophy. In fact, Strauss’s construction of
the tradition of Western political philosophy consistently branded the
Hebrew Bible as the “antagonist” of philosophy and as being in “radical
opposition” to philosophy. This is a view that Strauss advanced out of
respect for what he took to be the Jewish-biblical standpoint.[7] But as
Strauss himself emphasized, he was not a scholar of the Bible, and it is
doubtful whether his understanding of the Jewish-biblical standpoint was
sufficient to justify treating his views as the last word on this
subject.[8] Moreover, it is impossible not to notice that in its exclusion of

the Bible from the circle of works considered to be of philosophical worth,
Strauss’s position has uncomfortably much in common with that of the
anti-Semitic philosophers of the German Enlightenment that he set out to
resist in his own thought.
Such exclusionary views stand in stark opposition to those of earlier
philosophers, especially in the Calvinist and post-Calvinist philosophical
traditions of 17th century Holland and Britain. Selden, Hobbes, Grotius,
Cunaeus, Milton, Harrington, Locke, and many others were willing to read
Hebrew Scripture and classical rabbinic texts as legitimate and worthy
sources for political philosophy, often distancing themselves from Greek
thought and even, as in Locke’s Two Treatises of Government, from the
New Testament.[9] In an important sense, these two rival Western
traditions—Calvinist-British and Lutheran-German—continue to do battle
today over the heart of the Western tradition of political thought, and,
crucially, over its standpoint with respect to the Hebrew Bible.
All of this makes a re-evaluation of Strauss’s rejection of the biblical corpus
as philosophy a pressing matter for all of us, and especially for those of us
who teach and write on political philosophy or political theory.
Strauss’s case for excluding the Bible from philosophy has a number of
dimensions to it. But the most important is Strauss’s thesis that the history
of philosophy is identical with the rise and development of the concept
of nature, where nature is defined as those aspects of reality that exist
necessarily. On this view, there is a sharp distinction to be drawn between
things that are genuinely true in all times and places, and so true “by
nature”; and things that may be held to be true in certain times and places,
but are in fact only so “by convention.” Strauss’s historiography posits a
past in which all societies were “pre-philosophical,” in that all of them
associated the true and the good with those laws and teachings that had
been devised by their ancestors, hallowed by age-old tradition, and handed

on to each new generation by means of unquestioned authority. Such prephilosophical societies recognize no universal natures, but rather consider
all things to be governed by “customs” or “ways” that are appropriate to
them:
Prior to the discovery of nature, the characteristic behavior of any thing
or class of things was conceived of as its custom or its way. That is, no
fundamental distinction was made between customs or ways that are
always and everywhere the same, and customs or ways which differ from
tribe to tribe. Barking and wagging the tail is the way of dogs,
menstruation is the way of women, the crazy things done by madmen are
the way of madmen, just as not eating pork is the way of Jews and not
drinking wine is the way of Moslems.[10]
Strauss supposes that the unquestioning character of pre-philosophical
society is ultimately undermined when certain individuals—whom Strauss
considers the first philosophers—discover that there are things that are true
by necessity, and therefore universal; whereas other things are only held to
be so because revered local authorities insist upon it. As he writes:
The right way is now no longer guaranteed by authority. It becomes a
question or the object of a quest. The primeval identification of the good
with the ancestral is replaced by the fundamental distinction between
the good and the ancestral; the quest for the right way or for the first
things is the quest for the good as distinguished from the ancestral. It
will prove to be the quest for what is good by nature as distinguished
from what is good merely by convention.[11]
There is thus an antagonism between those individuals and societies that
associate the good with custom and authority, and those for whom the good
holds in all times and places, and must therefore undermine custom and
authority.

Where does the Bible stand in all this? Strauss writes time and again that
Hebrew Scripture has not yet discovered the idea of nature, and so must be
regarded as subscribing to such a pre-philosophic understanding of the
world:
The discovery of nature is the work of philosophy. Where there is no
philosophy, there is no knowledge of natural right [i.e., that which is
right “by nature”]. The Old Testament, whose basic premise may be said
to be the implicit rejection of philosophy as such, does not know
“nature”: The Hebrew term for “nature” is unknown in the Hebrew
Bible.[12]
The first philosophers are called by Aristotle “those who discourse on
nature”.… The Hebrew Bible, for example, does not have a word for nature.
The equivalent in biblical Hebrew of “nature” is something like “way” or
“custom.”[13]
The Bible, then, represents for Strauss a time when men considered their
local laws and customs, accepted on authority, to represent what is true and
good, and did not yearn to see past these particular, conventional “truths”
to something that is true and good in all times and places.[14] On this view,
it is only fitting that the Hebrew Bible be considered at most as background
reading to pave the way for the study of political philosophy, and that it be
excluded from the history of the development of political philosophy—as is
the case, for example, in Strauss’s own textbook for students, History of
Political Philosophy.[15]
Strauss’s construction of the history of philosophy thus relies on (i) a thesis
concerning the relationship of philosophy to a certain conception
of nature; and (ii) a thesis concerning the teachings of Hebrew Scripture.
Although this construction of the history of philosophy has important
considerations in its favor, I do not believe that either of these two theses

can be maintained in the original form in which Strauss presented them.
Careful amendment is called for on both points.
II. Does the Bible Seek an Independent Standard of Right?
Let us consider first whether the placement of the Bible as a collection of
pre-philosophical texts can be maintained in the straightforward way in
which Strauss suggests.
As Jeffrey Bernstein emphasizes in his response to my book, something
very similar to Strauss’s contest between pre-philosophic society and the
philosophers that rebel against it is not only present in Hebrew Scripture,
but is one of the most significant political themes that appears in the
central biblical text, the History of Israel from Genesis to Kings.[16] The
Scriptural parallel is a type contrast between a series of shepherd figures,
most notably Abel, Abraham, Jacob, Moses, and David; and a parallel line
of farmers such as Cain, Noah, Isaac, Joseph, and Saul. Cain, who
represents the agrarian societies of the ancient world, is portrayed as loyal
to his father and his ways, obedient, unquestioning, and pious. It is his
brother Abel who questions God’s decree to farm the cursed soil by the
sweat of his brow, and his rejection is likewise a rejection of his father’s
posture of humble acceptance. The most important shepherd figures are
Abraham and Moses, both of whom cut themselves off entirely from the
customs with which they were raised to pursue a higher truth: Abraham
rebels against Babylonian idolatry and leaves his father’s house so that he
may be rid of it. Moses rejects the idols of Pharaoh’s house in Egypt,
ultimately requiring that the Hebrew slaves literally consume the god of the
Egyptians.[17] Jacob, too, rebels against the decrees of his father. In fact,
Abraham, Jacob and Moses are all of them portrayed as arguing against
God’s will, with Moses going so far as to refuse God’s direct commands.
Indeed, Jacob ultimately succeeds in inheriting his father despite the
decree of both God and man, and this rebellion is enshrined in the very

name of Israel that is given to the Jewish people—“Israel, because you have
struggled with God and with men and have prevailed.”[18]
This independent-minded and at times even contentious character of these
shepherd figures is remarkable in that Hebrew Scripture clearly sees these
shepherds as the human beings that God loves best: Those with whom he is
able to forge an alliance (Hebrew, brit, usually translated as “covenant,” is
literally an alliance) for the betterment of mankind’s condition on earth.
This is not to say that the life of the farmer, honoring his ancestors and
living in pious obedience, is not respected in Scripture. The farmer-type
also represents crucial political virtues, without which a people would not
hold fast on its land, the state could not survive and grow, and most of
mankind would starve.[19] But the farmer-type is ultimately crippled by his
readiness to honor any authority or tradition that has been handed down to
him: Joseph applies himself to serving Potiphar or Pharaoh much as he
served his father, whereas Moses recognizes Pharaoh’s evil and will not
serve him even to become king in Egypt. The willingness to look past
ancestry, authority and tradition to find what is true and good belongs
exclusively to the shepherd-type.
As I have said, the shepherd figures in the biblical History extending from
Genesis-Kings are consistently portrayed as rebelling against ancestry,
authority and tradition. But it is not enough that they be stiff-necked rebels.
For the shepherd type in Scripture to be recognized as a forerunner of, or
akin to, the philosopher in Strauss’s account, he must resist and rebel for
the sake of a standard of right that is distinct from that which has been
handed down from his ancestors. It must be a higher standard,
representing not what is held to be good, but what is intrinsically good—
good by nature, and therefore good for the generality of human beings—
otherwise it can have no claim to justly undermine the authority of
hallowed custom:

Originally, the authority par excellence or the root of all authority was
the ancestral. Through the discovery of nature, the claim of the ancestral
is uprooted; philosophy appeals from the ancestral to the good, to that
which is good intrinsically, to that which is good by nature…. [B]y
uprooting authority, philosophy recognizes nature as the standard.[20]
Is this independent standard of the good what the biblical shepherd is
appealing to when he rebels against ancestry, authority and tradition? In
his response to my book, Jeffrey Bernstein points to this as the key question
that must be answered.[21] Let us see if we cannot answer it.
As is well known,the decisive move that turned ancient Israelite thought
into a force in the history of ideas was the discovery that there is only one
God, who is the creator of all things in heaven and earth. But although this
fact is well known, its meaning—the content of the proposition that there is
only one God—is not well understood today. In the ancient world, debates
about the gods were primarily concerned with what might be called
the normative aspect of divinity: Whether there was something that the
god commands, some demand to which one must respond in order to gain
benefits or avoid ill consequences. There were gods for each nation, gods of
weather and agriculture and fertility and war, and more localized gods such
the god of the apple harvest or the god of a given field. Each of these gods
was understood as making normative demands upon human beings in the
area of its competence. If a man or a woman wanted something from the
god that lorded over a particular nation or place or activity, then finding a
way of pleasing the relevant god was of the utmost significance. In other
words, the gods of the ancient world were each of them recognized as
promulgating a local standard of right that governed, or held good for,
certain peoples or places or activities.
This brings us to the proposition that there is one God (“The Lord is our
god, the Lord is one”[22]). In practice, the system of thought known from

the nations of ancient world—paganism, or, in the language of the
Talmud, avoda zara (Hebrew, “strange worship,” “foreign worship”)—
amounted to the localization of what was considered true or good. As
Strauss observes, what the god of any given place might endorse or demand
could easily be different from what was demanded by another, neighboring
god.[23] In other words, an understanding of the world as being governed
by many gods amounted to the recognition of numerous different standards
for determining what is true and good, with each god asserting its own
standard, different from the others. In contrast, the discovery that the
world was governed by one God was the discovery that there is only one
normative order, only one standard for judging what is true and good. As
such, this one standard had to be independent of all local standards, and
consequently, of the claims that were otherwise being made in the name of
ancestry, authority and custom in any given place.[24]
In the Hebrew Bible, we therefore see time and again how the standard
asserted on behalf of the one God, and the law of Moses that is the
expression of this standard, is said to hold good not only for Israel but for
all nations. As we read in Deuteronomy:
The Lord came from Sinai, and rose up from [Mt.] Se’ir to them. He
shone forth from Mt. Paran, and came from holy multitudes. From his
right hand want a fiery law for them. Truly he loves the peoples.[25]
Here, Moses compares God’s giving of the law at Sinai to parallel events
that are said to have taken place on mountains in the lands of Edom and
Midian. We are not told what was the result of this “shining forth,” but
God’s law is said to have reached the other peoples, whether they
understood and accepted it or not.[26] The gentile prophet Bilam, “the man
whose eyes are open,” is similarly depicted in Numbers as recognizing
Israel under God’s law as being without iniquity or perversity, flourishing
like trees by the riverside, and so he declares: “Let me die the death of the

just, and let my end be like his!”[27] The book of Isaiah likewise
consistently treats the teachings of the one God as a light to all the peoples,
Jews and gentiles:
[F]or instruction [tora] will go out from me, and my law will be kindled
as a light for the peoples.[28]
Happy is the man [enosh] that does this, and the son of Adam [ben adam]
who holds fast to it, who keeps the Sabbath and does not profane it, and
stays his hand from evil…. And the sons of the stranger who join
themselves to the Lord…, everyone who keeps the Sabbath and does not
profane it, and all who hold fast to my covenant—I will bring them to my
holy mountain and give them joy… for my house will be known as a house
of prayer for all the nations.[29]
Similarly, Ezekiel speaks of what he calls “the laws of life,” in which a man
must walk.[30] As he writes:
And I gave them my laws, and I informed them of my statutes, by which
a man, if he performs them, will live by them.[31]
And Jeremiah speaks of the laws of Israel as coming to uproot the ancestral
laws of the surrounding nations:
Nations will come to you from the ends of the earth, saying: “Only lies
have our fathers bequeathed us, worthless and with nothing in them to
avail.”[32]
And it will come to pass, that if they diligently learn the ways of my people,
to swear by my name, “As the Lord lives,” as they taught my people to swear
by Baal, then shall they be built up in the midst of my people.[33]
In these and similar passages, the prophets of Israel present the laws of the
one God as being true, good and desirable for peoples that have received no

communication from God, but only exercise conventional human
perception and judgment to distinguish what is good from what is
not.[34] The heart of Hebrew Scripture is the discovery that there is a
single standard of right that operates without necessarily being connected
in any way to ancestry, authority or custom, and which holds good for all
the nations of the earth. The discovery of this independent standard of right
is precisely that which Strauss recognizes as marking the watershed
between pre-philosophic society and philosophy. But this discovery was
first made, so far as we know, by the figures whose lives and thought are
recorded in the Hebrew Bible. On the basis of what we have seen so far, it
would appear that we should recognize the Hebrew Bible as containing the
founding documents of the Western philosophical tradition.
One may perhaps wish to respond that while the prophets of Israel did in
fact discover a standard of right that is independent of the arbitrary and
mutually conflicting local standards imposed the pagan gods, they did not
recognize a standard of right that is independent of the will of their own
God. As Strauss puts it, the Hebrew Bible does not speak of nature, and for
this reason we must conclude that Scripture knows nothing about the good
in itself, independent of God’s will. It only knows of a good that is
dependent on God’s unconstrained will. As such, it must be regarded as a
good that is essentially arbitrary, just as the local standards of the pagan
gods are arbitrary.
Such a response, however, seems to me to be quite insufficient to task of
evaluating the phenomenon before us—the universal standard of right that
is discovered in ancient Israel and assumed or argued for throughout the
Hebrew Bible. We must seek a truer understanding of the philosophical
significance of Israel’s discovery of the one God, creator of all things. A few
points, then, in this regard.

First, Strauss’s argument concerning the lack of a word for nature in the
Bible is misconceived and should be rejected. Even if it were true that there
is no word for nature in biblical Hebrew, it would still be impossible to
establish the absence of a concept from a given text or discourse by
pointing to the absence of a word that refers to it. Thus, for instance, there
is no word for religion in Hebrew Scripture, yet the Bible obviously
advances theses concerning what we call religion. And the same could be
said of many other terms that Greek or Latin writers devised so as to
provide labels for the things about which they wrote, whereas the Israelite
writers wrote about the same things or very similar things without
providing labels for them, usually preferring to make reference to abstract
concepts using type contrasts and other metaphors.[35] There is in fact a
perfectly good word in the Hebrew Bible for the nature of a thing—the
word yetzer, a cognate of the verb yatzar (Hebrew, “to form”), which refers
to the form or tendency of a given kind of thing.[36] But the mere existence
of this word in the vocabulary of the prophets is no more significant to the
issues that Strauss raises than its supposed absence from that vocabulary.
The fact is that this word is used only rarely in Scripture because when the
authors of biblical narrative and oratory wish to write about the things that
are true or good by nature, they do so in other ways.
In Hebrew Scripture, the most common way of expressing the distinction
between what is true in general and what is only held to be true by
individuals or societies, is by using the contrasting metaphors of what is
true or right “in God’s eyes” (be’einei elohim), as opposed to what is true or
right in “in the eyes of men” (be’enei adam).[37] Here are few well known
examples among many:
In those days there was no king in Israel, and every man did what was
right in his own eyes [hayashar be’einav].[38]

And you had turned back, and done what is right in my eyes [hayashar
be’einai, i.e., in God’s eyes], proclaiming liberty every man to his neighbor,
and you had made a covenant before me in the house that is called by my
name. [39]
Every man’s way is right in his own eyes [yashar be’einav], but the Lord
weighs the thoughts [libot].[40]
Do not make a habit of exceedingly proud talk, letting arrogance come from
your mouth. For the Lord is a God of knowledge [el de’ot], and by him are
actions weighed.[41]
In these and similar passages, the metaphor of God’s view of things is used
to refer to an independent standard of right against which the things that
are held to be true and right by individuals and human societies can
ultimately be judged. Notice especially the beautiful contrast in the Song of
Hannah between the “proud talk” that characterizes most men, and the
actual knowledge (de’ot, plural for da’at) that is the result of God’s
weighing of both deeds and thoughts and determining their true worth.
None of this is intended to suggest that human beings are incapable of
attaining knowledge reflecting this independent standard of right, whether
through studying the tradition (Hebrew, tora, meaning “instruction”) or
through their own, often entirely unguided, efforts.[42] But the
independent standard itself is consistently referred to as “what is right in
God’s eyes.”
Perhaps, then, the metaphor of what is right in God’s eyes is simply the
biblical equivalent of what is right by nature? For this to be the case, what is
right in God’s eyes would have to be what is right as a consequence of the
constitution of the things themselves—as a consequence of what is
“intrinsically” right, as Strauss says. And indeed, it is just such a view that
we find in Hebrew Scripture. Isaiah, Jeremiah and other biblical authors

explicitly depict God as having created all things in accordance with laws
that govern them for their own good and for the good of the world. God
thus gave laws to the heavens and the seas, laws which maintain the order
of the universe and permit it to exist.[43] Similarly, he gave laws that
govern the growth of vegetation and permit agriculture, as well as laws that
govern the lives of beasts for their good.[44] In the same way, he gave a
system of laws to human beings whose purpose is the flourishing of all men
and women.[45] Indeed, it is in the Hebrew Bible that we first encounter a
view of the world according to which the human king does not really make
the law—in fact, human kings are portrayed as usurping the role of God
when they make law—because the true law, what is right in God’s eyes, is
that which is given by God to teach men how to attain “life and the good” in
this world.[46] Scripture thus appears to be the oldest source for the idea
that later comes to be called “natural law,” and in fact this term makes only
rare appearances in Greek sources until its adoption by Philo as a means of
describing the Mosaic law for a Greek-speaking audience.[47]
We have seen that the prophets of Israel discovered a standard of right that
is independent of ancestry, authority and tradition. The standard in
question is precisely the standard of that which is intrinsically good: It is
that which brings the good to each kind of thing according to its nature and
to human beings according to their nature. It is therefore not an arbitrary
standard as in the case of the pagan gods, but the one true standard that
applies to all things on this earth.
And what of God? Is there a nature that governs the God of Israel? Does
there need to be in order for the Bible to be philosophy? I will return to
these questions in Section IV.
III. Does Scripture Propose an Unending Quest for Right?

There are thus powerful reasons to consider the biblical concept of “what is
right in God’s eyes” to be akin to that nature the discovery of which Strauss
associates with the founding of philosophy. To this, Strauss would
apparently object that when the philosophers speak of nature, they do not
refer to something that has already been discovered and must be accepted,
as is the case with the law of Moses. Rather, the term “nature,” for the
philosopher, signifies an independent standard of right whose content is
unknown, and so must be sought, thereby opening up an unending quest in
which it is the searching and not the finding that is
essential.[48] Understood in this way, the philosophical concept of nature
is precisely the opposite of what is right in God’s eyes, which is assumed to
be known from the time that the Scriptures are set to parchment, thus
ending any quest for knowledge.[49]
Is the philosophical effort to determine what is right by nature
fundamentally opposed to the effort to discover what is right in God’s eyes,
as this effort is understood in the Hebrew Bible? There is a crucial question
here, to be sure. But one cannot offer an intelligent response to it without
developing a clear view of what kind of a text the Hebrew Bible is, and of
the kind of intellectual discourse that is reflected in, and results from, the
special way in which the Bible was constructed.[50] Surprisingly, Strauss
pays little attention to way in which the biblical text is structured. This
poses no difficulty if one is willing to accept, as an account of what the Bible
was intended to be, a view that sees the entire Bible as a single
undifferentiated communication whose author is God and whose purpose is
to transmit to mankind a unified and unequivocal message of a “life of
obedient love.”[51] In fact, however, the Bible is nothing of the kind.
Neither the prophets and scholars who composed the Bible nor the classical
rabbinic commentators believed that Hebrew Scripture could or should be
read in this way. A brief look at the way the Bible is structured makes it
evident that we should not read it in this way either.

Let us begin with the character of the central biblical text—the biblical
History of Israel, which opens with torat mosheh, the teaching of Moses,
and was apparently completed by the prophet Jeremiah in exile in Egypt
after the destruction of Judah and Jerusalem. If we consider the structure
of this text, the first thing we notice is that this work is not a “law.”[52] That
is, it is not a legal code with a preamble such as every other legal code that
is familiar to us from the ancient world. Indeed, the character of the
principal biblical History is without precedent in the ancient world: It is not
a law code, but rather a law code imbedded in a lengthy narrative that
repeatedly broaches subjects of the greatest philosophical importance. Why
should the biblical teaching have been presented in this unique and
unprecedented form?
The obvious answer is that while Moses and Jeremiah wished to see the law
obeyed, they did not consider a “life of obedient love”—that is, the way of
life demanded by the law codes of Babylonia or Egypt—to be sufficient as
instruction for Israel. Something crucial was missing from the codes of the
nations.[53] And this something is provided, for instance, by the story of
the Abraham’s challenge to God over his intention to destroy Sodom: “Will
the judge of all the earth not do justice?”[54] Of course such a challenge is,
from the perspective of a life of obedient love, nothing but sacrilege. For
who is man to question God’s justice? But in the biblical narrative,
Abraham challenges the justice of the Lord, creator of heaven and earth,
and lives to tell about it. And this fact, set at the head of the biblical story of
Israel, becomes a precedent and a principle that characterizes all
subsequent dealings between the Jews and their God throughout the
narrative—dealings in which God demands justice of the Jews, but the Jews
likewise demand justice from their God.[55]
This precedent of Abraham’s challenge to God has ramifications
throughout the Bible and beyond. Let us consider just one of these

ramifications—the impact of this principle on the way in which the Mosaic
law is to be clarified in light of human arguments from justice. Here are two
passages from the biblical narrative that take up this sensitive question:
Then the daughters of Tzlofehad, … Mahla, Noa, and Hogla, and Milca,
and Tirza, drew near. And they stood before Moses and before Elazar the
priest and before the princes and all the congregation, at the door of the
tent of meeting, saying: “Our father died in the wilderness… and he had
no sons. Why should the name of our father be lost from among his
family because he had no son? Give us a possession among our father’s
brothers.”
Moses brought their cause before the Lord.
And the Lord spoke to Moses, saying: “The daughters of Tzlofehad
speak right: You will surely give them a possession for an inheritance
among their father’s brothers.”[56]
And Moses inquired concerning the goat of the sin-offering, and saw that
it was burned. And he became angry with Elazar and with Itamar, the
sons of Aaron that were left, saying: “Why have you not eaten the sinoffering in the sanctuary … as I commanded?”
And Aaron said to Moses: “You see that this day they have offered
their sin-offering and their burnt-offering before the Lord, and that such
things have happened to me. And had I eaten the sin-offering today,
would it have been good in the eyes of the Lord?”
And when Moses heard this, it was good in his eyes.[57]
In these passages, the narrative relates instances in which the reasoning
individual challenges the plain meaning of the law in order to determine
what is in fact “right in God’s eyes”—and therefore to determine the right
contours of the law that had previously been invisible. In the first text, five
sisters, daughters to an apparently disreputable man who died without any
male children,[58] argue that it is unjust that his name should not continue

to be associated with a landholding after his death due to something not in
his control, namely, whether he had sons or daughters. Here God himself is
said to accept this challenge from justice, and the plain meaning of the law
is adjusted in light of the daughters’ argument. In the second case, Aaron
argues that it would not be right “in God’s eyes” for him to enjoy a
sacrificial feast when his two sons have only just died, and Moses accepts
his argument. In both cases, the plain sense of the law is amended due to a
reasoned appeal to what is right in God’s eyes, as opposed to what the law
appears to be.
Notice that in these texts, there is no appeal of any kind to ancestry,
authority, or tradition. One can be the high priest of Israel or the orphaned
daughter of a discredited father. In either case, one can pour new light on
the law as God intends it through a reasoned appeal to what is good “in
God’s eyes,” even against what has until then been considered the law. In
opening up this path for reasoning toward what is good in God’s eyes, even
in cases where the law as it stands is challenged, the narrative introduces
the concept that the rabbis later called the tora sheba’al peh, the “oral
teaching,” through which human beings elaborate the written law in
accordance with what is right in God’s eyes throughout the generations.
This permits the written law to stand as an eternally valid statement of the
natural law, just as the laws of Adam and Noah maintain their validity for
all time. Yet at the same time, the locus for determining how the law is to be
understood and applied is in the hands of human beings for whom
the tora as a whole, and not exclusively the written law of Moses, is the
basis for the effort to determine what is right in God’s eyes.[59]
The issue with which the biblical narrative is grappling is not limited to the
law of Moses. No society cannot attain a minimum of safety and stability
without maintaining determinate and, for the most part, unchanging
principles of behavior that are accepted by all or most individuals. For this

reason laws are promulgated and obedience to them is enforced and reenforced. A private person will therefore always enter society facing laws
that were established long ago, and if he judges these laws at all, he will
invariably find that they diverge in smaller or larger ways from what he
feels would have been right or best. For this reason, the laws, even if they
are good laws, inevitably stand in a certain tension with the inquiries of the
individual into questions of what is good and just. I say “a certain tension,”
and not a fundamental or irreconcilable tension, because most individuals
can see that the perils of revolution are very great, and that the overthrow
of the government or the laws can normally be contemplated only under
circumstances in which they are responsible for great evil. Otherwise the
laws are to be judged, on the whole, as a force for good, and upheld even by
those individuals who are critical of them.[60]
But the standpoint of the tora with regard to this inevitable tension
between the law and the inquiries of the individual into the good and just is
unique to the ancient world: Obedience to the law is enjoined for all Jews,
as it is in all other nations, even as the narrative permits and encourages
radical freedom with regard to the personal inquiry of those who are
capable of it.[61] As the narrative suggests, such inquiry has the potential to
bring not only Moses, but even God himself to recognize the dictates of
justice in a different light.
This insistence on human reason, argument and initiative as the muchneeded source for the clarification of the law is only one of many
philosophical concerns broached by the biblical narrative. It is in the
narrative that we encounter the thesis that the law is an expression of the
will of the creator of all things, and therefore an expression of natural law.
It is in the narrative, too, that we are taught to distinguish between
shepherd and farmer as types of individuals and of societies, and encounter
the proposition that the shepherd-figure is indispensable in breaking with

the past, finding the true God, and discovering his will. It is in the narrative
that we learn to regard the law as a part of a covenant, an alliance with God
for the establishment of a just order on earth, and to understand this
covenant in relation to previous laws that have been given to mankind,
especially in the time of Adam and in the time of Noah. Similarly, it is the
narrative that raises questions concerning the relationship between what is
right in God’s eyes and the needs of human beings, needs that are depicted
as bringing God himself to compromise—from the introduction of killing
for food and maintaining justice, to the establishment of the institution of
the king or the state. It is the biblical narrative, then, that initiates the
ongoing Israelite tradition of inquiry into the question of what is “right in
God’s eyes,” the Jewish equivalent to the Greek philosophic tradition.
More such issues could be named, but the point should be clear. The tora is
structured in two parts, a law imbedded in narrative. In the Talmudic
period, the rabbis distinguished two different parts to the enterprise
of tora, the law (halacha) and philosophical discussion (agada),
recognizing them as being related in crucial ways, but also as being partly
autonomous areas of investigation.[62] The Mosaic law requires
performance, of course, as is the case with the laws of all nations. But the
imbedding of the law within the narrative—the agada, or Israelite
philosophical material—indicates the dependence of the law on the agada,
and our inability to fully understand the Mosaic law without the agada that
imparts to the law its proper meaning, proportions and place.
All of this has been said with respect to the biblical History of Israel, the
principle biblical narrative-and-law. But this narrative is not the entirety of
the Bible. It is only the first work in the Bible. When we consider Hebrew
Scripture as a body, the position I have outlined becomes even more
apparent. The History of Israel presents us with points of view that are
pitted against those presented in other ancient Near Eastern texts. But they

are also elaborated and at times at odds with the points of view presented
in the prophetic orations and in other texts included in the Bible
itself.[63] For example, Strauss proposes that the creation story must be
accepted on faith because it describes things that only God could have
known.[64] But a familiarity with the Bible makes it clear that this
supposition is, from the standpoint of the biblical authors themselves,
without basis. In fact, an argument over the proper way of understanding
the creation is a thread that runs throughout the Hebrew Bible, involving
not only the Mosaic texts but also Isaiah and Jeremiah, as well as various
Psalms and Proverbs.[65] These accounts have enough in common to make
them an Israelite “school of thought” with respect to the creation—but there
is also sufficient disagreement among the sources to suggest a lively debate,
as there is across Scripture on many other subjects of philosophical
concern.
This multiplicity of perspectives among the authors of the Hebrew Bible is
the basis for the early Christian claim that God spoke to the prophets of
Israel only “in fragmentary and varied fashion,” whereas in the New
Testament he has finally spoken clearly and univocally.[66] Indeed, there
are many Christian commentators today who continue to be troubled by
precisely this, arguing that monotheism requires a “comprehensive,
consistent revelation,” because “an inconsistent or fragmentary
communication from God would undermine the capacity to be trusting and
obedient.”[67] But the editors of the Hebrew Scriptures were not troubled
by the fragmentary and varied character of our understanding of God’s
word. The fact is that man’s mind is limited, and his understanding only
partial. The biblical narrative makes this point unequivocally with respect
to Moses.[68] And it was no less true of the other prophets of Israel, who
saw things in different ways because each of them was limited to his own
point of vantage.[69] On this understanding, an unequivocal revelation

such as some Christian writers apparently believe they have received would
have been considered unlikely indeed.
These observations point to a very specific purpose for the Hebrew Bible as
an anthology of works. If the understanding of each of the biblical authors
is only partial, then the reader’s approach to the truth will, of necessity,
have to be by way of a number of different viewpoints. The purpose of the
biblical editors, in gathering together such diverse and often conflicting
texts, was not to construct a unitary work with an unequivocal message. It
was rather to assemble a work capable of capturing and reflecting a
given tradition of inquiry so readers could strive to understand the various
perspectives embraced by this tradition, and in so doing build up an
understanding of their own. What is created is a space in which a certain
discourse arises, and a search for truth that is, in effect, unending. The
reader of the Hebrew Bible is thus invited and challenged to take up a place
within this tradition of inquiry, and to continue its elaboration out of his or
her own resources.
I have made two points concerning the basic texts of Judaism: First, the
dominant text—the five books of Moses, or the larger History of Israel from
Genesis to Kings—is not a law, but rather a law imbedded in a narrative
whose purpose is to spur engagement with the profound philosophical
issues that surround the promulgation of this law of the universal God.
Second, the major compendia that serve as the core of Judaism, beginning
with the Hebrew Bible and continuing with the Talmuds and Midrash, are
all compiled to incorporate conflicting points of view with the aim of
preserving traditions of debate over fundamental issues and spurring
further debate through the generations. Nowhere is there anything
resembling a catechism in any of these texts. Their overarching purpose is
clearly to bring those who are capable of philosophic engagement into the

search for the nature of things, into the search for what is right in God’s
eyes.
If we return to the biblical type contrast between shepherds and farmers,
we thus see the following thing: Although a violent original hatred is
posited between shepherds and farmers, and although God best loves the
shepherd, who alone can truly know God, the biblical teaching is not a
teaching for a society of shepherds. On the contrary, Israel on its land is an
agrarian society, and what the tora seeks is to inculcate a love of the
shepherd, and of the path of the shepherd, in a farming society that will
always be rooted in the values of faith, obedience and piety characteristic of
the agrarian civilizations that the farmer-type represents. Thus it is
Abraham, the great shepherd, who is depicted as the great digger of wells,
establishing new sources of water for the land. But survival on the land
ultimately depends on the qualities of faith, obedience and piety that are
characteristic of the life of his son Isaac, the only patriarch who engages in
farming. And so we are told that “Isaac dug again the wells that had been
dug in the days of his father Abraham… and he called them by the same
names that his father had given them.”[70]It is these same traits in Joshua
that permit him to lead the people with a whole heart after the turbulent
period of Moses’ leadership. And other such examples can be recognized,
the farmer consolidating and making strong what the shepherd has brought
into being. There is here a rejection of the claim that there can be no
synthesis, that intellectual independence and a society of piety and
obedience must be at war with one another, must wish to destroy one
another. In Hebrew Scripture, God’s word and command are brought into
the world by shepherd type, but they are piously preserved and made
strong in the minds of men by the toil of the farmer. Each is seen as having
a role to play, without which God’s word will not be established among
men.

IV. Does Philosophy Require a Concept of Nature as Necessity?
We’ve seen that the authors of the Hebrew Bible discovered and promoted
a standard of right independent of ancestry, authority and custom; and that
the Bible was purposely constructed so as to press capable readers to
engage in a life devoted to seeking this standard of right. These
characteristics of the Bible suggest that there are powerful reasons—even if
the matter is approached from a Straussian perspective—for regarding the
Hebrew Bible as philosophy. However, we have not yet addressed the
metaphysical plank in Strauss’s argument for excluding the Bible from
philosophy. That is, we have not yet established whether the independent
standard of right that the prophets of Israel discovered was one that could
be said to hold good necessarily—or, in other words, whether there is a
nature to which the God of Israel must conform his actions. In addition, I
would add that we have no yet established whether such an understanding
of nature as universal necessity should be a requirement of philosophy.
These issues are raised by Jules Gleicher in his response to my book.
Gleicher is himself the author of a recent book on political themes in the
Hebrew Bible,[71] and his view is favorable to the creation of an “academic
home” for the Bible in departments of philosophy and political science. He
concludes his paper by suggesting that we should perhaps forego trying to
force the Bible to pass some kind of a “philosophical litmus test” before
offering it such a home.[72] But before coming to this conclusion, Gleicher
does again raise Strauss’s question of whether nature, understood in terms
of universal necessity, does not amount to such a philosophical litmus test
that excludes the Bible in the study of political philosophy. As Gleicher puts
it: “Does philosophy require a concept of nature qua necessity—that is, a
fundamental order of Being which is superior even to the gods and which
limits divine will? … In contrast to this is the Scriptural God’s radical
freedom.”[73]

What is at issue here is the following. Strauss, as we have seen, proposes
that nature is that which philosophy “discovers,” as well as that for which
philosophers quest. But he also insists that nature must be viewed as that
which is exists necessarily. In other words, Strauss proposes that the
contours of the history of political philosophy, and in particular, the
decision as to what texts to include and exclude from the history of political
philosophy, should be regarded as being dependent on a thesis in
metaphysics: The thesis that there exist things that are “permanent or
eternal,” or “necessary and therefore eternal”:
[Philosophy] presupposes… that the first things are always and that
things which are always or are imperishable are more truly beings than
the things which are not always. These presuppositions follow from the
fundamental premise that… the manifest changes [in reality] would be
impossible if there did not exist something permanent or eternal, or the
manifest contingent beings require the existence of something necessary
and therefore eternal. Beings that are always are of higher dignity than
beings that are not always, because only the former can be the cause of
the latter.[74]
If this is taken at face value, only those thinkers or writers on political
matters who have come to see that some things in politics are “necessary
and therefore eternal” can be viewed as philosophers writings on political
things, and therefore as having a place in the history of political philosophy.
This is certainly in keeping with the philosophic discipline as understood by
Plato, for whom the “true being” that the philosopher seeks in his escape
from this perishable world is found in forms that are perfect, immutable,
and eternally unchanging. Aristotle likewise believed that the essences, the
essential forms of things in this world, are eternal and unchanging, a
conclusion that coincides with his belief that the visible world is itself

eternal. Indeed, for Aristotle, the first mover exists of necessity, a view that
suggests that God himself exists necessarily.[75]
As Strauss correctly emphasizes, the prophets and scholars who composed
the Bible did not see the world as governed by necessity in the sense in
which the Greeks understood this term. The world of the Hebrew Bible is
one of thoroughgoing change. It has come into being out of the churning of
formless, chaotic waters, and it may end in much the same way some
day.[76] Absolutely nothing about this created world is “necessary and
therefore eternal.” Even God himself gives his name as I will be what I will
be, suggesting an unbounded freedom, as well as ceaseless movement and
alteration. As Strauss puts it:
[God is] not controlled and not controllable. But to be knowable means
to be controllable, and therefore he must not be knowable in the strict
sense of the term…. [T]he divine name given in Exodus, which literally
translated means, “I shall be what I shall be,” is the most radical
formulation of that. It is just the opposite of the Greek notion of essence,
where it means the being is what it is and was and will be. But here the
core, one could say, is inaccessible; it is absolutely free: God is what he
shall be. It is a free God, unpredictable.[77]
I do not believe this depiction of the God of the Bible and of the world of his
creation is entirely right. I will come back to the difficulties with this
understanding of the biblical God shortly. But Strauss is at least partially
right: Certainly, there is no indication that anything in the world of the
Bible is “necessary and therefore eternal.” And if the decision as to what
texts to include in the history of political philosophy is dependent on this
thesis in metaphysics—that what is by nature is only that which is
“necessary and therefore eternal”—then we can say that the Bible does not
envision such things and so it cannot be included in the history of political
philosophy.

However, I question whether it makes sense to make the contours of the
history of political philosophy depend on this thesis in metaphysics. After
all, there is a legitimate standpoint in philosophy—I mean an empirical
standpoint—that poses systematic challenges to this view of the natures of
things. Neither physics nor biology is today so bold as to speak of things
that are “necessary and therefore eternal.” The physical world, so far as we
know from experience, seems to have come into being and to be destined to
die, and in this process it is unclear whether there is anything at all that did
not or will not undergo alteration. Newton was explicit in recognizing that
the laws of physics may not be everywhere the same.[78] Hume went
further, challenging even the possibility of establishing principles that are
thought to extend far beyond experience.[79] Even mathematics, which was
the model and the inspiration for the Athenian preoccupation with things
that are “necessary and therefore eternal,” can no longer simply be asserted
to be a science of necessary and therefore eternal forms. With the
acceptance of a non-Euclidian geometry as describing the space in which
we actually live, it is now at least arguable that mathematical forms are
nothing more than idealizations of the human mind, derived from the
phenomena of experience by analysis and synthesis, whose sole
relationship to true being consists in their worth (or lack thereof) as
descriptions of the empirical world.[80]
It is not my intention to press for acceptance of such a standpoint here. For
present purposes, it is enough to recognize that such a position has a
prominent place within the tradition of Western philosophy, and that, from
the point of view of this position, it is an open question whether we should
be willing today to accept the existence of “necessary and therefore eternal”
things of whatever kind. And even if we do accept the existence of such
things in mathematics or logic, it is doubtful whether this means that there
are any “necessary and therefore eternal” things to be found within the
range of subjects treated by political philosophy. The fact that we do not

accept an Aristotelian conception of nature as eternally immutable
necessity with respect to political things does not, however, mean that we
do not engage in political philosophy. A thinker such as Hume, who would
have denied the existence of “necessary and therefore eternal” things in the
political realm (and indeed, anywhere outside of the realm of “relations of
ideas”[81]), nevertheless should be regarded as a practitioner of political
philosophy. And in fact, Hume is included in Strauss’s History of Political
Philosophy.
The amendment I propose to Strauss’s historiography is as follows.
Philosophers disagree, and must be able to legitimately disagree, on the
metaphysical question of whether nature is to be understood as eternally
immutable necessity. However, the spirit of Strauss’s proposal, even if not
the letter of it, can be preserved by broadening the concept of “nature” to
consist of those principles that are true of a thing or of a class of things in
general, or that hold good with respect to them in general; or that are the
causes of things or of classes of things in general. This would be in keeping
with a Newtonian definition of philosophy as the search for the “most
general” causes that can be inferred from the phenomena.[82] For those
who do not believe in the eternity of the world or in imperishable eternal
forms, the discovery of the “natures” of things cannot be more than the
discovery of such Newtonian “most general” principles. But it does not
appear to me that this means we have given up on philosophy. Philosophy
will be understood as the discovery of, or the quest for, the general
principles that underlie all things. And political philosophy will be the
discovery of, or the quest for, the general principles that underlie political
things.
I do not see that such an amendment does any harm to Strauss’s overall
account of the emergence of philosophy. Everything that Strauss says
concerning the challenge that philosophy poses to societies that associate

the true and the good with their ancestors and the authoritative traditions
handed down from them is still the case, even if the definition of what
constitutes “nature” is revised as I have proposed. For example, one may
still challenge a given custom, held to be good according to one’s own
tradition, on the grounds that it does not appear to be for the good when
considered in light of what is good for the generality of human societies that
are known or that have been known historically. The fact that such an
account of the good for human beings generally does not rest on the
metaphysical supposition of an eternally unchanging human nature is
irrelevant. We cannot know what may be the fate of human nature one
hundred centuries from now. What matters for philosophy is that
something has been learned concerning the generality of human nature as
far as it can be examined.
With this amendment in mind, let us go back to the question of whether the
world of the Hebrew Bible is governed by nature. I have already agreed with
Strauss that the prophets of Israel do not approach the natures of things as
part of a quest for an absolutely immutable necessity. But if we ask whether
the biblical authors would have recognized the world as governed by
general principles, the answer to this question is certainly in the
affirmative. As we have seen, all things in heaven and on earth are, in
Hebrew Scripture, governed by laws that hold good in general, even if they
are not necessary and therefore eternal. In other words, a definition of
nature that would permit us to accept Newton or Hume as legitimate
philosophers would also, at the same time, extend philosophical legitimacy
to the view of nature that we find in biblical authors such as Isaiah or
Jeremiah.
And what of the God of Israel? Is he absolutely free, as Strauss suggests,
and so devoid of any discernable nature? Strauss is right to read God’s
pronouncement of ehieh asher ehieh as “I will be what I will be.” And he

correctly understands the meaning of this pronouncement as well: God
appears to Moses only as unbounded freedom when he first meets him at
the burning bush. But Strauss misses the broader context of this utterance.
“I will be what I will be” is God’s second response in a sequence of four
responses to human attempts to gain an understanding of his essence. In
the first of the sequence, Jacob asks to know God’s name and is rebuffed
with “Why is it that you ask my name?” In the second, Moses asks and is
given the answer “I will be what I will be”; and in the third Moses sees
something more, although not much more: “I will be gracious to whom I
will be gracious, and I will have mercy on whom I will have mercy.”[83] But
on the fourth approach, God offers Moses a more extensive view of his
essential nature, as follows: “The Lord, the Lord, a God merciful and
gracious, longsuffering, and abundant in giving and truth, storing up the
results of righteousness to thousands of generations, bearing iniquity and
transgression and sin; but who will certainly not pardon the guilty, visiting
the iniquity of the fathers on the children, and on the children’s children, to
the third and fourth generation.”[84]
The view of God’s nature that is afforded by this fourth response is an
ambiguous and partial one. But it is the last in the series, the most
penetrating view of God’s nature ever achieved by Moses, the greatest of the
prophets. And it departs from the previous ones in that it is lacking the
connotation of perfect and absolute freedom. In fact, even the third
approach (“I will be gracious”) already hints at the emergence into view of a
slightly more constrained divine nature. On the fourth approach, on the
other hand, God is clearly recognized as being just and merciful by his
nature. Indeed, it is this understanding of God, and not the earlier ones that
Strauss cites, which persuades Moses to conclude that the world is
ultimately ruled out of mercy and with justice, even if this mercy and justice
are not visible for many generations, as was the case when the Israelites
were enslaved in Egypt. It is on the basis of this deepest view of God’s

nature, and not by means of a posture of perfect faith, piety and obedience
to an absolutely free God, that Moses is depicted as returning to God’s
service and proceeding to Canaan.
I do not mean to suggest that Moses accepts the Aristotelian view that we
can attain knowledge of necessary and eternal natures. He does not. But
neither is the God of Israel portrayed, in this, the most important biblical
text concerning God’s nature, as being entirely “inaccessible,” or
“absolutely free,” or wholly “unpredictable,” as Strauss supposes. On the
contrary, these are depicted as outward appearances, the initial
appearances that Moses encounters in his ascent toward knowledge of God.
When Moses reaches the summit of what can be known by man, he is able
to recognize the divine nature as governing the world out of mercy and with
justice.
Jules Gleicher endorses a familiar, indeed traditional, way of thinking
about the question of God’s mercy and justice in Scripture: God is perfectly
free, but he chooses to restrain himself “through successive resolutions of
divine self-limitation” so as to permit the world to exist.[85] This is an
insightful way of reading the biblical narrative, one that captures important
aspects of the way man’s experience of God is conveyed in the Bible. But the
account in Exodus of Moses’ quest to gain a view of God’s nature requires a
careful reassessment of this matter. The text in Exodus clearly suggests that
the pronouncement I will be what I will be is an outward impression of
God’s nature, an understanding that has its point of truth, but which is also
the result of Moses’ inexperience in divine things and God’s unwillingness
to permit his nature to be perceived until Moses has earned the right to see
farther. In light of Moses’ final understanding of God’s nature, we are given
to see God’s efforts at dealing with the world mercifully and with justice not
as being absolutely free and unpredictable, but rather as being in
accordance with God’s nature as Moses perceives it. This reflects a

consistent biblical view according to which God’s rule, the rule of mercy
and justice, is a law or principle that can be observed operating in our
world—as it was when God freed Israel from slavery in Egypt and made his
covenant with them at Sinai, and as it will be again when God brings the
exile to an end and establishes Israel on its land once more. Moses captures
this view of God’s nature in giving him the name ha’el hane’eman, “the
faithful God.”[86]
That God’s mercy and justice are in accordance with his nature explains
how the authors of the Bible can maintain “what is right in God’s eyes” as
the standard of right against which all things are to be judged, including
God’s own laws and decrees as they appear at any given moment. If God’s
will were absolutely free and unpredictable, there would be no point in
appealing to him for judgment concerning what is right. Such a God, having
no nature (not even in the sense in which it is appropriate to use this term
with reference to the Bible), has no discernable tendency or direction, and
so cannot speak to questions of what “ought to be.” Strauss recognizes the
problem, and responds that man can trust an otherwise utterly arbitrary
God because he has freely bound himself through his covenant, which is to
say, through his promise.[87] But this is no answer. If God is absolutely free
and unpredictable, then he can as easily break his promise as keep it. In
fact, it is precisely God’s threat to destroy Israel after the sin of the gold
calf, thereby breaking his promise to deliver the Hebrew slaves, that is the
crucial setting for Moses’ demand to know God’s nature. It is only
recognition of God’s ultimately merciful and just nature that guarantees the
covenant and the promise, and nothing else.
So we are to understand the biblical teaching in this way. The things that
are in human experience are never entirely as they should be, and usually
quite far from this. Even the law of Moses, as we are told, was written on
tablets carved by Moses at the base of Mt. Sinai, and not on tablets carved

by God himself at the top of the mountain.[88] But according to Moses’
insight at Sinai, God is merciful and just by his nature. This means that no
matter what we find the state of the world to be, it is always possible to
appeal upward from the condition of things at this moment to what is right
in God’s eyes. He may agree to a repair in light of arguments such as those
of Abraham in the case of Sodom, or of Moses after the sin of the gold calf,
or of Aaron or Tzelofhad’s daughters.
V. Conclusion
The exclusion of the Bible from the history of political philosophy is a
mistake of the first order, one which distorts our understanding of the Bible
and of the philosophical tradition of the West in equal measure. This
exclusion was not invented by Leo Strauss. It was a matter of long-standing
dogma in the German universities when Strauss entered them. As an
honorable Jew, he chose to resist the anti-Semitism of the German
academy, which claimed to represent reason, by showing that “revelation”
deserved respect as well.[89] In this, he went so far as to call for the respect
even of things that he believed to be absurd, such as the story of Abraham
at Moria, which he understood to be the story of how Abraham not only
“obeys an unintelligible command,” but does so “unhesitatingly.”[90]
In his day, this defense of Jewish revelation was an act of valor.
Nevertheless, Strauss’s context prevented him from taking the much more
radical step of mounting a critique of the academic concept
of revelation itself. As I argued in my book, this concept as we know it—as a
designation for things that are not derived by reason—was developed to
describe the debate between early Christianity and the philosophers who
were its opponents. It does not enter Jewish discourse until Sa’adia Gaon,
fifteen centuries after the prophet Jeremiah lived and wrote. Even if it is
accurate as a description of the New Testament, this concept of revelation is
wholly unsuited to describing the Hebrew Bible and the

Talmud.[91] Strauss, who was a pioneering scholar in the field of late
medieval Judaism, read the Bible through this late medieval lens, in which
“revelation” becomes a general term that conflates Christian, Muslim and
Jewish texts as though they deal with similar problems and offer similar
solutions to them.[92] Our own task must be to overcome this medieval
reading and permit the Bible and the classical rabbinic literature to speak
for themselves—a task to which the contemporary academic environment is
proving to be immeasurably more receptive than German academia was a
century ago.
As soon as we set aside the medieval conflation of the Hebrew Bible with
other putative texts of revelation, we quickly see that the prophets and
scholars who composed the Bible discovered that the world is ordered in
accordance with general principles or natures, and promoted the
individual’s quest for these principles—these laws, in the language of the
Bible—as a quest for the knowledge of God’s will. In the biblical typology, it
is not the farmer, leading a life of obedient love, who has the capacity to
draw closest to God; but the shepherd, who is willing to stand at risk and
enter into controversy “with God and with men” in order to determine what
is truly right. Recognition of these facts alters our view of the character of
the biblical texts, and brings their content into much sharper focus. With
this new focus, the philosophical character of these works becomes
progressively more evident, as well as their place as foundational texts in
the Western philosophical tradition. The time has come for programs of
political philosophy and political theory to recognize these truths about the
Bible, which has had so deep an impact on the history of philosophy in
generations past and down to our own day.
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Revelation, Natural Law and Jewish Autonomy in Theology,” Journal of Analytic
Theology 3 (2015), pp. 172-205. But the central issues raised in this symposium are ones
I have not yet dealt with in print, and I am pleased to be able to respond to them here.
In different ways, all three of my respondents seek to evaluate my work in light of Leo
Strauss’s well-known objections to the inclusion of the Hebrew Bible within the Western
tradition of political philosophy. The three excellent papers before me afford an
opportunity to provide a response to Strauss on this subject as well.
[2] On the biblical narrative from Genesis-Kings, see Yoram Hazony, Philosophy of
Hebrew Scripture, pp. 32-46, 55-63. On the political philosophy of the biblical History
of Israel, see pp. 140-160.
[3] Hazony, Philosophy of Hebrew Scripture, pp. 12-20. The German Enlightenment’s
insistence on the irrelevance of the thought of the Hebrew Bible and Talmud to the
course of intellectual history is a secularization of Luther’s earlier insistence on the
irrelevance of the thought of the Hebrew Bible to Christianity. For discussion, see David
Nirenberg, Anti-Judaism: The Western Tradition (New York: W.W. Norton, 2014), pp.
246-268.
[4] See Kenneth Hart Green, “Leo Strauss as a Modern Jewish Thinker,” in Leo
Strauss, Jewish Philosophy and the Crisis of Modernity: Essays and Lectures in
Modern Jewish Thought, Kenneth Hart Green, ed. (Albany: State University of New
York Press, 1997), pp. 1-84. This volume hereafter referred to as JPCM.
[5] Leo Strauss, Philosophy and Law: Contributions to the Understanding of
Maimonides and His Predecessors, Eve Adler trans. with introduction (Albany: State
University of New York Press, 1995).
[6] Schaefer, “Yoram Hazony and Leo Strauss.” See, for example, Robert Sacks, A
Commentary on Genesis (Lewiston, New York: Edwin Mellen, 1990), p. i.
[7] Strauss speaks of the “antagonism” and “radical opposition” between the Bible and

philosophy in “Jerusalem and Athens,” JPCM, p. 399; “Progress or Return,” JPCM, pp.
111, 116; “The Mutual Influence of Theology and Philosophy,” JPCM, p. 121. However,
Strauss was one of the first German-Jewish philosophers to announce clearly that the
attack of the Enlightenment on Orthodox Judaism had been, philosophically, a failure.
Strauss took this to mean that there was no choice but for Enlightenment philosophy to
continue to take the biblical alternative seriously. See Strauss, Philosophy and Law, p.
31; “Mutual Influence of Theology and Philosophy,” p. 128.
[8] Leo Strauss, “On the Interpretation of Genesis,” JPCM, p. 359.
[9] For discussion, see Diana Muir Appelbaum, “Biblical Nationalism and the SixteenthCentury States, National Identities,” National Identities (Fall 2013), pp. 317-332; Steven
Grosby, “Hebraism: The Third Culture,” Jonathan Jacobs, ed., Judaic Sources and
Western Thought (New York: Oxford, 2011), pp. 73-96; Eric Nelson, The Hebrew
Republic: Jewish Sources and the Transformation of European Political
Thought (Cambridge: Harvard, 2010); Glenn Moots, Politics Reformed: The AngloAmerican Legacy of Covenant Theology (University of Missouri Press: Columbia,
Missouri, 2010); Yoram Hazony, “Judaism and the Modern State,” Azure 21 (Summer
2005), pp. 33-50; Fania Oz-Salzberger, “The Jewish Roots of Western
Freedom,” Azure 13 (Summer 2002), pp. 88-132. On Locke, see Yechiel Leiter, “The
Political Hebraism of John Locke’s Second Treatise of Government,” doctoral
dissertation, University Haifa Faculty of Law, 2011. Biblicist strains can be identified
later in Rousseau as well.
[10] Leo Strauss, Natural Right and History (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1953), pp. 82-83.
[11] Strauss, Natural Right and History, p. 86.
[12] Strauss, Natural Right and History, p. 81; see also “Progress or Return,” p. 111;
“Jerusalem and Athens,” p. 381.
[13] Leo Strauss and Joseph Cropsey, eds. History of Political Philosophy (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1972), pp. 2-3.
[14] Strauss did, of course, distinguish between pagan and Jewish pre-philosophic
civilization. He recognized that the Israelite God was a universal God. But he
nonetheless assumed that the Jews were similar to the pagans in that their laws were no
more than “one particular, and therefore contingent, law of one particular, contingent
tribe.” How, then, can the Mosaic law, which Strauss believes to be only a particular,
contingent law, be considered to be “the divine law”? Strauss answers that this is
possible only because the Israelite God is free to do whatever he wishes: “It is a free God,

unpredictable.” Strauss, “Progress or Return,” p. 114. I do not believe this discussion
makes much sense. It may be true that certain aspects of the Israelite law, such as the
Temple service, are intended specifically for the Jews, who have a special role to play
among mankind as a “kingdom of priests.” (Exodus 19.6). But there is no hint anywhere
that the biblical authors understood the law given at Sinai to be a particularistic law
applying only to a particular tribe, as was the case with pagan law. On the contrary, the
Israelites considered the law of the universal God to be a teaching relevant to all
mankind, and regarded themselves as tasked with teaching this law to the nations. In
other words, the biblical law of Moses is a form of natural law. See note 47.
[15] The second edition of Strauss and Cropsey’s History of Political Philosophy, the
last to be published while Strauss was alive, opens with Plato. Later editions begin with
Thucydides.
[16] Bernstein, “Thoughts on Yoram Hazony.”
[17] The Israelites slaughtered and ate a sheep upon leaving Egypt and smeared its
blood on their doorposts. Exodus 12.1-28. The sheep was the god of the Egyptians
Amon, patron of the Pharaohs and head of the pantheon at Thebes. Moses tells Pharaoh
that they are going to sacrifice the Egyptian god at Exodus 8.22. See Exodus Raba 16.2-3
and 43.7.
[18] For the name Israel, see Genesis 32.28. For the type contrast between shepherds
and famers, see Hazony, Philosophy of Hebrew Scripture, pp. 103-139; Jean-Jacques
Rousseau, “Essay on the Origins of the Languages,” Victor Gourevitch, ed., The
Discourses and Other Early Political Writings (New York: Cambridge University Press,
1997), pp. 271-272. See also David Nirenberg on the motif of the shepherds as enemies
of ancient Egypt in Anti-Judaism, pp. 22-33.
[19] Jeremiah, for example, praises the pagan nations for their piety. Jeremiah 18.13.
See Hazony, Philosophy of Hebrew Scripture, pp. 317-318 n. 148. Moreover, farming is
associated with city-building, which is possible only because of the wealth created by
agriculture. Thus Cain is portrayed as the first city-builder. Genesis 4.16-17;
Hazony, Philosophy of Hebrew Scripture, pp. 109-110; Strauss, “Progress or Return,” p.
109.
[20] Strauss, Natural Right and History, pp. 91-92.
[21] Bernstein, “Thoughts on Yoram Hazony.”
[22] Deuteronomy 6.4.
[23] Strauss, Natural Right and History, p. 86; “Progress or Return?,” p. 113.
[24] Hazony, Philosophy of Hebrew Scripture, pp. 58-59; Yoram Hazony, God and

Politics in Esther (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016), pp. 40-45.
[25] Deuteronomy 33.2-3.
[26] According to R. Johanan, Avoda Zara 2b.
[27] Numbers 23.8-10, 20-21, 24.3-6. The meaning of the expression shtum ha’a’in is
unknown, but it would seems to be parallel with glui einaim in 24:4, which means that
Bilam’s eyes are open to see. This story is in keeping with the words of Moses, quoted on
more than one occasion by Strauss: “For this [teaching] is your wisdom and your
understanding in the sight of the nations, who will hear these laws and say: ‘Surely this
great nation is a wise and understanding people.’ For… what nation is so great that it
has laws and statutes as just all this teaching I set before you this day?” Deuteronomy
4.6-8; Strauss, “Jerusalem and Athens,” p. 379; Robert Sacks, Commentary on
Genesis, p. i.
[28] Isaiah 51.4. Regarding the tora going out to the nations, and Israel as a light and
banner for the peoples, see also Isaiah 11.9-10, 12, 42.1-4, 6-7, 49.6, 51.4, 60.3; Jeremiah
3.17, 4.1-2; Zecharia 8.22-23. Similarly: “And it will be in the course of time, that the
mountain of the Lord’s house will be established… and all the nations will stream to it.
And many peoples will go to it, saying, ‘Come, let us go up to the mountain of the Lord,
to the house of the God of Jacob, and he will teach us from his ways, and we will walk in
his paths.’ For out of Zion will go forth instruction [tora], and God’s word from
Jerusalem.” Isaiah 2.2-3. See also Micha 4.1-5. For the equation of justice generally with
God’s teaching see Isaiah 51.7: “Hear me, you who know justice, a people with my [i.e.,
God’s] teaching [tora] in their minds….”
[29] Isaiah 56.1-8. See also Isaiah 66.23, as well as Isaiah 43.8-12, 44.8-10, in which
Israel is called to dispute with the nations, who are said to be able to distinguish truth
just as Israel can.
[30] Ezekiel 33.15
[31] Ezekiel 20.11. Similar phrasing appears in Leviticus 18.5 and Ezekiel 20.13, 21; and
the reverse, concerning laws by which one cannot live, at 20.25. See also the opinion of
R. Meir, Sanhedrin 59a.
[32] Jeremiah 16.19.
[33] Jeremiah 12.16.
[34] It is these passages the rabbis had in mind when they suggested that the reason the
Mosaic law was given in the wilderness of Sinai, and not in any settled land, was so that
all nations could accept it as their own: “The tora was given on uninhabited land owned
by no one. Had it been given in the promised land, Israel might have said that the

nations had not share in it. It was therefore given in the wilderness, so that whoever
wished to accept it could do so.” Mechilta 19.2. Similarly: “Why was the tora not given in
the land of Israel? So as not to give the nations of the world the chance to say that they
only reject the tora because it was not offered to them on their land…. Three things are
associated with the giving of the tora [at Sinai]: Desert, fire, and water. We learn that
just as these are available freely to all mankind, so too is the tora a gift to all mankind.”
Mechilta 20.2. For further discussion of this issue, see Maimonides, Guide 3.31.
[35] Yoram Hazony, Philosophy of Hebrew Scripture, pp. 66-90.
[36] For example: “The Lord saw that the evil of man was great upon the earth, and that
the whole nature of the thoughts of his mind [vekol yetzer mahshevot libo] was only to
evil all day long” (Genesis 6.5); “The nature of man’s mind [yetzer lev ha’adam] is evil
from his youth” (Genesis 8.21); “The Lord has compassion on those that fear him, for he
knows our nature [yada yitzreinu], he remembers that we are dust” (Psalms 103.13-14).
Note also yatzar ma’aseh for “the nature of a deed” in 1 Qumran Hodayot 7.13. See
Willem A. VanGemeren, New International Dictionary of Old Testament Theology and
Exegesis (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1997), vol. 2, pp. 506-507.
[37] One scholar has expressed his concern that in speaking of biblical descriptions of
God as “metaphors,” I am making of God a mere subjective or psychological
phenomenon, as has been common among liberal theologians since Schleiermacher—
what Strauss calls “internalizing” God (see Strauss, Philosophy and Law, p. 24). This is
very far from my intention. All human speech is metaphorical with respect to God,
borrowing concepts from other areas or fields of meaning and applies them by analogy.
Nevertheless, an appropriate metaphor will say something true about the reality of
God’s nature or actions. See Yoram Hazony, Philosophy of Hebrew Scripture, pp. 271272; Yoram Hazony, “The Question of God’s Perfection,” Jerusalem Letters, October 8,
2015, available at http://jerusalemletters.com/the-question-of-gods-perfection/ All of
my references to metaphors should be understood in this way. On the difficulty in
applying the dichotomy of “internal” and “external” to biblical texts, see
Hazony, Philosophy of Hebrew Scripture, pp. 193-218.
[38] Judges 21.25.
[39] Jeremiah 34.15
[40] Proverbs 21.2. See also 12.15, 16.2, 30.12.
[41] Samuel 1.2.3.
[42] See my discussion on the Bible and “unassisted” human reason in Philosophy of
Hebrew Scripture, pp. 228-235.

[43] For the laws of the heavens, see Psalms 119.89-91, 148.1-6; Isaiah 1.3; Jeremiah
5.22.
[44] For laws of the harvest, see Isaiah 28.24-29, Jeremiah 5.24. For laws governing the
ways of animals, see Jeremiah 8.7.
[45] That the law of Moses was intended to serve as the natural law for human beings is
a consistent assumption in the writings of the prophets, a point I emphasize
throughout The Philosophy of Hebrew Scripture, pp. 174-177. David Schaefer follows
Jon Levenson in questioning whether one can reasonably consider prohibitions on
eating pork or wearing garments of mixed wool and linen to be part of the natural law.
Schaefer, “Yoram Hazony and Leo Strauss.” My reply, arguing for the possibility of
regarding such prohibitions as part of natural law, appears in “The Law of Moses as
Natural Law” in Yoram Hazony, “Three Replies: On Revelation, Natural Law, and
Jewish Autonomy in Theology,” pp. 184-193.
[46] The expression “life and the good” appears at Deuteronomy 30:15.
[47] Philo (25 BCE-50 CE) was born after the death of Cicero (106-43 BCE), whose use
of the Latin term lex naturalis is usually supposed to be the basis for later Christian
teaching on this subject. See, for example, Cicero, De Legibus 1.58, 2.11. However,
Helmut Koester’s proposal that Church fathers such as Clement of Alexandria and
Origen based their natural law teaching on that of Philo seems credible, buttressing his
suggestion that “Philo has to be considered the crucial and most important contributor
to the development of the theory of natural law.” See Helmut Koester, “The Concept of
Natural Law in Greek Thought,” in Religions in Antiquity, Jacob Neusner, ed. (Leiden:
Brill, 1968), p. 540. The few earlier Greek references to the “laws of nature” are lacking
in the normative force we now associate the term. An important exception, however, is
Aristotle, Rhetoric 1373b1–18, which also refers to an earlier source in Empedocles.
These texts do resemble the biblical teaching.
[48] Strauss, “Mutual Influence of Theology and Philosophy,” pp. 122-123; “Jerusalem
and Athens,” p. 403; Schaefer, “Yoram Hazony and Leo Strauss.”
[49] “If one knows by divine revelation what the right path is, he does not have to
discover that path by his unassisted efforts…. For the human faculty that… discovers
nature is reason or understanding, and the relation of reason or understanding to its
objects is fundamentally different from that obedience without reasoning why that
corresponds to authority proper.” Strauss, Natural Right and History, pp. 85, 92.
[50] Jews often use the term tora as shorthand for the five books of Moses (short, in
other words, for torat mosheh, “the teaching of Moses”). But tora is also used to refer to

the entire tradition descended from the Mosaic teaching; or, perhaps more to the point,
to the enterprise of studying the texts of this tradition with the aim of discovering “what
is right in God’s eyes.”
[51] On obedient love, see Strauss, Natural Right and History, p. 74; “Progress or
Return?,” p. 104. Similarly, Strauss speaks of reading the Bible with “pious submission”
in “Interpretation of Genesis,” p. 359. This posture of pious submission in reading the
Bible is connected, in Strauss’s view, to the posture of reading the biblical text as a single
undifferentiated book, with God as the principal author of the entire work. The axiom of
divine authorship serves to suppress or render irrelevant the fact that the Bible was
written by prophets and scholars expressing different and at times contradictory points
of view. See Strauss, “Interpretation of Genesis,” pp. 374-375; “Mutual Influence of
Theology and Philosophy,” p. 128; “Jerusalem and Athens,” p. 394. Such a reading of
the Bible as the undifferentiated work of a single author is strongly defended, for
example, by Alvin Plantinga. For my response to Plantinga on this point, see Yoram
Hazony, “Three Replies: On Revelation, Natural Law, and Jewish Autonomy in
Theology,” pp. 172-184.
[52] The mistaken translation of the term tora as “law” goes back to the Septuagint,
which usually translates tora as nomos, the Greek term for law. This mistake finds its
way from there into Christian writings as a manner of speaking about the Hebrew Bible
as a whole, and from there into the post-Lutheran German academic milieu that is
responsible for much of what is believed to be true about the Bible in universities today.
On the difficulties of Septuagint’s translation of the term tora, see Louis H.
Feldman, Judaism and Hellenism Reconsidered (Leiden: Brill, 2006), pp. 58-59.
[53] Thus it is misleading to say that according to “the biblical alternative, here the basic
premise is that one particular divine code is accepted as truly divine; that one particular
code of one particular tribe is the divine code.” Strauss, “Mutual Influence of Theology
and Philosophy,” p. 119. This presentation misstates the basic premise of the biblical
teaching precisely because it treats the biblical text as essentially a code of law. The basic
premise of the biblical alternative is better stated in this way: A code is presented in the
context of a philosophical narrative making the case for engagement with what is right
in the eyes of the universal God. The law is thus presented precisely not as the code of
one particular tribe, but as the result of the engagement, for the first time, with what is
right in the eyes of the universal God.
[54] Genesis 18.25.
[55] The one exception seems to be the story of Abraham at Moria, which is frequently

read as a proof text demonstrating that the Bible seeks unhesitating obedience, since
Abraham was “willing” to slaughter his own son as a result of “simple, single-minded
childlike faith.” Strauss, “Progress or Return,” p. 110; “Jerusalem and Athens,” pp. 392393. Read in context, however, we see that this reading distorts the story of Abraham at
Moria, which is not concerned to demonstrate Abraham’s obedience, but his faith that
“God will see to the sheep for an offering” (Genesis 22.8), that the God of Israel does not
desire child sacrifice. Nor does the narrative in Genesis portray Abraham as
unhesitating, or willing, or possessed of a simple and childlike faith. See my analysis of
the text in Philosophy of Hebrew Scripture, pp. 115-120; and my comments on later
rabbinic and Christian tradition on this subject in Hazony, “Three Replies: On
Revelation, Natural Law and Jewish Autonomy in Theology,” pp. 198-202.
[56] Numbers 27.1-11. See also Joshua 17.3-4.
[57] Leviticus 10.16-20. Aaron’s sons Nadav and Avihu die because of a mistaken
performance of priestly rituals during the dedication of the tabernacle at Leviticus 10.13. Moses instructs Aaron to sacrifice a goat as a sin-offering at Leviticus 9.3, adding that
this is God’s command at 9.7. Rashbam interprets Aaron’s refusal at 10.19 as follows:
“How can I partake of the sin-offering on the day when our joy has been thus marred
and suspended?”
[58] Talmud Shabbat 96b suggests that he violated the sabbath, referring to Numbers
15:32-36. Significantly, the Talmud holds up Tzelofhad’s daughters as exemplary both
for their wisdom and their righteousness. Bava Batra 119b.
[59] Gitin 60b; Brachot 5a. The Midrash suggests that Moses did not learn the entirety
of the God’s tora at Sinai, but only the principles. Exodus Raba 61.6. Remarkably, R.
Johanan suggests that the covenant is made only for the sake of the oral teachings—that
is, for what human beings learn from the tora as interpreted. Gitin 60b.
[60] Plato, Crito 43a-54e. Even Thoreau argues that one should let injustices go without
response if they are part of the “necessary friction” of a system of laws : “If the injustice
is part of the necessary friction of the machine of government, let it go, let it go;
perchance it will wear smooth — certainly the machine will wear out. If the injustice has
a spring, or a pulley, or a rope, or a crank, exclusively for itself, then perhaps you may
consider whether the remedy will not be worse than the evil; but if it is of such a nature
that it requires you to be the agent of injustice to another, then, I say, break the law. Let
your life be a counter friction to stop the machine. What I have to do is to see, at any
rate, that I do not lend myself to the wrong which I condemn.” “Civil Disobedience” in
Henry David Thoreau, Walden, Civil Disobedience, and Other Writings (New York:

Norton, 2008), p. 284. Note that such a conclusion of reason “needs no sacrifice of
mind, no leap into the void.” The leap of faith associated with the embrace of the absurd
is not present in a reasoned decision to commit oneself to a person as a whole, flaws and
all, as happens in a marriage; or to a system of laws. Jonathan Sacks, Radical Then,
Radical Now (New York: Continuum, 2000), p. 86. See also Hazony, Philosophy of
Hebrew Scripture, pp. 252-255.
[61] Strauss is concerned to determine the proper standpoint for “Jews who cannot
believe as our ancestors believed.” He writes that a Jew who “cannot believe” can
nevertheless act out of “fidelity, loyalty, piety in the old Latin sense of the word pietas.”
Leo Strauss, “Why We Remain Jews,” JCPM, p. 320. Also Philosophy and Law, p. 38;
Ehud Luz, “How to Read the Bible According to Leo Strauss,” Modern Judaism 25
(October 2005), p. 265. Here, too, it is striking that Strauss does not distinguish
between the halacha or Jewish law, which is incumbent on the Jew as the law of any
nation is incumbent on its citizens; and the narratives or agada, which deal with Jewish
belief. A standpoint of fidelity and loyalty to the Jewish people and Jewish tradition
cannot require one to believe things that appear to be untrue. But it can, and indeed
does, require the observance of the law. There are certainly Jews who feel they “cannot
believe” in God or in the giving of the tora to Moses at Sinai, for example. But all Jews
can observe the law of circumcision or of the sabbath. This is a choice they are entirely
free to make. No plea of disbelief is relevant to the question of why a Jew does not
circumcise his son or keep the sabbath. Thus the proper and genuine standpoint of the
Jew who “cannot believe” is to continue his quest for truth within a framework of
fidelity and loyalty to his people through the observance of their laws. Compare
Jerusalem Hagiga 1.7.
[62] See, for example, Hagiga 14a; Suka 28a. Abravanel is particularly emphatic on
applying this distinction to Scripture, distinguishing the biblical text into two parts, law
(dat) and instruction (tora). On this view, law is that which is found in the legal codices
of the nations, as well as in the law of Moses. But the term tora is to be reserved for the
non-legal material in Scripture whose purpose is to contribute to developing man’s
beliefs. See Abravanel, commentary on Exodus 19.1-3, section 3; Hazony, Philosophy of
Hebrew Scripture, pp. 90-100.
[63] Hazony, Philosophy of Hebrew Scripture, pp. 41-42, 63-65.
[64] Strauss, “Interpretation of Genesis,” pp. 369-370. See note 91 below.
[65] Isaiah 51.6-11; Jeremiah 5.21-23, 31.34-35; Psalms 24.1-2, 33.6-7, 74.10-18, 148.710; Job 38.8-11, 40.25-29.

[66] Hebrews 1.1.
[67] Dale Patrick and Allen Scult, Rhetoric and Biblical Interpretation (Sheffield:
Almond Press, 1990), p. 136.
[68] Exodus 33.18-23.
[69] In the Talmud, the rabbis point out that when Isaiah saw the angels about God’s
throne, they had six wings each, but that Ezekiel describes them as having only four.
Hagiga 13b. As R. Isaac writes, “No two prophets prophesy in the same style.” Sanhedrin
89a. Also relevant here is Robert Alter’s argument that biblical narrative itself is “a
process of studied contrasts between the variously limited knowledge of the human
characters,” one in which “the characters generally have only broken threads to grasp as
they seek their way.” Moreover, this is true of prophets as well as other men. As Alter
emphasizes: “Dedication to a divinely certified career of visionary leadership is itself no
escape from the limitations of human knowledge.” Robert Alter, The Art of Biblical
Narrative (New York: Basic Books, 1981), pp. 157-158.
[70] Genesis 26.18.
[71] Jules Gleicher, Political Themes in the Hebrew Scriptures (New York: Palgrave
MacMillan, 2010).
[72] Gleicher, “Comments on Yoram Hazony.”
[73] Gleicher, “Comments on Yoram Hazony.”
[74] Strauss, Natural Right and History, p. 89.
[75] On the first mover existing of necessity, see Aristotle, Metaphysics 1072b10-15.
[76] On the passing away of heaven and earth, see Isaiah 34.4; Psalms 102.26-27;
Talmud Berachot 32a; Exodus Raba 44.10.
[77] Strauss, “Progress or Return,” pp. 114; see also “Mutual Influence of Theology and
Philosophy,” p. 119; “Preface to Spinoza’s Critique of Religion,” JPCM, p. 157;
“Jerusalem and Athens,” p. 393; Hazony, The Philosophy of Hebrew Scripture, pp. 244247.
[78] Isaac Newton, Opticks (Amherst: Prometheus, 2003), pp. 403-404.
[79] See Hume’s Rule 7 in his “Rules By Which to Judge of Causes and Effects” in David
Hume, Treatise of Human Nature (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1978), p. 174;
Yoram Hazony and Eric Schliesser, “Newton and Hume,” in Paul Russell ed., Oxford
Handbook on Hume(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016).
[80] Morris Kline, Mathematics: The Loss of Certainty (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1982).
[81] David Hume, Essay Concerning Human Understanding 4.1.

[82] Newton, Opticks, p. 404.
[83] Genesis 32.30; Exodus 3.14, 33.19.
[84] Exodus 34.5-7. Parts of this formulation, including the extension of reward and
punishment over multiple generations, appear in the Ten Commandments. See Exodus
20.5-6, as well as Exodus 34.7, Numbers 14.18, Deuteronomy 5.9. Jeremiah also invokes
this way of looking at things at 32.18, as does Hoshea, who writes: “Because you forgot
the teachings of your God, I, as well, will spurn your children.” Hoshea 4.6. A famous
dissent from this view of God’s nature is Ezekiel 18.1-24.
[85] Gleicher, “Comments on Yoram Hazony.”
[86] Deuteronomy 7.9. On God’s justice as a regularity in the world of our experience,
see Hazony, God and Politics in Esther, pp. 185-194.
[87] Strauss, “Progress or Return,” pp. 114-115.
[88] Exodus 34.1, 4, 28; Deuteronomy 10.3. Compare Exodus 24.12, 31.18, 32.16;
Deuteronomy 4.13, 5.22, 9.10.
[89] Kenneth Green reports that Strauss was fond of repeating Max Weber’s warning
that a Jew who was entering German academia was descending into hell. “Leo Strauss
as a Modern Jewish Thinker,” p. 74, note 54. See also Luz, “How to Read the Bible,” pp.
264-284. Strauss’s argument against giving up on one’s Jewishness is virtually
indistinguishable from that of Theodor Herzl and Max Nordau, the founders of the
Zionist Organization. As Strauss writes: “The uprooted assimilated Jew had nothing to
oppose to hatred and contempt except his naked self. Full social equality proved to
require the complete disappearance of Jews as Jews—a proposition which is
impracticable, if for no other reason, then at least for the perfectly sufficient one of selfrespect. Why should we, who have a heroic past behind and within us, which is not
second to that of any other group anywhere on earth, forget or deny that past?” Strauss,
“Progress or Return,” pp. 91-92. For Herzl and Nordau, see Yoram Hazony, “Character,”
part 3 of “On the National State,” Azure 14 (Winter 2003), pp. 107-144. This affinity
sheds light on Strauss’s comment that “Political Zionism was more passionately and
soberly concerned with the human dignity of the Jews than any other movement.”
Strauss, “Why We Remain Jews,” p. 319.
[90] Strauss, “Progress or Return,” p. 110. Concerning Abraham at Moria, see note 55
above. This acceptance by Strauss of the supposition that the Hebrew Bible is concerned
to inculcate a life of obedience, even where what is to be obeyed is unintelligible or
absurd, is what places his famous opposition between Jerusalem and Athens in the
same category as that of Tertullian, the source for the iconic opposition between

Jerusalem and Athens. See discussion in Heinrich Meier, Leo Strauss and the
Theologico-Political Problem (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), pp. 1920. David Schaefer is right that Strauss writes respectfully of both Jerusalem and
Athens, whereas Tertullian respects only Jerusalem as he understands it. Schaefer,
“Yoram Hazony and Leo Strauss.” However, I see no significant difference between
Tertullian’s portrayal of Jerusalem as belief in the acceptance of the absurd and
Strauss’s depiction of it as obedience before that which is unintelligible—something that
Strauss explicitly says is without any parallel in Greek philosophy. See Strauss,
“Progress or Return,” p. 110. In arguing that revelation requires the belief in the absurd
or unintelligible, Tertullian and Strauss stake out the most radical position concerning
the distinction between reason and revelation. This is by no means the mainstream
Christian position, although influential passages from the writings of Kierkegaard, C.S.
Lewis, and others continue to press Christian thought in this direction. See Yoram
Hazony, Philosophy of Hebrew Scripture, pp. 219-256.
[91] David Schaefer asks whether it is not obvious that the Bible is “filled with what
seem to be acts of revelation,” from God’s speeches and covenants to the account of the
creation of the world, “which cannot be said to be based on observation or the analysis
of untutored human reason.” Schaefer, “Yoram Hazony and Leo Strauss.” I do not doubt
that when we are told that God speaks in the Bible, this is a description of God revealing
his will and his truth to man. The question is whether the Bible requires, or even asks,
that such events be sharply distinguished from the attainment of true human wisdom
and understanding. Biblical texts repeatedly refer to the attainment of true human
wisdom and understanding as if it these were interchangeable with God speaking to
man, and I do not see why we should not accept them at their word. SeePhilosophy of
Hebrew Scripture, pp. 228-235, 345 n. 51; and my discussion in Hazony, “Three
Replies: On Revelation, Natural Law, and Jewish Autonomy in Theology,” pp. 172-184.
More specifically, I see no reason to exclude the creation story in Genesis from being the
result of human reasoning. Parmenides, too, proposes a description of the creation of
the world, although he was not himself there to witness it (see Philosophy of Hebrew
Scripture, p. 7); and he too presents his understanding “without a trace of argument in
support of this assertion” (Strauss, “Interpretation of Genesis, p. 369), yet no one
suggests that Parmenides was for this reason not engaged in philosophy. Confusion on
this point seems to stem from a conception of “reason” that focuses largely on deduction
and demonstration—as in Schaefer’s assertion that the creation story cannot be part of
philosophy because it is “indemonstrable.” (“Yoram Hazony and Leo Strauss,” n11.) I

agree that if what one is after is a geometry-style “demonstration” of the creation of the
world, then this is unattainable. But demonstrative reasoning is not the only thing that
properly functioning human reason can do. Reasoning from effects to causes (that is,
Newton’s “method of analysis”) is no less an integral part of human reason. See Yoram
Hazony, “Newtonian Explanatory Reduction and Hume’s System of the Sciences,” Zvi
Biener and Eric Schliesser, eds., Newton and Empiricism (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2014), pp. 153-161. And such reasoning is capable of producing accounts of the
origins of the world such as those we find in Genesis and in Parmenides.
[92] Heinrich Meier quotes Julius Guttman as suggesting that for Strauss, the
differences between the revelations of the different religions “do not much matter.
Whether Jewish or Christian revelation is of concern makes no difference whatsoever.”
Meier, Leo Strauss and the Theological-Political Problem, p. 20.

