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Introduction

At some point in the course of antiquity—suggested dates range between the Late Bronze Age
and late dasscd antiquity—there was aturning point, one that determined the world we live in today
more decisvely than any and dl political changes. This turning point was the trangtion from
“polythadtic’ to “monothedtic” religions, from cult religions to rdigions of the book, from culture- specific
religions to universd rdigions. in short, from “primary” to “secondary” religionsthat (et least, asthey
themsdalves saw it) did not so much evolve out of the primary religions as turn their backs onthemin a
revolutionary act.

The digtinction between “primary” and “secondary” religions goes back to a suggestion by the
historian of religions Theo Sundermeier! Over centuries and millennia, primary religions developed
higtoricaly within the framework of a culture, a society, and for the most part aso alanguage, to which
they were indissolubly bound. Among these primary religions were the cultic and divine worlds of
Egyptian, Babylonian, and Graeco-Roman antiquity. By way of contrast, secondary religions are those
which owe their origin to arevelatory, founding act; they are based on primary religions, but they
typicaly diginguish themsalves from them, branding them as paganiam, idolatry, and supergtition. All the
secondary religions, which are dso religions of the book, universd religions, and (perhaps with the
exception of Buddhism) also monotheistic rdigions, view the primary rdligions as heethen. Although they
have adopted many eements of primary religions by way of “syncretistic acculturation,” in their self
understanding, they are stamped by the pathos of an “antagonigtic acculturation,” they entertain strong
concepts regarding anything incompetible with their truth (or, their orthodoxy). This change from
primary to secondary religions had not only atheological aspect, in the sense of a change in the concept
of the divine; as a change from culture- specific to universal religions, it dso had apolitical agpect. From
something that was indissolubly embedded in the basic paliticd, linguigtic, and culturd framework of a
given culture, from something that was not only coextensive with that culture, but dso synonymous with
it, religion was transformed into an autonomous systemn that emancipated itself from this cultura
framework and transcended dl political and ethnic boundaries, with the result thet it was able to



penetrate into other cultures. And not leagt of dl, this change from cult religion to religion of the book
had a media-technical aspect, for without the invention of writing and its subsequent employment in the
codification of reveded truths, the change would not have been possible. All the monothestic religions,
including Buddhism, rest on a canon of sacred scripture. There was dso a psychohistorical aspect,
which Sgmund Freud in particular has depicted: the change to monotheism, with its ethical imperatives,
its stress on the inner man, and its character asa*paternd religion” entailed anew mentd atitude, with a
new form of “spiritudity” that decisvely stamped the picture of western man. Ladlly, this change dso
entailed, more generdly, a change in the conception of the world and especidly in the conception of
man' s relationship to the world. It isthis agpect of the change that has been the mogt intensively
ressarched; Karl Jasper’s concept of “axial period” explains it as a breakthrough to transcendence,
while Max Weber’ s concept of rationdization explains it as a process of demystification of the world.

| call the crux of this change the “Mosaic diginction.” In my opinion, the distinction between one
God and many gods is not the most decisive one, but rather the digtinction between true and fdse in
religion, between the true God and the fal se gods, between true doctrine and false doctrine, between
knowledge and ignorance, between belief and dishdlief. Once made, this distinction became blurred,
and later was reintroduced, more or lessintensdy, with atered meaning. Therefore, we must spesk not
of a“monotheidtic change,” with an unequivocd pre- and post-change, but rather of “monotheistic
moments’ in which the Mosaic distinction was madein dl its keenness—in the First, or in the First and
Second Commeandments, in the story of the golden cdlf, in the dissolution of mixed marriages under
Nehemiah, in the destruction of pagan templesin Chrigtian late antiquity—only later, in the practice of
rdigious life, with its unavoidable compromises, to be ever and again diluted or even forgotten. | shdl
treat this matter in greater detail in section 3 of Chapter One. Here, | am interested only in the problem
of time. The Mosaic digtinction was not asingle higtorical event that dtered the world once and for dl,
but rather a controlling idea whose world - changing effect developed in spurts over centuries and
millennia. Only in this sense can we ek of a“monotheistic change” The change did not coincide
with the Mosaic didinction in any datable sense, and certainly not with the lifetime of any hitorica

“Moses.”



Before this change, there were only historically evolved triba and nationd “polytheistic” cult
religions. After the change, along with some of these historically evolved religions, which continued to
exig in various cultures, there were aso new religions, dl of them characterized by being monotheistic,
reveaed religions of the book, and dso universa religions, though it can be questioned whether
Buddhism isredly amonotheism, or Judaismisredly a universd religion, or even whether Chrigtianity is
realy amonotheism and ardigion of the book. But common to dl the new religions was an emphétic
conviction of truth. They dl rested on a distinction between true and fase religion, and on this basis,
they proclaimed atruth that did not serve to complement other truths, but rather consigned all other
traditiona or competing truths to the reelm of thefdse. This exclusive truth iswhat was redlly new, and
its novel, exclusive character was d o digtinguished by the way in which it was communicated and
codified. It understood itself as having been reveded to humanity; no path had led humankind to this
goa by means of the experience accunulated over generations through its own efforts; and it was set
down in a canon of holy scripture, for cult and ritua would have been in incapable of preserving this
revedled truth through the centuries and the millennia. It was from the world-encompassing power of
thisreveded truth that the new, secondary religions drew the antagonistic energy that enabled them to
distinguish and exclude what was false and to spell out what was true in terms of normative structures of
guiddines, dogmeas, regulations, and doctrines of sdvation. On the bass of this antagonitic energy, and
out of its certain knowledge of what was incompatible with truth, this truth drew its intengity, its clear
contours, and its power to orient and guide human action. For this reason, we can perhaps most aptly
designate these new religions as “ counter-religions” These, and only these, religions had both a truth
that they proclaimed and an opposing point of view that they combated. Only they knew heretics and
heathens, fase doctrines, sects, superdtitions, idolatry, magic, ignorance, dishelief, and heresy, and what
these concepts al could mean for that which they denounced, persecuted, and excluded as
manifeations of untruth.

This essay will not anticipate a comprehensive trestmert of the above-mentioned change from
polytheism to monotheism, or from primary to secondary religions; rather, it will clarify and expand upon
my paosition in the discussion of various critical questions and objections, as | represented it in my book



Mosesthe Egyptian. My purpose here is not to supplement, continue, or justify that book, but rather
to involve mysdlf in amore concentrated and comprehensive manner with questions that | dedlt with only
around the edges of that book, or more or less unconscioudy, and which will be the centra theses and
themes of the present book. From thefidld of literary studies, we have learned that there isa digtinction
between “authoria intention” and the “meaning” of atext. | have been obliged to experience the justness
of that digtinction in my capacity as author of Moses the Egyptian. 1t was only as| read the reviews of
this book that | was surprised to find the thes's of the Mosaic ditinction developing into the semantic
core, or, as it were, the centra concern of the present book. Moses the Egyptian has been generaly
understood as a contribution to the criticism of religion, and more specificaly, as afronta assault on
Chrigtianity or on monotheism. At firg, | thought that | could defend mysdf againg thisinterpretation
smply by indicating that this was not what | meant. What | had attempted was to shed light on along
unnoticed chapter in the history of the western understanding of Egypt. Well known and often treated
have been the Renai ssance enthusiasm for Egypt in the wake of the rediscovery of the Corpus
Hermeticum, Horgpollo's book on hieroglyphs, and the obelisks of Rome, aswell as the fascination
with Egypt in the eighteenth century, with its sphinxes, obdisks, pyramids, and Freemasonic mysteries,
and above adl the “Egyptomanid’ of the nineteenth century following Napoleon's expedition to Egypt and
the resulting volumes of the Description de I’ Egypte. Unnolticed, however, had been the chapter that
centered, in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, on the figure of Moses the Egyptian and
culminated in the bold idea that biblical monotheism stemmed ultimately from Egypt and wasa
transcodification of the Egyptian mysteries. My intention was to portray this newly discovered chapter
of the western recollection of Egypt, from its ancient originsto its continuing consequences in modern
times, and perhaps, in my joy of discovery, | lad on the colorstoo thick. Essentidly, | was attempting a
higtorica or “mnemohigtorical” recongtruction, not a contribution to theologica controversy.

In the meanwhile, | have come to redize that this argument is entirely irrdevant. What mattersis
not the “ subjectively intended meaning,” but rather that which is contained in atext, a potentia meaning
that islet loose in various readings of the text and in the interaction of text and reeder, aredization that
fully accords with the methodologica sarting point of a“history of memory” in the book in question.



Even | did not inquire as to how biblical and other texts were subjectively intended, but rather asto what
semantic potentia's they were cgpable of letting loose in the course of their being read. And so now,
four or five years after my extremely intense involvement with Moses the Egyptian, | wish to return,
with gratitude, to the potentid meaning that has in the meantime crystalized in various readings of the
book and to engage myself above dl with the questions that have been raised regarding the concept of
the Mosaic digtinction.

Thiscriticiam has taken two different directions. The one reproaches me for having introduced
the Mosaic digtinction, and the other for wishing to eraseit. On the one hand (because | once brought
together ancient Israglite, Jawish, and Chrigtian religion under this concept), | am reproached for
associating biblica religion with the making of adistinction, and, connected with this, an exdusivizing
intent thet is entirely foreign to it. On the other hand, the criticismisthat | have questioned a digtinction
that is condtitutive of biblica religion and of al western vaues that are based on it. Both reproaches,
though they are diametricaly opposed, imply asuspicion of antisemitism: the one sees an implication of
intolerance in the concept of the Mosaic digtinction, while the other sees, in the intent to erase it, aplea
for areturn to Egypt, a pleafor polytheism, cosmotheism, and aremydtification of the world. Rolf
Rendtorff ingsts “that thereisno Mosaic digtinction . . . inthe Bible,” and that | have thus ascribed to it a
condruction that is entirely foreign to it. Moreover, as Klaus Koch stresses, it is“an antithesisthat is
borrowed from modern rdigious theory: . . . isit suited for basic determinations of essence?’ In
historica redity, trangtions were fluid, and polytheism and monotheism overlapped in various ways, and
their diginction lacks any grounding in historicd redlity. The Mosaic digtinction is atheoretica
condruction, one that had no exigence in “red history, with its palitical, economic, and socid factors.”
Erich Zenger and Gerhard Kaiser go one step further when they understand this construction as a sort of
“Fdl of Man.” “TheMosaic digtinction,” writes Erich Zenger, “is, according to Assmann, the Origind
Sninthe overdl higory of reigion and culture. Asviewed from Egypt, it seems as though sin came into
the world with the Mosaic digtinction.” 1t is thus historicaly untenable to ascribe the Mosaic diginction
to moncthatic rdigion, it is theologicaly darming to question this ditinction and plead for its erasure,

“Jan Assmann,” writes Karl-Josef Kusche, “wishes to replace biblica monotheism with a cosmotheism,



thereby placing himsdf in aline of tradition that he himsalf describes with the labels * dchemy, kabba a,
hermetism, neoplatonism, Spinozism, deism, and pantheism.””  Erich Zenger ascribesto me the
“fundamenta assertion” that “This (Mosaic) digtinction has brought so much disaster and violence into
the world that it must a long last be undone. The price that human history has until now had to pay for it
issimply too high.™

Both reproaches weigh heavily, and as | look back on certain passagesin my text, | must
acknowledge that they have a certain judtification and that a basic engagement with them is worthwhile.
Moreover, these have to do with problems that were not entirely clear to me when | wrote Moses the
Egyptian. Indeed, | must confess that even now, | am unclear on anumber of points (though not on the
point of “antisemitism”). Itisal the more incumbent on me to continue the debate that has begun. There
is nothing further from my intention than to desire to replace biblical monotheism, in which | am
intellectudly and spiritudly at home, with a cosmotheism that has opened itself to me only during my last
decade of scholarly activity, but | dso redize that such a scholarly opening isimpossible without a
certain amount of empathy and Smple sincerity.

The chaptersin Part One do not attempt to answer my critics (whereby | refer here not only to
the critiques reprinted in the Appendix, but aso to objections raised in discussions, reviews, and
correspondence); rather, they ded with objections that have occurred to me on my own in the course of
time, aswell as points regarding which | bdieve | have learned more and have gone beyond the position
| took four years ago. | have endeavored, however, to restrict myself to the thematic framework of my
book on Moses. | must firgt and foremost thank my critics for what | have learned during the last few
years. | fed that the critica reception my book has found in so many disciplinesisagreat gift, onethat is
al the morewelcomein that | am not well-versed in most of the disciplines on whose preserves | so

insolently poached in the book.



Chapter One. The Mosaic Digtinction and the Problem of Intolerance

3. Intolerance, Violence, and Exclusion

Many critics have declared the concept of the Mosaic distinction to be inimica to religion, and
even to be antisemitic or antichritian, for in their eyes, it implies the reproach that monotheism brought
hate, intolerance, and exclusion into thisworld.**

Needlessto say, | do not believe that the world of primary religions has been free of hate and
violence. Quite the contrary, it has been filled with al forms of violence and enmity, though many of
these forms have been harnessed, civilized, or nearly even eradicated by the monotheitic reigions as
they cameinto power with dl their transforming force, for they felt them to be incompatible with the truth
they professed. Innoway do | deny these facts. But it aso cannot be denied that at the sametime, a
new form of hatred was brought into the world: hatred of heathens and heretics, of idolaters with their
temples, rites, and gods. If we rgject such consderations as “ antisemitic,” we burden oursalves with
new forms of ban on thought and discourse that dangeroudy restrict our reflection on history. Anyone
who no longer daresto give an account of the path that he has covered or of the options he has
excluded, out of anxiety that the arrived-at goa perhaps seems contingent, relative, or perhaps even less
desirable vis-a-vis his point of departure, encourages a new form of intolerance. The capacity to
historicize and reldivize onesdlf is a precondition to any genuine tolerance.

Agang the thes's that monotheism rests on the distinction between true and fase religion, my
critics hold that monotheism is not ardigion of diginctions, but of unity and universdity. It is polytheésm
that entails digtinctions. Every people, every tribe, every city reveresits own deity and findsthe
expression of its differentiated identity in a correspondingly differentiated divine relm. Every dety
gandsfor adigtinction. Monotheism erases dl these differentiations. All men are equa before the One
God. Monotheilsm draws no boundaries, quite the contrary, it diminates them. Thus, for example,
Klaus Koch writes:. “ Polytheigtic gods are essentialy particular, regiondly rooted, and associated with
ther cirde of adorants, and thus dismissve of, if not inimica towards, everything unclean and foreign ...
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Rigorous monotheism presupposes a Single deity who concerns every man and who is accessble
everywhere. It includes an ethicsthat is equaly vaid for al, for otherwise, a closed society of the elect
shrinks the monotheistic horizon. The more excdlusive the deity, the more inclusive humanity.™? Erich
Zenger states, “From its onset, monotheism is not particular, but universal.”*® H. Zirker stressesthat the
concern of monotheism is*to grasp redity as unity and to reckon with a universal history for humankind.
Monotheism has its primary meaning not in the mere affirmation thet there is only one God rather than
many, but in its regulation of the human world: thet it is not to be divided by conflict of divine powers or
divison into various autonomous regions, not to be torn asunder by an insurmountable dudism of light
and darkness, of good and evil being, and nat, findly, to be plurdized by an antagonistic self-affirmetion
of peoples.”* But such thoughts are Chrigtian. The actua digtinction that Chrigtianity endeavored to
erase, and which ismissing in Zirker' slig, is the boundary drawn between Jews and pagans by means of
the Law, and especidly by means of circumcison. Chridtianity in fact rests on the universdizing of the
Mosaic digtinction, which is now vaid not just for Jews, but for al men.

Such objections have thus scarcely been raised from the Jewish side. Judaismis a culture of
difference. For Judaism, it is entirely sdf evident that monotheism draws a boundary, and that Jews
must maintain this boundary. For Chrigtianity, the distinction is ahorror, but for Judaism, the horror is
assmilation. Thus, for Jewish readers, the category “Mosaic distinction” poses no problem, for it is
something sdf evident. In Judaism, the universdlity inherent in monotheism is postponed to amessianic
end-time; in the world asit is, Jews are the guardians of a truth that concerns all men, to be sure, but
which has first been entrusted to the Jews as an avant garde. For Chrigtians, this end-time dawned
2000 years ago, and thereis no longer any digtinction. Chrigtian theology has therefore blinded itself to
the exclusonary power of monotheism. Judaism isardigion of sdf-excluson. Having been chosen,
Isradl (or God) excluded itself from the circle of peoples. The Law draws a high fence around the
Chosen People, preventing any contamination by or assmilation to the concepts and customs of the
surrounding world. Sdf exclusion requires no violence—at least, no violence againgt others. Thus, the
massacres related in the biblical texts—of those who worshiped the golden caf, of the priests of Baal by
Elijah and Josah—refer to their own people, they were to eradicate the Egyptian or the Canaanites
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“among us,” in our midst and in our own heart, they were directed inward and not outward. The
“peoples’ (goyim) could worship whomever and however they pleased.® Chrigtianity and ISam,
however, have not recognized this boundary, and for this very reason, they have repeatedly directed
their violence outward during the course of history. The Jews belief in their chosen status belongs to the
principle of saf exdusion, while the Chrigtian call to misson and the Idamic cdl to subjection belong to
the principle of the excluson of what isforeign. When God chose Isradl to be his people, he lifted them
out of the circle of peoples and forbade assmilation to the practices of the surrounding world. But when
God commanded Christians and Mudims to spread the Truth throughout the world, al who shut
themselves off from this Truth were excdluded. It was only in this form that the potentia for excluson
inherent in monotheism becae violent.

These consderations are aso important for the problem of tolerance. Intolerance rests on the
inability or unwillingness to put up with different views and with the practices that result from them.
Above and beyond the distinction between the familiar and the strange, intolerance presupposes the
incompatibility of the two, an incompatibility between true and fase. Tolerance, however, rests on the
same presupposition. Strictly spesking, | can only “tolerate’ something that runs counter to my own
views, and which | can thus only “put up with,” for | am cgpable of dlowing mysdf—that is, | am strong
enough or generous enough—not to experience that which runs counter to my own views as something
dangerous. With regard to the polytheism of pagan antiquity, we cannot realy spesk of “tolerance,” for
in this case, the criteriafor incompatibility are lacking, and there is thus nothing to “ put up with” in the
religion of others. Therefore, with regard to the practice, attested from the Sumerians on, of trandating
divine names, first from one language into another and then from one religion into others, | have
proposed to speak not of tolerance, but of “trandatability.” The religion of others was experienced as
something compatible with on€ sown This fact does not mean that the peoples in question were less
violent towards one another, or that violence first came into the world with the Mosaic distinction. What
isimportant isonly that political power was not theologicaly grounded, in any event, not in the sense of
subjecting others for the purpose of converting the adherents of ardigion that was viewed asfdse.

Thus, when the Assyrians made reference to the god Assur in connection with their fearsome punitive
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actions againgt rebel vassdls, it was not because these gpostates clung to fase gods of their own, but
because they had been untrue to loyalty oaths they had sworn in the name of Assur and had thus
become enemies of the god.”” The fact that it was possible to swear oaths with foreign peoples rested
on the conviction thet their religions and their gods could be brought into harmony with the Assyrian
gods. Therise of the practice of “trandating” gods in Mesopotamia as early as the third millennium
resulted from the many forms of interstate communication that devel oped between the individua city
datesin this polycentricaly organized area of theworld. Treeties with other States had to be sedled with
an oath, and the gods invoked by the treaty partners had to be compatible with one another. Listsof
equivaent deities were thus drawn up, ultimately correlating the gods of as many as six different
pantheons with one another.® Thiswould not have been possible had the gods of other peoples been
viewed asfdse and fictitious. All treaty oaths were sworn in the name of the daities of the two
participating parties. Religion functioned as amedium of communication, not of digtinction and
excluson. The principle of the trandatability of divine names served to overcome the primitive
ethnocentrism of triba religions and to enable cultures to relate with and be transparent to one another.
That these rdlationships could sometimes be violent was another matter altogether.

What isimportant is thet the principle of the Mosaic distinction blocked thistrandatability. Of
course, the “peoples’ are free to acknowledge the true God once at the end of time,*° but their present
forms of worshiping a highest power are not acknowledged as equivaent to the truth. Jupiter cannot be
trandated into Yahweh. On the basis of this distinction, it would have been impossible for the Jewsto
enter into atreaty relationship with the Assyrians, for swearing such an oath would have implied the
equd rank and the mutua trandatability of Assur and Yahweh. The Mosaic distinction thus had
consequences for redpolitik, and | assume that with its introduction, it actudly, and especidly, cameto
this. For the Jew, the name Y ahweh could not be trandated as“Assur,” “Amun,” or “Zeus” Thisisa
point the “heathens’ never understood. On the basis of the millennia-old practice of trandating gods,
there arose a conviction that dl divine names designated essentidly the same god. Varro (116-27
B.C.E.) held that it was unnecessary to distinguish between Jovis and Y a0, “for names do not matter, so

long as the same thing is meant” (nihil interesse censens quo nomine nuncupetur, dum eadem res
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intelligatur).° 1n his pamphlet againg the Chrigtians (Alethes Logos), Celsus argued that “it makes no
difference whether we cal God the ‘Highest’” (Hypsistos), or Zeus, or Adonai, or Sabaoth, or Amun like
the Egyptians, or Papaios like the Scythians™! 1t was the blocking of trandatability that first made it
possible to “confess’ only one God. One could acknowledge only asingle name, not a“Highest Being”
that in the last ingtance was identical with dl the other gods, if not “with al thet is”

For the pagan religiosity of late classica antiquity, the name of God had become * smoke and
vapor,” first, because it was conventional, and second, because God, whom the pagans aso had long
since come to regard as the single and unique one in and behind the plenitude of names, needed no
name, for he was indeed One, and anameis only used when it is necessary to distinguish one entity from
another (Asclepius, § 20, a conviction that Lactantius claimed as Chritian).?? But for Jews and
Chrigtians, the name of God, even if it was forbidden to say it out loud or it was regarded as hidden,
played afundamentd role with decisve power over lifeand death. Qiddusah ha- Shem, “ sanctification of
the Name,” isthe formulation for amartyr’s death in Judaism, and Chritians pray, “halowed be thy
name’; with these formulas, both groups indicate unconditiona acknowledgment of this and no other
God.

Thisform of intolerance, which rested on a new consciousness of incompatibility, had to do not
with the exercise, but rather, with the experience of violence, that is, being determined to diefor one's
belief rather than to be willing to perform actions or entertain convictions that were incompatible with
truereligion. It wasthus not a matter of tolerating the views and actions of others, but of refraining, as
intolerable, from actions expected of onesdlf, such as eating sacrificid mesat as atoken acknowledgment
of the cult of the Roman emperor. It was thus less a case of the intolerance of those who acted, that is,
the representatives of the Roman empire, who were prepared to make al possible concessons and
would have been satisfied with minima forms of acknowledgment, for they did not care about
martyrdom; rather, it was a case of intolerance of making the offering, for the dightest concession would
have been percelved as a bresk with God and an act of “assmilation.” It was only when the Chrigtians
then came to power, and when Chridtianity became the officid religion of the Roman empire, that
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negative intolerance became posditive intolerance. Refusal to eat sacrificia meet then became aban on
meaking such offerings.

Once we redlize that the intolerance inherent in monotheism, which necessarily arose from the
Mosaic digtinction, first made its gppearance in a passive or martyrologica form, thet is, asthe refusd to
accept aform of religion that was recognized as fase and to die rather than give way on this point, it
turns out that the problem of “monotheism and violence” has as much to do with the suffering of violence
aswith the exercise of it. The sameistrue of hatred. That the Mosaic digtinction brought hatred in the
world, in the form of hatred of “heathens,” who were excluded and perceived as worthy of hatred only
inthelight of thisdigtinction, isonly hdf the truth. Far more decisve than hatred of the excluded isthe
hatred directed againgt the excluded themsalves. In tractate Sabbat 89a of the Babylonian Tdmud, the
question of the meaning of the name “Sina” isposed. Because it isthe mountain, so the answer reads,
from which hatred (sin’ ah) descended to the peoples of the world.>® The peoples were jedlous of the
Chosen People to whom the Torah was given at Sinai.?* Nowadays, this argument is countered by the
objection that it is tantamount to blaming the victim for hisown fate. 1s martyrdom anything other than
the respongibility of the victim for his own destiny? Of course, the Jews murdered by the Nazis were
never asked whether they confessed to Judaism. But that should not blind us to what “ confesson”
means, or to how inseparably this category is part and parce of the Mosaic digtinction.

As already noted, the antagonism characterigtic of monotheism as a counterrdligion, the exclusive
and excluding negation that definesitself as“no other godd” works its excluding effects not only
outwardly, but dso, and especidly, inwardly. It isnot just amatter of the heathendom of others it isfirgt
of dl amaiter of what isfasein one€sown religion. The Bibleitsdf records the conflict between truth
and untruth, and the change from primary to counterreligion. Monothelsm recounts the history of its
imposition as a history of violence in aseries of massacres. By way of just afew examples, | am
thinking of the massacre that ends the scene of the golden calf (Exodus 32—34), the massacre of the
priests of Bad a the end of their offering contest with Elijah (1 Kings 18), the violent impaosition of
Josah'sreform (2 Kings 23.1-27), and the forceful dissolution of mixed marriages (Ezra9.1-4; 10.1—
17). Sincethe days of the Enlightenment, these and other passages have been cited by critics as proof
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of the inherent violence and intolerance of the monotheism of hiblica rdigion.? 1t isfoolish and
superfluous smply to repest this criticism; we have long Since learned that these atrocities depicted in the
Bible never occurred in higtorica redity, and that, in the case of Judaism in any event, no pagan was
ever violently persecuted. But it seems equaly foolish to me to interpret away these passages and
attempt to portray monothelsm as the religion of atolerant universaity that erases al didtinctions. There
must be some meaning to the fact that in the biblica texts, monotheism tells the sory of itsimpodtion in
al the registers of violence. Here, too, amnemohistorica change of perspective commendsitsdf. Itis
no longer aquestion of how monotheism in fact imposed itsdlf, whether in an evolutionary or a
revolutionary manner, in the form of gradud transformations or violent measures, but above al, of how
this process was remembered in the biblica texts. | see no hitorica or theologica gain in atempting to
deny the semantics of violence that iswritten into the biblical texts. Monotheism istheoclasm. It views
itself as such, it portraysitsdf as such in the biblicd texts, and it has worked out as such higoricaly. We
would do better to consider how we are to ded with this semantics of violence than smply to deny it
and to trangfigure monotheism into the religion of universd brotherly love.

My concern is not with criticizing monotheiam, but with making a historicd andlyss of its
revolutionary character as aworld-atering innovation. To thisend, it is of decisve importance thet in the
monothegticaly ingpired texts of the Bible, itsimpostion is portrayed as violent, and even as a series of
massacres. | am speaking here of cultural semantics, not of a history of actud events. What | wish to
date is that monotheism is aware of its inherent violence, and that it stresses the revolutionary change
entalled in its rigorous gpplication. To me, it isnot amatter of the chegpand in fact “gross’ (Zenger)
thess that monotheism is entirely and necessarily intolerant, but of pointing to its inherent power of
negetion, to the antagonistic energy that introduces the ditinction between true and fase and the
principle of “tertium non datur” in a sphere in which it was not previoudy a home, and indeed was not
even thinkable, the sphere of the holy, of conceptions of God, of religion. Through this power of
negation, monotheism assumes the character of a counter-religion that determinesitstruth by excluding
what isincompatible with it. Neither Egyptian, Mesopotamian, or Canaanite religion, nor even archaic
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biblicd religion itsdf can be classfied in this sense as a counter-rdigion, but rather the new religion,
whose contours emerge especidly in Deuteronomy and in the biblical books influenced by this tradition.
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