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FOREWORD


“I don’t need any guide, I already know the way. Remember this, I’m your servant both night and day.”

— BOB DYLAN



THE IMPORTANCE OF religious faith in Western culture has been a continuous and central concern in Philip Rieff’s work. His first two books described how the religious culture of the West has been under critical attack for the last century, and how that attack seeks to “liquidate” the very possibility of faith. In Freud: The Mind of a Moralist (1959), Rieff argued that Freud’s theories laid the intellectual groundwork for the assault on established moral order, and he explored the consequences of Freud’s theories on faith and unbelief in Western civilization. In The Triumph of the Therapeutic: Uses of Faith After Freud (1966), he tried to anticipate what new social types would emerge beyond the old culture based on faith. He named that new character type “the therapeutic.” In 1970, Rieff turned his attention to an investigation of the significance of faith over the entire extent of Western civilization, from the ancient Hebrews to the present day. He did not intend to dwell nostalgically on an irretrievable past, but to understand how genuine faith has been lost in modern times, and what has been lost in the process. Rieff analyzed this process through the lens of charisma, a concept that united his theological interest in the meaning of faith with his sociological interest in what constituted authority.

“Charisma” was originally an obscure concept that the great German sociologist Max Weber lifted from the work of the Protestant theologian Rudolph Sohm. Without Weber, the term would have disappeared in the oblivion of obsolete nineteenth-century theological polemics. Today, charisma has become a ubiquitous term that has, in Rieff’s words, “been battered to death.” The difference between its original meaning and its modern use is the subject of this book.

In Rieff’s view, charisma has been transformed from the gift of grace into the gift of evil. Christ was once the prototype of charismatic authority. The modern charismatic is his polar opposite: a “purely pohtical animal,” a performer, whose actions, whether aesthetic or political, are divorced from ethical considerations. As a political leader, he is often criminal, destructive, and violent. Rieff believes that the political divisions of Left and Right are obsolete. The only distinction that matters is between those who seek to defend and restore a genuinely charismatic culture and the false charismatics whose authority is the authority to deal death.

Again and again in his work, Rieff returned to the thinkers who led the modern intellectual attack on religious faith. Nietzsche, Weber, and Freud are the supreme anti-religious theorists of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the “transitional geniuses” who announced the death of divine authority and who called into question the very possibility of faith and true charisma. They are the true heralds of “the therapeutic.” They are also the theorists that Rieff admires the most. Charisma is Rieff’s defense of the traditions they attack. It is his attempt, he told us, “to develop a theology that doesn’t reject modernity. It was my intention to resurrect theology from within modern sociology.”

By 1973, Rieff had abandoned work on this project, even acknowledging in Fellow Teachers the likelihood of failure. When we asked him why he had not completed this work, he said, “There was no constituency for the book. Something in America had changed. We live in an anti-theologic age.”

Fortunately he changed his mind. He helped us assemble the manuscripts and supervised our editorial work. Four weeks before he died, we asked him again why he had not finished Charisma. “Perhaps I was wrong,” he said. “There is always a constituency.”

— DANIEL FRANK AND AARON MANSON,
JULY 2OO6
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ONE
SPRAY-ON CHARISMA

IT ALL SEEMS PERFECTLY PLAUSIBLE; in fact, the item advertised on p. 2 of this book may be on the market now, having been prophesied in the New Yorker cartoon.

Is it not likely that since all action is now decided from the outside in that a spray-on charisma will soon be invented? We shall have the recognition factors sorted out, and by purchasing smartly in the economy size, spray ourselves into something extraordinary. This is simply to say what Soren Kierkegaard said more than a century ago, that all inwardness is lost. In this book, I have tried to work through, critically, toward an understanding of how my inwardness was lost for me, and to recognize those chiefly responsible for the loss—our charismatics. The writing has not been therapeutic; on the contrary, that is the point. From the extraordinary way in which Max Weber, among others, canned charisma for us, I have learned that I am opposed to all therapies. The therapeutic is that terrible beast who has been slouching toward Bethlehem. The pity of our lives is that there are no charismatics to save us from him. We can only hope for the spray-on charisma can, which will realize the ancient dream of making even the least of us extraordinarily attractive on the outside. The world is fuller than ever before of people who look like charismatics and try to act the part; like the early medieval sect of Waldenses, they insist on wearing sandals, some even in winter. If not to be like the founder, which was the original reason for wearing sandals, then to be recognizable, a little extraordinary, in lieu of the spray-on charisma can. I doubt that the Western world has ever been so full of innovators all hawking their changes, or so full of deviants, all asserting their rights. Where are the charismatics? The question is, more precisely, who are the charismatics? Who deviates decisively from the beaten path? Who opens a new road, a different way of life and revelation for men to go, even remain, for such openers of new roads are all but lost. Is he a guru, like Timothy Leary, for the guru, in its original meaning, meant, I understand, heavy, weighty, venerable. A modern guru, a figure like Timothy Leary or Norman O. Brown, carries the reverse meaning. He is deliberately weightless and preaches weightlessness to us. The modern guru represents the ephemeral, the fugitive, the contingent. It is in this sense that he is an exemplar, someone to follow.

Where are our gifted leaders, our charismatics? Perhaps the idea itself is an illusion and not only has no future, but has no past. My position in this book will be that there is no charisma without creed—there must be a conscious and intense established symbolic* in the field before there can be a standard that can be used to break through that field. Doubt, skepticism, infidelity, are not charisma, nor are they therapy, the two major terms I shall use throughout this book. Yet charisma proclaims something to be true and important. In Weber’s idea, it announces a way, it lights the fire of a new interdict, it has the emphasis of infallibility, no less than that which it breaks through. But I ask again, where are our charismatics? Certainly, we have stunning numbers of people who copy the outward features of the charismatic. They insist on wearing sandals. But there is a great new perplexity in an anti-credal order such as our own, because being therapeutics now there is no correlation between soul and body. All is body. Nothing material now emanates from the spiritual. We are mirrors still, but not mirrors of some spiritual or inner reality from which our appearance is derived. Rather, our world is as a theater, and in that theater, rather than the world as church, the program announces the end of all sacramental action; wearing sandals itself must be put in quotation marks—it is a role, a put-on, one of the many costumes that may be worn, one of the transformations and adjustments for which the therapeutic more or less consciously can prepare himself.

It is through Weber that charisma promises to be, and has become, a marketable item. But in the course of this book, I shall look at charisma as it has been considered before Weber and after. And the book itself intends to go beyond Weber’s thought and to try to establish what a charismatic may be, if he is to oppose the therapeutic. Therapeutic and charismatic are proposed in this book as ideal anti-types. Thus, for Weber, the charismatic leader proposes a radical breakthrough, a transformation of those transgressive motifs proposed by him in his Protestant pathos as foreshadowing a new normative order. The therapeutic, on the other hand, also proposes a radical transformation of transgressive motifs, but not as foreshadowings of a new normative order. Indeed, the key to understanding the therapeutic as the successor ideal antitype of the charismatic is that he hopes for, as his own lifestyle proclaims, a society in which there is no normative order. It is further my intention to demonstrate how the modern Protestant and Weberian conceptions of the charismatic in fact lead toward this successor type, the therapeutic, and toward a transformation of transgressive motifs in a way that throws no shadow of normative order upon the future. My thesis shall be that the therapeutic is the ideal anti-type and real successor of the charismatic. I understand the charismatic as somehow in truth an innovative resolver of ambivalences by the introduction of new interdicts into our lives, the fire of a new no. The therapeutic is a releaser from the interdicts, a transgressive figure. The two are thus very closely related and it is their relation that is the chief concern of this book, and not an analysis of Weber, Marx, Freud, or any particular figure. They are pegs on which at times, given my lack of greater skills, I have hung my analysis. But they are important pegs, and they themselves have helped make the transition between the dominance of the charismatic ideal and the therapeutic anti-ideal.1

In this period of transition, our would-be charismatics are better understood as terrorists. As I shall show, the relation between the transitional, modern notion of charisma canned by Weber and terror needs some preliminary explanation. Perhaps the best place to begin is with the suggestion that holiness is entirely interdictory. A moral absolute thus becomes the object of all. Holy terror is charismatic; our terror is unholy. For our charismatics are engaged in no wrestlings of angels, but, rather, with the obeying of demons. Jacob was a charismatic when Laban and Jacob took mutual pledges before the God of their fathers; Jacob swears by the fear of his father, Isaac (Genesis 31:53). What is this charismatic fear? What is holy terror? Is it a fear of a mere father; in a phantasmagoric enlargement, Freud’s idea is silly. Holy terror is rather fear of oneself, fear of the evil in oneself and in the world. It is also fear of punishment. Without this necessary fear, charisma is not possible. To live without this high fear is to be a terror oneself, a monster. And yet to be monstrous has become our ambition, for it is our ambition to live without fear. All holy terror is gone. The interdicts have no power. This is the real death of God and of our own humanity. It is out of sheer terror that charisma develops. We live in terror but never in holy terror. Those are the only alternatives, as I shall try to show in the course of this book.

A great charismatic does not save us from holy terror, but rather conveys it. One of my intentions is to make us again more responsive to the possibility of holy terror.

To lead into an understanding of the difference between the terror in our lives and holy terror, the difference between charisma and therapy, the two alternatives we have before us, the most convenient object is the thought of Max Weber on charisma. That will lead us also, by the way, into the deepest tension of modern sociology as a discipline functioning to dissolve all inwardness. We turn, therefore, first to an analysis of Max Weber’s thought on charisma. Weber’s sociology of charisma embodies at its greatest the polemical thrust of sociology, its intellectualism, its high function in the process of rationalization, that dissolution into meaninglessness from which such a discipline as sociology cannot save us. This intellectualism is coupled with a deliberate detachment from responsibility that goes under the name of science. Of course, such an intellectualism can be a conservative force, as Weber noted in the case of the priestly rationalizers of written sacred traditions. Or, it can be conservative through its defense of the high social status and institutional responsibility of the professional rationalizers themselves, the sociologists. But, even so, the interdicts are generally reduced by reason to magic, and the attack of sociology, like the attack of its Protestant predecessor, is on the very animus of charisma, as magic. Weber’s entire treatment of religion is utterly suspect, and I shall try to unfold the suspicions. Weber is himself the culminating expression, I think, of the Protestant pathos, which turns into evolutionism and progressivism, with its mystique of breaks with the established order as the highest expression of the intellect and of soul. This Protestant pathos, this mystique of breaks with the established order, is less than a revolution and more than a reform. It is that relentless lusting after progressive social change that characterizes the liberal era and leads straight into the Marxist pathos, with its generalized species man, who turns into an apparatchik and party functionary. The truest reason for beginning with Weber is that in particular through his reworking of the idea of charisma, as Karl Jaspers said in his memorial address, Weber made the most genuinely honest soundings of the human spirit in the contemporary world. Weber achieved a form of such genuineness that his work became the adequate expression of truly original thought and fulfilled humanity. These soundings of the human spirit in the contemporary world need not remain unchallenged and unopposed, and in this manuscript I have dared not only to learn from them, but to challenge and oppose them.

Weber’s perspective on charisma is basically evolutionary; that is, charisma must develop into something else. It must transcend itself, it must unfold and become something more than it is at the beginning. That is why Weber begins with primitive religion, and sets that very primitivity as the basis for its own transformation. Weber’s evolutionism carries implications that have become part of our own progressivist mythology. The dominant, shallow evolutionism of the nineteenth century leads Weber to associate the interdicts (that fundamental motivational form of all culture by which men feel what it is they are not to do, the very basis for the conduct of their lives) with taboo and with magic, which in turn are to be succeeded by something higher, which to Weber is the “religious ethic.” This dichotomy between the implicitly interdictory magical taboo and the higher religious ethic indicates the particular polemical thrust of the evolutionist model to which Weber remained loyal throughout his life. Since taboo is primitive, and the primitive is fated to be superseded, then the origins of charisma are themselves rendered quite ambiguous. Moreover, the social form, the distinctive communal institution within which charisma first expresses itself, seems to be in Weber ecstasy (see for example his discussion of orgy, in the first chapter of his Sociology of Religion). Now, the social form of ecstasy is the orgy, which is “the primordial form of communal religious association.” But the orgy is certainly a transgressive form; that is, it must be a reaction against something else, as what Weber calls an occasional activity. This must mean that the interdictory forms are prior in culture. Thus, Weber early, by implication, associates charisma with ecstasy, the opposite of taboo. Since the social form of charisma is the orgy, charisma is itself transgressive, and it is transgressive of the established moral order. Thus, at once, we see two very important implications at the very beginnings of Weber’s theory of distinctive charisma, i) that charisma is itself, in its distinctive subjective condition of ecstasy, transgressive, and, 2) that there is by implication a form prior to these occasional transgressive forms, which are the opposite of it and which the charismatic activity, that is, the orgy, breaks through. This is to say that the truly moral forms are interdictory. But this is at once to draw out the implications of Weber’s own theory against the tendency of his own thought, and also to go beyond that theory by thus drawing it out. We still are left with the need of a more thorough examination of Weber’s evolutionist bias, especially with reference to that pejorative term for the primitive interdicts, the taboos, which are specific and are to be superseded through generalization in religious ethic. We must first clear up the relation between the conception of taboo and our conception of the interdicts. As a primitive and magical mode of avoidance, taboo may be the first historical expression of the interdicts. Weber is in fact talking two different languages at the same time; he is using a term which is located in a particular context of primitivity and thus reduces the meaning of the term to that which is to be superseded. Weber’s use of the term “taboo” is entirely pejorative. Evolutionism, whether of Weber’s sort, or Sir James Frazer’s, reduced the magical to a pejorative status. This was the tendency also of Protestant rationalism. What the primitive thinks cannot be satisfactorily summarized under the category taboo, precisely because the category itself projects a certain unsatisfactoriness, a certain supersession of that category. Taboo thus represents, in its relation to the whole discussion of magic in opposition to religion in Weber’s dichotomist thought, a terminological imperialism which hides the true thrust of Weber’s theory and also the meaning of charisma, which is transformed into a sociological category and thus serves to strain against that which it is, that is, an organization of avoidances and of salvations through avoidances. Taboo is an element of all those situations in which attitudes are expressed in terms of responses to danger. The particularity of response to danger is never dissolved in religious ethic. That is the key that destroys the Weberian dichotomy between the magical and the religious.

In understanding the liberal and critical attack on interdictory motifs, it is important to associate the distinction between magic and religious ethics, between crude and primitive religiosity and higher religiosity in terms of their discussion of taboo. From William Robertson Smith and the higher critics, through Weber and Freud, the liberal critics confused interdictory and remissive transference under the rubrics of taboo and religious ethics. Thus, Robertson Smith implies that avoidance behavior (the interdicts themselves) is the distinctive criterion between magic and religion, between the lowest form of superstition and religious ethic as between the crude and the sublime. Therefore, religious ethics constitute a rising above interdictory motifs, the taboos themselves. The climax of this entire development occurs in that important brief passage of preface to Totem and Taboo, in which Freud locates the taboos as an entirely pejorative term for the interdictory motifs and says that although the totems have been defeated in modernity, the taboos have not. They have persisted. This complex of taboo guilt and magic is very important, too, in understanding the entire apparent renaissance in interest in magic among the young. That interest has been misunderstood—it is black, transgressive magic, not the taboo, but its reverse, the magic of the transgression that is the dynamism of the so-called revival of interest in and the practice of magic. Robertson Smith, as Franz Steiner notes in his excellent lectures on taboo, “applied avoidance behavior as a distinctive criterion between the crude and the sublime. “For, it will be observed, no avoidance behavior,” Steiner says, “is connected with cases of positive transmission, such as blessing.” And for Robertson Smith, only the combination of avoidance behavior and contagion constitutes the low and primitive form of transmission. “It is the introduction of the category ‘taboo’ that makes possible a distinction that would otherwise be difficult to uphold,” concludes Steiner.2 But Steiner here confuses the issue. It is not at all clear how he himself intends us to take the distinction between those forms of so-called taboo which are, in fact, blessings, for example, from the higher being to the lower, and those from the lower to the higher, as in the case of barakas, or praisers of God. In the one case, the gift is received by God as homage; in the other, it is God who blesses and this serves to identify the relation between man and God and God and man. On the other hand, in his example from contemporary Arab Bedouin usage, Steiner remarks that “the same Semitic root is found in the Arab word baraka, a word which, in contemporary Arab Bedouin usage, means the coveted power of a person. Thus, if a Bedu sees someone who is successful or skillful, or shows the élan of great vitality, or a stranger who, it is polite to assume, is furnished with superior skills or gifts of God, etc., he will approach and touch him with his hand to get what he calls his baraka. The Bedu in this case makes the same movement with his hand as the contemporary Jew when the scroll of the law is carried round the synagogue in procession and he touches it with reverence. “3 But there is considerable confusion here. What Steiner is referring to is charisma, but it would clarify the matter if the charisma to which he refers, the blessing, the baraka, is distinguished as between avoidance behavior or the interdictory motifs, and the positive transmissions of the blessings, for here, at one point, he appears to refer to remissive motifs, that is, the getting of certain great vitalities, and, on the other hand, to the interdictory motifs, the touching of the scroll of the law with reverence. So here, again, although a critic of the liberal thesis that associates taboo with the lowest forms of superstition, Steiner himself is not free of precisely this spurious anti-charismatic distinction between the magical forms, that is, taboo, and so-called religious ethics.

One has to understand charisma in terms of taboo as interdictory on the one hand, which includes avoidance behavior, the positing of danger, and the transferences that occur which are charismatic in terms of those, and on the other hand, the remissive transferences which are the contrary of avoidance behavior and can be seen in contemporary interest in black magic and in therapies of transgression. One example of those therapies would be the therapist sleeping with his patient and having sexual intercourse in some form or other. Weber, in his Germanic use of categories as if they were established and true, simply depends upon this nineteenth-century liberal critical distinction between taboo and avoidance behavior, or the interdictory motifs specified as the lowest form of superstition, and religious ethics in a rather abstract and universal form. In this respect, Weber is a perfect example of the Protestant pathos as it is fed into the modern mind among the educated classes and into sociology. Yet Steiner does grasp the main point. The main point is that what he calls “positive and negative transmissions of taboo are not merely contemporaneous by accident: they are interdependent.”4 “Any ritual or practice,” he goes on to say, “embodying belief in negative transmission, strengthens attitudes toward positive transmission. What is remarkable about the two kinds of transmission, surely, is the way they combine to create a universe of properties, ordered only insofar as these properties are active, and they can be comprehended as active only in terms of transference and contagion. Only by conceiving these properties as active human relationships can one conceive structured social life in terms of them. If we today had to study a living society of that type, our attention would be given to this interplay of active properties. “5

We are seeing in contemporary society a situation in which the deliberate transgression of interdictory motifs, the deliberate flouting of avoidance mechanisms, is creating a reaction which leads to the reestablishment of those interdicts. It is the rejection of rejection, by transgressive movements, of the entire notion of dangerous situations that has become the special object of fear and hatred in modern society. The liberal defense of these transgressions must inevitably bring liberalism itself crashing down, for in that defense, the liberals are defending the destruction of avoidance mechanisms which are necessary to the practice of liberalism itself. Steiner here can be quoted, to put the matter in another light. “In this connection,” he writes, again referring to Robertson Smith’s liberal distinction between magic, with its avoidance responses, as somehow pejoratively primitive, and religious ethics on the other, “a distinction between ‘respect’ for gods and ‘mere terror,’ a distinction worthy of much critical attention in a different context— becomes quite irrelevant. Terrors not connected or associated with the central religious experience (of the interdictory motifs) are inconceivable.”6 “The moral universe of active properties,” as Steiner calls it, “is organized on monotheistic principles.” In certain societies, Steiner argues, “negative transmission proper” (that is, what one may call interdictory transmissions), “is possible only in a society in which there is but one source of prohibition, that is, the absorption of prohibitory functions by the one God excludes, in the case of the Hebrews, at least, the positive magical use of the unclean,” (that is, remissive techniques of gathering vitality and power and thus averting danger).7 Robertson Smith, in his discussion of amulets as unclean things, is constantly confusing interdictory and remissive motifs. Thus, he writes that “the more notable unclean animals possess magical powers. The swine, for example, which the Saracens, as well as the Hebrews, refused to eat, supplies many charms, and magical medicines.”8 But Steiner replies rightly that “such an association of the unclean and the magically potent yielded by the comparative method, is inapplicable to the Hebrew bible.” Steiner writes: “Absorption of all taboos by the One God, not only indicates His power: His power consists in this. The stipulation of all avoidance behavior in terms of the law of the One God is therefore a far from primitive feature.”9 Robertson Smith concludes his case against uncleanness with a passage that is a perfect expression of the transgressive thrust of liberal criticism. He writes, “The irrationality of the laws of uncleanness, from the standpoint of spiritual religion, or even of the higher heathenism, is so manifest that they must necessarily be looked upon as having survived from an earlier form of faith and society. And this being so, I do not see how any historical student can refuse to classify them with savage taboos.”10 This makes irrationality a proof of primitiveness and is such a strange procedure that Steiner does not think that it is necessary to refute it. But in fact Freud continues to instance irrationality as proof of primitiveness and so does Weber. What we see now, rather, is that irrationality is a proof of sophistication. The true savage god who is now taking power in our society is not the savage god of the taboos or the one God who has absorbed all the taboos. Rather, the true savagery comes after the success of the liberal and critical attack on the supposed irrationality of the laws of uncleanness and on the assumption that all prohibitions are somehow primitive and unjustifiable. Taboo is not at the origin of religion, or if it is at the origin of religion, then, as Steiner rightly points out, taboos or interdicts are being created continuously up to the present day. It is the thrust against the interdicts that is giving the savage god his true opportunity. The critical nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century interest in taboo as a pejorative term for the interdictory structure of taboo in social organization has now resulted in a transgressive attack on all the interdicts, precisely among the educated classes.


*A symbolic is a particular order of interdicts and remissions.




TWO
THE FIRST VANGUARD OF OUR INHERITED CULTURE

REMINISCING OF TOLSTOY, Gorky writes:

“Someone remarked that Shestov was a Jew. ‘Hardly,’ said Lev Nikoleavich, doubtfully. ‘No, he is not a Jew; there are no disbelieving Jews, you can’t name one … no.’ “1

The modern world is full of disbelieving Jews. Yet, in Western history, the Jews have been the credal people. In the past 150 years, they have sought new creeds, and finally to escape from all creeds. The tragedy of this effort to escape their credal character is a red thread running through modern history. By our time, Karl Marx, yet another Jew committing identity suicide in the name of yet another new covenant, the Revolution, confronts the Jew of eternal law. And beyond the socialist movement is the therapeutic with its largely Jewish leadership. This latest leadership in moral revolution is not surprising. So many among our revolutionaries against morality are Jewish because so much of what was basic to our moral discipline is Jewish. The recalcitrance of the Jews to their credal vocation is nothing new; they were chosen; they did not choose. In this sense, they are the model of all credal vanguards, feeling their saving interdicts as a burden and yet superior precisely in their sense of also being a burden. It is against the background of the suffering and condescending God of the gentiles, a successful Kenosis in the sense that Jesus’ grace cannot be achieved, that we have to understand the Jews as a people burdened by a long memory of their own suffering under the doctrine of a grace they must achieve.

Because a credal vanguard is chosen, it cannot avoid being carried away, toward ends it would not choose. This is the point of the great “upon the eagles’ wings” speech in Exodus 19:4: “You yourselves have seen what I did in Egypt. I bore you upon eagles’ wings and brought you unto me.” “Here we have,” concludes Martin Buber, “election, deliverance and education; all in one.”2 The Jews were far from eagles. Moreover, having been so carried up out of slavery, Israel had a debt to discharge, the debt incurred by its election to credal nationhood. This is a very special, debt-ridden superiority. The only way to discharge this debt was to confirm their election as “a kingdom of priests and a holy people” (Exodus 19:6). This is more a sign of their debt than of any innate superiority. A credal vanguard can only work to become what it is appointed to be; the terms of its appointment give it a partial and particular character from which it can escape only by suffering the supreme punishment of that escape: the loss of its identity, the achievement of being nothing.

The charisma of the Jews, that tremendous and yet peculiarly ironic corporate confidence of Israel in its own limiting symbolic, which closes a whole range of possibility, revolves around God’s promise that he always “shall be present,” standing by them. At the same time, this confidence itself is very demanding, and puts the vanguard in its place—for all its negative capability: to obey renunciatory demands. It is in this sociological sense that the Mosaic creed is demagicized; that creed prevents those acting upon it to consider they can actually do what they will with their bestowed capabilities. To the first vanguard of our inherited culture, the exodus out of Egypt is the rejection of earth magic. Egypt is the land of magic, of power constantly increasing. So long as a people understands its own limits, it rejects the supreme temptation, the quest for power. Societies seeking power, even over death, are all Egypts, at war with all Israels. Modern societies evidence many Egypts and no Israels. To be an Israel, society must cherish a symbolic of limits. In the sociology of credal organizations, to be free of limits, even in the name of that organization, is to be faithless. Faith is the general term of obedience to particular interdictory contents, whatever circumstances arise in the role of soul-making; only under this obedience are souls made. God is at the side of Israel only so far as Israel was faithful.

The finding, by the power-hungry, of gods to put by their side is exactly contrary to the symbolic of the first vanguard. “God” was not a shibboleth of power. Once the Mosaic God was present, the Jews had to study first what they may not do to each other. The interdictory form became the basis for individual and political existence. Such proclamation of the right and restricting conduct of life, for an entire people, must have been a tremendous experience, for it is entirely unlike the “natural” inclination of the human—to take advantage of every opportunity. Buber insists that “such discoveries or conversions are not born at the writing desk.” Rather, it is the kind of experience, of opposition to things as they are, that “stands at the threshold of every genuine historical religion.”3 In such an experience everything is made strange— reality is explained differently and men feel the demand to try to behave differently as an irresistible force. Israel took a new road, an exodus out of the established symbolic and social structure that is informed by earth magic; that exodus from the enslavement of circumstance describes the charismatic situation. To say that charisma arises out of distress tells us nothing about the quality of that distress, as it must look, after it has been subjected to the constraints of charismatic authority.

On the other hand, Egypt is the scene of the greatest of all transgressions in yet another sense: in Egyptian culture, the attempt was made to “chill and congeal” the very structure of possibility.4 It is in this sense that Egypt is the first culture, elaborately demonstrating its inherent thrust toward the maintenance of things exactly as they are. That Nile culture was an effort of men to organize power into a perfectly stable system, with everything received from the king. The first culture was a state, with all power sucked to the center and everything, including ghosts, assigned their duties. The mummy is the image of Egyptian culture: everything is to be preserved, even in its death. The great seated figures of dead kings are seated, as Buber noted, “never to rise again.” Here, Buber says, is “the greatest effort made by human beings to give secular duration to a spiritual substance by introducing form into a material substance. “5 Egyptian culture was the fixing of all possibility including death, in certain forms. This is an entire society aspiring to be exactly as it is, in love with itself.

A credal society can never fall in love with itself. Ego can never measure up to its ideal. The interdictory forms can never be identified with the political order, according to the faith of Israel.

In the faith of Israel, God alone possesses openness of possibility; therefore, according to this symbolic, God is dangerous to men in his essential character. In the story of God’s attack on Moses, God is defined also as power, as all-powerful: it is God who “claims the entirety of the one he has chosen; he takes complete possession of the one to whom he addresses himself.”6 God, and God alone, can be the terrorist of man. And man is obligated to resist, put up a fight, wrestle against this terror in order to get his own infinite claims out of his system and become fully devoted. In the Jewish symbolic, resistance to God is actively admitted, as a propaedeutic to the covenant in the flesh, made as a sign of conciliation with God. This resistance is a testing time, when the authority to whom one is turned turns into a horror itself. The truths of resistance begin as an expression of doubt and incapacity on the part of the credal personality. The origin of the identifying ritual of Israel is as a defense of self from being overpowered by the terror of possibility. In the story of Moses’ mission, taking him and his people out of Egypt, God appears to turn against him, trying to attack and slay him. The ritual act is a defense against the demonic—as that which is overpowering—and against even God, so far as having “absorbed everything demonic,”7 God is himself all-demanding, overpowering. Whether God is attacking Moses or his wife, Zipporah (perhaps on their bridal night), he is, in his demonic activity, the creator as destroyer. Circumcision, as a rite, is the tactic by which Moses’ wife limits that power which is demonic and would destroy her husband— or, perhaps, from the beginning, her husband’s relation to herself. One exegetical tradition supposes that Zipporah is about to be raped when she devises a bloody ruse that will “let Moses be.”8

Now, we cannot miss the plain fact that circumcision is a kind of bloody defect, an injury, a cutting off of a significant part of the body. This ritual is an assault upon the body image of a man. It implies that only in the sense of bloody defeat does man know the danger of power, and forewarns himself, by a permanent sign of aggression, against himself. Israel is to be known thereafter by the sign of this forewarning against power, precisely in its phallic aspect, where it is most personal and direct in its assault upon the person, so as to annihilate him as anything except the satisfying object of another will. The near-killing of Moses, precisely by his God, and its ritual deflection is a paradigm of the tension between ritual and power. But Moses is always in mortal danger, so long as he is appointed by God as his messenger. By the appointment, Moses is put in mortal danger precisely even in his merely human personality. He and his family, and his mission for the group, are all in danger of being stripped down to a naked struggle for power.

In his unusual depth of intuition, Buber verged upon what I consider the correct interpretation of ritual as a defense against the destructive-ness of power, so far as power is a kind of demand that pulverizes, whether in sexual or religious acts, human personality and subordinates the self to another—most profoundly someone wholly other: “God takes complete possession of the one to whom he addresses himself.”9

God thus becomes a problem for man. In his demonic aspect, and total claim, as the ancients of Israel knew, even God must be resisted. The moderns of Israel, especially the literary moderns, have accepted the terrible idea that they themselves can become as gods, to other persons, especially in the sexual encounter. Thus, in the modern novel there is a vengeful destruction of all limits on the sexual relation, its utter transformation into a coming struggle for power between one person and another. Norman Mailer’s An American Dream is in this sense a perfect anti-Jewish nightmare, another grotesque effort by a nice Jewish boy to be un-nice, an attempt to murder the God of human limits. It is not surprising that a “death of God” theologian, in his identification of the religious with the destructive and anti-cultural, should announce that “the only first-rate religious fiction today is being written by Norman Mailer.”10 The deritualization of social life invites struggles for power. Far from being an enlightening process, the destruction of ritual in Western culture is a major symptom of its demonic character, opening up the possibility of some persons feeding upon the destruction of others. Here, indeed, sex and politics converge in anti-credal movement, a convulsive fury of systematic destruction at once sexual and technological. The God of Israel is part terrorist, demanding even the killing of a son. To Isaac, this God remained a “terror” (Genesis 31:42). But it is only when men deify themselves, by taking life, that they themselves become terrorists, make a terror of life, stripping men of their relation to God by stripping them, both as killer and victim, of their humanity.

Kierkegaard’s meditation upon Abraham and Isaac is our best evocation of the motif of power disguised as ritual. Then the one ritual left to man is the ritual of murder, which is at once the beginning and end of all possibility, a perfect fusion of anarchy and order. What Buber calls “divine demonism” is one thing: a consciousness of the power of God also girds the human Jacob to fight (resist) his own destruction, to protect his limits, himself. But when men take all power unto themselves, then the demonic loses its divine character. For then men no longer grasp their own limits; they become destroyers and worship only under the principle of power, which can only be fulfilled by breaking up ritu-alization as defensive similitudes of power in the struggle against power. The cool, analytic rejection of ritual, as “uncivilized” and “irrational,” is one with the hot, romantic yearning to bring down the roof of civilization. The rationalist rejection of ritual is one element in the large compound of anti-culture. The other element is the deritualizing of intimate relations, the dissolution of all manners and reticence, so that men leap upon one another, to achieve their own persons in the submission, unto death, of another.

Kierkegaard understands how even under the most devoted self-sacrificial piety and humanity in one’s role, to the degree that role has authority, there lurks the demonism of power, even in an apparently ritual act of submission like the sacrifice of Isaac. His understanding of Abraham is of a man doing reluctantly what he must do, hurting more than Isaac is to hurt. Abraham’s “venerable countenance, his broken heart, has made his speech the more impressive. He exhorts [Isaac] to bear his fate with patience, he has let him doubly understand that he the father suffered from it still more.”11 But all this is literally a hypocrisy, which is broken by Abraham’s own surging desire: to break far beyond his role and authority as a father and to satisfy his surge of desire to be truly monstrous and truly himself, if only he were free of his submission as a man to God, in whose name he is to “sacrifice” Isaac. The sacrifice is to himself, to the idol of his desire after desire. The would-be God, his God-free self, breaks through the hypocrisy of the loving father, powerless to stop the real sacrifice—of the son to the father. Kierkegaard imagines that Abraham has for an instant turned away from Isaac, and when again he turned toward him he was transformed, unrecognizable to Isaac, not his father but a visibly wild, unrestrained man. Abraham’s “eyes were wild, his venerable locks had risen like the locks of furies over his head.”12 This is the inner image of the man of power. However such a man looks on the outside, within he is wild and his head a striking force of destruction, “locks of furies.” The body imagery is of a man transmogrified into a demon, all destruction embodied even in his terrible revelation of the truth about himself, and his piety, to Isaac. For his piety is a pose, a role within which he cherishes the abolition of that role. Abraham is something else again, something he has rarely had a chance to be except under the cover of his devotion to a higher power. Now he reveals to Isaac that he himself is that higher power, an idolater of his own endless desire. Between men the imagery of desire is the cut and thrust of the knife; between men and women it would have been the cut and thrust of the phallus. But the act remains the same, an act of power, the ultimate act of desire in the destruction or absorption of the other. In the Christian symbolic, this power act of sexuality was hedged in, compensated, by the doctrine of one flesh and the submission to the procreative purpose of sexuality. “He seized Isaac by the throat, he drew the knife, he said: ‘Thou didst believe it was for God’s sake I would do this, thou art mistaken. I am an idolater, this desire has again awakened in my soul, I want to murder thee. This is my desire. I am worse than any cannibal; despair thou, foolish boy, who didst imagine that I was thy father. I am thy murderer, and this is my desire.’ “13 Then Kierkegaard falters, for he is too closely identified with Abraham, who is then let out of his power-seeking by a ruse, so that Isaac will think him, rather than God, monstrous. Both Abrahams are correct: God is monstrous and so is Abraham in his real desire to kill, to express thus his most primal urges to destroy even what he himself has created, his son. Abraham would not be an ordinary and limited man, no more than would Soren Kierkegaard, who uses spirituality to “live as though dead,” without the satisfactions of sex (Regina) or power (status as an official Christian, a pastor). The point is that Abraham has himself come into collision with his God-relationship and wishes to be by himself. All men are on this same collision course.

Spirituality, as Kierkegaard knew, is a way of opting out of the fight to be a man of power. It is to “live as though dead,” i.e., without power. But spirituality so threatens ordinary men, who want their fill of things, to conquer and digest, that they demand “the death of the man of spirit,” or rush upon him “to put him to death.” This is how it came about, concluded Kierkegaard, that Christ was crucified.14 There are two kinds of death-dealing: God’s and man’s. When the spirit strikes, it kills the assertion of the body, self-assertions. When the body strikes, it kills the assertion of the spirit, God’s assertion.

The defense of ritual (repetition) against power has nothing to
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